
Textes et contextes
ISSN : 1961-991X
 : Université Bourgogne Europe

18-2 | 2023 
The “crisis of political parties” in the British & Irish Isles

The discursive construction of a people: A
new approach to understanding the
strategies of the Scottish National Party and
Sinn Féin
Comprendre le nationalisme par le populisme inclusif : une analyse
comparative du SNP et du Sinn Féin

Article publié le 15 décembre 2023.

Michael Scanlan

http://preo.ube.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?id=4437

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecom

mons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). Les autres éléments (illustrations, fichiers annexes
importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

Michael Scanlan, « The discursive construction of a people: A new approach to
understanding the strategies of the Scottish National Party and Sinn Féin », Textes
et contextes [], 18-2 | 2023, publié le 15 décembre 2023 et consulté le 11 juillet
2026. Droits d'auteur : Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC
BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations
d’usage spécifiques.. URL : http://preo.ube.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?
id=4437

La revue Textes et contextes autorise et encourage le dépôt de ce pdf dans des
archives ouvertes.

PREO est une plateforme de diffusion voie diamant.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://preo.ube.fr/portail/
https://www.ouvrirlascience.fr/publication-dune-etude-sur-les-revues-diamant/


Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

The discursive construction of a people: A
new approach to understanding the
strategies of the Scottish National Party and
Sinn Féin
Comprendre le nationalisme par le populisme inclusif : une analyse
comparative du SNP et du Sinn Féin

Textes et contextes

Article publié le 15 décembre 2023.

18-2 | 2023 
The “crisis of political parties” in the British & Irish Isles

Michael Scanlan

http://preo.ube.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?id=4437

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecom

mons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). Les autres éléments (illustrations, fichiers annexes
importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

1. Introduction
2. A populist people and elite and the nationalism of the SNP and Sinn Féin
3. Nationalist inclusionary populism
4. Methodology
5. Who are the people and who are the elite?
6. Discussion
7. Conclusion

1. In tro duc tion
There is a grow ing body of lit er at ure which seeks to ex plain the
elect oral suc cesses of the SNP and Sinn Féin. With re gards to the
SNP, much of this work has been car ried out by the Scot tish Elec tion
Study (SES). In par tic u lar, the SES has fo cussed on issue cleav age and
sa li ence among Scot tish voters, identi fy ing four dis tinct tribes with
mem ber ship de pend ent on how they voted in the 2014 Scot tish In de ‐
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pend ence Ref er en dum and the 2016 EU Ref er en dum. Out of these
four tribes, the Yes/Re main group is the largest and this is where the
SNP draws its sup port from (Mc Mil lan  & Hende r son 2021).This re‐ 
search has done much to ex plain and ana lyse who votes for the SNP
con firm ing earlier re search that ar gues the SNP drew new sup port
from those who fa voured Scot tish in de pend ence (Field house and
Prosser 2018). Equally, it is well es tab lished that the SNP draws its
sup port primar ily from those who feel either Scot tish and not Brit ish,
or more Scot tish than Brit ish (Car man et al. 2014). In terms of Sinn
Féin, Brexit is also poin ted to as a driver for their sup port and, in‐ 
deed, Irish re uni fic a tion, both north and south of the Bor der (Ever‐ 
shed and Murphy 2021), as is the im pact of eco nomic down turn and
aus ter ity (Lewis- Beck and Quin lan 2021).

We there fore have some un der stand ing of the is sues that are lead ing
people to sup port both the SNP and Sinn Féin and the con sti tu tional
and ter rit orial is sues. How ever, given the cent ral ity of val ues to na‐ 
tion al ist parties (Mour it sen et al. 2019), there is still a sig ni fic ant gap
in ex plor ing how the SNP and Sinn Féin ar tic u late and lever age val ues
to cre ate a uni fied sup port.

2

Ini tial work has been car ried out to identify the SNP and Sinn Féin as
pop u list parties (Mas setti 2020; Scan lan 2022). There has also been
re cent work ex plor ing how Sinn Féin and the DUP use a pop u list
com mu nic a tion style to ex press, among other things, the in her ent
“de cency” of their sup port ers (Swan son and Ghergh ina 2023). Equally,
there is a de vel op ing trend in lit er at ure ar guing that the the or et ical
ap proach of Laclau has con sid er able ef fic acy in un der stand ing how
pop u list parties cre ate and unite a het ero gen ous people (Kat sam be kis
2020), rep res ent ing a move from the dom in ant ideational ap proach to
pop u lism of Mudde and other writers who em phas ise the people as
being ho mo gen ous (Mudde 2004).

3

This paper there fore at tempts to build upon this by fo cus sing upon
how the SNP and Sinn Féin use what they per ceive as com mon val ues
to gen er ate pop u lar de mands and thus ad vance their aims. In doing
so, this paper will put for ward two ar gu ments: first, that ex amin ing
the cent ral ity of val ues to na tion al ist parties helps us to un der stand
how these parties gain and main tain sup port and, second, that
Laclau’s the or ies of pop u lism, hitherto lim ited mainly to stud ies of
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left pop u lism (Mouffe 2018; Acha 2019) can also be ap plied to cer tain
forms of na tion al ist move ments to re veal new in sights in terms of
who the people in these move ments are and what unites them as a
co her ent and het ero gen ous people.

The qual it at ive ana lysis fo cusses on two case stud ies, the SNP and
Sinn Féin. The em pir ical evid ence comes from 15 elite in ter views car‐ 
ried out with mem bers of both parties who cur rently hold or have
held in the past po s i tions of in flu ence in policy, com mu nic a tion, and
party or gan isa tion. This is ac com pan ied by ana lysis of SNP and Sinn
Féin mani fes tos for elec tions to the Scot tish Par lia ment, West min‐ 
ster, the North ern Ire land As sembly and the Dáil Éireann from the
period 2007-2023. This time frame has been chosen due to the im‐ 
pact of the Global Fin an cial Crisis and sub sequent aus ter ity pro‐ 
grammes on the elect oral for tunes of both parties.

5

The format of the paper is as fol lows: it be gins with a dis cus sion of
Laclau’s the or ies of how a pop u list people arises and is uni fied and a
brief ex am in a tion of the na tion al ism of both the SNP and Sinn Féin.
This is fol lowed by a short meth od o logy sec tion be fore the em pir ical
evid ence is in tro duced and ana lysed. The paper then con cludes with
con sid er a tions of the res ults and po ten tial areas for fur ther re search.

6

2. A pop u list people and elite and
the na tion al ism of the SNP and
Sinn Féin
There is no one single ap proach to pop u lism (Hein isch et al. 2017) but
the dom in ant ap proach in the field of pop u lism stud ies is that of
Mudde. His ap proach has con sid er able strengths, yet it can be cri ti‐ 
cised for its em phasis on the mor al ity of the people (Mudde 2004)
and on their ho mo gen eity (Tag gart 2000). How ever, the data ob‐ 
tained for this re search demon strated neither an in trinsic mor al ity to
the people nor a ho mo gen eity. In deed, both the SNP and Sinn Féin
stressed the het ero gen eity of their people, as this paper shall ex plore.

7

To un der stand the SNP and Sinn Féin, what is re quired is an ap‐ 
proach which em phas ises the het ero gen eity of the in clu sion ary pop‐ 
u list people and this is drawn from the the or ies of Laclau. The people,
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argue Laclau and Mouffe (2001� 197), exist as a “poly phony of voices”
and it is through pop u lism that they are united as a uni fied whole.
This con struc tion of a people is cent ral not only to pop u lism but
polit ics in gen eral (Laclau 2007b). Laclau ar gues that “[a]n en semble
of equi val en tial de mands ar tic u lated by an empty sig ni fier is what
con sti tutes a ‘people’” (Laclau 2007� 171). Equi val en tial de mands do not
mean that the people all want the same thing, but rather that their
di verse de mands are united by them being un ful filled by the elite,
that is, the dom in ant force in any polity. Laclau ex plains equi val en tial
re la tions by de scrib ing a hy po thet ical shantytown out side a de vel op‐ 
ing in dus trial city. As prob lems of hous ing arise, such as bet ter san it‐ 
a tion and ac cess to util it ies, res id ents begin to make de mands that
these prob lems are solved. With an ac cu mu la tion of un ful filled de‐ 
mands and an in sti tu tional in ab il ity to ab sorb them in isol a tion from
the oth ers (i.e., in a dif fer en tial way), an equi val en tial re la tion is
formed between them. These equi val en tial re la tions serve to widen
the gap between the in sti tu tions and the people (Laclau 2007b: 73-
74).

What unites the people is not that they all wish the same thing, as
they have a mul ti tude of de mands. What be gins to unite them is that
these de mands are un ful filled and there is a gap between the people
and power, i.e., an in ab il ity to have their de mands ful filled. This unity
is com pleted using an empty sig ni fier (Laclau 2007a), i.e. a word or
term which lacks mean ing, but fixes mean ing to other words or con‐ 
cepts – in other words, one which gives con tex tual mean ing to un ful‐ 
filled de mands. This could be seen, for ex ample, in the 2008 Obama
cam paign’s use of “Hope” as an empty sig ni fier to unite sup port ers
(Kumar 2014).

9

Fi nally, there is the iden tity of the elite to be con sidered. Whilst a
com mon term in pop u lism stud ies, the “elite” is not a term used by
Laclau and Mouffe. Rather, they use the term “he ge mony” and whilst
this is a more com plex term than “elite”, the he ge mony act in the
same way as the elite in that they pre vent the people from ful filling
their de mands (Scan lan 2022).

10

Through these di men sions, an ex cluded people and their val ues, an
ex clud ing elite and their val ues and an empty sig ni fier that unites, we
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can gain an un der stand ing of how the SNP and Sinn Féin con cep tu al‐ 
ise and mo bil ise their sup port.

3. Na tion al ist in clu sion ary pop u ‐
lism
In clu sion ary pop u lism is a sub type of pop u lism which seeks to ex‐ 
pand rather than limit mem ber ship of the people, often reach ing out
to mar gin al ised or dis crim in ated groups to do so (Scan lan 2022). As
both the SNP and Sinn Féin ad vance ter rit orial claims, Scot tish in de‐ 
pend ence and Irish re uni fic a tion re spect ively, we can con sider them
both na tion al ist parties. The val ues of civic na tion al ism give rise to
the de mands of pop u lism, and the values- based dif fer ences between
people and elite give rise to a pop u list ant ag on ism (Scan lan 2022).

12

The in clu sion ary com pon ent of their pop u lism is, again, linked to
their na tion al ism. The SNP’s core ideo logy is civic na tion al ism (Duc los
2016) and it claims to em phas ise tol er ance and equal ity through an
act ive cit izenry, re gard less of an ces try or cul ture (McAnulla and
Crines 2017).

13

The na tion al ism of Sinn Féin comes from its cent ral ideo logy of Irish
re pub lic an ism. As with the civic na tion al ism of the SNP, Sinn Féin’s
re pub lic an ism em phas ises both core val ues and a di verse cit izenry
(Scan lan 2022). There are, how ever, two dis tinct forms of re pub lic an‐ 
ism: the ethno- nationalism of Pádraig Pearse and the in ter na tion al ist
so cial ism of James Con nolly (Hoey 2019). Both Pearse and Con nolly
were lead ing fig ures in early 20 - century re pub lic an ism and their in‐ 
flu ence con tin ues in Irish polit ics, with the ethno- nationalism of
Pearce in flu en cing the more main stream re pub lic an ism of Fianna Fáil
and the in ter na tion al ist so cial ism of Con nolly in flu en cing the more
rad ical re pub lic an ism of Sinn Féin as they are today (Scan lan 2022).
While the his toric roots of re pub lic an ism come from both Cath ol ics
and Prot est ants in Ire land, in North ern Ire land it has only been found
within Cath olic com munit ies.

14

th

Mod ern re pub lic an ism broadly be gins with the 1916 Pro clam a tion of
the Re pub lic (Hearty 2018) and it re mains cent ral to the ideo logy of
Sinn Féin. The Pro clam a tion can be seen as the found ing doc u ment of
the Irish state and al though it has not been re spec ted to the let ter by

15



The discursive construction of a people: A new approach to understanding the strategies of the
Scottish National Party and Sinn Féin

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

the gov ern ments of Ire land (Frost 2017), it still has sig ni fic ant im plic a‐ 
tions re gard ing the na tional val ues it ex presses and how these are in‐ 
ter preted.

The ana lysis of the em pir ical evid ence will focus on this di verse
people, their val ues and their de mands along with the elite who ex‐ 
clude them from ful filling their de mands and con sider what the
Laclauean ap proach can re veal.

16

4. Meth od o logy
The data comes from two sources: in ter views with 15 SNP and Sinn
Féin act iv ists, politi cians and party staff un der taken from 2019 to
2021 and from mani fes tos from 2007 to 2022. The time frame has been
se lec ted as both the SNP and Sinn Féin, al though pre dom in antly Sinn
Féin, used anti- austerity mes sages fol low ing the 2008 Global Fin an‐ 
cial Crisis to broaden their elect oral ap peal.

17

Par ti cipants were re cruited through dir ect re quests via email, ap‐ 
peals on so cial media and through per sonal con tacts. In se lect ing the
par ti cipants there was an at tempt to have a wide range of demo‐ 
graph ics in terms of age, gender and party role. Al though there is a
skew in fa vour of male par ti cipants, there was no no tice able dif fer‐ 
ence in data from male and fe male par ti cipants. The se lec tion of par‐ 
ti cipants was in formed by Katz and Mair’s “three faces of the party
model” (Katz and Mair 1993) where the party in of fice (elec ted politi‐ 
cians), party on the ground (act iv ists) and party bur eau cracy (party
of fi cials) were all ap proached. Spec u lat ive emails were is sued, and a
bal ance was kept between gender, age and party role as much as pos‐ 
sible.

18

Fi nally, given that Sinn Féin op er ates in both North ern Ire land and
the Re pub lic of Ire land, par ti cipants were se lec ted from both ter rit‐ 
or ies. A com plete list of par ti cipants and mani fes tos is avail able in Ap‐ 
pendix 1.

19

In the in terests of trans par ency, which in ter views took place dur ing
the COVID- 19 pan demic have been iden ti fied. How ever, there was no
no tice able dif fer ence in data col lec ted pre- crisis and dur ing the
crisis. The data from in ter views and mani fes tos were de duct ively
ana lysed, in that there were clear di men sions that could be iden ti fied

20
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and ana lysed, using the Laclau con cep tion of the people as pre vi ously
dis cussed.

5. Who are the people and who
are the elite?
The SNP21

The SNP present their people as the en tire pop u la tion of Scot land.
There is no di vi sion by class, eth ni city, na tion al ity, or any other iden‐ 
tity. All that mat ters is res id ency. The people share core val ues, and,
from these val ues, the un ful filled de mands arise, with the primary de‐ 
mand being in de pend ence for Scot land and with sec ond ary de mands
for a fairer and more egal it arian so ci ety being as so ci ated with the
ful fil ment of the primary de mand.

22

This claim to rep res ent the en tirety of Scot land was made by all par‐ 
ti cipants, with P1 ar guing: 

23

I'd like to think, ac tu ally, we are a very broad church. I think we rep ‐
res ent those from the very poorest in so ci ety through to some
wealthy in di vidu als… So ac tu ally, I think it's an in cred ibly broad and
di verse rep res ent a tion. And I don't think we're as fo cused as, for in ‐
stance, the Con ser vat ives or La bour. I think we rep res ent a much
wider group of our pop u la tion.

This claim was fur ther sup por ted by other in ter viewees:24

The SNP has, through out its his tory, had a very broad base of sup ‐
port. It's drawn sup port from all walks of life, all kinds of tra di tions,
all parts of the coun try. It's not got the same- - its his toric roots are
dif fer ent from the La bour Party, which has its roots in the trade
union move ment and the working- - the broad work ing classes, if you
like and or gan ized La bour. And then the Con ser vat ives ba sic ally at
the other end of the spec trum. The SNP has al ways drawn on that
kind of cross- section of so ci ety. (P4) 

The goal of in de pend ence for Scot land was cited as a key reason for
this uni ver sal ist ap peal: “If your ul ti mate goal is in de pend ence for

25
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Scot land, you want to take every body with you, as high a num ber as
you can pos sibly get.” (P6).

SNP sup port is re flect ive of the wider Scot land. The SNP as a party is
het ero gen ous, their sup port ers are het ero gen ous, Scot land is het ero‐ 
gen ous, and so the SNP rep res ents the people of Scot land in a way
that none of the other parties act ive in Scot land can.

26

This het ero gen eity is fur ther strengthened by the SNP’s be lief that
Scot tish cit izen ship and thus mem ber ship of the people, is based not
upon birth or eth ni city but on res id ency (P4). There are two reas ons
why the SNP might adopt this rhet oric; firstly, through the lens of na‐ 
tion al ism, the SNP are at tempt ing to demon strate that their na tion al‐ 
ism is in clus ive, that the SNP is the sole de fender of an in clus ive
Scot land, and to offer the im pli cit ar gu ment that a residence- based
cit izen ship is not what is now as part of the UK but what could be as
an in de pend ent na tion (Duc los, 2016). The second reason is that of
the people as being het ero gen ous,  thus giv ing a lar ger con stitu ency
and pool of po ten tial sup port for the SNP.

27

There is a sig ni fic ant body of re search that points to na tion al ists cre‐ 
at ing or ap peal ing to shared cul ture and val ues to build a co hes ive
na tional com munity (Kongshøj 2019), in clud ing within civic na tion al‐ 
ism (Larin 2020). Ana lysis of SNP mani fes tos re veals evid ence to sug‐ 
gest that the SNP have done sim ilar:

28

Scot land is a di verse, wel com ing and outward- looking na tion, with
com pas sion and a drive for fair ness sit ting at the very heart of our
val ues. The SNP has demon strated a strong and en dur ing com mit ‐
ment to in ter na tional en gage ment. Our re la tion ships and en gage ‐
ment with the in ter na tional com munity are im port ant – they be ne fit
trade, in vest ment, travel, edu ca tion and know ledge ex change, and
help to pro mote our val ues, in clud ing human rights (SNP 2016� 41).

Par ti cipants were asked what they be lieved were the val ues of SNP
sup port ers and sim ilar themes emerged in dic at ing the un ful filled de‐ 
mands of the people: “Equal ity, in clu sion, tack ling ra cism, tack ling
depriva tion” (P6), “open- minded…sup port ive of an in clus ive so ci ety”
(P7), “They want to see a health ier, more pros per ous, more egal it arian
so ci ety” (P3). In this re spect, the SNP are not much dif fer ent from the
other Scot tish parties. The Scot tish La bour Party  claims to value

29
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“equal ity and so cial justice” (Scot tish La bour Party 2019), the Scot tish
Lib eral Demo crats stand for a “fair, free and open so ci ety” (Scot tish
Lib eral Demo crats 2016), the Scot tish Con ser vat ives de fend “equal ity
of op por tun ity” (Scot tish Con ser vat ive and Uni on ist Party 2019), and
the Scot tish Greens want Scot land to be “fairer” (Scot tish Greens
2016). How ever, none of these parties make the claim that their val ues
are in trins ic ally “Scot tish”. As per the ar gu ments of Duc los (2016), the
SNP make a claim for in her ently egal it arian Scot tish val ues and a fur‐ 
ther im plic a tion that only the SNP can rep res ent and ar tic u late these
val ues on be half of Scot land. By doing so, the SNP have at temp ted to
cre ate a Scot tish people bound not by eth ni city but by val ues.

How ever im port ant val ues may be, though, what mat ters in the
Laclau de rived con cep tion of the people used in this paper are the
un ful filled de mands of the people. These de mands, how ever, come
from the val ues of the people of Scot land and we can see the link
between val ues and the un ful filled de mands which emerge from
them. P3 spoke of how the val ues of their sup port ers gave rise to de‐ 
mands:

30

They're more often to be social- democratic. They have a social- 
democratic out look, and they want to see a fairer dis tri bu tion of
wealth within so ci ety. They want to see a health ier, more pros per ‐
ous, more egal it arian so ci ety.

Within this we can see clear evid ence of the de mands of the people of
Scot land com ing from these val ues and this was echoed by P4 point‐ 
ing to policy suc cesses of the SNP: “Scrap ping tu ition fees, free pre‐ 
scrip tions, more po lice on the streets.” Policies for more po lice are
not, ne ces sar ily, an egal it arian value, but it is in keep ing with the
SNP’s catch- all stance.

31

We can also see evid ence of sim ilar de mands for policies based
on the Scot tish val ues iden ti fied by the SNP within their mani fes tos.
Their 2019 West min ster mani festo, for ex ample, in cludes de mands to
pro tect the NHS from being in cluded in post- Brexit trade deals,  an
ex pan sion of free child care, a prom ise to main tain free higher edu ca‐ 
tion tu ition and de mands to end aus ter ity through an in crease in so‐ 
cial se cur ity fund ing  (SNP 2019). In deed, these are com mon policy
de mands from the SNP and are re flec ted in all of their mani fes tos.
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This, how ever, poses the ques tion that if the SNP are able to have
policy suc cesses based on the value- led de mands of the people of
Scot land, can they be con sidered to be un ful filled? This was a para‐ 
dox re solved by P2 when he gave his ra tionale for in de pend ence for
Scot land:

33

I think it's quite vividly demon strated, right now, that there are huge
hindrances in our abil ity to do so be cause a lot of mac roe co nomic
policy is still de term ined by UK par lia ment, UK gov ern ment…The
sig ni fic ant power to provide eco nomic stim u lus still resides within
the hands of the UK gov ern ment. The fact that our over all budget in
Scot land, ob vi ously for the Scot tish gov ern ment, is de term ined by
ex pendit ure de cisions for Eng land through the UK gov ern ment kind
of limit of our abil ity to go as far we would like. But yes, that's a fun ‐
da mental driver for me and, I be lieve, for most of us in the SNP.

For the SNP, no mat ter how far they can go in ful filling de mands
through policies, these de mands will never be en tirely ful filled due to
the lim it a tions of the Scot tish Par lia ment in its cur rent form as a re‐ 
gional as sembly. Only though in de pend ence, with full powers for the
Scot tish Par lia ment, can the SNP ful fil the de mands of the people.

34

The SNP ex press sev eral de mands around a cent ral theme of hav ing a
bet ter so ci ety which are rooted in what the SNP claim are the val ues
of Scot land. The people in Scot land de mand the policies that will lead
to an egal it arian so ci ety be cause of their core val ues.

35

In terms of identi fy ing an empty sig ni fier, this can not be done with
com plete con fid ence. How ever, given that we know that the empty
sig ni fier is what gives mean ing and unity to the de mands and, in this
in stance, val ues of the people, we can make an ar gu ment that, for the
SNP, the empty sig ni fier is “in de pend ence”. This is the core goal of the
SNP, and it is through this goal that the SNP argue that the de mands
of the people for eco nomic in clu sion and justice and the egal it arian
val ues can be ful filled. It is Scot tish in de pend ence which gives mean‐ 
ing to the de mands of the Scot tish people.

36

Con clud ing with the elite, par ti cipants re jec ted the idea that there
was an elite in Scot land. P2, an MSP, said:

37
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I would re cog nise that it's a term (the elite) that can be util ized by
dif fer ent people to mean dif fer ent groups. I mean, look ing at it ob ‐
ject ively I can see how people would per ceive me to be part of an
elite group, and some times you are. There's only 129 people in Scot ‐
land who have been elec ted to the Scot tish Par lia ment, so in some
ways that does make you part of an elite group, but I don't par tic u ‐
larly per ceive my self as being part of the elite.

This ar gu ment that elites are some how un- Scottish is deeply rooted
within Scot tish cul tural val ues. This was made ex pli cit by P3 and talk‐ 
ing about the ap peal of the SNP: “I think that the egal it arian view that
it has, we’re all Jock Tam son’s Bairns, the way in that people work to‐ 
gether are in clu sion ary in that re gard”. “We’re a’ Jock Tam son’s
Bairns” is a com mon say ing in Scot land, ex press ing that people in
Scot land are not only all part of the same fam ily but that there is an
in her ent equal ity and egal it ari an ism (Hay ward and MacBride 2010).
The ideas ex pressed by par ti cipants are linked to the idea that there
can not be a Scot tish elite and we can not be part of an elite be cause
elites are not Scot tish.

38

Every par ti cipant iden ti fied West min ster, and the parties of West‐ 
min ster, as the elite. P3, who sits in West min ster as an MP, made this
clear: “You can't do the job I do work ing with the UK gov ern ment and
not see the elite in ac tion. There is an elite and you see it in the UK
gov ern ment.”

39

Par ti cipants made clear what they saw as the dif fer ence in val ues
between the people in Scot land and the elite. In dis cuss ing the Con‐ 
ser vat ive Party at West min ster, P3 ar gued: “I dis like their polit ical
philo sophy be cause I think it's about greed and not about gen er os ity
and I think it's pat ron ising too.” This dif fer ence in val ues was made
ex pli cit by P7�

40

I think there's defi n itely clear evid ence that would sug gest that Scot ‐
land is going in a very dif fer ent dir ec tion to the rest of the UK. So
ob vi ously, the rest of the UK in terms of what the voters think is very
much this idea of being Euro scep tic, of centre- right and even far- 
right polit ics. And I think the UK and Brit ish elite, if you like, and the
Brit ish gov ern ment are really only dan cing to that tune.
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The per ceived dif fer ence, even in com pat ib il ity, of val ues between the
people and elite is clear.

41

Sinn Féin42

In terms of who they iden ti fied as the people, Sinn Féin did not dis‐ 
play the same uni ver sal ist con sensus as the SNP, al though they did
dis play a de sire to move bey ond their tra di tional working- class sup‐ 
port. Val ues, es pe cially the core value of how Sinn Féin con cep tu al ise
re pub lic an ism, are equally im port ant to Sinn Féin and their sup port‐ 
ers. How ever, eco nomic de mands have a greater sa li ence for their
sup port, and we see sig ni fic ant at tempts to build al li ances over eco‐ 
nomic and so cial is sues.

43

For Sinn Féin par ti cipants, there was a lack of con sensus about who
they rep res en ted with some, such as P8, tak ing the view that Sinn
Féin had a uni ver sal ist ap peal: “I feel we rep res ent every body in the
coun try”, while P12 and P13 em phas ised a class- based sup port: “Over‐ 
whelm ingly I think we rep res ent work ing class people, both North
and South.” (P13).

44

It is in the val ues of these sup port ers, though, that there ap pears to
be more agree ment among par ti cipants, with P8 mak ing the ar gu‐ 
ment clearly (“The bulk [of our sup port] are united Ire landers”), a be‐ 
lief shared by all par ti cipants. How ever, P11 cau tioned about the issue
sa li ence of a united Ire land for those in the Re pub lic of Ire land:

45

I do think there's a di ver gence north and south in the sense that I
think in the north, it is a much stronger mix ture of the con sti tu tion
and the so cial and eco nomic. Whereas I think in the south, not that
our voters in gen eral don't have an as pir a tion to united Ire land, but I
don't think it mo tiv ates them in terms of their elect oral choices or
cer tainly not to the same ex tent.

A united Ire land re mains the core un ful filled de mand for Sinn Féin’s
people. But a united Ire land is not an end in it self, it is a means to an
end. Sinn Féin mani fes tos speak, for ex ample, of the eco nomic be ne‐ 
fits of a united Ire land:

46

The Six County 1 eco nomy has failed. Par ti tion has failed. The Six
County eco nomy is not vi able in isol a tion from the rest of the is land.
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It has been held back through its de pend ence upon, and dom in a tion
by, the Brit ish eco nomy. (Sinn Féin 2007� 21)

A United Ire land in which the eco nomy serves the needs of our
people and not the other way around. (Sinn Féin 2020� 2)

How ever, for those in the Re pub lic of Ire land in par tic u lar, there are
more press ing, day to day is sues, and chief among those for all par ti‐ 
cipants from the Re pub lic of Ire land was hous ing. The cur rent crisis
in hous ing in the Re pub lic of Ire land, marked by a lack of af ford able
hous ing (Healy and Goldrick- Kelly 2018), is linked to the Celtic Tiger
eco nomy (Nor ris and Coates 2014) and its sub sequent col lapse. The
state, which had tra di tion ally been the major sup plier of af ford able
hous ing, with drew from pro vi sion of hous ing as the private sec tor
moved in (Ó Broin 2019). Ul ti mately, this hous ing boom was a major
driver in the col lapse of the Celtic Tiger as banks and other lenders
were left over ex posed to the 2007 credit crunch (Nor ris and Coates
2014). The situ ation now, as Sinn Féin argue, is that hous ing is the
primary con cern for many people in the Re pub lic of Ire land and a
major driver in new sup port for the party. P9 made the ar gu ment that
the hous ing crisis was key in at tract ing younger voters to Sinn Féin:

47

If you look at young people, I think their core- - I think what seems to
be driv ing a lot of the polit ics here for younger people and people
kind of out of the mar ket seems to be the hous ing issue. And the kind
of locked out gen er a tion.

Sinn Féin’s 2020 mani festo had a pro gramme for hous ing which
centred around a large- scale pro gramme of state house build ing
(Sinn Féin 2020). The ar chi tect of this policy was Eoin Ó Broin and the
think ing be hind it can be found in his 2019 book, Home. Ó Broin dis‐ 
cusses the his tory of hous ing in the Re pub lic of Ire land, point ing to
the right to land and hous ing as being a cent ral ten ant of re pub lic an‐ 
ism through out the 19  cen tury and this right to shel ter being part of
the Demo cratic Pro gramme as ad op ted by the Dáil Éireann when it
first met in 1919 (Ó Broin 2019). He charts the move away from state
provided hous ing in the 1970s and the dom in ant role of the private
sec tor in provid ing hous ing lead ing, he ar gues, to the cur rent crisis
and call ing for the policies which would be come a core com pon ent of

48

th
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the 2020 Sinn Féin mani festo. Hous ing can be seen as an un ful filled
de mand and one that cre ates chains of equi val ence not just between
younger people for whom a lack of af ford able hous ing is a pri or ity,
but also for their par ents who are see ing their chil dren let down by
other parties. From cit ing the land re form tra di tion of re pub lic ans to
the Dáil’s Demo cratic Pro gramme, Ó Broin (2019) ar gues that through
the hous ing fail ure, Ire land has aban doned the core prin ciples of both
the state and of re pub lic an ism.

In terms of the di versity and het ero gen eity of the people, par ti cipants
were keen to em phas ise the so cial in clus iv ity of Sinn Féin and its
com mit ment to sec u lar ism. P9 ar gued:

49

We’re not…es pe cially in the south it's no longer a re li gious state with
the Cath olic Church. As you can see with the gay mar riage ref er en ‐
dum and the 8 , 2 it’s a more sec u lar open state and I feel like that’s
what Sinn Féin has really come to em body.

th

Sinn Féin has a re cent re cord of cam paign ing for is sues such as the
leg al isa tion of same- sex mar riages and women’s re pro duct ive rights
in both North ern Ire land and the Re pub lic of Ire land. Sinn Féin has
con flated such cam paigns for sexual minor ity rights and re pro duct ive
rights with their own struggle in North ern Ire land as a minor ity
group (Hayes and Nagle 2019) for ging clear equi val en tial chains. This
iden ti fic a tion with other minor ity struggles was some thing P12 made
clear:

50

We’re cam paign ing, we’re a re volu tion ary or gan isa tion or we’re cam ‐
paign ing for so cial justice, for change. So that’ll be in some of the
areas men tioned: people’s rights, LGBT rights. I mean, we cam ‐
paigned for mar riage equal ity, we cam paigned for women's re pro ‐
duct ive rights. And in those cam paigns, you do forge a range of al li ‐
ances with other people.

For par ti cipants in the Re pub lic of Ire land, this in clus iv ity was par tic‐ 
u larly evid ent through their op pos i tion to Dir ect Pro vi sion. Since
2000, the Re pub lic of Ire land has housed all asylum seekers in Dir ect
Pro vi sion re cep tion centres where asylum seekers are given ac com‐ 
mod a tion and a small weekly al low ance. Dir ect Pro vi sion has been a
source of con sid er able con tro versy with re search ers high light ing the

51
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poor con di tions and health stresses caused by the sys tem, es pe cially
on chil dren (Moran et al. 2019). Sinn Féin’s op pos i tion to Dir ect Pro vi‐ 
sion has been con sist ent in their mani fes tos since its in cep tion (Sinn
Féin 2016b).

Given the hous ing crisis in the Re pub lic of Ire land, this could be a
con tro ver sial, even un pop u lar policy among Sinn Féin’s core sup port
group, many of whom are, them selves, wait ing for per man ent ac com‐ 
mod a tion. This was a point ad dressed in de tail by P11�

52

It wouldn’t be un usual for me to be talk ing to a really good fam ily and
they would be say ing, ‘Look, we don’t have a prob lem with people
from other coun tries but how is it that our kids have to wait so
long?’. Now that’s a really im port ant mo ment of our polit ical en gage ‐
ment, be cause the con ver sa tion I can have with that fam ily and Sinn
Féin can have with the com munity is that the reason why your son or
daugh ter is wait ing so long isn’t be cause of the fam il ies com ing out
of Dir ect Pro vi sion; it’s fail ure of the gov ern ment to in vest ad ‐
equately in pub lic hous ing, so why don’t we all cam paign to gether?

P11 works to form equi val ence between those fam il ies com ing out of
Dir ect Pro vi sion and into hous ing and Irish fam il ies look ing for hous‐ 
ing to try and pre vent blame and oth er ing and, in stead, unite for a
com mon cause and against a com mon ad versary: the gov ern ment and
its fail ure to provide hous ing.

53

Sinn Féin also make claims to wards in clus iv ity in North ern Ire land.
This is of par tic u lar im port ance given the ethno- nationalist di vides in
this re gion and Sinn Féin’s his toric link with the Pro vi sional IRA and
its sup port base com ing from the Cath olic re pub lican com munity.
How ever, Sinn Féin aim to demon strate that their polit ics and, in par‐ 
tic u lar, de mand for a united Ire land should not be seen as a threat to
the iden tity of the Prot est ant com munity in North ern Ire land as this
mani festo sec tion demon strates:

54

The iden tit ies of all cit izens must be re spec ted and sup por ted. This
in cludes those who cher ish their Brit ish iden tity. A united Ire land
must and will de liver and be a place for all our cit izens. (Sinn Féin
2015� 6)
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P12, a North ern Irish politi cian, ex pressed sim ilar in clu sion ary sen ti‐ 
ments, ar guing that Sinn Féin wanted to sup port those in the loy al ist
com munity in North ern Ire land:

55

And our con stitu ency of fices are open to any body…We hope by
demon strat ing that we ac tu ally get people who’ve been loy al ist
working- class areas to ques tion the type of polit ical rep res ent a tion
and lead er ship that they have had over the years.

Whether those in the loy al ist com munity would ever con sider them‐ 
selves to be part of Sinn Féin’s people is an other mat ter en tirely, but
it is clear that in their con cep tion of the people, eth ni city or ethno- 
nationalist status are not an issue.

56

In terms of the empty sig ni fier, there is evid ence that the empty sig‐ 
ni fier de ployed by Sinn Féin is “re pub lic an ism”. An ar gu ment could be
made that “united Ire land” is the empty sig ni fier used by Sinn Féin;
how ever, their elect oral ap peal is based on far more than this, es pe‐ 
cially in the Re pub lic of Ire land. We can see how re pub lic an ism as an
empty sig ni fier gives shape and mean ing to the hous ing de mands, for
ex ample. Ó Broin (2019) has ar gued that a right to hous ing was cent‐ 
ral to the pre- independence ap peal of re pub lic an ism and this has
now been aban doned by Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael. For Sinn Féin,
solv ing the hous ing crisis is not simply the right thing to do, it is the
re pub lican thing to do. This can also be seen in the de mand for a
united Ire land. Sinn Féin make the case for a united Ire land as being
of polit ical, eco nomic and so cial be ne fit to the people of Ire land: “Al‐ 
most 100 years, after the im pos i tion of par ti tion it is clear that it has
failed all of our people polit ic ally, so cially and eco nom ic ally.” (Sinn
Féin 2016a: 6) Yet des pite these be ne fits that Sinn Féin claim, the call
to unite Ire land can truly be un der stood through the empty sig ni fier
of re pub lic an ism.

57

Fi nally, there is the iden tity of the elite to con sider. With Sinn Féin,
there is both an in ternal and ex ternal elite, the in ternal elite being
the duo poly of Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael and the ex ternal elite is the
Brit ish state and the uni on ist parties of North ern Ire land who sup‐ 
port that state. P10 sum mar ised this as: “Just to say that these op pon‐ 
ents are Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael, DUP, Brit ish Gov ern ment. Brit ish uni‐ 
on ism and the old forces of re ac tion.” This was ex pan ded upon by P12
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who ar gued: “Clearly, the north ern state was never fair. It dis crim in‐ 
ated on sec tarian grounds and polit ical grounds. The south ern state
has never been fair in that the kind of wealthy elites have con trolled
the coun try and con trolled it and run it in their own in terests.”

In terms of the ex ternal elite, the Brit ish state and its uni on ist sup‐ 
port ers, par ti cipants saw this as less sa li ent than the in ternal elite. P11
dis cussed core dif fer ences between the people of Ire land and the
Brit ish elite say ing: “We don’t have an ar is to cracy. We don't have a
his tory of landed gentry. We don’t have a lord ship.” In terms of those
who sup por ted the elite in North ern Ire land, the uni on ist and loy al ist
com munit ies, par ti cipants were al most sym path etic to them with P12
say ing:

59

I mean, ob vi ously, in the north in par tic u lar, when you get into the
likes of loy al ists in working- class es tates …we ab so lutely offer sup ‐
port to-- and we like to think that the policies we pur sue in terms of
fair ness and so cial sup port apply equally to those areas as they do to
working- class na tion al ist areas.

It is to the in ternal elite that Sinn Féin dir ect most of their at ten tion.
P10 was scath ing to wards Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael:

60

You have kind of two parties, Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael that es sen ‐
tially see themselves- - the same neo lib eral policies. They es sen tially
see them selves as kind of man agers of our so ci ety…These are two
groups and one of them’s kind of old money and the other one’s new
money. There’s very little dif fer ence between them.

P10 summed this up by dis miss ing these parties as “two cheeks of the
same arse”.

61

This dif fer ence between the duo poly of Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael and
Sinn Féin is linked, fun da ment ally, to how their re pub lic an ism (or lack
of) is mani fes ted. For Sinn Féin, Fianna Fáil are ac know ledged as a re‐ 
pub lican party but it is a weakened re pub lic an ism that ig nores what
Sinn Féin be lieve to be the crit ical eco nomic and re dis tributive ele‐ 
ments of re pub lic an ism such as hous ing. P11 ar gued that “Fianna Fáil
gets squeezed be cause they’re try ing to straddle both horses of half a
foot in the Fine Gael centre- right camp half a foot in their kind of re‐ 
pub lican quasi- social demo cratic camp”, while P12 ar gued that Fine
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Gael were not re pub lican at all: “Fine Gael are a par ti tion ist party.
They're not in ter ested in a united Ire land. They exist to serve and
main tain the 26- county state, 3 and that's a very fun da mental dif fer‐ 
ence between ourselves and them selves. They're much more like a
uni on ist party in that re spect.”

Inas much as we can see Irish re pub lic an ism as a set of val ues, the dif‐ 
fer ence between the val ues of the people and elite for Sinn Féin is
clear.

63

6. Dis cus sion
The the or et ical ap proach ad vanced by this paper points to wards a
het ero gen ous people bound by mul tiple de mands which emerge from
their val ues, uni fied by an empty sig ni fier and pre ven ted from ful‐ 
filling their de mands by an elite with op pos ing val ues.

64

The people of both the SNP and Sinn Féin dis play a strong het ero gen‐ 
eity. The SNP make re peated claims to rep res ent all of Scot land and
while par ti cipants made no claims to wards spe cific in clu sion of mar‐ 
gin al ised groups, it can be sur mised that by in clud ing every one in
Scot land within their people this in cludes the mar gin al ised too. The
SNP has a cross- class ap peal and its lack of the tra di tional class- 
based sup port of La bour and Con ser vat ives has been turned to a
strength. The SNP argue that only they can rep res ent all of Scot land.

65

Sinn Féin had a nar rower con cep tion of the people, primar ily com‐ 
posed of the eco nom ic ally ex cluded of Ire land with a spe cific ap peal
to wards the mar gin al ised such as LGB TQI+ com munit ies and
refugees. Nev er the less, there ex ists as strong het ero gen eity to both
peoples. On ini tial sight Sinn Féin do ap pear to have a class- based ap‐ 
peal. How ever, this is ex pan ded bey ond the work ing class to those all
those who Sinn Féin be lieve have been failed by gov ern ments in Ire‐ 
land.

66

There are also sim il ar it ies in the de mands of both inas much as they
re main un ful filled and so provide equi val ence and unity to the people
and there are sim il ar it ies in the empty sig ni fi ers in that they provide
shape and mean ing to the de mands.
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There are also dif fer ences between the cases. Start ing, again, with
the people, the SNP make mul tiple ar gu ments about com mon val ues
as evid enced in both par ti cipant and mani festo data. It is worth not‐ 
ing, though, that des pite SNP claims for egal it arian Scot tish val ues,
the re cent SNP lead er ship elec tion saw over 47 per cent of their
mem ber ship vote for Kate For bes (BBC News On line 2023a) whose
policies over is sues such as abor tion and LGBT rights demon strated a
strong, faith- derived con ser vat ism (BBC News On line 2023b), in dic at‐ 
ing that the SNP mem ber ship might not be so united in these val ues.

68

The de mands of the people give rise to a unity, but the de mands
come from com mon and core val ues which also give a unity to the
people. For the SNP, just as the people are uni ver sal, so too are the
de mands. Sinn Féin are more nu anced: they make no claim for uni‐ 
ver sal val ues in the same man ner that the SNP do, even, for ex ample,
that not all of their sup port ers are in fa vour of a united Ire land.

69

How ever, on closer ex am in a tion, when we con sider re pub lic an ism as
a set of val ues, the values- based ap peal is as cent ral to Sinn Féin as it
is to the SNP. The core policies of Sinn Féin are rooted in their own
re pub lican val ues, as has been seen in the hous ing policy, for ex‐ 
ample, where Ó Broin (2019) ad vances the ar gu ment that pub lic hous‐ 
ing is a core re pub lican value.

70

There are also dif fer ences in the un ful filled de mands. For the SNP, we
can see that in de pend ence is the primary de mand and has primary
sa li ence over other de mands; it is through the ful fil ment of this de‐ 
mand that all the other de mands can be met and that the val ues of
Scot land can be truly real ised. With Sinn Féin, par ti cipants ac know‐ 
ledged that, while a United Ire land re mained their core de mand, it
lacked sa li ence over more press ing con cerns for their sup port ers
such as hous ing. So, while Sinn Féin’s core de mand is a pos sible path
to wards other de mands being ful filled, and they make the case for
the eco nomic be ne fits of re uni fic a tion re peatedly in mani fes tos, un‐ 
like the SNP it is not the only path to de mand ful fil ment.
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The final core dif fer ence is in the nature of the empty sig ni fier. With
the SNP it rep res ents their core de mand, the route to and uni fier of
their other de mands. With Sinn Féin it, too, rep res ents the route to
and uni fier of their de mands without being a de mand in it self.
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Re turn ing, fi nally, to the sim il ar it ies, the most strik ing sim il ar ity is
that both parties have sought to broaden the mean ing of “the people”.
The SNP’s cross- class uni ver sal ism gives them a people that en com‐ 
passes, as we have seen, all of Scot land, and while not all Sinn Féin
par ti cipants claimed to rep res ent all of Ire land, we have seen how
they have still sought to ex pand their people from the tra di tional
work ing class sup port in both North ern Ire land and Re pub lic of Ire‐ 
land to now in clude oth ers who may have been ig nored or let down
by the dom in ant parties of Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael in the south and
by uni on ist and West min ster polit ics of the north, such as the pre‐ 
cari ous middle classes, LGB TQI+ com munit ies and refugees. In deed,
we have seen how Sinn Féin even have am bi tions to wards work ing
class loy al ist com munit ies in the North. Rather than ex clud ing groups
from their people, as right- wing na tion al ist move ments do, both of
these parties have worked to in clude as many groups as pos sible
within their con cep tion of the people; im mig rants, for ex ample, are
not seen as en emies but po ten tial sup port ers.
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How the two parties do this ap pears to dif fer. With the SNP, it is all
down to res id ency, as we have seen; liv ing in Scot land means you are
part of the people of Scot land. Whether every res id ent of Scot land
would agree with this is un sure, yet the SNP make this claim. For Sinn
Féin, it is a mat ter of de lib er ate out reach to these com munit ies and
an at tempt to build equi val en tial al li ances between them.
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In terms of dif fer ences between the na tion al isms of each case, while
both cur rently present an in clu sion ary na tion al ism, it would be dis‐ 
hon est to ig nore the his tory of Sinn Féin. As the polit ical wing of the
pro vi sional wing of the IRA, for over 25 years they ad vanced their
aims through armed vi ol ence. While Sinn Féin are com mit ted to the
peace pro cess – some thing par ti cipants em phas ised – this his tory
marks a clear dif fer ence between them and the SNP.
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There are no tice able dif fer ences within the elites too. The SNP’s elite
is en tirely ex ternal with par ti cipants ad van cing the ar gu ments that,
due to the egal it arian val ues of Scot land, elites are fun da ment ally in‐ 
com pat ible with Scot tish val ues. Sinn Féin, though, while hav ing an
ex ternal elite in the shape of the Brit ish state, pay less at ten tion to
this than to the in ternal elite of Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael. How ever,
the issue of value in com pat ib il ity re mains. Sinn Féin do not dis cuss
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Irish val ues as such but, rather, they dis cuss re pub lican val ues. Yet
given that mod ern re pub lic an ism stems from the 1916 Pro clam a tion
and that this is the found a tional doc u ment of the Irish state, we can
con sider these as na tional val ues, at least in the eyes of Sinn Féin.
There fore, with Sinn Féin’s re jec tion of Fianna Fáil as in suf fi ciently re‐ 
pub lican and Fine Gael as not re pub lican at all, it can be ar gued that
Sinn Féin, sim ilar to the SNP, see them selves as the sole guard i ans of
the na tional val ues of their coun try, al beit phrased less ex pli citly than
the SNP.

Re turn ing to the two ar gu ments ad vanced by this paper, that ex amin‐ 
ing the cent ral ity of val ues to na tion al ist parties helps us to un der‐ 
stand how these parties gain and main tain sup port and that Laclau’s
the or ies of pop u lism can also be ap plied to cer tain forms of na tion al‐ 
ist move ments to re veal new in sights, what has been learned in this
re gard?
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The cent ral ity of val ues to both the SNP and Sinn Féin is evid ent, with
both parties claim ing (either ex pli citly or im pli citly) that they are the
sole guard i ans of the na tional val ues of their coun try, either in the
form of the egal it arian val ues of Scot land or the so cial ist re pub lic an‐ 
ism of Ire land.
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There is also a clear clash of val ues between both the people, as con‐ 
cep tu al ised by the two parties, and the iden ti fied elites. We can see
how the ar tic u la tion of these val ues, framed as core na tional val ues
that have an in com pat ib il ity with the val ues of the elite, is used to
drive sup port.
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Equally, it is evid ent that the de mands of the people are, for the SNP
and Sinn Féin, in trins ic ally linked to their val ues. The SNP’s people
want to live in an in de pend ent, egal it arian na tion, which is de rived
from the Scot tish val ues the SNP argue for. Sinn Féin’s people de‐ 
mand hous ing, which is rooted in the re pub lican val ues of land re‐ 
form and of sweep ing away the co lo ni al ism of the UK.
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In terms of what Laclau’s the or ies of pop u lism can tell us about these
two parties, the primary as pect is the het ero gen eity of the people.
Look ing at the SNP and Sinn Féin through the lens of the ideational
ap proach, with its em phasis on the ho mo gen eity of the people
(Mudde 2004), it would be dif fi cult, al most im possible, to view the
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SNP and Sinn Féin as pop u list parties. How ever, when the Laclauean
ap proach is used, the pop u lism of the SNP and Sinn Féin is far more
evid ent. We see a di verse, het ero gen ous people bound to gether with
un ful filled de mands, with these de mands being rooted in na tional
val ues, filling the na tion al ist com pon ent of their na tion al ist in clu sion‐ 
ary pop u list ap peal.

Hav ing iden ti fied the parties as pop u list through this ap proach, it can
then be seen how they use a pop u list logic of an ex cluded people
being denied their de mands by an ex clud ing elite, both in ternal and
ex ternal, and po s i tion them selves as the sole path to wards ful filling
these de mands. Fur ther more, the use of the empty sig ni fier al lows for
a deeper un der stand ing of how these parties frame their dis course
and de mands.
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Fi nally, the iden ti fic a tion of a pop u list elite al lows us to un der stand
how both parties frame their polit ics as a clash of val ues with the op‐ 
pos ing val ues of the elite, mean ing that the people, most not ably in
Scot land, are denied polit ics that rep res ent their own val ues.
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7. Con clu sion
In many re spects, this paper has only scratched the sur face of fram‐ 
ing the SNP and Sinn Féin as in clu sion ary pop u list parties and ex plor‐ 
ing new av en ues of ana lysis and un der stand ing and it is in ten ded to
en cour age more re search into these parties through the lenses of in‐
clu sion ary pop u lism and val ues, as well as re search into sim ilar
parties such as Plaid Cymru and ERC of Cata lonia. One par tic u lar lim‐ 
it a tion of this paper is that it has not been able to make par tic u lar
link age between their pop u list logic and their elect oral suc cess. This
is an area where mixed- methods and quant it at ive ana lysis could help
in this re gard.
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Equally, the paper high lighted the dif fer ence in sa li ence of Sinn Féin’s
united Ire land goal in the Re pub lic of Ire land and North ern Ire land.
The 2014 Scot tish in de pend ence ref er en dum showed strong No votes
in the North- East of Scot land, tra di tional SNP strong holds, and so
why there is this dis crep ancy is worthy of fur ther re search. Fur ther‐ 
more, re search into whether these parties’ con cep tion of the val ues
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Ap pendix 1 – Par ti cipants
In ter view par ti cipants

Party Code Demo graphic Age Role

SNP P1 Male 50-70 Coun cil lor

SNP P2 Male 30-49 MSP

SNP P3 Male 50-70 Former party Chief Ex ec ut ive

SNP P4 Male 30-49 MP

SNP P5 Fe male 18-29 Former mem ber of staff

SNP P6 Fe male 30-49 Coun cil lor

SNP P7 Male 18-29 Act iv ist

Sinn Féin P8 Male 
North ern Ire land 50-70 Former MLA

Sinn Féin P9 Male Re pub lic of Ire land 18-29 Sinn Féin act iv ist

Sinn Féin P10* Male Re pub lic of Ire land 18-29 Mem ber of party staff

Sinn Féin P11* Male 
Re pub lic of Ire land 30-49 TD

Sinn Féin P12* Male 
North ern Ire land 50-70 MLA

Sinn Féin P13* Male 
Re pub lic of Ire land 18-29 Sinn Féin act iv ist

Sinn Féin P14* Fe male Re pub lic of Ire land 18-29 Mem ber of staff

Sinn Féin P15* Male Re pub lic of Ire land 18-29 Ogra Shinn Féin Act iv ist

* In dic ates the in ter views took place dur ing the Covid pan demic

Ap pendix 2� Mani fes tos ana lysed
Party Title Elec tion Year

SNP  If Scot land Mat ters To You, Make It Mat ter In May   West min ster   2005  

SNP  It’s Time   Scot tish Par lia ment   2007  

SNP  Elect a Local Cham pion   West min ster   2010  

SNP  Stronger for Scot land   Scot tish Par lia ment   2011  

SNP  Stronger for Scot land   West min ster   2015  

SNP  Re- elect   Scot tish Par lia ment   2016  

SNP  Stronger for Scot land   West min ster   2017  
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SNP  Stronger for Scot land   West min ster   2019  

Sinn Féin  De liv er ing For Ire land’s Fu ture   North ern Ire land As sembly   2007  

Sinn Féin  Peace, Equal ity, Jobs, Unity   West min ster   2010  

Sinn Féin  Lead er ship Across Ire land   North ern Ire land As sembly   2010  

Sinn Féin  There Is A Bet ter Way   Dáil   2011  

Sinn Féin  Equal ity Not Aus ter ity   West min ster   2015  

Sinn Féin  For A Fair Re cov ery   Dáil   2016  

Sinn Féin  Bet ter With Sinn Féin   North ern Ire land As sembly   2016  

Sinn Féin  Equal ity, Re spect, In teg rity   North ern Ire land As sembly   2017  

Sinn Féin  No Brexit, No Bor der, No Tory Cuts   West min ster   2017  

Sinn Féin  Time for Unity   West min ster   2019  

Sinn Féin  Give Work ers And Fam il ies A Break   Dáil   2020  

Ap pendix 3� Ques tions asked to par ‐
ti cipants
In tro duc tion – Can you briefly out line your his tory within your move ment?
What did you do be fore polit ics? What at trac ted you to polit ics?

Goals – What are the polit ical goals of your move ment? How do you seek to
achieve them? Has your party being in gov ern ment im pacted upon your
goals and, if so, how?

Who are your sup port? – Who do you be lieve that you rep res ent? How do
you be lieve that you rep res ent them? Do you feel that your move ment rep‐ 
res ents those ig nored by other polit ical parties? What do you be lieve are
the core val ues of your sup port ers? Why do they sup port your move ment?
How im port ant is im prov ing the eco nomic cir cum stances of the elect or ate?
Do you be lieve that you par tic u larly ap peal to the eco nom ic ally ex cluded?
Do you be lieve your move ment to be part of the polit ical main stream? What
mes sages do you use to en gage with your sup port ers? Do you be lieve it is
im port ant to use pos it ive mes sages? How do you feel about using neg at ive
mes sages? How do you en gage with those who aren’t your sup port ers? Do
you be lieve that your role is to lead the people or fol low them? Do you be‐ 
lieve that you have politi cised or re- politicised people? How has being in
gov ern ment im pacted upon your abil ity to gain and main tain sup port?
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Who are your com pet it ors? – Who would you con sider your polit ical com‐ 
pet it ors and op pon ents? What do you be lieve their val ues are? Why are
these val ues in com pat ible with yours? Do you be lieve there is such a thing
as an “elite”? If so, who are they and what do they rep res ent?

Plur al ity – Which move ments, do mest ic ally and in ter na tion ally, do you feel
an af fin ity with and why? Which move ments would you be will ing to work
with, form ally or in form ally, to achieve your aims? Which move ments could
you never work with? What are your red- line is sues when it comes to work‐ 
ing with other move ments?

Pop u lism – What do you un der stand by the term “pop u list”? Have you heard
of the term in clu sion ary pop u list? Would you con sider your party to be in‐ 
clu sion ary pop u list?

1  “Six Counties” refers to North ern Ire land, com posed of the six counties of
Fer man agh, Armagh, Tyr one, (Lon don)Derry, An trim and Down.

2  The 8  refers to the suc cess ful 2018 cam paign to re peal the 8  Amend‐ 
ment to the Irish Con sti tu tion which pro hib ited abor tion. Sinn Féin played
an act ive role in the cam paign.

3  The Re pub lic of Ire land. North ern Ire land has a fur ther six counties and
re pub lic ans will talk of a 32- county state to refer to Irish re uni fic a tion.

English
The concept of the “people” is at the heart of pop u lism stud ies. Who they
are, where they come from, what their de mands are, what unites them and
who are their ant ag on istic elite are all crit ical com pon ents. While there is
grow ing lit er at ure ex amin ing these is sues in re gard to the Scot tish Na tional
Party (SNP) and Sinn Féin, there are still sig ni fic ant gaps in the lit er at ure.
This paper uses the the or ies of Laclau and evid ence from elite in ter views
and mani festo ana lysis, ap ply ing a com par at ive ap proach to the SNP and
Sinn Féin to un der stand the strategies of these parties in build ing and
main tain ing het ero gen ous sup port across mul tiple iden tit ies. In doing so, it
ar gues that ap ply ing Laclau’s dis curs ive ap proach to pop u lism can re veal
much about how pop u list na tion al ist parties use both val ues and de mands
to ad vance their causes.

th th
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Français
Le concept de « peuple » est au cœur des études sur le po pu lisme. Qui il est,
d’où il vient, quelles sont ses re ven di ca tions, ce qui l’unit et quelle est son
élite an ta go niste sont au tant d'élé ments cru ciaux. Bien qu’il y ait de plus en
plus de tra vaux qui exa minent ces ques tions en ce qui concerne le Scot tish
Na tio nal Party (SNP) et le Sinn Féin, il y a en core des la cunes im por tantes
dans la lit té ra ture. Cet ar ticle s’ap puie sur les théo ries de La clau et sur des
don nées is sues d’en tre tiens avec des élites po li tiques et de l'ana lyse des
pro grammes élec to raux, en ap pli quant une ap proche com pa ra tive au SNP et
au Sinn Féin afin de com prendre les stra té gies de ces par tis vi sant à
construire et à main te nir un sou tien hé té ro gène à tra vers des iden ti tés
mul tiples. Ce fai sant, il sou tient que l’ap pli ca tion de l'ap proche dis cur sive de
La clau au po pu lisme peut ré vé ler beau coup de choses sur la façon dont les
par tis na tio na listes po pu listes uti lisent à la fois les va leurs et les re ven di ca‐ 
tions pour faire avan cer leurs causes.
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