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Based on an overview of the ways in which politics and the political
have been thought in critical discourse analysis (CDA), the author
calls for a focus on the metapolitical dimension of discourse. The
author develops his notion of metapolitics on the basis of post-
foundational insights into politics, the political and processes of
(de-) politicization. Metapolitics refers to projects and struggles
where conflicting modes and models of politics clash.
Metapolitical debates potentially reshape the structure of the
public realm as well as the entities, borders and processes that
constitute it. The author differentiates his descriptive and analytic
use of the term from the way this signifier has been used
programmatically by the anti-democratic New Right and its heirs.
He demonstrates that metapolitical projects can be democratic as
well as anti-democratic. In order to facilitate discourse analyses of
metapolitical projects, debates and struggles, the author suggests
that the metapolitical dimension of contemporary debates can be
explored further by integrating insights from governmentality
studies, studies of political rationality and the discourse theoretical
logics approach with CDA. Moreover, a further exploration of the
linguistic and textual underpinnings of metapolitics constitutes a
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domain of critical discourse studies so that our understanding of
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Introduction

Discourse scholars often carry out research with emancipatory political aims in mind (see
Blommaert, 2005; Breeze, 2011; Herzog, 2016; Verschueren, 2001; Wodak, 2013). Politics is
at once an object of investigation and a driving force for the articulation of discourse
analytical critique. These observations alone already necessitate a reflexive attitude with
respect to the use of politics-related signifiers in critical discourse studies. In a context
where the very meaning of democratic politics is challenged reflection on the category
of politics becomes even more important.
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Whether we talk about populist railings against Washington politics, about debates on
parliamentary democracy, about the political legacy of the Enlightenment era, or about
experiments with participatory democracy and alternative economies, we are dealing
with projects that aim to re-imagine and/or change established modes of doing politics.
Discourse analysts need to calibrate their understandings of politics and the political to
these changing conditions, to take stock of the conceptual tools at their disposal, and
to ask whether it is even possible to talk about politics as a singular form.

I argue that we need to explore the fantasies, logics and rationalities that inform meta-
political projects clashing in the public realm. Metapolitics – as I conceptualize it – differs
from politics as usual in the sense that it consists of practices that potentially reconfigure
existing modes of politics, the associated logics and rationalities, as well as the dominant
power structures in a given public sphere. Metapolitical debates have the potential to
reshape the structure of a public realm, the entities and processes that constitute it, as
well as the concepts and practices of politics that underpin it.

There are only a few overviews of the way notions such as politics and the political
have been used in discourse studies. The notion of metapolitics is not used at all in
this context. Conceptual discussions about politics in discourse studies are rare and
tend to be confined to specific sub-disciplines within the field such as Essex style dis-
course theory (e.g. Glynos & Howarth, 2007; Mouffe, 1993, 2005) or (post-) Foucauldian
studies of political rationality and governmentality (e.g. Brown, 2015; Foucault, 1978; McIl-
veny, Zhukova Klausen, & Lindegaard, 2016). Nevertheless scholars in discourse theory
and analysis have much to gain by paying more attention to the metapolitical dimension
of discourse and by reflecting explicitly on their use of signifiers such as ‘politics’ and (the)
‘political’.

I argue that as critical discourse theorists and analysts, we should extend our focus from
the study of linguistic and non-linguistic, textual and non-textual political identities, argu-
ments, frames and ideologies to the metapolitical projects wherein such discursive
elements get articulated.

In order to make these points, I will first discuss the way the category of politics
has been understood by key authors Critical Discourse Analysis. I argue that not
enough attention has been paid to radically different ‘modes’ of conceptualizing
and practicing politics in critical discourse studies and in CDA in particular. Secondly,
I will show that the field of post-foundational discourse studies contains notions of
politics, the political and (de-) politicization that may help us to illuminate the meta-
political struggles of our times. Thirdly, I will outline my preferred notion of metapo-
litics and distinguish it from the way metapolitics has been conceptualized in New
and Alt-Right discourse.

I do not wish to treat New Right (NR) thinkers such as Alain de Benoist on a par with
authors in the field of discourse studies and related social sciences. When I first concep-
tualized metapolitics together with Benjamin De Cleen in a co-authored working paper, I
was unaware of the NR use of this term (Zienkowski & De Cleen, 2017). Nevertheless, in
order to distinguish the descriptive and analytical notion of metapolitics advocated in this
paper from the NR’s anti-democratic and programmatic understanding of the term, we
need to shed critical light on NR discourse. Lastly, this paper concludes with an overview
of possible pathways of investigation into metapolitics in the field of critical discourse
studies.
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Politics and the political in critical discourse analysis (CDA)

All critical perspectives in discourse studies are political in that they point at the contingent
character of discursive practices. They show that things might have been different and that
at some point, a political choice has been made to shape things like this and not like that.
Critical Discourse Studies is a transdisciplinary field of inquiry where abstract discourse
theories focusing on issues of power, subjectivity and knowledge intersect with discourse
analytical approaches focusing on language (use), context and practice (Angermuller,
Maingueneau, & Wodak, 2014, pp. 6–7). I will deal primarily with the way key authors in
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) have conceptualized politics. However, I maintain that
my claims about the lack of explicit reflection on the category of politics in CDA also
hold for most discourse studies in related (sub-) disciplines such as critical linguistics, cog-
nitive linguistics, systemic functional linguistics, varieties of linguistic pragmatics and/or
text linguistics.

CDA frequently focuses on political language, practices, symbols, institutions, argu-
ments, identities, frames, ideologies, logics and/or rationalities materialized in multimodal
semiotic forms and constellations. It often relies on insights into the language of politics
and into the politics of language generated in linguistic, cognitive, pragmatic and text-
oriented modes of inquiry (Okulska & Cap, 2010, pp. 6–7). Nevertheless, in spite of its inter-
disciplinary richness CDA is marked by a remarkable scarcity of explicit reflection on the
category of politics itself.

Key CDA authors did stipulate what they understand by politics, political discourse and/
or political discourse analysis (Chilton, 2004; Chilton & Shäffner, 1997; Fairclough & Fair-
clough, 2012; Van Dijk, 1997; Wodak, 2009). The notion of ‘the political’ is also a key
concept in poststructuralist discourse theory (Mouffe, 2005, pp. 8–14). Nevertheless,
definitions of politics and/or the political are often left implicit in texts that deal primarily
with political phenomena in terms of ideology, hegemony, power, critique and/or eman-
cipation. Fairclough and Fairclough identify ‘a need for more reflection about the connec-
tion between views on politics, views of political discourse and analytical approaches to
political discourse’ and that it is ‘necessary to work from a coherent view of the nature
of politics’ when engaging in such reflections (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 17).

CDA scholars rely on rather different frameworks in order to approach politics theoreti-
cally and empirically. In an early paper, Van Dijk offers a restrictive take on politics. In order
‘to avoid the extension of politics and political discourse to a domain that is so large that it
would coincide with the study of public discourse in general’ he refuses to label corporate,
medical, educational and even media discourse as political discourse. He also writes that
‘we shall similarly not take all interpersonal talk (not even of gender) as political discourse’
(Van Dijk, 1997, p. 15). Instead, he defines political discourse as ‘a special case of political
action, and as a functional or strategic part of the political process’ (Van Dijk, 1997, p. 15).

The structures and processes of the political domain discussed by Van Dijk include: the
societal domain or field of politics; political systems; political values; political ideologies;
political institutions; political organizations; political groups; political actors; political
relations; political actions; political discourse and political cognition’ (Van Dijk, 1997,
pp. 16–18). However, it remains unclear why we should content ourselves with a ‘more
or less arbitrary set of criteria according to which discourse may be categorized as
(mainly) political, viz, when it has a direct functional role as a form of political action in
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the political process’ (Van Dijk, 1997, p. 23), especially since no definition of politics is
provided.

Chilton is careful not to define politics too narrowly and identifies two ways of under-
standing politics: politics as a power struggle and politics as a cooperative practice of
conflict resolution. Both modes of politics can be studied at different levels of analysis:
‘At the micro-level there are conflicts of interest, struggles for dominance and efforts at
co-operation between individuals, between genders, and between social groups of
various kinds’. The micro-level also includes the various techniques we employ to get
our way (e.g. persuasion, rational argument, threats, bribes, etc.). At the macro level
there are ‘the political institutions of the state’ that either serve the purpose of dominant
individuals or groups, or serve to resolve conflicts of interests, depending on the perspec-
tive taken (Chilton, 2004, p. 3).

Chilton relies on Aristotle in order to make the point that language has the function to
indicate to a group what is harmful or useful, good or evil, just or unjust. The production
and sharing of common views regarding these concepts is ‘an intrinsic part of constituting
a social or political group’ (Chilton, 2004, p. 199). Chilton points out that political discourse
is often analysed in terms of exploitation, control and distortion and argues that more
attention should go to the cooperative dimension of politics (Chilton, 2004, p. 198). For
him, politics is ultimately a negotiation over representations grounded in cognitive inter-
action. The formation of groups, identities and binary oppositions is shaped by the cogni-
tive set-up of our brains that functions through spatial reasoning, indexicality and a
reflexivity that relies on the recursive functions of language for its expression (Chilton,
2004, pp. 201–205).

Machin and Van Leeuwen point out that authors in political science and critical dis-
course analysis often stick to rather narrow understandings of politics. Inspired by cultural
studies they prefer a broader notion of politics that overlaps with the concept of ideology
as distributed through mediatized cultural discourse. For them, political discourse is a mul-
timodal phenomenon that can be articulated across contexts and genres, not only in new
and old media, but also in design, architecture fashion, product design and other cultural
dispositives (Machin & van Leeuwen, 2016, pp. 244–248).

Wodak grounds her notion of politics more solidly in sociological perspectives. She
refers to the division between conflict and cooperation oriented understandings of politics
discussed by Chilton and Aristotle. For her, playing the political game implies the impo-
sition of order and knowledge management, the exercise of power to include and
exclude, and the formation of coalitions and alliances (Wodak, 2009, p. 26). Other CDA
authors would probably agree with this understanding of politics. However, Wodak is
less interested in the cognitive dimension of politics and political discourse than Van
Dijk and Chilton. Moreover, she stresses politics as a mode of action: ‘I assume that
‘doing politics’ is highly context dependent, influenced by national traditions and political
systems, by the habitus of politicians, the modes of performance, the many embodied per-
sonality features, organizational structures and antagonistic political interests’ (Wodak,
2009, p. 26).

Wodak understands politics as a Bourdieu-like field in which symbolic violence is exer-
cised. She also uses the image of politics as a Luhman-like system intertwined with other
systems such as the media or the economy. Politicians – like journalists, historians and
sociologists – struggle in their own fields to set out principles of vision and division, but
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also try to impose these principles and to have them recognized as legitimate categories
for constructing the social world (Bourdieu 2005, 37 cited in Wodak, 2009, p. 4). Wodak
relies on a relatively broad notion of politics and political discourse analysis but for Fair-
clough & Fairclough even she needs to be more explicit about the nature of the political
process itself.

Okulska and Cap categorize CDA as being part of a broader endeavour they call Analysis
of Political Discourse (APD). They argue that the analysis of

political discourse involves not only its institutionalized aspects but virtually any kind of
human communication whose objective is to pursue a variety of discourse goals in
different (power-marked) social relations and configurations; or, to promote and govern
language attitudes forming a basis for societal developments and changes (Okulska & Cap,
2010, p. 6).

They argue that APD and CDA should incorporate insights into the language of politics (i.e.
the rhetorical practices of politicians acting in their political capacity) and into the politics
of language (i.e. the political decisions and policies pertaining to official and standard
languages, language education and/or language planning), maintaining a close link
with approaches in discourse studies such as linguistic pragmatics, cognitive linguistics
and critical linguistics in order to guarantee comprehensiveness and structural rigour
(Okulska & Cap, 2010, pp. 7–8)

Fairclough and Fairclough criticize most of the above authors for failing to recognize
the fundamentally argumentative nature of politics as deliberation. Even though virtually
all authors in CDA recognize that argumentation is part of political discourse, most of
them do not place the notion of deliberative argumentation at the centre of their
approach to politics. In contrast, Fairclough and Fairclough view ‘political discourse as pri-
marily a form of argumentation, and as involving more specifically practical argumenta-
tion, argumentation for or against particular ways of acting, argumentation that can
ground decision’ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 1). In the following I will show why
I consider this deliberative approach to be problematic in the study of metapolitical
projects.

Fairclough and Fairclough claim that there is a ‘primacy of argumentation in politics’.
Other discursive categories and structures (e.g. narratives or explanations) only become
political when they provide a background for deliberations that inform political choice-
making (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 13). They define practical argumentation as
the balancing of reasons – nomatter whether this process happens in hasty, unreasonable,
authoritative or even undemocratic ways. They recognize that not all deliberation is
marked by the equality of access and freedom from constraints that marks Habermas’s
ideal speech situation, but also stress that deliberations falling short of normative stan-
dards involve argumentation nonetheless (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 14). Fair-
clough and Fairclough claim that ‘a normatively legitimate outcome in politics must
satisfy standards of good argumentation’ and that ‘standards of good politics are intrinsi-
cally related to standards for good communication’ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 14).
They follow Bohman’s adaptation of Habermas in stressing that deliberation should not be
geared towards the ideal that all actors involved in a debate agree for the same universal
reasons, but towards the twin goals of continued cooperation and compromise (Fair-
clough & Fairclough, 2012, pp. 33–34).
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For Fairclough and Fairclough politics is ultimately about decision making: ‘Politics is
about making choices and decisions about what to do, what action to take in response
to a situation’ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 26). Political discourse is deliberative
whenever it is oriented to a normative conclusion and when a weighing of reasons
took place, ‘however minimally’ or implicitly (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 27). At
the same time, ‘[p]olitics could be more democratic, and hence in a sense more properly
politics, if public practical reasoning were closer to a normative idea of deliberation than it
is in practice’ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 27).

Referring to Mouffe, Fairclough and Fairclough seem to favour a mode of agonistic poli-
tics as opposed to a politics based on open antagonism and conflict since the former
involves a type of cooperation that seems to be more in sync with their deliberative under-
standing of politics. From Rancière, they draw the lesson that

the art of politics is to reduce the potential for conflict inherent in the division between the
aporoi [those without means in the polis] and the euporoi [those with means in the polis]
and in the power of the demos, and to accentuate cooperation (Fairclough & Fairclough,
2012, p. 28).

From Bauman they take the ideas that critical reflection is the very essence of all genuine
politics and that it is possible to rely on reflexivity in order to re-invent politics understood
as an institutional context that binds actors into complex networks of relations that
provide them with reasons for actions (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, pp. 28–29).

Within the CDA literature, the work of Fairclough and Fairclough offers the most thor-
oughgoing reflection on politics to date. However, they stop short of analysing so-called
‘deep disagreements’ over politics. As they acknowledge themselves, the analyses on
display in their book Political Discourse Analysis ‘are not rooted in irreconcilable compre-
hensive conceptions of the good, but are underlain by a shared framework of moral-pol-
itical values, freedom, equality, justice’, and ‘in different interests and different normative
priorities that agents assign to (broadly shared) values’ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012,
p. 34). Put differently, the book does not deal with the metapolitical reinvention of politics
and/or the political, an omission that is in all likelihood informed by the deliberative notion
of politics as argumentation proposed by the authors themselves. This omission excludes
some of the most relevant debates and challenges of our age.

CDA lacks a focus on the different concepts of politics that implicitly and/or explicitly
inform particular metapolitical projects, discourses and subjectivities. While it is generally
recognized that politics and political discourse get articulated in a wide variety of med-
iatized contexts, that politics is a specific function of discourse that can be performed
by a wide variety of social actors and institutions, and that public debate involves a mul-
tiplicity of conflicting political identities, ideologies and discourses, little attention is paid
to the different ways in which the notion of ‘politics’ itself has become an object of
struggle.

Politics and the (Meta) political in post-foundational discourse studies

Referring to Palonen, Peter Muntigl made an observation about CDA that still holds today:

In most cases, politics is equated with the polity or media reports of politicians’ actions – the
political being an epiphenomenon of particular discursive space – or is cast as the
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construction of differences in terms of ‘us’ vs. ‘them’. Scant mention is given to terms such as
politicization, depoliticization, policy, or polity (cf. Palonen, 1993)’ (Muntigl, 2002, p. 46)

Palonen distinguishes between policy, polity, politicking and politicization as four
ways in which politics is understood today. The contemporary notion of policy
thereby refers to ‘a direction of activities, to a line, project, plan, program or doctrine’
that has ‘a teleological connotation, an orientation towards the future, which is con-
sidered to be a priority over the present state of affairs as well as the activity itself’
(Palonen, 2003, p. 175). The notion of policy thus captures the regulatory dimension
of politics. Politicking refers to the improvised and pragmatic performances of actors
within a polity that should be understood as ‘a metaphorical space that demarcates
the ‘political sphere’ from other spheres’ (Palonen, 2003, pp. 177–178). Within the
sphere of polity, activities commonly accepted as political are discussed, practiced and
planned. Politicking takes place within a historically constituted and therefore inherently
instable polity.

Coming rather close to a post-foundational notion of politics, Palonen points out that
the a polity is always the ‘result of specific politicizations’ and that ‘we cannot refer to a
proper or ordinary sense of politics’ because ‘politicization has no quasi-natural subject
matter’ (Palonen, 2003, p. 182). Politicization therefore involves an ‘act of naming some-
thing as political, including the controversies surrounding the acceptance of this
naming’ (Palonen, 2003, p. 182). Palonen’s claim that politicization renders some alleged
necessities or impossibilities obsolete and may create new time-spaces for action
chimes well with critical and post-foundational understandings of politics and the political
(Palonen, 2003, p. 182).

It is interesting to note that the post-foundational author Jacques Rancière used the
term metapolitics in order to refer to a specific mode of depoliticization that subordinates
particular modes of politics to a deeper essence such as the market economy in economic
liberalism or to class identity in Marxism (Wilson & Swyngedouw, 2015, p. 13)1. I use the
term differently, in order to refer to a mode of politics that acts upon itself and that
involves both processes depoliticization and politicization.

Metapolitical projects often reproduce a sense of crisis because they need to foster a
sense of urgent change with respect to ‘mainstream’ policy, polity and politicking. This
is not to say that metapolitical projects are always waged outside of the ‘sphere’ of tra-
ditionally accepted politics. However, through politicization alternative time-spaces for
action and choice making can be created. Depoliticization closes down such time-
spaces (Muntigl, 2002, p. 49). For Wood and Flinders, depoliticization and politicization
are two faces of the same coin (Wood & Flinders, 2014, pp. 157, 165). As Maeseele and
Raeijmaekers point out:

Depoliticization concerns not only the concealment of those particular politico-ideological
values, perspectives and choices that underlie a social order and shape its politics, but also
– and more importantly – the misrecognition of the fact that any social order is always the
provisional product and expression of a particular configuration of power relations (Maeseele
& Raeijmakers, 2017, p. 4).

This brings us to the post-foundational distinction between politics and the political. In
French political theory a distinction is frequently made between la politique or ‘politics’
(everyday power struggles between politicians in parties, elections, parliaments and
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governments) on the one hand, and le politique or ‘the political’ which deals with a deeper
mode of choice-making and change (Palonen, 2006, p. 16).

For Mouffe, the category of politics includes the domain of everyday parliamentary and
extra-parliamentary decision-making – politicking within a polity as well as politics waged
in civil society. The notion of ‘the political’ refers to the idea that social life is always based
on decisions made in a prior epoch, to the fact that social reality is the result of a temporary
and partial attempt to fix reality in this way and not in another. In the vocabulary of Hei-
degger, Mouffe distinguishes between ‘politics’ referring to the ‘ontic’ level and to ‘the pol-
itical’ referring to the ‘ontological’ level that makes politics possible in the first place
(Mouffe, 2005, p. 8; see also Wilson & Swyngedouw, 2015, pp. 11–16):

By ‘the political’ I mean the dimension of antagonism which I take to be constitutive of human
societies, while by ‘politics’ I mean the set of practices and institutions through which an order
is created, organizing human coexistence in the context of conflictuality provided by the pol-
itical (Mouffe, 2005, p. 9)

What is considered to be natural or hegemonic at any point in time is the result of sedi-
mented practices that were once grounded in political decisions (Mouffe, 2005, p. 17).
Mouffe claims that there is no final ground on which we can base our identities, values,
beliefs and political projects. Notions such as class, the subject, ethnicity and freedom
fall away as final grounds for identity formation in Mouffe’s post-foundational and anti-
essentialist project but this does not need to lead to nihilism. The absence of a final
ground provides us with a freedom to politicise that is only limited by historically overde-
termined conventions and negotiable power relationships (Marchart, 2007, p. 156).

Marchart believes that

democracy is to be defined as a regime that seeks, precisely, to come to terms with the ulti-
mate failure of grounding rather than simply repressing or foreclosing it. He argues that every
democracy if it is worth that name, will have to be deliberately post-foundational – a criterion
which is not precisely met by everything that goes under the name of democracy today
(Marchart, 2007, p. 158).

He summarizes his point as follows: ‘not every post-foundational politics is democratic but
every democratic politics is post-foundational’ (Marchart, 2007, p. 158). Not all forms of
politicization are emancipatory or democratic. A notion of metapolitics grounded in
post-foundational insights allows us to analyse the deep political conflicts of our times
as being constituted by clashing emancipatory and anti-democratic modes of politiciza-
tion, It allows us to see how politics acts upon itself.

Why we should care about metapolitics in discourse studies

The way politics is usually understood and practiced – politicking within polities, within
and outside of parliamentary systems – relies on sedimented but contingent decisions
on what counts as a legitimate mode of (de-) politicization within a public realm. The
establishment of a society’s constitutive and antagonistic outside operates through a
rationality that seeks hegemonic status. Because metapolitical projects need to assert
and/or defend themselves and their concept of politics from external and internal
threats there is a metapolitical dimension to all forms of politics that can be inferred
and articulated with different degrees of explicitness and reflexivity.
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When feminist actors politicize practices and issues formerly considered to be private or
personal, they may or may not be aware that they are re-imagining the practices and
relationships constituting the boundaries of the public sphere. Feminist politics and
forms of protest continue to generate new practices, modes of communication and organ-
ization, as well as new forms of political subjectivity, as can be exemplified with reference
to the recent #MeToo controversy. Likewise, right-wing populist resistance to and attacks
on feminism in the name of a so-called besieged masculinity (see Kelly, 2017), as well as
the case of anti-Islamic homo-nationalism (see Bracke, 2012), illustrate how gender-issues
are often articulated with (in) wider metapolitical struggles.

Because metapolitical projects can take democratic as well as anti-democratic forms, it
is important to identify the particularities of specific metapolitical projects and to go
beyond the rather banal observation that there is a metapolitical dimension to all
modes of politics. In order to identify the specific metapolitical project underpinning a par-
ticular statement or practice one needs to infer the underlying vision of politics and to
assess to what extent this vision has implications for the relations between entities and
practices constituting a public realm at a given point in time. In doing so, it is useful to
make a distinction between metapolitical projects, debates, language use and discourse.

Metapolitical projects consist of programmes, practices and discourses that aim to
reconfigure the face of the public sphere. Metapolitical projects clash over the socio-pol-
itical imaginaries that define the boundaries of what is to count as a legitimate and/or ille-
gitimate political language, practice, subjectivity or mode of organization. The Spanish left-
wing populist party Podemos proposes a reversal of post-crisis austerity measures and re-
draws the boundaries of what is to count as political practice by developing itself simul-
taneously as a transversal social movement spanning a multiplicity of issues and identities,
and as a political party that challenges social democracy while experimenting with alterna-
tive modes of practicing and performing politics and politicization (García Agustín & Bri-
ziarelli, 2018, pp. 5–19).

Far right forms of populism are metapolitical projects in that they are antagonistic to
post-Enlightenment political configurations and ideologies such as liberalism, socialism
and representative democracy. For instance, Victor Orban’s ‘illiberal democracy’ is an
anti-democratic metapolitical project that attacks civil society and the separation of
powers.

Political debates may revolve around concrete issues such as gender issues, climate
change, migration or health care but debates only become metapolitical when their res-
olution potentially impacts on the logic or rationality that informs the identities, principles
and practices that make up a given public sphere. A debate is metapolitical if its outcome
may restructure the relationships and identities that constitute a public realm. Moreover,
metapolitical debates potentially alter the boundaries between the spheres of activity
wherein citizens, civil society organizations, political parties and state institutions exert
power. For instance, contemporary European migration debates are not merely about
the regulation of migration flows. The questions at stake pertain to the very structure of
the European public sphere. Such questions include: how do we define national bound-
aries and conceptualize citizenship; what is the relationship of citizens and states to
officially established values and principles grounded in human rights; and what should
be the societal role and function of critical and humanitarian civil society organisations.
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It is also useful to distinguish metapolitical projects from metapolitical language use and
discourse. Whereas metapolitical projects include all forms of action geared towards a
reconfiguration of dominant modes of doing politics, metapolitical language use refers
to linguistic discourse that calls for system-wide change through a (de-) legitimization
of particular modes of (de-) politicization and political subjectivity. When metapolitical
language use is accompanied by or embedded within other semiotic modalities (e.g.
visual, auditory) and practices in patterns within and across specific texts and messages,
we will talk about metapolitical discourse. Pro-Trump trolls of the Alt Right rely on language
as well as on non-linguistic symbols such as memes in their metapolitical struggle (see
Nagle, 2017). Note that it is also possible for political actors to make use of linguistic
and non-linguistic metapolitical discourse, only to abandon this rhetoric upon gaining
power.

Through metapolitics, politics can act upon itself and upon the political. It is a politics
about politics, but not a politics beyond politics. It is not a mode of politics that is merely
‘added to’ everyday politicking but refers to the actions and processes that make a particu-
lar mode of politics possible in the first place. Just as metadiscourse allows us to make
sense of everyday texts and communicative practices (Blommaert, 2005, p. 253) and just
as meta-communication allows us to regulate everyday communication without going
‘beyond’ or ‘outside’ of communication in any way (Bateson, 1954, p. 151), metapolitics
reconfigures politics through politics, for better of for worse. In metapolitical struggles,
politics reflexively becomes an object for itself.

Reflexive awareness is always limited and comes to us through the spectrum of specific
discourses along with their limitations and possibilities (Zienkowski, 2017b). Someone who
criticizes a labour union’s right to strike may do so with an explicitly anti-corporatist vision
of politics in mind but it may also be the case that such a coherent vision is absent and that
his or her call for a limitation on the right to strike is simply informed by the inconvenience
of arriving late at work due to a syndicalist action in public transport. In the latter case the
person involved might provide support for a neoliberal project that aims to limit labour
union power without realizing that such a limitation implies a metapolitical reconfigura-
tion of politics as one knows it in a particular public sphere (Zienkowski & De Cleen,
2017). Metapolitical projects may be articulated with varying degrees of reflexive
awareness.

The metapolitics of proto-fascist, New Right and Alt-Right discourse

We need to distinguish the analytical and descriptive notion of metapolitics advocated
above from the programmatic anti-democratic concept of metapolitics developed by
the New Right (NR). It is therefore necessary to engage critically with NR discourse on
metapolitics. I will now (1) focus on the way NR authors have used the notion of metapo-
litics in order to (2) show how we can understand the project of the NR as one (undemo-
cratic) metapolitical project among others. Moreover, (3) by exploring the way the NR
problematizes the legacy of the Enlightenment, it becomes clear why politicization is
not necessarily a democratic process and why we need to focus on the specific ways in
which metapolitical projects articulate themselves through specific ideological discourses.

In his book Metapolitics, Peter Viereck pointed out that the German word Metapolitik
was first used in Wagner’s nationalist circle in order to designate a brand of nationalism
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that supposedly supersedes or goes beyond the politicking associated with parliamentary
democracy. Viereck quotes an open letter from a German nationalist to Wagner: ‘to be
genuinely German, politics must soar to metapolitics. The latter is to commonplace ped-
estrian politics as metaphysics is to physics’ (Frantz, 1878 cited in Viereck, 2003, p. 50;
Viereck, 2004, p. 4). It is here that we can catch a first glimpse of the programmatic under-
standing of metapolitics that can be found in New Right and Alt-Right articulations of the
term.

In order to deconstruct and criticize the Nazi-project, Viereck equates metapolitics with a
specifically German ‘semi-political ideology’ or ‘atmosphere’ that articulates Wagner’s
romanticism, the so-called ‘science of racism’, a vague economic socialism and a mystified
glorification of the Volk collective in Nazi ideology (Viereck, 2004, p. 4). The New and Alt-
Right drop this German-centred focus and put a Gramsci-inspired spin on the word.

As the French NR or Nouvelle Droite (ND) sought to establish itself as an alternative to
violent right wing extremism on the one hand and traditional far right politics on the other
hand, its main ideologue – Alain de Benoist – programmatically proposed an anti-egalitar-
ian ‘metapolitics’ (Capra Casadio, 2014, p. 51). Benoist is the primary theoretician of the
Nouvelle Droite – a political ideology that denounces Nazism and its biological racism
at the explicit level but whose ideology is inherently and explicitly anti-egalitarian, hom-
ogenizing and hierarchical (Bar-On, 2014, pp. 27–28). In his writings, at least three
senses of the metapolitical intersect.

Firstly, metapolitics refers to a political strategy based on Gramsci’s cultural understand-
ing of hegemony, to what Benoist called ‘right-wing Gramscism’ (Arnstad, 2015, p. 200).
The NR notion of metapolitics refers exclusively to a right-wing cultural battle for the
minds and hearts of the population waged by its intellectual elites. It also refers to the for-
mation of such elites. There is a clear and explicit parallel with Gramsci’s notion of hege-
mony (Arnstad, 2015, p. 200; Bar-On, 2014, p. 21, 33; Capra Casadio, 2014, pp. 52–56;
Eagleton, 1996; Griffin, 2000, p. 43; Salzborn, 2016, p. 40). When NR writers denounce
Gramsci, as is the case in the GRECE2 manifesto of 2000 (see de Benoist & Champetier,
1999 cited in Capra Casadio, 2014, p. 51), this only happens for the ‘metapolitical’
purpose of delegitimizing the cultural legacy of Marxism. Such denunciations are fre-
quently contradicted elsewhere.

Metapolitics in the second sense is a politics waged outside of traditional militant, acti-
vist and parliamentary party-politics, within the cultural sphere (Bar-On, 2014, p. 12). Here,
the prefix ‘meta’ signifies ‘outside’ of party political structures:

[…] we chose a metapolitical strategy that, according to Gramsci’s teachings, allows us to gain
cultural power before political power, which does not exclude that in the near future someone
could bring our cultural programs to a more political plane (de Benoist, 1981 cited in Capra
Casadio, 2014, p. 54).

Benoist does not advocate just any metapolitics. His programme involves a metapolitics
that rejects administrative and legal equality, the ‘religion of human rights’ as well as the
legacy of the Enlightenment and the French revolution. Like the fascists of the Interbellum,
adherents of the NR claim to have synthesized or moved beyond the ‘out-dated’ left-right
distinction (Bar-On, 2014, pp. 1–2, 30–31). Their project strives towards an alternative mod-
ernity and therefore positions itself in opposition to the Enlightenment projects of liberal-
ism, socialism and Marxism (Bar-On, 2012, p. 48).
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The New Right articulates ideas of the Conservative Revolution on organic cultural and
civilizational degeneration and rebirth with New Left cultural and political strategies.
Inspired by the ethos of the German Cultural Revolution – the proto-fascist intellectual
movement that was a key source of inspiration for Nazism – NR authors ritually proclaim
that we live in an age of civilizational decline that is a consequence of misguided Enlight-
enment egalitarianism and of the culturally dislocating forces of Modernity (Griffin, 2000,
pp. 38–39).

The NR does not propose a return to pre-modern times but seeks to establish new
myths that provide a spiritual basis for a Europe structured along homogeneous and
organic ethno-pluralist lines where communal belonging is not based on individual
rights but on duties to your region, nation, and Europe. It implies a hostility regarding par-
liamentary politics and to liberal democracy in general. The NR is decidedly against multi-
culturalism. It embraces elite rule, and rejects the egalitarian views on human beings
developed in socialism, communism, social democracy and liberalism (Bar-On, 2012,
pp. 45–47; Salzborn, 2016, pp. 41–47). The NR rejects excessive individualism, unrestrained
capitalism, egalitarianism, liberalism, neo-liberalism, socialism, communism, multicultural-
ism, feminism, and LGBTQ rights but accepts modern secularism, scientific modes of analy-
sis, economic dynamism, and technological process (Bar-On, 2012, pp. 30–31). The ideal
NR society includes ‘a capitalist market constrained by ethnically conscious, activist
elites and ‘the people’ (that is, one’s own ethnic group employing techniques of ‘direct
democracy’ such as referenda) in a collectivist, corporatist vision’ (Bar-On, 2014, p. 29). Ega-
litarianism is considered to be ‘the major ill of the modern world’ (Bar-On, 2014, p. 27).

We thus find three overlapping notions of metapolitics: metapolitics as a political strat-
egy; metapolitics as intellectual leadership; and metapolitics as a programmatic attempt
to replace the legacy of Enlightenment egalitarianism with a decidedly Modern and
fascist model of society. The works of Alain de Benoist have impacted on right-wing
populist discourses and strategies in Europe and in the US. In the seventies, metapolitics
referred to a cultural struggle waged in civil society, magazines, newspapers, literature
and pseudo-academic books. Today this struggle is also waged online. For instance, Meta-
pedia is a fascist and racist alternative to Wikipedia that operates in sixteen languages
and aims to be a web resource for right-wing activists. The website explicitly presents
itself as a ‘fact of metapolitical struggle’ in the spirit of Alain de Benoist (Metapedia
cited in Arnstad, 2015, pp. 199–200). It contains a highly reflexive mission statement
that stresses the importance of being able to determine the definition of words and
the interpretation of historical events, criticizing ‘concepts such as “xenophobia”’ that
supposedly pathologize ‘previously natural and sound values and attitudes’ (Metapedia
cited in Arnstad, 2015, pp. 199–200).

The strategic and programmatic notion of metapolitics also appears in the self-concep-
tualisation of the so-called Alt-Right. White supremacist Richard Spencer explicitly frames
the goals of his online journal in metapolitical terms: ‘RADIX publishes original work on
culture, race, tradition, meta-politics, and critical theory’ (RADIX, 2017). On AltRight.Com,
Daniel Friberg describes metapolitics as ‘a war of social transformation, at the level of
worldview, thought, and culture’. For Friberg, ‘any parliamentary struggle must be pre-
ceded, legitimised, and supported by a metapolitical struggle’. Moreover, ‘at its best’meta-
politics ‘reduces parliamentarism to a question of mere formalities’ (Friberg, 2015). For him,
metapolitics ‘creates, encourages, inspires, and illuminates’ the path to ‘an authentic right’

12 J. ZIENKOWSKI

Unco
rre

ct
ed

 P
ro

of



and a ‘European renaissance’ (Friberg, 2015). Metapolitics is not the prerogative of the
intellectual leadership at the helm of the NR though. Activities such as the distribution
of memes, shit-posting, tweeting, anonymous signalling tactics, and trolling are explicitly
categorized as ‘a form of dirty and lawless skirmisher warfare, carried out by non-centrally-
organised partisans’ in a ‘subjective metapolitical war’ against ‘the global parasite class’ by
AltRight online activists such as James Lawrence (Lawrence, 2016).

Conclusions and future pathways for investigation

The metapolitical project of the NR seeks to go ‘beyond’ the legacy of Enlightenment
informed ideologies and modes of politics. In contrast, the notion of metapolitics I
argue for shares none of the NR’s anti-democratic programmatic connotations. My
descriptive and explanatory notion of metapolitics refers to modes of politics that: (1)
aim to reconfigure the face of the public sphere; (2) redefine what is to be considered a
legitimate mode of practicing politics; and (3) reconceptualise the relationship between
politics and the political.

Metapolitical debates are important to critical discourse studies because they poten-
tially restructure the boundaries, relationships and identities that constitute our public
realms. The outcome of such debates affects the way power is exercised within and
across different sections of the public realm. Metapolitical projects may be democratic
or anti-democratic. They are highly reflexive endeavours that aim to reconfigure existing
modes of politics. Metapolitics is never a politics outside or beyond politics but always a
politics that aims to reconfigure the existing political constellations constitutive of a public
realm.

My call to focus on metapolitics in discourse studies is informed by the need to come to
terms with conflicting attempts to restructure established modes of political practice and
subjectivity. Many contemporary debates do not revolve around isolated topics and issues
but around interlinked controversies whose resolution potentially impacts on the political
relations, subjectivities and rationalities that shape our public spheres. The growing popu-
larity of right-wing populism in Western Europe and in the US as well as the experiments
with participatory modes of politics on the left are indicative of a re-politicization of social
life in general and of the category of politics itself. The same can be said of the rise of pol-
itical Islam and about post-political attempts in the radical centre to move either ‘beyond’
left and right, or to embrace them both.

Metapolitical projects – be they emancipatory or anti-democratic – offer powerful
visions and incentives for achieving social and political change. If we are to understand
the metapolitical projects that aim to restructure our public spheres from a discourse
analytical perspective, we need to investigate deep conflicts about the nature of poli-
tics and the political itself. We cannot content ourselves with modes of discourse analy-
sis that exclusively focus on practical argumentation, on deliberative rationality and/or
on narrow understandings of political practice. Authors in post-foundational discourse
studies offer a useful distinction between politics and the political and sophisticated
accounts of (de-) politicization. They also provide concepts that explain how and
why new metapolitical projects take the forms they do. A full account of useful post-
structuralist concepts for the study of metapolitics falls outside of the scope of this
article, but I will suggest four promising pathways to describe, explain and understand
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the large-scale constellations of signifiers and practices that inform the metapolitical
projects of our times.

Firstly, metapolitical projects can be studied from the perspective of governmentality
studies. Foucauldian understandings of discourse and power such as power/knowledge
and the microphysics of power have been incorporated into CDA but we are dealing
with a very selective reading of Foucault’s work (Martin Rojo, 2015). Notions such as pas-
toral power, bio-power, and governmentality usually fall outside of the scope of CDA
which arguably ‘got stuck on Foucault circa early 1970s, e.g. in his writings such as ‘Politics
and the Study of Discourse’, ‘The Discourse on Language’ or, in a later translation, ‘The
Order of Discourse’’ (McIlveny et al., 2016, pp. 19–20). In the mean time entire domains
of investigation have been constructed around other Foucauldian concepts (Brown,
2015; Lawrence, 2016; Lemke, 2002; Rose, O’Malley, & Valverde, 2006). For instance, the
notion of governmentality only recently acquired significant attention from critical ana-
lysts of discourse (Martin Rojo, 2015; McIlveny et al., 2016, pp. 19–24).

Governmentality involves rationality in the sense of a style of thinking and rendering
reality thinkable in such a way that it becomes amenable to calculation and programming.
Miller and Rose argue that rationality should always be thought about in the plural, in
terms of rationalities. Governmentality is also constituted through technologies that
should be understood as ‘assemblages of persons, techniques, institutions, instruments
for the conducting of conduct’, in the Foucauldian sense of the word (Miller & Rose,
2008, pp. 15–16). If metapolitical projects are to be investigated through the lens of gov-
ernmentality studies, one needs to focus on the conduct of political conduct and on the
various discourses and technologies that form the conditions of possibility for politics to
be recognized and practiced as politics. The development and clash of competing meta-
political projects could thereby by analysed in tandem with an analysis of the technologi-
cal practices that transform and/or reproduce political practices, institutions and
subjectivities.

Secondly, metapolitical projects can also be analysed in terms of political rationality. For
Foucault political reason ‘is not timeless or universal, but always comes in a particular form,
secures and circulates specific norms, and posits particular subjects and relations’ (Brown,
2015, p. 115). Brown points out that ‘political rationality is not an instrument of govern-
mental practice, but rather the condition of possibility and legitimacy of its instruments,
the field of normative reason in which it is forged’ (Brown, 2015, p. 116). A political ration-
ality is not in itself a form of governing but the condition of possibility and legitimacy of its
instruments (see Brown, 2015, p. 121).

For Foucault, political rationalities are world-changing, hegemonic orders of normative reason,
generative of subjects, markets, states, law, jurisprudence and their relations. Political ration-
alities are always historically contingent, rather than necessary or teleological; however, once
ascendant, they will govern as if they are complete and true until or unless challenged by
another rationality (Brown, 2015, p. 121).

A third notion useful for exploring the large-scale configuration of metapolitical struggles
is the notion of logic as developed in post-foundational discourse theory (Glynos &
Howarth, 2007). Based on the seminal work of Laclau and Mouffe (Laclau & Mouffe,
1985), Glynos and Howarth developed a mode of theoretical explanation that understands
phenomena in terms of the ‘logics’ that make them possible. The naming and the
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description of these logics requires an analysis of the way signifiers, subject positions,
norms, values, narratives and practices get articulated into the discursive structures that
inform our sense of self and our sense of reality (Glynos & Howarth, 2007; Zienkowski,
2017a).

Glynos and Howarth distinguish between political, social and fantasmatic logics. There
are two political logics: a logic of equivalence and a logic of difference. The political logic of
equivalence refers to the principle whereby different discursive elements are made equiv-
alent to each other by opposing them to a threatening but constitutive outside (Laclau &
Mouffe, 1985). The populist elite-people antagonism figures as the archetypical example
here (De Cleen, 2006; De Cleen & Carpentier, 2010). In contrast, the age-old principle of
divide-and-rule can be taken as an example of a mode of politics where the political
logic of difference becomes more dominant (Glynos & Howarth, 2007).

The naming and the description of social logics allow researchers to ‘characterise prac-
tices in a particular social domain’. Social logics articulate rules, norms, and self-under-
standings that inform social practices in historically specific configurations (Glynos &
Howarth, 2007, p. 15). For example, one could argue that Belgian post-WWII labour politics
have been dominated by social logics of consultation or negotiation. Such social logics
entail the operation of a set of rules (e.g. union law or informal procedures structuring con-
sultation processes), norms (e.g. a pro-union norm in most workplaces) and practices that
have come under increasing pressure in a time of neoliberal metapolitics (see Zienkowski
& De Cleen, 2017).

The notion of fantasy helps us to understand the affective appeal of metapolitical pro-
jects for subjects who get gripped by metapolitical discourse through desire and enjoy-
ment (see Glynos, 2008; Glynos & Howarth, 2007, pp. 141–152). Fantasmatic logics do
not ‘set up an illusion that provides a subject with a false picture of the world’, but
‘ensure that the radical contingency of social reality – and the political dimension of a prac-
tice more specifically – remains in the background’ (Glynos & Howarth, 2007, p. 145).
Fantasy has a narrative structure that posits an ideal and an obstacle to be overcome. It
allows actors to transgress the reality in which they find themselves. It ‘offers the
subject with a degree of protection from the anxiety associated with a direct confrontation
with the radical contingency of social relations’ (Glynos, 2008, p. 287). It allows actors to
imagine their ideals as achievable goals and their identities as objects of desire that can
be filled with concrete contents. Metapolitical projects operate simultaneously through
social, political and fantasmatic logics.

Metapolitical debates, projects and discourses are complex phenomena whose analysis
requires abstract discourse theoretical notions that allow us to identify the discursive pat-
terns that structure different forms of conceptualizing and practicing politics within, across
and beyond specific forms of (multimodal) language use, practices and institutions.
However, such patterns always emerge through the performance of concrete linguistic,
textual and/or multimodal acts of communication articulated and performed by a multi-
plicity of voices and actors in the public sphere. Future investigations into metapolitics
should therefore also draw on discourse analytical insights generated in more linguistically
oriented modes of analysing political discourse. Insights into the politics of language use
and into the language of politics generated in sub-domains of discourse studies such as
critical linguistics, linguistic pragmatics and different types of CDA (see Okulska & Cap,
2010, pp. 6–7), should be deployed in combination with a critical reflection on the
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concepts of politics that underlie political discourse on the one hand and political dis-
course analysis on the other hand. An investigation of the linguistic and multimodal
resources actors use to construct metapolitical projects is another research track to be
developed further. As such, I argue that the study of metapolitics should be part and
parcel of the transdisciplinary domain of critical discourse studies so that our understand-
ing of the linguistic and non-linguistic features of metapolitical projects can be developed
in equal measure at multiple levels of abstraction.

Notes

1. Alain Badiou also wrote about metapolitics. However, his concept is unrelated to the concept I
develop in this paper. Badiou wrote about metapolitics in order to criticize political philos-
ophy. For him ‘metapolitics’ refers to ‘whatever consequences a philosophy is capable of
drawing, both in and for itself, from real instances of politics as thought. Metapolitics is
opposed to political philosophy, which claims that since no such politics exist, it falls to phi-
losophers to think ‘the’ political’ (Badiou, 2011, p. xxxviii).

2. GRECE stands for Groupement de Recherche et d’Etudes pour la Civilization Européenne and is
a think tank of the French Nouvelle Droite founded in 1969.
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