THEORY
FLOATING SIGNIFIER

A floating signifier is a symbol or concept (for example, the Zapatista balaclava) that's loose enough to
mean many things to many people, yet specific enough to galvanize action in a particular direction.
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“FINDING THE RIGHT FLOATING SIGNIFIER CAN MAKE OR

BREAK A SOCIAL MOVEMENT.”

"We are . .. the face that hides itself to be seen.”

—Subcomandante Marcos

The American flag inspires extreme passions . .

imperialism, and terror — its meaning shifts wildly depending on
context and observer. This emptiness, into which observers can
pour almost any meaning or desire, is a large part of the symbol’s

power.

For activists, a well-crafted floating signifier can be a powerful tool
for catalyzing broad-based action. Subcomandante Marcos and the
Zapatistas, for example, deployed the concept of the floating
signifier masterfully. Marcos described the masks the Zapatistas
wore as a mirror in which all who struggle for a better world can see
themselves. The Zapatistas’ iconic black balaclava was not just a
necessity for personal security, but became a powerful statement of

. but what exactly
does it stand for? To different people it means freedom, justice,
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unity and universality. “Behind our black mask,” they declared, “we - Yomango

are you”.

- "You'll never have a home in

your f***ing life!”
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In 2008, presidential candidate Barack Obama also made masterful
use of floating signifiers. His poetic rhetoric of “hope” and “change
we can believe in” inspired a population weary from eight years of
misrule. He became whatever his supporters wanted him to be.
Obama explicitly acknowledged this phenomenon in the prologue
to his campaign screed, The Audacity of Hope: "l serve as a blank
screen on which people of vastly different political stripes project
their own views.”

Finding the right floating signifier can make or break a social
movement or campaign. When a social movement hits upon such a
catalyzing symbol, it's like striking gold. One might even argue that
broad social movements are constituted in the act of finding their
floating signifier. Previously disparate groups suddenly congeal into
a powerful aligned force. Momentum is on their side, and things
that seemed impossible only yesterday become visible on the
horizon.

Indeed, the power of a good floating signifier was perhaps nowhere
more evident than in the overnight growth of Occupy Wall Street.
Far eclipsing the literal physical occupation in Zucotti Park, Occupy
Wall Street resonated so far and wide because it served as a symbol
about standing up to powerful elites on their own doorstep. To
many people, the “occupy” in “Occupy Wall Street” essentially
stands in for the F word. Millions of Americans were waiting for
someone or something to stand up to Wall Street, the big banks,
the mega-corporations, and the political elite. Then one day, a
relatively small crew of audacious and persistent New Yorkers
became that someone or something — became the catalyzing
symbol of defiance we'd been waiting for. And by having an open
process, and not fixing its meaning early with a ten-point program
or the like, the symbol was able to continue “floating.”

It's not that the symbol is empty of meaning. Both “occupy” and
“the 99%" carry content that strategically frames public thinking
and pulls the political discourse in a clear direction. But a degree of
ambiguity is absolutely necessary if such a symbol is to catalyze a
broad alignment. If the symbol’s meaning becomes too particular —
too associated with any one current or group within the alignment
— it risks losing its powerfully broad appeal. This is why the forces
defending the status quo try to nail it down. Their hope is that by
fixing it to particular meanings, associating it with particular “kinds
of people” and to narrower frameworks, it will no longer function as
a popular symbol.

Float on, beautiful signifier. Float on.

This article incorporates passages from a blog post by Jonathan
Matthew Smucker, The Tactic of Occupation and the Movement of
the 99%.

Originally published in Beautiful Trouble.
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