
Every project for radical democracy necessarily 

includes, as we have said, the socialist dimension — 

that is to say, the abolition of capitalist relations of 

production; but it rejects the idea that from this 

abolition there necessarily follows the elimination of 

the other inequalities. In consequence, the de-centring 

and autonomy of the different discourses and struggles, 

the multiplication of antagonisms and the construction 

of a plurality of spaces within which they can affirm 

themselves and develop, are the conditions sine qua 

non of the possibility that the different components of 

the classic ideal of socialism — which should, no doubt, 

be extended and reformulated — can be achieved. And 

as we have argued abundantly in these pages, this 

plurality of spaces does not deny, but rather requires, 

the overdetermination of its effects at certain levels and 

the consequent hegemonic articulation between them. 

Ernest Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. Hegemony and 

Socialist Strategy Towards a Radical Democratic 

Politics. Second Edition. London and New York: Verso 

imprint of New Left Books.  2001. Page 192. 

 



I refer to our book for all aspects concerning the 

genealogy of the concept of hegemony from the 

Russian social-democrats to [Antonio] Gramsci, for its 

structural characteristics and for its forms of theoretical 

articulation within the project of a radical democracy. 

Here I want only to underline some aspects which are 

relevant to the present discussion. The most important 

one is that “hegemony” is the discursive terrain in 

which foundationalism began disintegrating in the 

history of Marxism. What had been so far presented as 

a necessary consequence of an endogenous 

development determined by the contradiction between 

development of the productive forces and existing 

relations of production, became, escalating from 

[Vladimir] Lenin to Gramsci, the result of a contingent 

process of political articulation in an open ensemble 

whose elements had purely relational identities. That is 

that History (with a capital “H”) was not a valid object 

of discourse because it did not correspond to any a 

priori unified object. The only thing we had was the 

discontinuous succession of hegemonic blocs which was 

not governed by any rationally graspable logic – neither 

teleological, nor dialectical or causal. 



Ernest Laclau. Emancipation(s). London and New York: 

Verso imprint of New Left Books. 2007. Ebook edition. 



I believe that however else we may disagree, [Ernesto] 

Laclau, [Slavoj] Žižek and I [Judith Butler] do agree on 

the project of radical democracy and on the continuing 

political promise of the Gramscian notion of hegemony. 

Distinct from a view that casts the operation of power 

in the political field exclusively in terms of discrete blocs 

which vie with one another for control of policy 

questions, hegemony emphasizes the ways in which 

power operates to form our everyday understanding of 

social relations, and to orchestrate the ways in which 

we consent to (and reproduce) those tacit and covert 

relations of power. Power is not stable or static, but is 

remade at various junctures within everyday life; it 

constitutes our tenuous sense of common sense, and is 

ensconced as the prevailing epistemes of a culture. 

Moreover, social transformation occurs not merely by 

rallying mass numbers in favour of a cause, but 

precisely through the ways in which daily social 

relations are rearticulated, and new conceptual 

horizons opened up by anomalous or subversive 

practices. 

〜 Judith Butler, Ernesto Laclau and Slavoj Žižek. 

Contingency, Hegemony, Universality: Contemporary 



Dialogues on the Left. London and New York: Verso 

imprint of New Left Books. 2000. Pages 13-14. 

 

The use of psychoanalysis that remains most persuasive 

in Žižek’s analysis, however, is the linking of political 

signifiers, rallying points for mobilization and 

politicization, like “women,” “democracy,” “freedom,” 

with the notion of phantasmatic investment and 

phantasmatic promise. His theory makes clear the 

relationship between identification with political 

signifiers and their capacity both to unify the ideological 

field and to constitute the constituencies they claim to 

represent. Political signifiers, especially those that 

designate subject positions, are not descriptive; that is, 

they do not represent pregiven constituencies, but are 

empty signs which come to bear phantasmatic 

investments of various kinds. No signifier can be 

radically representative, for every signifier is the site of 

a perpetual méconnaisance [misrecognition]; it 

produces the expectation of a unity, a full and final 

recognition that can never be achieved. Paradoxically, 

the failure of such signifiers—“women” is the one that 

comes to mind—fully to describe the constituency they 

name is precisely what constitutes these signifiers as 



sites of phantasmatic investment and discursive 

rearticulation. It is what opens the signifier to new 

meanings and new possibilities for political 

resignification. It is this open-ended and performative 

function of the signifier that seems to me to be crucial 

to a radical democratic notion of futurity. 

〜 Judith Butler.  Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive 

Limits of “Sex.” New York and London: Routledge. 1993. 

Page 191. 
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In his most controversial recent work, In Defense of Lost Causes (hereafter IDLC), Žižek 

seeks to translate his critiques of the structural violence of global capitalism (Žižek, 2008b) 

into a programme for revolutionary action. In the series of works leading up to IDLC, Žižek 

has described himself as a “dialectical materialist,” albeit with a metaphysical apparatus 

based in Lacanian psychoanalysis that is said to supersede historical materialism. Against 

contemporary post-Marxian radicalism (with its exclusive focus on politics) and radical 

post-modernism (with its exclusive focus on culture), Žižek advocates that the radical Left 

should refuse to accept that capitalism “is the only game in town” (Žižek, 2000a: 95). This 

is combined with the injunction to “repeat Lenin” and generate the radical Act of another 

October 1917, although this is sometimes expressed in the bizarre vocabulary of calls for a 

“diabolically evil” proletarian chiliasm undertaken by “acephalous” saints (Žižek, 1997a: 79-

82; Žižek, 1997b: 228-230). In IDLC, Žižek explains that these “headless,” or driven, 

militants of a Jacobin-style party, modelled on quasi-suicidal samurai, would be prepared 
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to implement a “politics of universal Truth” that would break utterly with existing moral 

norms (Žižek, 2008a: 170, 159, 163). In a terminology borrowed from Marxism, Žižek 

proposes that the application of his reconceptualized notion of “class struggle,” framed by 

a psychoanalytic interpretation of surplus value as “surplus enjoyment” and based in an 

elementary antagonism between the excluded and the included, leads to a rehabilitation of 

the dictatorship of the proletariat. 

In line with these declarations, for some time now, Žižek has called for the Left to 

“reassert the actuality of Marx’s critique of political economy” in a move that is designed to 

demonstrate that alternatives to free-market capitalism can be imagined (Žižek, 2006a). In 

response to those, such as Ernesto Laclau, who have mocked his “r-r-revolutionary” 

ambitions and derided his intentions to destroy world capitalism and overthrow 

parliamentary democracy (Laclau, 2000b: 206; Laclau, 2000c: 289), IDLC is an effort to 

redeem Žižek’s promise to develop a political programme consonant with these ambitions. 

But the truth is that Žižek has not really gone beyond the idea that economy and politics 

cannot be described within a single theoretical apparatus:

Is not the ultimate Marxian parallax … the one between economy and politics—
between the ‘critique of political economy,’ with its logic of commodities, and the 
political struggle, with its logic of antagonism? … The ‘pure politics’ of Alain 
Badiou, Jacques Rancière and Étienne Balibar, more Jacobin than Marxist, 
shares with its great opponent, Anglo-Saxon Cultural Studies and their focus on 
struggles for recognition, the degradation of the sphere of economy. … Within 
this horizon, there is simply no place for the Marxian ‘critique of political 
economy’: the structure of the universe of commodities and capital in Marx’s 
Capital is not just that of a limited empirical sphere, but a kind of socio-
transcendental apriori, the matrix which generates the totality of social and 
political relations. (Žižek, 2006b: 55-56).

Against this conceptual background, the fact that in 400 pages IDLC develops an anti-

capitalist programme for revolutionary government without any sustained analysis of the 

laws of motion of capitalism whatsoever is both unsurprising (Žižek is after all saying that 

political strategy excludes economic theory) and astonishing (Žižek’s critique of radical 

Jacobinism seems as if it were premised on the assumption of a Marxian position). 

Although astute commentators have expressed major reservations about Žižek’s politics, 

on the lines of Ian Parker’s observation that “the motif of ‘repetition’ [in ‘repeating Lenin’] 

signals something other than Marxism” (Parker, 2004: 83), too few have questioned 

whether a dialectical materialism shorn of the disciplined categories of the historical 

materialist critique of political economy can yield a viable emancipatory strategy. In this 
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article, I intend to read Žižek’s Jacobinism—the “reinvention of emancipatory terror” (Žižek, 

2008a: 174) as a political strategy that is at once provocative and desperate—as the 

symptom of an impasse. I will show that neglect of political economy means that Žižek 

merely confronts the Jacobin dilemma once again; and, if the Jacobin Terror can correctly 

be diagnosed as an ideological displacement of economic failure (Žižek, 2008a: 173), then 

Žižek’s own embrace of the discourse of terror can be interpreted as the rhetorical 

displacement of a conceptual failure with cognate roots. 

Programme of IDLC

A lot of IDLC is a provocation designed to expose the liberal politics hidden within the 

apparently radical positions of his critics, for, as Žižek says, “the true aim of the ‘defense of 

lost causes’ is not to defend Stalinist terror, and so on, as such, but to render problematic 

the all-too-easy liberal-democratic alternative” (Žižek, 2008a: 6). But if the work were only 

intended to hold the place of the excluded third alternative—radical politics—by 

problematising the false dichotomy of “liberalism or fundamentalism,” then it would be just 

an indeterminate (or abstract) negation. Thus, although part of the intention of IDLC is 

doubtlessly to “resignify” terror as a valorized term, against the “liberal blackmail” of “either 

liberal democracy or fundamentalist terror” (Žižek, 2008a: 2-7), this cannot exhaust the 

work’s significance. For Žižek, the problem with the Left today is exactly that of abstract 

assertions of utopian hopes for radical change in the context of a defeatist analysis of the 

victory of capitalism, a contradiction that he diagnoses as a “crisis of determinate negation” 

(Žižek, 2008a: 337). He proposes to leap beyond what he regards as the self-defeating, 

anti-state utopianism of the speculative Left, through articulating a definite programme for 

social transformation by a revolutionary government (Žižek, 2008a: 337-380, 480). It is 

reasonable, therefore, to speak of the programme outlined in IDLC and to evaluate the 

proposed measures, including the “retrieval of emancipatory terror,” as a serious 

contribution to political theory. 

 Now, the programme of IDLC politically seeks to represent the “singular universal” or 

“part of no part” in the world system, the groups who are radically excluded from 

parliamentary liberalism and affected by the structural violence of global capitalism (Žižek, 

2008a: 414, 428). Žižek argues that the international situation is characterized by a moral 

and political consensus on the “impossibility” of alternatives to capitalism, combined with 
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the paradoxical recognition that the dynamics of the world economy undermine “the 

conditions of basic social stability, of intact symbolic trust” (Žižek, 2008a: 2). The 

consequence is a turn to cultural politics on both Right and Left: on the Right, spanning 

neo-conservatives through to Third Way social democrats, this takes the form of “culture 

wars” and “a blend of economic liberalism with a minimally ‘authoritarian’ spirit of 

community”; on the radical-democratic post-Marxian Left, this takes the form of identity-

political struggles for cultural recognition that try to assert a minimum of liberty within the 

culture war climate (Žižek, 2008a: 2). For Žižek, the “socialist strategy” of Radical 

Democracy is no alternative at all, for it stands indicted not only for its assumption that 

capitalism is permanent, but also for its failure to subvert the reigning universal of neo-

liberal ideology, democracy itself (Žižek, 2008a: 183-184). Beyond what Žižek calls de-

MORE-cracy (the “extension and deepening of the Democratic Revolution of Modernity,” 

the demand for égaliberté (“equaliberty”), that is the basis for post-Marxian politics) lies a 

radical break with established social norms and recognizable political morality so drastic 

that it must be conceptualized as a “leap of faith” without any guarantees whatsoever, 

“including the inevitable risk of a catastrophic disaster” (Žižek, 2008a: 7). Only those who 

are, formally speaking, representatives of the “substanceless subjectivity” of a proletarian 

subject-position, because they lack a social identity, and materially excluded from the 

world system through structural marginalization, are going to be ready for such a step into 

the void, Žižek argues. With some qualifications, Žižek considers that the “new proletarian 

position is that of the inhabitants of the slums in the new megalopolises” (Žižek 2008a: 

424), provided that this structural location is conceptualized through the lens of the “zero 

antagonism” between the included and the excluded (Žižek, 2008a: 428).

In a diagnosis reminiscent of the early Frankfurt School’s assessment of consumer 

society, Žižek has often excoriated contemporary capitalism as a form of perversion, one 

that might be summarised as the full deployment of commodity fetishism (Žižek, 1989: 18-

21, 26; Žižek, 1999: 354-355). Certainly, this includes all of the system-protecting illusions 

and psychological bondage to consumer capitalism that the label implies. But ultimately 

the major problem in the current political conjuncture is not the way that mass culture 

shields global capitalism from potentially revolutionary enthusiasms, and nor is it that the 

oppressed of the world have all become Fukuyama-style enthusiasts for liberal democracy 

as the highest form of political regime. The real problem is that with human rights abuses 

in full swing in the War on Terror (Žižek, 2002), with humanitarian military interventions 
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exposed as crude imperialist carve-ups of the developing world (Žižek, 2004), with (now) 

the global financial crisis continuing to expand in growing circles of misery on top of 

existing deprivations (Žižek, 2009), and so forth—in short, with the humane mask of 

capitalism well and truly ripped off—the Left has got nothing to say to the “wretched of the 

earth”. 

For Žižek, there are two fundamental reasons why the Left has not been able to take 

advantage of the shift in the political conjuncture from the “triumph of capitalism” to 

widespread disenchantment with economic liberalism and neo-communitarian politics. The 

first is that major sections of the Left have accepted the anti-radical arguments originally 

presented by the Nouveaux Philosophes, that every intervention that goes beyond a 

militant defense of human rights necessarily leads to a totalitarian catastrophe (Žižek, 

2008a: 4). For the radical democratic Left, for instance, it is necessary to “renounce the 

discourse of the universal” and reject the “Jacobin temptation” of totalitarian democracy by 

abandoning the notion of the proletarian class struggle and political revolution as the 

reconstitution of society through state power (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 2). From this 

perspective, there is always a trade-off between equality and liberty, so that the 

egalitarianism of the communist tradition and the libertarianism of neo-liberalism both 

stand condemned as totalitarian erasures of democratic space (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 

176). The task here, as Žižek sees it, is to disarm this “prohibition on radical thinking” by 

provocatively embracing the denigrated term in the contemporary ideological “forced 

choices” of “democracy or totalitarianism,” “liberalism or fundamentalism,” “humanism or 

terror”—with “terror [and its cognates], not humanism as the positive term[s]” (Žižek, 

2008a: 165). I think that in doing this, however, all Žižek has done is to accept in advance 

the conceptual framework of the adversary—as Žižek himself never tires of repeating, from 

the Hegelian perspective, once we reply to the antagonist on their terms, the debate is 

effectively over already (Žižek, 2008a: 189). 

The second is that for today’s radical Left, there no longer appear to be immanent 

contradictions in the capitalist system that drive in the direction of a transcendence of that 

historical mode of production. Beyond Žižek’s paradoxical affirmation of the utopian 

impulse behind the political disasters of Stalinism and Maoism, his claim that “there was in 

each of [the lost causes] a redemptive moment which gets lost in the liberal-democratic 

rejection” (Žižek, 2008a: 7), then, lies an address to the possibility of social transformation 

today. Žižek argues that the “crisis of determinate negation” is a crisis of historical 
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imagination on the Left linked to the abandonment of the dialectical method, so that 

instead of the internal contradictions of the capitalist system leading to crisis potentials 

with an emancipatory dynamic, the Left after the 1960s began to think of alternatives as 

originating outside the “total system”. For Žižek, the solution is to identify four immanent 

possibilities for historical rupture and link these to a programme capable of translating the 

utopian and messianic demands of the radical Left into a contemporary idiom. These four 

antagonisms are: ecology; new forms of intellectual property; techno-scientific 

developments; and, new forms of social exclusion (Žižek, 2008a: 421-427). It is clear, 

however, in light of Žižek’s claim that the “elementary matrix of social antagonism” is that 

of exclusion/inclusion, that the final antagonism is the trump, because it alone yields an 

empirically plausible political agent (Žižek, 2008a: 428). 

Revolutionary Government and “Emancipatory Terror”

In response to these problems and antagonisms, Žižek proposes a revolutionary 

government (perhaps modelled on Hugo Chavez [Žižek, 2008a: 379]) to implement this 

programme, which he positions as lying in the lineage of Robespierre and Mao. Citing 

Alain Badiou, Žižek declares that the “eternal Idea of egalitarian communism” involves 

strict egalitarian justice, revolutionary-emancipatory terror, political voluntarism, and a 

doctrine of popular sovereignty:

In his Logiques des mondes, Alain Badiou elaborates the eternal Idea of the 
politics of revolutionary justice at work from … the Jacobins to Lenin and Mao. It 
consists of four moments: voluntarism (the belief that one can move mountains, 
ignoring ‘objective’ laws and obstacles); terror (a ruthless will to crush the 
enemy of the people); egalitarian justice (its immediate brutal imposition, with 
no understanding for the ‘complex circumstances’ which allegedly compel us to 
proceed gradually); and, last but not least, trust in the people—suffice it to recall 
two examples here, Robespierre … and Mao. (Žižek, 2008a: 157). 

Although there are things to be said about all of these, it is clearly the “reinvention of 

emancipatory terror” that is the most problematic. Žižek knows that political repression and 

state terror under Stalin and Mao took the following forms: arbitrary arrest including torture; 

the suspension of legality including show trials and a police state; forced collectivization 

and the militarization of labour discipline; the suppression of popular democracy and the 

prohibition of dissent; at the limit, extermination camps, forced deportations and deliberate 
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starvation. That’s why he calls these regimes “historical catastrophes”. Surely the 

revolutionary terror is not the “redemptive moment which gets lost in the liberal-democratic 

rejection”? There are three things that Žižek says which make it appear that his response 

would be, “no, of course not,” and these are: allegation, failure and anxiety.

Allegation: in several places in the book, Žižek gives the impression that “terror” 

should be used in mocking quotations as the accusation falsely hurled against the Left by 

its enemies. The state is regarded as a repressive apparatus that includes the army, the 

judiciary and the police, and so if the operation of a revolutionary government seeking to 

implement radically egalitarian social measures through the administration of justice is 

“terror,” then Žižek is ready to defend it. “Terror,” here, would really mean: the normal 

routine of the implementation of legislation through the state’s monopoly on violence; it 

involves no suspension of universal moral principles or violations of the rule of law; 

instead, “terror” is a false allegation levelled by the Right against popular anti-imperialist 

governments. Discussing terror as the excess of egalitarianism over the democratic 

procedure (as the democratization of everyday life and economic arrangements, together 

with the rejection of formal equality for substantive equality), Žižek suggests that “terror” is 

an emotive complement to “totalitarianism,” the liberal accusation when the private sphere 

is abrogated (Žižek, 2008a: 416-417). Yet this simply cannot be the full meaning of 

“emancipatory terror,” because the measures that Žižek admires most in Stalin and Mao, 

the “redemptive moments” (forced collectivization (Žižek, 1999: 194; Žižek, 2006b: 285), 

Cultural Revolution (Žižek, 2008a: 207), very precisely require the elimination of 

democracy, suspension of the law and abuses of conventional ethics. Terror is not just a 

false allegation, although we must not assume that the terror in question is identical with 

Stalinist counter-revolution before looking more closely.

Failure: Žižek sometimes proposes that the revolutionary terrors of Robespierre, 

Lenin, Stalin and Mao were all indices of failure to be critiqued rather than emulated. 

Where the extra-legal coercion and moral abuses of Robespierre’s regime sprang from the 

revolution’s refusal to negate private property, the political crimes and anti-proletarian 

character of Stalin and Mao arise from the absence or incompleteness of the process of 

cultural revolution. Stalin’s Show Trials, Žižek proposes, evidence the massive resurgence 

of bourgeois humanism in the cultural field (Žižek, 2008a: 214); and this is the source of 

the counter-revolution. Mao’s Cultural Revolution, meanwhile, replaces bourgeois 

humanism with the desired revolutionary anti-humanism, but because Mao fails to assume 
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the sovereign decision in the void of the absence of historical guarantees, it leaves intact 

the big Other (Žižek, 2008: 168). The consequence is a perverse implementation of 

cultural revolution: theoretically, “a total reversal (perversion even) of Marx’s model, 

[where] the class struggle is reformulated as the struggle between First World ‘bourgeois 

nations’ and Third World ‘proletarian nations’” (Žižek, 2008a: 179); practically, the 

idealization of Mao as the Lord of Misrule, who elevates transgression into a new norm, 

leading to a return to capitalism (because “capitalism is the ultimate Lord of Misrule”) 

(Žižek, 2008a: 198). 

Žižek’s diagnosis of the failure of previous revolutions makes it seem that he might 

argue that a total transformation would avoid revolutionary terror. And this is the sense in 

which many commentators interpret him. But this is illegitimate: it is a transposition of the 

interpreters’ assumptions (the horizon of expectations of Left-wing common-sense, 

according to which emancipation and terror are opposites) onto Žižek’s statements. What 

Žižek says is the opposite of this:

As Saint-Just put it succinctly: ‘That which produces the general good is always 
terrible’. These words should not be interpreted as a warning against the 
temptation to violently impose the general good on a society, but on the 
contrary, as a bitter truth to be fully endorsed (160). 

After all, if a real revolutionary government would not need terror (because terror is a 

symptom of a failure of political will), then why rehabilitate terror? Žižek maintains that for 

structural reasons revolutionary government needs political terror to succeed. What it 

needs, he proposes, is the “divine violence” of extra-legal egalitarianism, as opposed to 

the routinisation of political violence in all hitherto existing forms of revolutionary state 

terror. Jacobin violence, he claims, is not state founding violence, but divine violence 

(which is outside the law, “violence exerted as brutal revenge/justice”), which indicates the 

dimension of the inhuman death drive: “divine violence = inhuman terror = dictatorship of 

the proletariat” (Žižek, 2008a: 162). This is done, “not in the perverse sense of ‘we are 

doing it as mere instruments of the people’s Will,’ but as the heroic assumption of the 

solitude of a sovereign decision. … If it is extra-moral, it is not ‘immoral,’ it does not give 

the agent the license to just kill with some kind of angelic innocence” (Žižek, 2008a: 162). 

As Žižek says of torture: “following the unavoidable brutal urgency of the moment, I should 

simply do it … [and] retain the proper sense of the horror of what I did” (Žižek, 2008a: 50).

Anxiety: Žižek proposes that there is a terror involved in losing the “existence of the 
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big Other” that is best described psychoanalytically as anxiety (Žižek, 2008a: 212, 374, 

434). But when Žižek counter-poses the anxiety generated by a revolutionary government 

that operates without normative restraints to the imperialist “politics of fear” of the War on 

Terror, or the populist manipulation of mass mobilizations (Žižek, 2008a: 52, 304), we must 

understand that anxiety is not just a subjective state. There are very definite institutional 

correlates—political violence, to be precise—to the “non-existence of the big Other” that 

Žižek suggests an authentic revolutionary government and cultural revolution would entail: 

“this is what Robespierre is targeting in his famous accusation to the moderates 
that what they want really is a ‘revolution without revolution’: they want a 
revolution deprived of the excess in which democracy and terror coincide, a 
revolution respecting social rules, subordinated to pre-existing norms, a 
revolution in which violence is deprived of the ‘divine’ dimension and thus 
reduced to a strategic intervention serving precise and limited goals” (Žižek, 
2008a: 163). 

“Totalitarian Democracy”

In other words, Žižek is absolutely clear that “emancipatory terror,” by which he means 

more than just a reactionary allegation, an index of revolutionary failure or a condition of 

subjective uncertainty, is necessary to revolutionary government. Why? The key is a 

conflation of the notion that “the entire field of state power is that of dictatorship,” so that, 

formally speaking, “democracy is also a form of dictatorship,” with the idea that every state 

form must be instituted by that extra-legal, “divine” violence whose content is said to be 

revolutionary terror (Žižek, 2008a: 412, 413). From the perspective of form, “even the most 

‘free’ elections cannot put in question the legal procedures that legitimize and organize 

them, [where] the state apparatuses guarantee (by force, if necessary) the electoral 

process” (Žižek, 2008a: 412). Following Lenin, this argument invokes a lexical equivalence 

between the state’s monopoly on violence and the terms “dictatorship of the bourgeoisie” 

and “dictatorship of the proletariat”. The question then arises: how is the passage from one 

type of democracy (bourgeois) to another sort (proletarian) achieved, if not through extra-

legal and unconstitutional force, so that, in line with Walter Benjamin’s Schmitt-derived 

argument, “democracy … has to rely continuously on [the] constitutive violence” of its own 

moment of social inauguration (Žižek, 2008a: 413). This moment of social inauguration is 

the revolutionary government, which must, logically, exercise extra-legal force to hold in 
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place its own democratic and legal procedures. Žižek says that this “‘terroristic’ aspect of 

democracy can only appear as a ‘totalitarian’ distortion” from within the Kantian-Lefortian 

lens of postmarxian politics (Žižek, 2008a: 418), but in actuality the Left should affirm the 

“moment of truth in ‘totalitarianism’” (Žižek, 2008a: 378).

The argument that is being revived here—strangely, under the sign of its affirmation

—originated as a reactionary critique of emancipatory projects, and it is that the Left 

stands for “totalitarian democracy” because it purports to represent a new universality 

through representative government (Talmon, 1952). Its “Leftwing” post-structuralist form is 

the proposition of Claude Lefort that democracy involves the temporary and provisional 

occupation of the formally universal “empty place of power” by particular groups in society 

(Lefort, 1988: 16-18). According to the widely accepted post-Marxist argument of Laclau 

and Mouffe, these particular groups seek to hegemonize the content of the formal 

universal through the relative and incomplete universalization of the “empty signifiers” that 

cement their social alliances (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 152-159). For them, the 

“totalitarian temptation” of the “Jacobin Imaginary” is the notion of a social group that 

incarnates universality and thus by right permanently occupies the empty place of power 

as a direct representation of popular sovereignty (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 2, 176; Laclau, 

1995: 22-26). The consequence of accepting this sort of “renunciation of the universal” is 

the dogmatic assertion of the primacy of the particular (Laclau, 2000a: 55), which is 

systematically linked to the refusal of post-Marxism to contemplate socialist transformation 

of the capitalist economy on grounds that the egalitarian logic of equivalence must not 

homogenize political space (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 176). As Žižek clearly perceives, 

this means that the French Revolution, said to inaugurate the Democratic Revolution of 

Modernity and generate the valorized “empty place of power,” represents from this 

perspective an extra-moral violence that is the never-should-be-repeated foundation of 

democracy, and which presupposes the very Jacobin radicalism that post-Marxism 

subsequently denounces. 

If we accept these terms of debate, then the following question arises: how does a 

party that directly represents the egalitarian power of universality because it stands for the 

“part of no part” that “lacks the particular features that would legitimate their place in the 

social body” (Žižek, 2008a: 413) manage to avoid permanently occupying the locus of 

power as an incarnation of popular sovereignty—in other words, how is Jacobin 

dictatorship to be avoided? For the post-Marxists, as Žižek shows very persuasively 
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throughout IDLC, the answer is that radical democrats must either renounce the discourse 

of the universal in the theory of government (Laclau, Mouffe, Stavrakakis), or renounce the 

discourse of government in the theory of the universal (Badiou, Balibar, Rancière). Žižek 

cuts through the Gordian Knot by accepting the Jacobin paradox: revolutionary democracy 

equals totalitarian terror; but then he spends 400 pages softening and qualifying that 

position because it is “a radical position which is difficult to sustain, but, perhaps our only 

hope” (Žižek, 2008a: 165).

Should this “perhaps” be read as an index of deep uncertainty? I certainly hope so. 

For there most definitely is an alternative, although it is one that Žižek has, so far, rejected. 

The first thing to note is the Hobbesian provenance of the argument for “foundational 

violence,” which is transmitted from Schmitt (who relies entirely on Hobbes for his “political 

theology”) through Benjamin to today’s Left (Bredekamp et al, 1999: 247-266). By 

regarding violence as prior to the social contract, and by considering the state in terms of 

protection from the war of each against all, Hobbes must necessarily think of the institution 

of sovereignty in terms of force and fraud. In contrast, the social contract tradition thinks 

the institution of the state in terms of the ratification of a normative agreement, one that the 

sovereign people defends from the enemies of equality and liberty with force if necessary. 

Hegel corrects the atomized individualism of the social contract argument from the state of 

nature by pointing out the historical dialectics of this normative agreement, without in the 

slightest disagreeing with the proposition that the state expresses a form of freedom 

(rather than the imposition of force) (Riley, 1982). Marx, developing the Hegelian argument 

more radically, locates the limitations of the negative freedom of the bourgeois social 

contract in the historical evolution of the commodity form and proposes that the final 

realization of positive freedom would include the dissolution of the state apparatus. In 

other words, the emancipatory tradition rejects the notion that the rule of the universal 

must be imposed by extra-moral violence, although that tradition is deeply suspicious that 

the state itself might represent a potentially lethal threat to substantive freedom. 

The radical tradition that runs from Rousseau to Marx—and which stands opposed to 

that which runs from Robespierre to Mao—affirms that popular sovereignty does not entail 

“totalitarian democracy,” only on condition that the universal element rules directly through 

participatory democracy (Levine, 1993: esp. 161-162, 181-185). Note that this does not 

exclude representative government, provided that this is strictly subordinated to 

participatory organs, so that Rousseau, for instance, proposes that the participatory 
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legislature should delegate to a representative executive (Rousseau, 1997). In his 

response, Žižek rejects the alternative of participatory democracy—“the [workers’ council] 

model of ‘democratic socialism’ was just a spectral double of ‘bureaucratic’ ‘really-existing 

socialism’” (Žižek, 2008a: 376)—and locates the problem in the figure of the Sovereign 

Master (Žižek, 2008a: 162) who resembles the Totalitarian Leader in every respect except 

for the “non-existence of the Other” (Žižek, 2008a: 378). This is a difference supposed to 

make all the difference, and indeed it does: it erases the intersubjectively-valid normative 

agreement that prevents the emergence of a new universality from being a mere violent 

imposition, because by the “non-existence of the Other” Žižek means not the openness of 

intersubjectivity but the absence of moral norms. 

The combination of these two positions—scepticism towards the normative 

foundations of political community and rejection of participatory democracy—is indeed a 

Jacobin position, but it is really only an inversion of radical democracy because its ultimate 

premise is the opposition between the basic particularity of social groups and the 

universality of an extra-social group. What is missing is the dialectical interpenetration of 

particular and universal in all social groups that characterizes the Hegelian and Marxist 

understanding of historical evolution. Žižek protests that his usage is similar to that of 

Marx, for whom “the term ‘dictatorship’ designates the hegemonic role in the political 

space and the term ‘proletariat’ those ‘out of joint’ in the social space, the ‘part of no part’ 

lacking their proper place within it” (Žižek, 2008a: 414). But that is not right: Marx did not 

accept this modification of the Kantian (and Lefortian) opposition between universal and 

particular that places them side by side in abstract opposition, for it is not true that the 

proletariat lacks a place in the capitalist system, or that it opposes the particular groups of 

bourgeois society as an extra-social pure universality. The proletariat is a universal class 

because of the particular character of the commodity that it produces under conditions of 

generalized commodity production, its labour power, which positions it at the centre of 

capitalism, both structurally and normatively. 

From Rousseau to Robespierre

Where Žižek’s inversion of radical democracy is heading is clarified in the chapter on 

“Revolutionary Terror” in IDLC, with its endorsement of Robespierre’s paradoxical 

combination, or “coincidence of opposites,” of “virtue and terror” as the leading principle of 

12



revolutionary democracy. According to Robespierre, the “mainspring [of popular 

government] in time of revolution is virtue and terror combined,” for “… terror is nothing 

other than swift, severe and inflexible justice: it is therefore an emanation of virtue” (Žižek, 

2008a: 159 Robespierre cited). By virtue, Robespierre meant what Rousseau meant, that 

is “nothing other than love of one’s country and its laws,” that is, love of that combination of 

equality and liberty that constitutes the social contract Rousseau, 1994: 20-21). For the 

republican social contract tradition, the political community of autonomous and virtuous 

individuals is formed by setting aside the private interests and particular wills found 

amongst egoistic individuals in the state of nature, and enacting laws with reference to the 

general interest of the public citizen, who, subordinating self-interest to the interests of all, 

legislates from the general will. These individuals are virtuous by definition, and their 

republican virtue consists in their unforced agreement with the will of the whole community, 

so that the virtuous citizen is at once the foundation of the political community and its 

ultimate end, the thing that the republic of virtue forms (Rousseau, 1994: 59, 116-117). The 

difficulty for Robespierre is that in the republican social contract tradition of Rousseau, 

virtue and terror are opposites; and there are two profound reasons for this: “virtue” 

consists in that political autonomy whereby popular sovereignty is directly exercised 

through democratic participation; and, the alleged necessity for “terror” directly admits the 

absence of virtue in the citizenry, because it states that without the terrorist imposition of 

the general will via a party claiming to legislate for the common good, it is particular wills 

that legislate in the new democracy.

Although Robespierre and the Jacobins often tried to legitimate their actions with 

reference to Rousseau’s doctrine of social contract (Rude, 1975: 38-44), the key difference 

(as we have seen) is that for Rousseau, popular sovereignty cannot be represented, only 

enacted directly (Rousseau, 1994: 63-65, 126-128). Of course, Rousseau accepts that 

executive power might be delegated by a popular assembly to temporary representatives, 

but he insists that the legislative and juridical power must remain modelled on the 

participatory democracy of ancient Athens. When Robespierre and the Jacobins sought to 

get around this, their argument was not from the realism of representative government in a 

complex society, but from the provisions for a temporary dictatorship found amongst 

Rousseau’s caveats for emergency conditions (Rude, 1975: 38-40). As Rousseau made 

clear, temporary and provisional dictatorial powers at the level of the executive amount to 

a suspension of democratic government (rather than its revolutionary enactment), one that 

13



poses a potentially mortal threat to popular sovereignty, for which reason the dictatorship 

must neither legislate nor arbitrate (Rousseau, 1994: 153-155). For the Jacobins, of 

course, Robespierre was the figure of the legislator foreseen by Rousseau, entirely 

forgetting that Rousseau stipulates the popular ratification of the laws by the democratic 

citizenry, rather than the collapse of the legislator and the dictator into the figure of the 

judge presiding over a Committee of Public Safety (Rousseau, 1994: 76-78). “Prompt, 

severe, inflexible justice” under these conditions means the abrogation of republican 

democracy and its replacement by a party that arrogates to itself the title of embodiment of 

the general will, which is why Robespierre is profoundly correct to maintain that the 

Jacobin “theory of revolutionary government is as new as the revolution which has brought 

it about—it should not be sought in the books of political writers” (Levine, 1977: 544 

Robespierre cited). From Rousseau’s perspective, Robespierre simply cannot claim that 

terror is the emanation of virtue, for they are opposites: virtue belongs to the democratic 

republic, terror to tyrannical despotism. 

It might be objected, however, that although inspired by Rousseau, Robespierre’s 

government must not be understood as an implementation of The Social Contract, and 

perhaps this is why Žižek nowhere mentions the republican tradition. Furthermore, we 

have seen that Žižek rejects participatory democracy for representative government, so 

that Rousseau’s institutional notions are not a direct reply to the figure of Robespierre in 

IDLC. But there is a second and more profound reason why terror and virtue must be 

thought of as opposites, and their combination as a contradiction that reveals a 

fundamental impasse. As we have seen, the necessity for a reign of terror—for the 

Jacobins, arising not from the external causes such as natural catastrophe or foreign 

invasion anticipated by Rousseau, but from internal causes of economic dislocation and 

political opposition—indicates, with absolute clarity, the persistence of private interests. 

The aim of the terror is to sweep away these private interests, which include civil 

associations such as the workers collectives banned under the Le Chapelier Law of 14 

June 1791 (Lewis, 1993: 67-68). The terror is therefore an effort to square the circle of the 

paradox that the republic supposes a virtuous citizenry as its foundation and posits the 

formation of these autonomous and egalitarian individuals as its result, yet is presupposes 

the irreducible originality of the particular interests of the state of nature—for which, read 

“the market economy”. For Rousseau, a series of cultural and political measures—a 

charismatic leader, maintenance of a civil religion, the creation of a public administration, 
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redistributive measures aimed at substantive equality—were intended to supplement the 

basic work performed by the state, so as to provide the mechanism for combining private 

wills into the general interest (Rousseau, 1994: 158-167). The private wills of the state of 

nature carry on, of course, in the market economy, but this is safely circumscribed within 

the political framework of the social contract. For Robespierre, the terror takes the place of 

these cultural and political measures, but—and this is the crucial point—these are still 

regarded as introducing the individuals generated in the state of nature into the virtuous 

republic. 

In other words, the problem is that for Robespierre, capitalism does not exist, at least 

not as the generative matrix of a peculiar combination of universality and particularity that 

distorts the social contract and resists political willpower, as a material process that, while 

not entirely separate form the social, has regional dynamics that require independent 

analysis. For Robespierre as for Rousseau, capitalism is not really a problem: its 

distributive problems and implications for politics can be solved through political 

voluntarism plus redistributive measures. What this means is that the distinction between 

private will and the general interest is thereby institutionalized, not eradicated. For social 

class is not just a partial association to be politically suppressed and whose cultural traces 

in egocentric calculation can be “liquidated” by revolutionary re-education and the 

repression of dissent. 

By maintaining capitalism, Robespierre and the Jacobins make the need for 

“revolutionary terror” permanent, thus giving the lie to any claims about a temporary and 

provisional dictatorship. This is the meaning of the bourgeois revolution from a Marxist 

perspective, and the underlying reason why Marx can celebrate the French Revolution 

against the semi-feudal absolutist regimes, while at the same time denouncing the 

bourgeoisie for its dictatorship of private interests. It is a basic postulate of socialist politics 

that there is a fundamental difference between the bourgeois political revolution and the 

proletarian socialist revolution, for the bourgeois revolution sets free the market and 

therefore needs to institutionalize repression, whereas the socialist revolution liberates the 

masses and therefore aims at the supersession of classes and the abolition of the state 

apparatus. The “dictatorship of the proletariat”—itself a term selected on grounds of a 

political compromise designed to secure the practical unity of the international movement 

rather than for its theoretical accuracy (Draper, 1987: 1-20)—does not mean a “red” 

version of the Jacobin government. It means, if anything, an enactment of Rousseau’s 
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participatory democracy under conditions where the critique of political economy exposes 

the limitations of the Second Discourse on Inequality and therefore of the economic 

foundations of the social contract; that is, a workers’ council republic opposed to the terror 

of the military dictatorship proposed by the counter-revolution (see The Civil War in 

France). 

The Revolution Betrayed

Now Žižek knows all of this. In fact, he says it himself: Žižek argues that the economy is 

the point at which we encounter “the limitation of Jacobin politics” (Žižek, 2008a: 173). 

According to Marx, “capitalist inequalities (‘exploitation’) are not ‘unprincipled violations of 

the principle of equality,’” Žižek says, “but are absolutely inherent to the logic of equality, 

are the paradoxical result of its consistent realization” (Žižek, 2008a: 173). In this light, the 

Jacobin Terror appears as an index of failure rather than a success to be emulated:

The problem here is not terror as such—our problem is precisely to reinvent 
emancipatory terror. The problem lies elsewhere: egalitarian political extremism 
or ‘excessive radicalism should always be read as a phenomenon of ideologico-
political displacement, of an index of its opposite, of a refusal effectively to ‘go 
to the end’. What was the Jacobin recourse to radical ‘terror’ if not a kind of 
hysterical acting out bearing witness to their inability to disturb the very 
fundamentals of economic order (private property, etc?). … What if political 
terror signals precisely that the sphere of material production is denied its 
autonomy and subordinated to political logic? Is it not that all political ‘terror,’ 
from the Jacobins to the Maoist Cultural Revolution, presupposes the 
foreclosure of production proper, its reduction to the terrain of the political 
struggle? (Žižek, 2008a: 175). 

Although all of this looks like the standard Marxist response to the bourgeois revolution 

and to the Stalinist counter-revolution, in fact, what is being proposed by Žižek under the 

sign of “egalitarian communism” is the direct opposite of the classical Marxist position. 

In politics, the conclusion that Žižek draws is not that the Marxist critique of political 

economy reveals that revolutionary government can be conceptualised as participatory 

democracy not as dictatorial tyranny, but the opposite of this. For Žižek, revolutionary 

history shows that revolutionary democracy, as the institutionalisation of egalitarian 

communism, needs to be conceptualised as its opposite, as a dictatorship. This 

dictatorship, even if not permanent, has no clear “use-by” date: “the harsh consequence to 
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be accepted here is that this excess of egalitarian democracy over and above the 

democratic procedure can only ‘institutionalise’ itself in the guise of its opposite, as 

revolutionary-democratic terror” (Žižek, 2008a: 175).

In economics, the roots of this position lie in a rejection of the conception of socialism 

as the abolition of the extraction of surplus value. Žižek thinks that the failure of socialism 

was exactly grounded in its rejection of the profit system as a form of exploitation, which 

led to efforts to expand productivity (in order to overcome scarcity) without the mechanism 

of competition through the elimination of private property. At the same time, as an anti-

capitalist, Žižek is opposed to the profit-driven dynamism of the commodity economy and 

he thus rejects the state capitalist solution of, for instance, contemporary China. Neither 

capitalism nor socialism—what, then? Paradoxically enough, Žižek’s only solution must be 

to declare that “capitalism does not exist”.

That will be a contentious claim, so let me prove its plausibility. For Žižek, as he says 

again and again, socialism misunderstood the dynamism of the profit economy: 

Marx’s fundamental mistake was to conclude from [capitalism’s debilitating 
inherent contradictions] that a new, higher social order (communism) was 
possible, an order that would maintain not only but even raise to a higher 
degree and fully release the potential of the upward spiral of productivity without 
it being threatened by socially destructive economic crises. In short, what Marx 
overlooked is that … if we abolish the obstacle [the fetter on the productive 
forces of now obsolete social relations], the inherent contradiction of capitalism, 
we do not get the fully unleashed drive finally freed from its shackles, but rather 
we lose precisely this very productivity that seemed to be stimulated by 
capitalism, for it simply dissipates … which underlay the failure of socialist 
attempts to overcome capitalism (Žižek, 2008a: 190; Žižek, 2006b: 266).

But that doesn’t mean that Žižek is proposing a highly regulated form of state capitalism 

where a revolutionary government would treat substantive equality as a question of radical 

redistributive mechanisms. He accepts that the result of the Cultural Revolution was the 

institutionalization of a form of state capitalism and that Chinese Marxism is today an 

official doctrine that aims against those forms of pro-worker “leftism” which seek a return to 

the emancipatory doctrine of Marx. He mocks the diagnosis of the ruling bureaucracy:

What to do, then, when capitalism de facto proves itself as the most effective 
motor of social relations? The answer is the Chinese solution: to honestly admit 
that, in this phase of world history, we should fully embrace capitalism. Where 
Marxism enters is in the claim that only the leading role of the Communist Party 
can sustain such modernization and simultaneously maintain a ‘harmonious 
society,’ that is, prevent the social disintegration that characterizes Western 
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liberal capitalism (Žižek, 2008a: 204).

Despite the sarcasm, Žižek rejects the “libertarian Western Marxist” rejection of this dogma 

because “we are not dealing with a simple betrayal of Marxism, but, literally, with its 

symptom… there effectively was in ‘original’ Marxism itself a dimension which potentially 

led to the enslavement of the workers to ‘progress’” (Žižek, 2008a: 204). The problem with 

Marxism should now be clear: for Marxism, in Žižek’s view, the big Other—in the form of 

History—exists; Chinese doctrine merely transposes Capitalism onto the locus of the big 

Other, without breaking with the underlying enslavement of the proletariat; and, that is why 

Chinese doctrine is the truth of classical Marxism. Where does that leave Žižek?

Žižek’s basic claim about the current conjuncture is that capitalism is now the big 

Other for the global system (Žižek, 2008a: 11-51). This position connects with Žižek’s 

fundamental argument that there is an homology between commodity fetishism and 

fetishistic perversion, grounded in the structural equivalence of surplus value and surplus 

enjoyment (Žižek, 1989: 16-18). Furthermore, Žižek often reminds his readers that the 

moment of the psychoanalytic cure arrives when the subject acknowledges the “non-

existence of the Other”. Throughout IDLC, Žižek proposes that the revolutionary Act 

involves a break with today’s perverse elevation of transgression to a norm that is 

ultimately based in the supposition of the existence of the Other, and that the revolutionary 

government would therefore institutionalize the non-existence of the big Other. As a result 

of the revolution, capitalism, in short, “does not exist”.

Embracing the Jacobin Paradox

I do not mean this as ridicule. There is a very serious explanatory position, one that, in 

fact, I hold to be true, which affirms in all earnestness that capitalism “does not exist”—as 

a homogeneous, autonomous subsystem governed exclusively by endogenous laws of 

motion. That position is the political economy of Regulation Theory, developed by Michel 

Aglietta and extended by figures such as Robert Boyer, Alain Lipietz, David Harvey and 

Bob Jessop. Based on the theoretical postulates of the labour theory of value, this position 

elaborates a contemporary Marxist economics that grounds its analysis in the ways that 

state interventions into labour markets shape “modes of regulation” of the capitalist 
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economy (Aglietta, 1979). The existence of modes of regulation does not preclude 

quantitative modelling and qualitative explanations in terms of the laws of motion of 

capitalism, for these modes set boundary conditions and modify the operation of laws; 

Regulation Theory does not affirm that capitalism is just an amorphous mess or that 

anything goes. By developing mathematical models of the dynamics of the profit system—

as inflected and modified by the mode of regulation—that have a sound empirical basis, 

high levels of explanatory power and strong predictive abilities, Regulation Theory is 

capable of going the full fifteen rounds with neo-classical economics in terms of accuracy 

and comprehensiveness (Boyer, 2000; Jessop, 2001). In short, it is an empirically reliable 

guide to action in the context of a break with the idea of the economy as consistent—but, 

unfortunately for Žižek, as a type of Marxism, Regulation Theory must no doubt be 

considered just another form of the “enslavement of the workers to progress”. 

The other position that affirms that “capitalism does not exist,” the one that Žižek 

knows, is the purely descriptive apparatus of Laclau and Mouffe. For them, capitalism 

does not exist for reasons similar to Žižek: according to Laclau and Mouffe, Marxism is an 

“evolutionary paradigm,” centred upon the concept of “historical necessity,” unfolding 

through the “endogenous laws” operating in the “economic base” (Laclau and Mouffe, 

1985: 7-46). They reject economic reductionism—with its essentialist supposition of 

historical necessity—for a political doctrine of hegemonic articulations based in historical 

contingencies. But unlike Žižek, they oppose the political strategy of a hegemonic 

articulation designed to abolish capitalism. Yet his matrix of four antagonisms in world 

capitalism aims at something quite different from Marx’s analysis of the internal 

contradictions of the profit system. Žižek’s combination of an endorsement of “class 

struggle” with the rejection of the proletariat as the universal agent in that political strategy

—“the underlying problem is how we are to think the singular universal of the 

emancipatory subject as not purely formal, that is, as objectively materially determined, but 

without the working class as its substantial base” (420)—means is that Žižek is looking for 

a non-proletarian anti-capitalism, where the solution to globalisation is not the classical 

Marxist one. 

What Žižek overlooks is that if capitalism does not exist (as a unified system), then 

this undoes the alleged “parallax view” that prevents the articulation of politics and 

economics in a single theory. Žižek’s objection to the “Marxian parallax” is framed in terms 

that make it evident that it is based on Balibar’s influential claim that there is an opposition 
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between political antagonism and economic contradiction present in classical Marxism, 

because of its assumption of completely endogenous economic laws (Balibar, 1994). The 

moment that we reject this, we must articulate a plausible political economy such as 

Regulation Theory, or armed with a merely descriptive notion of the relation between 

capitalism and the state, oscillate helplessly between leaving capitalism in place (radical 

Democracy) and an anti-capitalism with no clear conception of what it opposes. And Žižek 

is right: the position of Badiou, Balibar and Ranciere is “more Jacobin than Marxist”. These 

figures shield themselves from the possible implication that this means a reactivation of 

Jacobin Terror by refusing the temptation of state power; Žižek, by contrast, affirms that 

the revolutionary “passion of the Real” is the “courage” to assert the (morally 

objectionable) consequences of a premise (Žižek, 2008a: 158). 

Let us not deceive ourselves, then. Žižek’s invocation of Lenin and Mao does not 

imply a necessary theoretical development from Marxist premises, in light of empirical 

sociology and historical experience, to contemporary socialist conclusions. Instead, the 

genealogy within which Žižek positions himself (Lenin, Stalin, Mao) is marked by that 

retroactive conversion of historical contingency into evolutionary necessity (Žižek, 2008a: 

175) that Žižek elsewhere diagnoses as ideology supported by fantasy (Žižek, 1989: 126). 

Within the framework of what we might call “repeating Mao,” the “perversion of Marxism” of 

antagonisms external to the internal dynamics of capitalism (Third World versus First 

World, excluded versus included), a non-proletarian social agent (the peasantry, the 

lumpenproletariat), an  idealist understanding of capitalism as susceptible to the intensity 

of political willpower, as opposed to regulation/transition guided by science (the Great 

Leap Forward, the political voluntarism of egalitarian communism), and the rejection of 

political democracy for egalitarian leveling without democratic participation (the Cultural 

Revolution, neo-Jacobin efforts to emulate Robespierre), all these might perhaps seem 

logical. From the perspective of contemporary Marxism, they look like the theoretical 

formula for a historical catastrophe. 

The core of this is the link between a dictatorship founded on political voluntarism, an 

idealist conception of political economy and the pseudo-solution of Mao-style cultural 

revolution. Robespierre, as we have already seen, provides the model for a radical non-

proletarian political voluntarism that, armed with a utopian conception of the market 

economy, seeks to resolve the enigma of its own unintentional slide from revolutionary 

democracy towards anti-proletarian dictatorship with reference to cultural forms. The 
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Jacobin dictatorship employs state terror to force the leap from particular interests to the 

general will—what a shame, Žižek adds that this was done through cultural humanism 

rather than practical anti-humanism. If only Robespierre had have adopted something like 

the “biocosmic” vision of War Communism, Žižek implies (Žižek, 2008a: 212), or some 

anticipation of Lacanian ethics, the Jacobin dictatorship might have become the republic of 

virtue. At the same time, Žižek does not really believe this, because, as we have seen, the 

problem is that the market economy generates contradictions that are insoluble from within 

Jacobin politics. 

Where does that leave Žižek? Suspended somewhere between Robespierre and 

Mao, trapped in a conceptual framework that is “more Jacobin than Marxist,” denouncing 

the post-Marxists for their cultural turn away from political economy, yet, paradoxically, 

spending four hundred pages calling for cultural revolution rather than discussing the 

actuality of Marxian economics. And what is a cultural revolution? In Žižek’s opposition 

between the “pure transcendental subject unaffected by [a nuclear] catastrophe” and the 

merely empirical human species annihilated in the flames, in “the truth of the assertion of 

the independence of the subject with regard to the empirical individuals qua living beings” 

(Žižek, 2008a: 169) , we have an exact repetition of the opposition between the particular 

and the general will that revolutionary terror, via cultural revolution, is to bridge. The 

egalitarian republic of virtue will break entirely with the dead weight of human history—with 

“bourgeois” civility, humanitarian ethics, principles of human rights, liberal democracy, and, 

especially, habits of all varieties and kind (Žižek, 2008a: 171)—in short, with modern 

ethical life (Žižek, 2008a: 19-22). This is the substance of individual freedom, in other 

words, the stuff that forms particular interests; authentic revolutionaries are “figures without 

habits” operating according to universal principles without consideration of the “complex 

circumstances” and the “particular conditions” (Žižek, 2008a: 171). Of course, for Hegel 

and Marx—and at one time, for Žižek too—ethical life represented an accumulation of 

contradictions rather than “one reactionary mass,” so that the real cultural revolution 

happened before the political transformation, through the “silent weaving of spirit”. But not 

any more—Robespierre and Mao have changed all that. 

In Žižek’s analysis of the fate of the Russian and Chinese revolutions, we have a 

precise illustration of the problem with this position. For the materialist, the problem is that 

a revolutionary government which, because of its rejection of democratic participation, 

needs to bloat the repressive state apparatus to implement revolutionary terror, inevitably 
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becomes a growing drain on the social surplus product. This apparatus has a material 

interest in protecting its own conditions of existence as a social parasite, so that 

revolutionary terror in the name of the republic of virtue quickly turns into state terror in the 

interests of the bureaucratic caste. This is the essence of Trotsky’s analysis in The 

Revolution Betrayed (Trotsky, 1972: 105-112). Žižek’s response? Well, Trotsky is 

important, but only as a place-holder for a third term in the false opposition between social 

democracy and Stalinist totalitarianism (Žižek, 2008a: 232), because, actually, “his attitude 

made it impossible for his orientation to win” (Žižek, 2008a: 233), even though Žižek thinks 

that the revolution was betrayed by the Stalinist regime (Žižek, 2008a: 251). What was 

wrong with Trotsky’s “attitude” is nowhere stated directly, but it can be inferred with 

probability: Žižek believes that the Stalinist counter-revolution “was a humanist terror: its 

adherence to a ‘humanist’ core was not what constrained its horror, it was what sustained 

it, it was its inherent condition of possibility” (Žižek, 2008a: 214-215). Massively and 

overwhelmingly, this is Žižek’s diagnosis of Stalinism (and Maoism, in a related but 

different way). Thus Trotsky’s call for a reactivation of workers’ democracy against the 

Stalin regime is not the solution: what was needed, for Žižek, was a different ethics, not a 

radical politics. Trotsky’s diagnosis depends on an analysis of the material interests of the 

bureaucratic caste charged with implementing revolutionary terror. Žižek’s diagnosis 

depends on an analysis of the cultural values and intellectual positions of the ruling 

stratum. Are we so completely blinded by post-structuralism that we cannot see that 

Žižek’s position is idealism?
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Introduction: Electronic agora, escape velocity or agony of the real? – The intellectual 

controversy about the impacts of cyberspace  

“The new source of power is not money in the hands of a few, but information in the hands of many.” 

John Naisbitt [1] 

After the collapse of the Cold War system and the establishment of the new global information society 

through the Internet, a controversial debate occurred among social scientists and philosophers about 

the impacts of the new and forthcoming digital world. The main focus of this debate was the question 

whether the new digital society would change or preserve the current socio-political situation of the 

current world society. The ‘mainstream’ of the Silicon Valley computer technology industries, who 

endorsed the so-called ‘dotcom neo-liberalism’ with its new characteristics of individualism, 

libertarianism combined with neo-liberal economy and techno-utopianism, were heavily criticised as 

the so-called ‘Californian Ideology’ by Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron [2]. Both authors 

characterised this new post-technological ideology as a strange mixture of ‘Hippie’-beliefs of the 

1960ies (personal freedom) and the ‘Yuppie’-beliefs of the 1980ies (individual success). The core idea 

of the Californian Ideology is that the new information and communication technologies (ICTs) could 

establish a new kind of ‘Electronic Agora’, where its members would be able to promote and share 

their opinions without any fear, suppression or censorship. These new achievements would be able to 

undermine the current power structures and guarantee individual freedom for the people. Barbrook and 

Cameron were criticising that the current high-tech-elites were unable to articulate a clear socio-

political position and that their promoted ‘Electronic Agora’ would also be insufficient to solve the 

problems of modern societies [3]. In fact, the ‘Electronic Agora’ would rather be replaced by an 

“electronic marketplace” of the new “virtual class” influenced by neo-liberal techno-determinism [4]. 
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Barbrook’s and Cameron’s critique on the ‘Californian Ideology’ was not the only one. Mark Dery, a 

US-American author and cultural critic, and French post-structuralists like Paul Virilio or Jean 

Baudrillard have been criticising the new neo-liberal techno-determinism as well. Mark Dery was 

emphasising that the new cyberspace ideology that is existing since the beginning of the 1990s might 

be described as an “escape velocity”, which means a transcendental escape from terrestrial matter by 

high speed resulting in the wish for overcoming natural limits and death [5]. 

The French philosopher Paul Virilio referred to Albert Einstein, who was convinced in the early 1950s 

that the post-industrial society is threatened by three bombs: The first one is the atomic bomb, which 

has already been exploded; the second one is the information bomb and the third one is the world 

population bomb that will explode in the 21st century. Therefore, the information bomb is currently 

exploding. According to Einstein’s hypothesis, Paul Virilio comes to the conclusion that the explosion 

of the information bomb will result in the so-called “zero time”, which means that the time difference 

in between all events in cyberspace is becoming shorter and shorter caused by the high speed of 

information transmission. In other words, all events in cyberspace are happening at the same time and 

result in a paradoxical phenomenon, which Virilio has called “racing standstill” [6].  

The French philosopher and post-structuralist Jean Baudrillard criticises that within cyberspace the 

“real” would be increasingly replaced by “simulation”, which means that within virtual worlds, any 

reference to reality would get lost. Furthermore, the simulation is tending to become a perfect copy of 

reality and a construction of illusion. He calls this phenomenon the “agony of the real” [7-8]. Achim 

Bühl has stressed another critique on the currently used cyber-terminology like “data highway“, 

“cyberspace“, “virtual community“, “global village“, “virtual marketplace“ or “city of bits“. In his 

analysis he comes to the conclusion that the “virtual society” is characterised by the partial substitution 

of real production, distribution and communication of reality, but in the end the real world cannot be 

completely replaced by virtualisation. The result of this transformation process would therefore be a 

virtual “parallel society” coexisting with reality [9]. 

Another interesting approach that accompanied the digital transformation process of the world society 

as well as the academic discussion since the beginning of the 90s was neo-Gramscianism that referred 

to Gramsci’s concept of “hegemony”. According to Gramsci’s classic approach, the dominant classes 

of a society would constitute “historical blocks”, which are able to convince the dominated class to 

share the cultural values and to universalise the common standards. Neo-Gramscianism tries to shift 

this concept of hegemony on a global scale and argues that currently the neo-liberal dominance tries to 

reach a global “cultural hegemony” according to Gramsci. The Neo-Gramscianists Robert W. Cox und 

Stephen Gill argue that currently the “transnational capitalist class” or the “transnational managerial 

class” represent the new “historical block”. Furthermore, the current cultural hegemony of neo-

liberalism has failed and is based on enforcement since it has not reached a social consensus on its own 

values among civil society so far [10-11]. Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe have refined this neo-

Gramscian concept of “cultural hegemony” towards a conception of “radical democracy” (a democracy 

based on the difference of entities and pluralism) that would be required to challenge the current 

dominance of neo-liberalism [12].  
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In this point of view, the digital information society can also be interpreted as challenging the 

dominance of the neo-liberal discourse of the ‘Californian Ideology’ and as a struggle for hegemony in 

cyberspace. In this sense, the civil society has become a battleground of the struggle for hegemony 

against the dominant political sphere of the world information society. 

Struggling for hegemony and the future of the information society 

After the establishment of the WWW and its enormous expansion during the 1990s, it was unclear for 

the Generation X whether the participation in the global information society by the new social 

movements was useful or harmful. Adherers of the ‘Californian Ideology’ and techno-eschatologists 

reinterpreted the well-known post-Maoist parole “long march through the institutions” by the APO 

(‘Außerparlamentarische Opposition’, German for extra-parliamentary opposition), spokesman Rudi 

Dutschke as a “long march through the cyberspace”. On the other hand, the techno-cultural pessimism 

of the French post-structuralists also influenced the sceptics among the new social movements. Apart 

from this controversial debate, many peace movements, NGOs and grassroots of the 1970s and 1980s 

have been attracted by the potentials that the WWW had to offer: It is basically flexible, open to many 

people and cheap as well to promote the intentions of small organisations, movements and grassroots, 

whose ideas and work have been commonly unknown to the public. In this respect, especially peace-

related movements and institutions, most of them from the mid-1990s, tried to expose themselves 

through the Internet. 

Most of the peace movements in the US and other countries have unionised in the Usenet (e.g. 

‘alt.peace’ or ‘alt.peace-corps’), which was a parent communication platform of the so-called ‘Social 

Networks’. One of the first peace education related networks was ‘Communication for a Sustainable 

Future’ (CSF) at the University of Colorado. This network published a catalogue of all peace study 

programs worldwide. In Europe, ‘Transnational Foundation for Peace and Future Research’ (TFF) 

became one of the most important and independent information providers during the wars in former 

Yugoslavia or in the Caucasus. One of the first peace research institutions in Germany that joined the 

WWW was the ‘PRIF’ (‘Peace Research Institute Frankfurt’), which did not only promote its aims and 

perspectives, but also offered several publications to download (“PRIF report”, “Friedensgutachten”). 

In the UK it was the Department of Peace Studies at the University of Bradford which allowed the first 

Telnet access to their library catalogue. In 1996 the ‘Austrian Study Center for Peace and Conflict 

Resolution’ (ASPR) launched its first website, offering news and articles, research and conference 

reports, training course programmes and publication archives for the public. Its partner institution 

European Peace University, formerly called ‘European University Center for Peace Studies’ (EPU) 

was the first organisation in continental Europe, which presented an MA Programme in Peace and 

Conflict Studies to students from around the world. Later, in 2010, the EPU re-launched its website 

after becoming a private university and introduced a ‘Virtual Campus’ covering an online catalogue of 

the peace library, an intranet for the students and a huge publication archive of the UNESCO (United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation) Chair on Peace, Human Rights & 

Democracy. After the emergence of the so-called ‘Web 2.0’, most of the institutions mentioned above 

also joined the new Social Networks like Facebook or Twitter to connect with international peace 

movements. 
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Since the early beginning and establishment of the Internet, not only the global society has been in 

transition but also the Internet itself. The first version of the WWW was mainly a passive information 

medium, whose primary purpose was to inform the ‘information rich’ and an elite of technocrats. 

Although the digital divide still exists, the expansion of the net has meanwhile spread all around the 

world and the number of participants has been dramatically increasing. Furthermore, the ‘Web 2.0’ has 

also changed the quality of the net. By the establishment of the ‘Social Networks’ like Facebook, 

Twitter, Xing or Google+ that cover nearly one billion of participants, the Internet is no longer a 

passive information medium but it has become more flexible and mobile in terms of interactive 

communication and sharing of interests. The third stage of the net is the ‘Web 3.0’ that is also known 

as the so-called ‘Semantic Web’. This means that not only passive information or interactive 

communication and sharing will be provided in the future. ‘Semantic’ means furthermore that the 

‘Web 3.0’ will be able to identify correlations and relationships of data, which have not been 

transparent before. This implies that passive databases will serve as multiple information clusters in the 

future. This circumstance has an enormous potential for civil society, especially for future peace and 

conflict studies. The ‘Semantic Web’ could be useful for conflict transformation, early warning 

systems, crisis prevention and new interdisciplinary peace and conflict research.  

Conclusion 

It is hard to predict how the information society will develop in the future. The web might be 

increasingly used for common goods of the world population like democratic participation, human 

rights, crisis management or political change. However, it might also be misused for monopolistic 

opinion leadership, information warfare, violating privacy, as well as for suppression, exclusion or 

censorship of the freedom of speech.  

However, one thing is certain: the digital divide and the power monopoly of the US government, 

which both still exist, are symptomatic of the circumstance that the struggle for neo-Gramscian 

‘Hegemony’ and the quest for ‘Radical Democracy’ within the information society are still going on 

and the net community with its ‘Netizens’ will remain the battleground of this struggle to overcome 

the current state of democracy in crisis. 
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Ahmet Hamdi Akkaya et Joost Jongerden

Reassembling the Political: the PKK and
the project of Radical Democracy
Introduction

1 One of the most important secular political movements in the Middle East, the Kurdistan
Workers Party (PKK) underwent a profound transformation in the 2000s, following the capture
of its leader Abdullah Öcalan in 1999. After a long period of a ‘national liberation struggle’
aimed at establishing its own state, the PKK changed its course towards a project of radical
democracy, based on the rejection of the state.1 The PKK, which had taken its orientation
from the revolutionary left in Turkey, was providing a new basis for radical politics in today’s
Turkey. In this article we will argue that the PKK reinvented itself ideologically through this
transformation, and gave shape to new forms of politics on the basis of an exploration of the
concept of democracy. In this article we explore the content of this new project, and its practical
implications. We will not discuss the organizational re-structuring related to the PKK’s new
political project, since we have discussed this elsewhere.2

2 Through this discussion, our study addresses a gap in Turkish and Kurdish studies. Although
the Kurdish question in Turkey has been studied considerably, the focus has been on state
discourse and security policy,3 with little attention devoted to the role of the Kurdish agency
itself, and in particular the PKK.4 Only few studies deal explicitly with the political ideology
of the PKK.5 Furthermore, works on the PKK tend to treat the PKK as an anomaly, rather than
making sense of it. In this article, we study the PKK’s political project as developed in the
first decade of the new millennium and try to understand how the PKK itself makes sense of
this project. In doing so, the present piece promises both to advance knowledge related to our
understanding of political life in contemporary Turkey, and to make a critical contribution to
contemporary discussions related to radical democracy.

3 The data for this article has been collected through a study of Öcalan’s defence texts and his
‘prison notes’, along with key PKK documents, such as congress reports, formal decisions and
the writings of its cadre, such as Mustafa Karasu. The article is composed of four parts. First,
we trace the evolution of radical democracy as an important concept in political philosophy on
the basis of its foundations and the subjectivities which shape it. Then, we take a closer look
at the changes the PKK underwent after the arrest of Öcalan, mainly considering its ideology.
What the PKK refers to as “radical democracy” will be elaborated on in this part, with the
political projects developed within the context of radical democracy – democratic republic,
democratic confederalism and democratic autonomy – discussed in detail, with consideration
given to theoretical implications. Third, the political dimension of these projects will be
studied in answer to the question of how they currently determining PKK strategy and day-
to-day activities. Finally, in the fourth part, this project of radical democracy and its political
implications will be discussed in terms of the contingencies they create in finding a solution
to the ongoing conflict in Turkey.

Radical Democracy as alternative to Liberal Democracy
4 Since the late 1970s, the understanding of radical politics within the framework of Marxism

has changed.This change focused on its approach to three important pillars of politics; state,
class and party, and radical political thought took the form of ‘politics beyond the state,
political organisation beyond the party, and political subjectivity beyond class’.6 Within this
understanding of radical politics,the reformulation of ‘radical democracy’ has emerged as
the main alternative to liberal democracies of the West. It has given a fresh impetus to the
social and political movements, from ‘liberation movements’ in Latin America to anti-globalist
demonstrations in the US and Europe. In this sense we can talk about a wide spectrum of
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radical views of democracy beyond the liberal version, among which the most well-known was
the one based on the pioneering study of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and
Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, first published in 1985. Laclau and
Mouffe had sought to spell out a left-wing alternative of radicalising democracy, deepening it
in the light of ever present conflicts and power.7

5 In the context of this article, however, our focus will mainly be on the studies by Michael
Hardt and Antonio Negri,8 which provided a new momentum to the discussion concerning
radical democracy because of their emphasis on the importance of political struggle.9 Hardt
and Negri’s tripartite structure moves from an analysis of the sovereignty in the age of
globalisation – form what they call ‘Empire’,10 “the living alternative that grows within the
Empire,” through ‘Multitude’,11 an “institutional structure and ... [the] political constitution
of society” – to what they call ‘Common Wealth’.12 This scheme can be summarised as
an analysis of sovereignty in the globalised world (Empire), of the revolutionary subject of
the period (Multitude) and of its political project of “expanding our capacities for collective
production and self-governance” (Commonwealth).13 It is this latter sense of radical democracy
as developed by Hardt and Negri that is more meaningful to the Kurdish project, especially
how they conceive representation and sovereignty.

6 Hardt and Negri aimed to work out the conceptual basis for a new project of democracy. For
them, democracy has remained an incomplete project throughout the modern era, and they
try to revitalize its liberating content as constituted in the idea of popular sovereignty (the
word sovereignty derived from the Latin supremitas or suprema potestas, meaning ‘supreme
power’), which may be defined as a power that belongs to the people with no power above
it. They identify several debates related to the idea of democracy today, but for us the most
important are the debates on the subversive characters of democracy and of representation.

7 The subversive character of democracy is related to the fact democracy has been an incomplete
project. Hardt and Negri argue that it was only through social struggle that democracy started
to include the excluded, such as “women, the propertyless and the non-white.” In a similar
fashion, democracy came to be discussed in the domain of economy, which in liberal theory
is not governed by democracy, but markets. This extension of democracy can be referred to
as the ‘subversive character of democracy’: it allows its extension to all facets of society.

8 The second is related to (political) representation, or the separation of sovereign power from
society that is embedded in the concept of representation: “When power is transferred to a
group of rulers, than we all no longer rule, we are separated from power and government”.14

Since the 18th century, this conception of representation had come to monopolize the field of
political thought to such an extent that any contemporary project of democracy has to begin
with a critique of the existing forms of representation. 

9 To this end, Hardt and Negri, following Max Weber, discuss the different forms of
representation that have appeared throughout history.15 Referring to the socialist political
representation, based mostly on the experience of 1871 Paris Commune, Hardt and Negri state
that this failed in a way similar to the liberal and constitutional model. Thus they set about
a search for new forms of representation that limit the separation between the representative
and the represented, and in so doing, simultaneously create alternatives for the state based on
the separation of sovereign power from society.16 In this sense, they claim that the Multitude
as the ‘revolutionary subject’ of the period and its political project (Commonwealth) can
present new contingencies for inventing “different forms of representation or new forms of
democracy that go beyond representation”.17 Constitutive of this new concept of democracy the
Multitude is conceptually distinguished from other notions, such as ‘the people’, ‘the masses’,
and ‘the working class’, and it can never be reduced to a unity or a single identity. Rather “in
conceptual terms, the multitude replaces the contradictory couple identity-difference with the
complementary couple commonality-singularity”18 and it is “the adequate subject which can
construct a new community.”19
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10 In this line of discussion, Hardt and Negri elaborate on how in different struggles, the rebellions
of different singularities can be brought together as a form of revolutionary assemblages,
beyond the hegemonic articulation posed by Laclau and Mouffe. They discuss “the parallel
coordination among the revolutionary struggles of singularities”.20 However these parallel
struggles of identities or singularities are not sufficient for a revolutionary change: there needs
to be radical change in the forms of the organization and decision-making processes.In this
sense, the political organization of the Multitude should also be substantially different from
that of previous resistances, with democracy as not only an aim to be achieved but also a
fundamental principle according to which the whole organizational structure is governed.
This democratic political organizational form will add another element to the destabilizing
and destructive activities of previous revolutionary activities which were led by vanguard
organizations; the project of constructing a new type of power. In this new type of power, by
which the multitude is capable of managing the common, there is no place for taking control of
the state apparatuses. Rather the multitude’s capacities for democratic decision-making should
be consolidated: “Making the multitude is thus the project of democratic organising aimed at
democracy”.21

11 For Hardt and Negri, this making the Multitude based on “the revolutionary assemblages of
different singularities” has the capacity to change the existing patterns of both representation
and also sovereignty. The existing concept of sovereignty is based on one basic principle:
‘rule by ‘the one’, whether this be the monarch, state, nation, people, or party’22. In this
conception of sovereignty, the people, the nation, united in a single body, plays the role of
‘unitary political subject’. In the democracy of the Multitude, however, there is no place for
such sovereignty, and the consequent challenge to all existing forms of sovereignty is at the
same time a precondition of that democracy.

12 In all these discussions, Hardt and Negri admit that this revolutionary process is not
spontaneous and must be governed – but certainly by new forms and tools:

This would have to be democratic not in the false sense that we are fed every day by politicians
and the media with their pretenses of representation, but in the active and autonomous self-rule
of the multitude as a whole.23

13 Only through this form of self-rule can the dilemmas of vanguards, leadership and
representation that plagued previous revolutions be overcome.

14 In this respect, and contrary to contemporary standpoints on the right as well as on the left,
Hardt and Negri give importance to identity politics:

Here is the conundrum we face: revolutionary politics has to start from identity but cannot end
there. The point is not to pose a division between identity politics and revolutionary politics but,
on the contrary, to follow the parallel revolutionary streams of thought and practice within identity
politics, which all, perhaps paradoxically, aim toward an abolition of identity. Revolutionary
thought, in other words, should not shun identity politics but instead must work through it and
learn from it.24

15 Hardt and Negri define three important tasks in this working through identity politics. The first
is to make visible the subordinations of identity which means re-appropriating the identity;
the second is to rebel against the structures of domination using the subordinated identity as a
weapon in the quest for freedom; and the third is to strive for its own abolition.25 They see these
three tasks as inseparable and to be “pursued simultaneously, without, for instance, deferring
the revolutionary moment to some indefinite future”.26

16 From here, we may indicate links to the PKK’s project for radical democracy, which has
envisaged these three different tasks of identity politics. In this project, and just as in Hardt/
Negri’s conceptualization of radical democracy the concept of struggle plays a very crucial
role – indeed, it is through struggle that subjectivity is created. Similar to Hardt and Negri, the
PKK returns to an early modern conception of democracy, with Öcalan27 arguing that one of the
promising elements of early socialist traditions was the idea of constructing democracy from
below and the rediscovery of the idea of the multitude, including different subject positions.28

The development of the Kurdish issue as a field of struggle for freedom and equality is an
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illustration of the various contradictions and the plurality of the social. At the same time, the
history of the Kurdish issue in Turkey shows us the difficulties the left had in articulating this
struggle through socialist strategies. The traditional left demanded the organization of struggle
around class, and in doing so, brushed aside the series of contradictions emerging in and from
the Kurdish issue (such as those of de-colonization, and language, cultural and civil rights).

17 The PKK, which can be criticized for the lack of democracy in its own ranks, is at the same time
developing a program of radical democracy. This may be referred to as a ‘Jacobin paradox’. It
was the Jacobins, responsible for the reign of terror, who developed democracy as a political
project.29 The PKK is Jacobin in the sense that it simultaneously uses violence as an instrument
for the realization of its political program of radical democracy.

Radical Democracy in Kurdish Context
18 During the 2000s, the PKK elaborated a new ideological framework promoting this project of

radical democracy. In doing this, the PKK made a kind of ‘salto mortale’ by reinventing itself
through a series of transformations and arguing that the nation be defined not on the basis of
ethnicity or language but on the basis of citizenship in a democratic republic.30

19 The PKK’s ideological transformation towards a project of radical democracy was based on
the defence texts written by Öcalan and submitted to the different courts in which he his case
was heard. These defences can be grouped into two: those submitted to the Turkish courts,
and those submitted to the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) in Strasbourg, France,
along with one at a court in Athens (concerning his expulsion from Greece). The defences have
been published in Kurdish and Turkish as well as in other languages.31 These defence texts
were accepted in the consecutive PKK congresses as the official party line. Initially the texts
led to serious confusion in the movement, but since 2005 the ideological and organizational
structures have been adapted to one another.

20 The first texts, submitted for the case in Imralı and then to the Court of Appeal in Ankara,
caused considerable unrest among PKK militants, since Öcalan did not take the assumed
position expected by the party and the Kurdish population. On the contrary, he rejected
claims for an independent state – previously a central aim of the struggle – proposing a new,
‘truly’ democratic republic.In these texts Öcalan did not engage with theoretical or ideological
considerations; they were mainly based on the historical background of the Turkish-Kurdish
conflict in the twentieth century, in which Öcalan stated that he had struggled in favour of a
democratic republic, and thus not against the Republic (of Turkey). Öcalan argued that Mustafa
Kemal, the Republic’s founding father, had also intended to establish a democratic republic,
but was confined by external forces. Of Öcalan’s defences, only this first one can be considered
as a genuine defence to his prosecution, although he argued that he was not concerned with
the legal issue of his case.

21 In his second group of defence texts, submitted to the ECHR, Öcalan deepened his theoretical
considerations. The first of the three volumes dealt mainly with a historical analysis of
civilization, starting in the Middle East, and focusing upon the Sumerians as ‘the earliest
state-based’ society. Although Öcalan elaborated in later parts of the book on other societies
and periods, his main concern was to present the state as the ‘Original Sin’ of humanity.
This was surprising as he was, and is still, one of the political leaders of a society which has
been widely depicted as ‘the largest people in the world without a state’. Initially it created
a kind of alienation among Kurdish circles (a Verfremdungseffekt, in the Brechtian sense).
However, Öcalan continued to elaborate on his critique of the state, including the socialist
experiments, arguing that liberation cannot be achieved by means of state-building, but rather
through the deepening of democracy. In the second volume of his ECHR defence texts, Öcalan
dealt intensively with Kurdish society, history and specifically the role of the PKK. He places
Kurdish society in the history of civilization, presenting it as a natural society or community
opposed to state-societies. The Kurdish society’s naturalness is attributed to an assumed long
standing and deep Neolithic culture among the Kurdish tribes.32 For Öcalan, class (state)
societies and modernization have caused destruction for the Kurds, and the PKK has become
the locus of the last resistance to this pernicious process. Within this framework, Öcalan tried
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to show the limits of the PKK and its deadlock, trapped in the ideological-political constraints
of the Cold War, which was continuing to condition the PKK, even a decade after it ended.
Through this work, he aimed to evaluate the history of the PKK, addressing past mistakes.

22 In these defence texts, submitted to an Athens court and the ECHR Grand Chamber, Öcalan
transformed his theoretical considerations into a concept of radical democracy. This idea
of radical democracy was developed in three intertwined projects: democratic republic,
democratic autonomy and democratic confederalism. These three political projects function
as a ‘strategic dispositif’: ideas and means through which Kurdish political demands are
(re)defined and (re)organized.

23 The concept of the democratic republic comprehends a reform of the Republic of Turkey.
It aims at the disassociation of democracy from nationalism, and as such a return to the
“early modern conceptions of democracy” and their radical subversivity.33 Originally, in
the eighteenth century, democracy was formulated in terms of citizen’s rights and a rule
of everyone by everyone. In the course of the nineteenth and twentieth century however,
modernity lost its content of radical democracy and acquired a cultural meaning, referring to
a unique people.34 A vein in modern thought emerged which considered cultural homogeneity
a requirement for the modern state, an inescapable imperative that manifests and erupts in
the form of nationalism.35 This ‘national’ condition of modernity is exclusive and intolerant,
dictating that people who do not have the ‘right’ cultural characteristics are to choose between
assimilation (genuine or superficial) and migration, while the options of the state range
from assimilation to eviction and ethnic cleansing, or genocide.36 In Turkey, Kemalism was
formulated as a project of modernization in cultural terms, resulting in harsh assimilation
politics towards the Kurds. With his proposal for a democratic republic, Öcalan advocates an
understanding of democracy in terms of citizens’ rights.

24 Öcalan’s radical democracy of his later defence texts was embodied in the concept of
democratic confederalism which he borrowed from the works of Murray Bookchin (1982,
1992, 1993,1996). Bookchin, who called his ideology communalism, suggests a new radical
politics recognizing ‘the roots of democracy in tribal and village communities’ 37 and ends
up with a project of Libertarian municipalism. In this project, he aims at creating local
democratic structures such as ‘community assemblies, town meetings and neighbourhood
councils’. Avoiding the project of libertarian municipalism from becoming vacuous or being
used for highly parochial ends, Bookchin suggests the principle confederalism as ‘a network
of administrative councils whose members or delegates are elected from popular face-to-
face democratic assemblies, in the various villages, towns, and even neighbourhoods of large
cities’.38 For Bookchin, confederalism as a principle of social organization ‘is a way of
democratizing the interdependence without surrendering to the principle local control’.

25 Ocalan, influenced by the ideas of Bookchin, developed a similar understanding of that
principle of confederalism. In parallel to his historical analysis of civilization based on
the critique of the state, Öcalan condemned the failure of real socialism and national
liberation movements who were considered trapped in the ideas of the state and state-making.
Alternatively he elaborated on the protracted effects of the Neolithic society whose communal
values could not have been completely destroyed by the development of hierarchic society
built upon the state. Those communal values which were summarized as the socialization
based on gender, life compatible with nature and society based on communality and solidarity
underlie his conception of democracy in the form of democratic confederalism. On the basis
of those values, the project of democratic confederalism is organized at four levels.39 At
the bottom, the communes in the village and districts which are interrelated at the levels of
towns, cities and regions, are situated. Then the organization of the social groups such as the
women, youth etc. exists. Another level of organization occurs at the cultural scale in terms of
organization for different ethnic-religious-cultural identities. The fourth and final level is the
level of civil society organizations. In this sense the democratic confederalism, based on a kind
of assemblies at village-districts, city and region levels, refers to organisation of the whole
society starting from the bottom-up.40 In another saying, the idea of democratic confederalism
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was defined as a model for ‘democratic self-government’. “This project”, Öcalan argues,
“builds on the self-government of local communities and is organized in the form of open
councils, town councils, local parliaments and larger congresses. The citizens themselves are
agents of this kind of self-government, not state-based authorities.”41

26 In this sense Öcalan has continuously emphasized that this project has nothing to do with
a confederal structure as ‘an association of sovereign member states’. On the contrary,
democratic confederalism aims to consolidate and deepen democracy at the grassroots on the
basis of communities. However there is also the need to reclaim the juridical and political
procedure, to reshape the political organization of a country. Therefore the model of organizing
the people beyond the state should define its relationship with the existing state or official
authority. For this Öcalan first proposed the democratic republic as the form of government
through which the Kurdish question can be solved, and then he developed the concept of
democratic autonomy as a form of relationship. In this sense, democratic autonomy refers to
the type of relationship with the state and in turn with its jurisdiction. In the Turkish context,
it was presented as the option for a democratic political solution to the Kurdish question,
requiring constitutional recognition of the Kurdish national identity. However this recognition
was not proposed by the PKK as a way to draw a line between the Kurds’ democratic
confederal system and the Turkish state. Rather a nested relationship is anticipated which is
stated in such way that “Democratic autonomy is a concept which defines the relationship with
the state…. It can be (realized) even within a unitary structure or in a structure of the states.”42

27 However this nested relationship does not exclude a kind of ‘unity’ among the Kurds dispersed
over different countries of the Middle East. Since Öcalan proposes to build self-governing
bodies throughout Kurdistan, and wherever there are Kurds living, democratic confederalism
is to be considered the main mechanism for the unification of Kurdistan and Kurds. The
Kurdish liberation movement, Öcalan argues, should work for the establishment of such a
system of self-organization.

28 Consequentially since 2005, the PKK and all-affiliated organizations have been restructured
on the basis of this project under the name of KCK (Association of Communities in Kurdistan
-Koma Civakên Kurdistan) which is a societal organization presented as an alternative to the
nation-state. The KCK has aimed to organize itself from the bottom to the top in the form
of assemblies. “KCK is a movement which struggles for establishing its own democracy,
neither ground on the existing nation-states nor see them as the obstacle”.43 In its status, called
KCK Contract, its main aim is defined as struggling for the expansion of radical democracy
which is based upon peoples’ democratic organizations and decision-making power. The
KCK contract sets forth a new mechanism of social relations which transcends the statist
mentality. In this sense, the democratic confederalism as the main organizing idea of the KCK
is valid everywhere where the Kurds live, even in Iraq, where Kurds have constitutional rights
including self-governing their region in a federal state structure. In this project, there are two
determining factors which are the notion of the democracy as people’s power based on society,
not as a form of government, and secondly the exclusion of the state and nation from this
notion.

For Kurdish people, democratic confederalism as a form of political and social system beyond the
state is project for its own free life. It has nothing to do with the recognition by the states. Even
though the states do not recognize it, the Kurdish people will construct it. If they recognized it,
for example within a project of democratic autonomy, it would be easier to construct a democratic
confederal system which would be in the end the product of Kurds’ own struggle.44

29 In tracing the development of Öcalan’s thought in general, we argued that three intertwined
concepts (democratic republic, democratic confederalism and democratic autonomy) played
a pivotal role. In all of these projects the concept of democracy has a central importance and
it has evolved from a notion based on a contradiction between the democratic and republican
tradition to a more radical conception of democracy. For the PKK, democracy represented a
kind of antidote to the central character of the Turkish republic, which was, and still is based
on the French version of nationhood and secularism. ‘The centrality kills democracy’ is a very
basic idea of this approach.45
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30 Now we will look at how these projects determined the political activities of the PKK and all-
affiliated organizations.

Back to the Stage
31 Regarding the political process, since the capture of Öcalan, the PKK and all-affiliated

organizations have undergone a series of changes mostly in terms of organizational
reconstruction. In this sense, the period between 2000 and 2004 can be considered as a period
of ‘impasse and reconstruction’ during which the PKK had levelled down its demands, ceased
military activities, withdrew the majority of its guerrilla forces from Turkey into Northern
Iraq and consequently gave an impression of introversion. The political activities of the PKK
were confined to Öcalan’s case, whose sentencing made Turkish officials to consider the PKK
defeated and dissolving. Not unpredictably, the partial success of the pro-Kurdish Demokratik
Halk Partisi (DEHAP; the Democratic People’s Party,) in the November 2002 election – when
it won 6.2 per cent of the popular vote in Turkey, thereby failing to reach the 10 per cent
threshold but managing to become the leading party in the Kurdish region – did not change the
attitude of the Turkish officials to Öcalan’s case, the PKK or the Kurdish problem in general.

32 Concurrently with the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, which paved the way for recognition
of Iraqi Kurdistan as a new centre of attraction among the Kurds, the PKK experienced the
greatest split it ever faced. The movement suffered a kind of limbo between 2004 and 2005,
struggling to come to terms with the internal and external developments. There was deadlock,
created by the difficulties to advance in a period of uncertainty. At the same time, with the
local elections of 2004, the pro-Kurdish party DEHAP lost votes compared to 1999. Some of
the Kurdish cities were taken by the ruling party, the Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AKP; the
Justice and Development Party), which swept to power in a wave of national populism.

33 Öcalan and the PKK tried to overcome this crisis through an organizational restructuring
within the framework of the idea of democratic confederalism. Among the organizational
steps taken in this period, the restructuration of all PKK-affiliated organizations under the
umbrella of KCK and the establishment of a new pro-Kurdish party, the Demokratik Toplum
Partisi (DTP; the Democratic Society Party) in Turkey were the most striking ones. On this
basis, the movement has returned to the stage of political and later also military confrontations
since 2005. The Kurdish movement confronted the Turkish state with civil campaigns openly
demonstrating Kurdish identity claims. In this regard, the campaign for the right of education in
the mother language (Kurdish) and the campaign for Öcalan in which more than three million
Kurds in Turkey and Europe signed up to a petition stating that they ‘recognize Öcalan as
their political representative’, have been the most powerful signals of future Kurdish identity
politics.

34 With the election of 22 DTP deputies in the July 2007 national elections, Kurdish politics
became integral to Turkey’s political agenda. Later on, in south-eastern Turkey, the next
election campaign (conducted nationwide for the municipalities in March 2009) turned into
a political contest between the AKP and DTP, with the DTP gaining  the upper hand. The
DTP won the local elections of March 2009 and nearly doubled the number of municipalities
under its control – to almost 100 Kurdish cities and towns, including Diyarbakır and seven
other important cities.46 It has been argued that, the DTP should be taken as interlocutor, and
“with its incontestable success in the southeast at least should be accepted as the main player
in the region”.47 Some newspaper columnists even considered the PKK and Öcalan as among
the actors in a possible dialogue, suggestions rarely read in mainstream Turkish press.48 Thus,
it would appear that the PKK not only reinvented itself, but also returned to the forefront of
politics in Turkey.

35 But more importantly, during this period, Kurdish politics gained supremacy in appropriating
the space which refers to “the potential of social movements to alter power structures in a given
polity”.49 This appropriated Kurdish public space, mainly symbolized in Diyarbakir, was,
maybe for the first time, combined with nationwide Kurdish politics, including the Turkish
parliament in Ankara which “marked the opening of differential political and social spaces
within the territory of the nation-state”.50 In this sense, the municipalities under the control of
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pro-Kurdish party since 1999 have formed a kind of self-ruling regional body. Gambetti calls
this on the basis of Diyarbakır’s case as “engaging in the city’s decolonization”.

36 Again during this period, the DTP started to voice more openly its political project, the ‘Project
for Democratic Autonomy’, very much in accordance with Öcalan’s concept of democratic
confederalism. For this purpose, ‘Democratic Society Congress’ was held in Diyarbakir in
October 2007 which recognized ‘democratic autonomy’ as a project for Kurdish people in
Turkey. This congress report called for radical reforms in Turkey's political and administrative
structure in order to ensure democratisation and to develop problem-solving approaches for
which the local level should be strengthened. Instead of autonomy based on ‘ethnicity’ or
‘territory’, it suggested regional and local structures which allow for the expression of cultural
differences.

37 In this regard it proposed the foundation of 26 parliaments covering all regions of Turkey.
The report also called to change the definition of ‘nation’, with its ethnic emphasis, to ‘The
nation of Turkey’, in order to find a shared sense of belonging.51 Later on, in November
2007, the DTP held its second congress in which this report was recognized officially by the
name of ‘Democratic Solution to the Kurdish Question - Democratic Autonomy Project’. This
very important development concerning the Kurdish politics in Turkey showed explicitly the
Kurds’ ascending identity demands. This was also interpreted as a new era in the legal Kurdish
politics in which the DTP came to play an important role for the policy of solution whereas
the former legal Kurdish parties, HEP, DEP, HADEP and DEHAP all of which banned by
the Constitution Court, were confined to a struggle for existence against the policies of denial
and annihilation.52

38 In the same congress the DTP adopted some important changes in party statutes in accordance
to the concept of democratic autonomy aiming at the formation of assemblies at each level
of organization. Similarly the municipalities under the control of the DTP took some steps
towards the Kurdish identity politics amongst which the ‘multilingual municipality service’
sparked a heated debate. In 2007, mayor of the Sur municipality in Diyarbakir, Abdullah
Demirbas offered municipal services not only in Turkish, but also in Kurdish, Armenian and
Syriac (Casier 2010)53. Because of this multilingual project, the mayor was taken from office
and his municipal council was dissolved. He was also charged with ‘harming the public by
abusing their position’ and ‘acting in contradiction with the Turkish letters’. However in the
local elections of 2009, Demirbaş was re-elected mayor with more votes than before.54

39 Apart from the legal party organization 55, the new Kurdish project set forth another
form of organization, named the Demokratik Toplum Kongresi (DTK; Democratic Society
Congress),56 which has been founded on basis of the following argument:

Today we had some district and town councils, even if they are local and inadequate. Since they
are not well-founded, the Kurdish people bring their demands to the political party and reflect
them through it to the state. But according to our project, the state should keep its relationship
with the Kurdish people through this congress. If the Kurdish people assembled under the same
roof of this Congress, they would be interlocutor for a solution. And the state which came to an
agreement with this body relinquishes its old structure.57

40 This approach is based on Öcalan’s view of ‘democracy without the state’ in which he argues
for a compromise on a small state with limited power. For him, the Kurdish people should
have their own democratic power structure in their region and this ‘democracy + Turkish state
as a general public authority’ is a fundamental formula for a solution.58

41 The DTK was formed on this basis so as to forge a new political style, defined by the direct
and continual exercise of people’s power and since then it has been concerned with the
various forms of societal organizations, including the district-village, town and city councils,
women and youth associations, and the non-governmental organizations. The spokesmen of
the councils and the delegates elected at the district levels comprise 60 % of the congress
whereas 40 % are representatives of NGOs. The DTP is also one of the constituents which
represent the political space. 600 delegates attended the first (foundational) meeting of the
Congress in October 2007 in which the project for Democratic Autonomy was announced.
The second meeting was held in September 2008 and it took a stand against the ground and
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air operation of the Turkish Army into Northern Iraq. A third meeting held in 2009 just before
the nationwide local elections discussed the election strategy. The DTK held a fourth and fifth
meeting in June and December 2009 in which it proposed a new constitution, involving an
autonomous Kurdistan.59

42 Alongside these organizational activities, the DTK organised an international symposium
and various workshops on ‘New Economic Policies’, ‘Religious Belief Groups’, ‘New
Constitution’ and ‘on Language’. A ‘Conference on Experiences with Negotiation and Conflict
Resolution’ was held discussing how to create dialogue between parties in order to share
experiences and ideas about peace processes, road maps and other related subjects.60In its
final declaration, a solution of the Kurdish question through dialogue was proposed. The
international community was called to make a contribution to the dialogue process. In this
respect, the necessity for both Turkish and Kurdish parties to confront the past was also
emphasized.61

43 In the workshops the DTK presented autonomous local governments,62 education in the mother
tongue and recognition of the identity as common demands of the Kurdish people. The
workshop on language, organized in collaboration with some non-governmental organizations
in June 2010, suggested a project for the protection of languages which are not (official)
languages of instruction. It was recommended that Kurdish and other languages should be the
language of instruction. In this regard the workshop emphasized that non-state actors should
not confine themselves to raise demands for official recognition of the Kurdish language but
should also organize it by themselves.63

44 In sum, we may conclude that since 2005, Kurdish movement in Turkey within the framework
of democratic confederalism, gradually opened up a political and social space for the Kurdish
identity. While going through such a process, the Kurdish movement, which has governed a
significant number of municipalities since 1999, has been based on two main organizational
forms, the legal party, the DTP and afterwards the BDP and a wider congress, the DTK.
They aimed at expanding the Kurdish identity politics based on the concept of democratic
confederalism and democratic autonomy. Lastly, the DTK proclaimed that it will construct
‘Democratic Autonomy’ from the bottom-up. Though admittedly vague in its content, this
proclamation constitutes, on the one hand, the boldest effort ever made by the Kurdish
movement to forge a disengagement from the Turkish public sphere which brings with it
an increased risk of clashes. On the other hand, it can pose the question, could this be the
framework of a ‘real’ solution? In the last part of the article we will discuss this in relation to
the possibilities of a political solution for the Kurdish issue.

Conclusion
45 To conclude we will discuss the contingencies of this project of radical democracy and its

political implications for a solution to on-going conflict in Turkey. First we discuss what this
project has meant for the Kurdish movement in Turkey.

46 It is clear that the 2000s has been the most critical period yet for the PKK. The party has
experienced this critical period in different phases, which can roughly be divided into three
stages: a) shock and retreat (1999), b) impasse and reconstruction (2000-2004) and c) return
to the stage (2005-today). Kurdish and leftist criticisms of Öcalan’s new policies and the PKK
during this period have ranged from accusations of surrender to the Turkish state, even with
allegations of being in the service of the Turkish General Staff, to charges of a complete break
with the movement’s past and its aims, with the conclusion that they are saying farewell to
the dream of an independent united state.

47 What the PKK has experienced in this period was a comprehensive restructuration of its
organization, ideology and political-military struggle. Organizationally the PKK has grown
into a complex system of parties and institutions, as opposed to the Leninist style of a
pioneering party directly overseeing all its activities, as it previously did. Although there
have been considerable changes in the organizational structure, the devoted militant body that
is constituted by a group of ‘professional full-time revolutionaries’ continues to occupy the
central role. The change at the organizational level towards a more complex organizational
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structure – or, towards a multiplicity of interacting institutions – is a reflection of this evolving
praxis. This transformation of the organizational structure addresses a new conception which
is ‘political organization beyond the party’. 

48 Though it has been argued that the PKK abandoned its original position, the realization of an
independent Kurdistan, we may argue that the party creatively inversed the original Leninist
thesis. In 1914, Lenin argued that “it would be wrong to interpret the right to self-determination
as meaning anything but the right to existence as a separate state.”64 Inversing this thesis, one
could say it is equally wrong to interpret the right to self-determination as having no other
meaning but the right to exist as a separate state. According to Mustafa Karasu, a leading PKK
veteran, socialists should not fixate so much on the state as its political project. The concept
of the nation-state, he argues, is not a socialist, but a bourgeois concept. The PKK’s project of
‘radical democracy’, and more in particular the idea of democratic-confederalism, developing
a bottom-up democratic system beyond existing borders, aims to render borders flexible, and
in the long term irrelevant.65 As a matter of fact, through its political projects of democratic-
republic, democratic-autonomy and democratic-confederalism, the PKK is drawing a new
agenda for self-determination, while simultaneously going beyond the concept of the nation-
state.

49 More importantly, during this period the PKK managed to assemble Kurdish identity demands
into a project of radical democracy.This has been achieved through the elaboration of new
ideological and political approaches, which created opportunities for the PKK to enlarge its
scope of interest and activities, thereby creating more space for a Kurdish public sphere. In
aiming at the transformation of society in all aspects rather than capturing state power through
armed struggle, PKK efforts now allow for a broader field of operation.

50 The political-military struggle, meanwhile, shifted more and more in the direction of a political
struggle in which the DTP (afterwards the BDP) with its grassroots organization and elected
representatives (nationally and locally) and the DTK have started to take the lead. Especially
after the elections of 2007, 2009, and 2011 a more powerful Kurdish public sphere emerged.
A prominent Turkish columnist wrote as early as 2004:

After the painful period which Turkey experienced in the last quarter of the twentieth century, a
separate state could not be established on its soil, but a separate political geography has been
formed in its Southeast.66

51 He could not be more right, but maybe did not foresee its concrete manifestation. This
separate political geography is based on forms of self-organization (democratic confederalism)
and the strong conviction and praxis to take one’s own fate in one’s own hand. Since the
election in 2009 this ‘separate political geography’ has been deepened with the arrest of
Kurdish politicians, followed by a political counter-campaign of the Kurdish movement,
including demands for bi-lingual public life within the framework of the project for democratic
autonomy. The Peace and Democracy Party (BDP) and the Democratic Society Congress
sparked the discussions on a "Bilingual Life" by demanding the official recognition of Kurdish
language in public life. They also started to put their demands into practice, with municipalities
changing the signboards of the municipalities to Kurdish and Turkish, and local shop keepers
changing their sign boards into Kurdish. The organization the whole society from the bottom
has been on the agenda of the Kurdish movement since 1999, with the take-over of an
increasing number of municipalities in the Kurdish region. On the basis of districts and towns,
the Kurdish movement has formed different structures of self-government producing policies
for the local needs. Later on the project of democratic autonomy aimed at enlarging and
formalising these structures.67

52 In the meantime, the Kurdish movement also tried to present and discuss these projects to both
the Turkish and the global public opinion, with the organization of the Mesopotamia Social
Forum in 2009,68 bringing together organizations and movements from the Middle East and
several other countries in the city of Diyarbakır, and the DTK organization of a workshop
with Turkish journalists, academics, politicians and rights defenders to discuss the project of
‘Democratic Autonomy’ in 2010. The organization of all segments of society from the bottom-
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up, under the principle of democratic confederalism and autonomy, has been covering very
different fields of social life and required various activities. All these activities show that the
PKK’s project of radical democracy involves an active agency of people, in the form of a
struggling force from the local to the regional and global, and more importantly, it shows that it
is a project that is based on bottom-up democracy, and cannot be simply considered a political
project imposed from above. Through communes and people’s assemblies, it aims to surpass
the deadlock of representational democracy. In this sense, the democratic autonomy project in
the form of 26 autonomous regions as formulated by the Kurdish movement presents a radical
alternative which goes beyond the boundaries of the existing political regime. Above all, it
is based on a radical conception of democracy aiming at the dissociation of democracy from
nationalism by excluding state and nation from it and considering democracy as an unrestricted
and unmediated form of people’s sovereignty rather than a form of government. Therefore this
project for democratic autonomy goes beyond the boundaries of the existing political regime as
well the framework elaborated on the basis of EU “acquis communautaire, which uses liberal
democracy as its benchmark”, although there is an on-going discussion if this proposal might
suit the EU Regional Policy given it could be a useful step towards a solution of the Kurdish
question by abolishing the centralism in Turkey.69

53 The Kurdish movement is ready to negotiate a solution on the basis of recognition and self-
administrative rights. They can negotiate the form and boundaries of this self-administration
but do not abandon it. In this sense, the Kurds want to be included in the political body with
their identity based on their inscribed ‘political geography’ which requires a constitutional
recognition of the Kurdish identity in Turkey. This constitutional recognition, including the
notion of autonomy, would also mean a radical change in the existing political regime of
Turkey.70

54 In sum, the Kurdish movement in Turkey which has developed a new project for radical
democracy based on the conception of ‘politics beyond the state, political organisation beyond
the party, and political subjectivity beyond class’ can have the opportunity to change the
centralist tradition in Turkish political system as well as the statist and class reductionist
political thought in the Left in Turkey.
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twin demands for inclusion and autonomy seem to contradict each other. However, the contradiction
only arises if it is assumed that the two are mutually exclusive, a form of reasoning that continues to
block the full recognition of indigenous rights in Chiapas and around the world. Until the 1980s, the
political importance of cultural diversity tended to be subordinated to other concerns related to matters
of state formation and economic development. In Mexico and other Latin American countries, inclusion
assumed adherence to a single national identity that was decidedly non-indigenous. However, the long-
term viability of indigenous autonomy may depend more on its appropriation at the local level rather
than on the revision of legal statutes. In this regard, autonomy is best thought of as a marker of political
identity rather than a legal concept’. (Harvey,  2005)
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Abstract
This article brings into dialogue Karl Barth and the political philosopher Chantal 
Mouffe. The purpose here is not to provide a detailed comparison, but to explore 
why Mouffe’s thought is relevant to the current political situation, which provides 
the contemporary context for engaging Barth’s political theology. This argument 
involves: 1) a political analysis of the current political situation offered by Mouffe; 2) 
a particular interpretation of Barth’s political theology emerging from a trinitarian 
theological framework; 3) a comparison between the political thought of Mouffe 
and Barth emerging from Barth’s trinitarian political theology. This engagement is 
less concerned with critiquing Mouffe from a theological viewpoint, than positively 
demonstrating how Mouffe’s thought can be seen as a “secular parable” for a political 
theology in which trinitarian theology provides a framework. Central to this political 
theology are the ideas of equality, freedom, participation, and promise, which provide 
a theo-political framework for a radical democracy.
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1. Introduction
In this article I bring into dialogue Karl Barth and the political philosopher 
Chantal Mouffe. The task here is not to draw an exact comparison between 
the two, but to explore why Mouffe’s thought provides a helpful analysis 
of the current political situation, which provides the contemporary 
context for engaging Barth’s political theology. This argument involves 
three steps. The first step provides a political analysis of the current 
political situation offered by Mouffe. The second step provides a particular 
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interpretation of Barth’s political theology emerging from a trinitarian 
theological framework, as developed in the Church Dogmatics.1 The last 
step draws a comparison between political thought of Mouffe and Barth, 
demonstrating how various political themes from both relate to the 
framework of Barth’s trinitarian theology. The purpose here is not critique 
Mouffe from a theological viewpoint, but to show, more positively, how 
Mouffe’s thought can be seen as a “secular parable” within this theological 
framework2 Stated differently, just as I’m demonstrating how trinitarian 
theology provides a framework for political theology, I’m also engaging 
the political philosophy of Mouffe in order to more fully understand 
our contemporary political situation of the “populist moment.” The 
intersection of these two lines of argument provides a way to think about 
political witness, rooted in what Barth calls “special ethics,” in which one 
engages in “instructional preparation for hearing God’s command,” which 
calls us to act as responsible witnesses here and now.3 This “instructional 
preparation” occurs in two steps, namely the second part of the article 
focuses on Barth’s trinitarian theology, which provides a framework for 
political theology that responds to the ideas of radical democracy and 
“populist moment,” which are outlined in the first part. Central to this 
argument is how trinitarian theology provides a framework for political 
theology, and more exactly, how God’s trinitarian action fosters a political 
theology of authority, freedom, participation, and promise, which provides 
a theopolitical framework for a political democracy.

1 Karl Barth. Church Dogmatics. 4 vols. Translated and edited by G. W. Bromiley and T. 
F. Torrance. Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1936–77). Hereafter, all citations to the Church 
Dogmatics will be abbreviated as CD, followed by volume and part.

2 Barth says there are nontheological ideas that are “secular parables of the kingdom” 
that bear witness to the truth and “illumine, accentuate, or explain the biblical witness 
in a particular time and situation.” Barth, CD IV/3, 115. For my earlier discussion 
of “secular parables” in relation to postmodernism, globalization, social theory, and 
ethics see David Haddorff, Christian Ethics as Witness: Barth’s Ethics for a World at Risk 
(Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 128–94.

3 Barth writes: “Special ethics may thus serve as an instructional preparation for the 
ethical event.” See CD: III/4, 18.
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2. Mouffe and the Populist Moment
To begin, let us turn to Chantal Mouffe’s latest book For A Left Populism, 
in which she describes how Western Europe and the USA are currently 
undergoing a shift toward political populism, both on the right and the 
left.4 Although right populism originated in the 1990’s, it has strengthened 
since the 2008 economic crises, and was given its greatest success in the 
United States with the presidential election of Donald Trump in 2016, who 
transformed the centre-right Republican Party toward a populist right 
movement. In shifting American policies toward economic and political 
nationalism, anti-immigration, and authoritarian attacks on the liberties of 
free speech and press, there has also emerged a diverse resistance populist 
left movement by individuals and institutions. This resurgence of a populist 
left led to an overwhelming victory by leftist Democratic candidates in 
the mid-term Congressional election in 2018. This resurgence has further 
raised new questions about socialism and the populist left in relation to the 
mainstream centre-left Democratic consensus. This leftist development in 
the USA is similar to other movements in Europe and populist successes 
in Spain and Greece. The important feature here is that both right and 
left populist movements have resisted the centre-right/left establishment 
and rhetorically situated the people against apparent hegemonies that 
destabilize the social order and undermine particular understandings of 
citizenship, community, and justice. Although Mouffe does not address the 
political situation in South Africa, there is no doubt that similar forces may 
arise as a reaction to frustrations with the current ANC government. Right 
or left populism can take different forms in different countries and may not 
depend on the same criteria but offer alternative visions for addressing the 
frustration and apparent failure with centrist parties.

So, the challenge to the ANC has arisen on the left, which may continue 
to challenge mainstream politics with the inherent economic problems 
of income inequality and injustice as represented in the Economic 
Freedom Fighters (EFF). As political frustrations mount, right populism, 
as represented perhaps by the African Transformation Movement (ATM), 
will seek to preserve nationalism and limit foreign intrusions, whether 
through immigration or migration.

4 Chantal Mouffe, For A Left Populism (London/New York: Verso, 2018).
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So, let us return to the writings of the Belgian political thinker Chantal 
Mouffe, who has presented a political theory that corresponds to the actual 
developments in Western politics. During the last 30 years, Mouffe has 
consistently argued that radical democratic politics, not unlike political 
liberalism, should be pluralistic and inclusive, but unlike liberalism it must 
also be hegemonic, and agonistic. In her initially important 1985 book 
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, co-written with her late husband Ernesto 
Laclau, she draws upon Antonio Gramsci to argue that hegemony is an 
inevitable outgrowth of social and cultural beliefs and practices, which 
makes their conflict inevitable.5 Since cultural hegemony is a two-way 
not a one-way street, it makes it possible to argue, for example, that the 
social practices shape people’s convictions, just as much as convictions or 
ideas shape their practices. For a radical democracy to emerge it must draw 
upon all aspects of society to form various social movements to challenge 
and resist the dominant hegemony. These new social movements form 
new hegemonies that challenge the dominant hegemony in power. The 
key point here is that the dominant hegemonic power must be matched 
or challenged by an alternative form of hegemonic power emerging from 
reflexive democratic social movements. Negative power must be matched 
by positive power, or put differently, negative (or dominant) hegemony 
must be matched by positive hegemony. This is why the hegemonic power 
behind the “consent” of the people, as a radical democracy, is essential for 
resisting political authoritarianism and injustice. When social movements 
are formed and begin resisting the dominant hegemony, there becomes a 
freeing of moral and political democratic agency. Democracy is revived 
through the recognition of the destructive power of, and resistance too, the 
dominant hegemonies within of democratic society.

Another of the central ideas of Mouffe’s thought is agonism. This idea of 
agonism, in turn, is distinguished from “antagonism,” which is further 
rooted in the distinction between the “political” and “politics,” which she 
draws in part from the controversial political thinker Carl Schmitt. In her 
2013 book Agonistics, she writes:

5 See Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a 
Radical Democratic Politics, trans.Winston Moore and Paul Cammack (London: Verso, 
1985).
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The “political” refers to this dimension of antagonism which can 
take many forms and can emerge in diverse social relations. It is a 
dimension that can’t be eradicated. “Politics”, on the other hand, 
refers to the ensemble of practices, discourses and institutions that 
seek to establish a certain order and to organize human coexistence 
in conditions which are always potentially conflicting, since they are 
affected by the dimension of “the political”.6

Drawing from Schmitt, she defines the political as inherently “antagonistic” 
rooted in the “radical negativity” of human nature, but unlike Schmitt, she 
defines politics as the “agonistic” process of democratic transformation.7 
That is to say, against Schmitt’s antagonistic “friend/enemy” framework 
to both the political and politics, Mouffe’s strategy of radical democracy 
presumes the antagonism of the political, but transforms it into a pluralistic 
and inclusive form of adversarial and agonistic politics. Moreover, unlike 
the rather idealistic account of political liberalism of John Rawls and 
Jürgen Habermas, Mouffe’s approach to democratic agonism does not 
seek one consensual decision to every political debate but presumes there 
will always be differences among adversaries that are never fully resolved 
through consensus.8 The goal of radical democracy is to use agonism to 
enhance an inclusive deepening of plurality and diverse viewpoints within 
an understanding of political struggle. Said differently, if radical democracy 
is to succeed it must weaken political antagonism through agonism, which 
implies an inclusive deepening of plurality within an understanding of an 
adversarial struggle of hegemonies rooted in social movements.

Another important aspect of radical democracy is its link to the political 
left and socialist legacy. Radical democracy itself is not socialism as it can 
take any form in resistance to the dominant hegemony, however, with the 
emergence of neoliberal capitalism, the movements of radical democracy 

6 Chantal Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically (London/New York: Verso, 
2013), 2–3.

7 Her most sustained engagement with the thought of Carl Schmitt in relation to political 
liberalism can be found in Chantal Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox (London/New 
York: Verso, 2005), 36–59. Also see her edited work, Chantal Mouffe, The Challenge of 
Carl Schmitt (London/New York: Verso, 1999).

8 She discusses the political liberalism of Habermas and Rawls in several books, but the 
most recent sustained discussion occurs in C. Mouffe, Agonsitics, 54–55; 137–38.
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lean in the socialist direction. Mouffe argues that the history of the current 
struggle of politics is rooted in the triumph of neoliberal globalization, 
which began in the 1980’s when Thatcherism deconstructed the post-war 
democratic-socialist welfare state. What emerged was a set of political-
economic practices aimed at imposing the rule of the market, such as 
deregulation, privatization, fiscal austerity, and limiting the role of the state 
to the protection of private property rights, free markets and free-trade.9 
This neoliberal hegemony has opened up the tension between political 
liberalism and democracy leading to a “post-democratic situation”. Mouffe 
writes:

With the demise of the democratic values of equality and popular 
sovereignty, the agonistic spaces where different projects of society 
could confront each other have disappeared and citizens have been 
deprived of the possibility of exercising their democratic rights. To 
be sure, “democracy” is still spoken of, but it has been reduced to its 
liberal component and it only signifies the presence of free elections 
in the defence of human rights. What has become increasingly 
central is the economic liberalism with its defence of the free market 
and many aspects of political liberalism have been relegated to 
second place, if not simply eliminated. This is what I mean by “post-
democracy”.10

Crucial to her understanding to “post-democracy” is the important 
distinction between political liberalism and democracy. Political 
liberalism includes the rule of law, the separation of powers and the 
defence of individual freedoms and rights, whereas democracy affirms 
human equality and popular sovereignty. Although these two traditions 
have matured together in Western societies, they are not contingent, and 
indeed, democracy always will prove to be a threat to liberalism, as it can 
redefine and resist the hegemonies of consensus and abstract universalism. 
In theory this tension remains active, but once the neoliberal capitalist 
framework is combined with the liberal democratic framework, it creates 
a “post-democratic situation” in which the democratic values of the 
equality and popular sovereignty are marginalized. Post-democracy, then, 

9 C. Mouffe, For the Populist Left, 11.
10 Ibid., 16.
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replaces popular sovereignty, including mass participation and decision-
making, with a weak political liberalism that fails to address the problem 
of how democracy is undermined and marginalized through economic 
neoliberalism.

In her 2005 book On the Political, Mouffe further argues that this post-
democratic situation leads to a “post-political situation” that blurs the 
political boundaries between the political right and left. This occurs through 
the power of the mainstream consensus, which eliminates antagonism and 
fails to challenge or resist the emergence of the populist right.11 This means 
the centre right/left consensus of liberalism, while seeking to eliminate 
the voices of so-called fringe radical movements from the consensus, have 
given the citizenry no real political alternative to the consensus. Politics 
becomes management, while popular sovereignty and equality becomes 
marginalized and even eradicated from the public square. This creates a 
vacuum filled by the populist right. If fact, since mainstream liberalism is 
wed to neoliberal globalization it cannot challenge the inevitable outcome 
of neoliberalism, which leads to radical income inequality or what she calls 
“oligarchization.” Here the economy is not only deregulated and privatized 
but transformed by the “financialization of the economy” in which the 
financial sector takes over all other aspects of the economy and business 
creating a market society.12 All these factors have led to the recent rise of 
the populist moment. Right wing populism was the first to seize on these 
crises, trying to empower the working class, by directing its anger against 
immigrants or global markets and institutions, trade imbalances, and 
corporate relocation to cheaper labour markets. Since the right populists 
propagate political and economic nationalism, the centre-left liberals have 
focused on their nationalistic “fascist-like” message, while failing to address 
the real underlying problem of oligarchic neoliberalism. In so doing, the 
centrist liberal parties actually unknowingly become anti-democratic.

Considering these factors, Mouffe concludes that if there is to be a challenge 
to the populist right, centrist parties and neoliberal globalization, it must 
come from a left populism. In contrast to the simple “sterile” reformism 
of the centre-left, she calls for a radical reformism that empowers the state 

11 Chantal Mouffe, On the Political (London/New York: Routledge, 2005), 66–72.
12 C. Mouffe, For A Left Populism, 17–18.
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to become more radically democratic. Drawing its hegemonies from the 
diversity of political and civil society it seeks to alter and transform existing 
institutions towards greater equality and popular sovereignty. Espousing 
ethical and political principles of liberal democracy, like equality, liberty, 
freedom, and justice, radical democracy is empowered by its engagement of 
present and future problems of social injustice and the environmental crisis. 
In this way radical democracy becomes the “hegemonic transformation” of 
political liberalism. Regarding this, Mouffe writes:

The strategy of left populism seeks the establishment of a new 
hegemonic order within the constitutional liberal-democratic 
framework and it does not aim at a radical break with pluralist 
liberal democracy and the foundation of a totally new political 
order. Its objective is the construction of a collective will, a ‘people’ 
apt to bring about a new hegemonic formation that will re-establish 
the articulation between liberalism and democracy that has been 
disavowed by neoliberalism, putting democratic values in the 
leading role.13

What is needed here is a pluralistic and inclusive construction of the 
people that stands in contrast to the racist and nationalistic view of the 
populist right. Political adversaries, not enemies, must be articulated and 
challenged. The adversary here is not the immigrant, but the oligarchs, the 
economic and political powers that create inequality in society. Unlike a 
common identity established by race, religion, culture or class, the populist 
left constructs it’s understanding of the people within a deeply-rooted 
framework of diversity and difference that draws on particular practices 
of culture and religion. Within these differences, there emerges “chains 
of equivalence,” in which diverse persons establish common beliefs and 
practices about political courses of action, which are used to distinguish 
the “we” from the “they. “Such a move is necessary to draw the political 
frontier separating the ‘we’ form the ‘they,’ which is decisive in the 
construction of a ‘people.’”14 Central to this new inclusive formation of the 
“people” is a revised understanding of citizenship that breaks free from 
the individualism of liberalism and tribal identify of right populism. This 

13 Ibid., 45.
14 Ibid., 63.
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form of citizenship, she calls a “grammar of conduct,” that challenges the 
ideology of the “citizen as a consumer, which is the “linchpin of the post-
democratic vision.”15 This form of citizenship, establishes not so much 
a “we” as a set of “we’s,” involved in a “plurality of engagements.”16 This 
creates, she says, a “multiplicity of agonistic public spaces where one should 
intervene to radicalize democracy.” 17

Lastly, in contrast to those more revolutionary radical democrats who stress 
only direct horizontal or bottom-up democratic model, she argues for the 
possibility of representative and executive top-down leadership roles. As 
she puts it: “The project of radicalization of democracy that I am proposing 
envisages a combination of different forms of democratic participation, 
depending on the spaces and social relations were liberty and equality 
should be implemented.”18

What is essential to these models is the leadership’s accountability and 
responsibility to the people. Everything depends on the kind of relational 
responsibility that is established between a leadership and the people. In 
liberalism and the populist right, the leadership claims such accountability, 
but then acts independently taking power away from the people. In contrast, 
the populist left acts on behalf of the people in their struggle against the 
political and economic powers that seek to eliminate popular sovereignty 
and equality before the law.

3. Barth and Trinitarian Political Theology
Similar to Mouffe, Karl Barth is committed to a radical form of democracy, 
which is to say an activist, inclusive, form of political action that splits 
the difference between a stagnant reformism and revolution. Both would 
also understand the need for social and democratic movements that 
represent the political and economic interests of everyone and not just the 
rich and powerful. Hence, both would support some form of democratic 
socialism, which focuses less on sets of political procedures and more on 

15 Ibid., 65–66.
16 Ibid., 67.
17 Ibid., 69.
18 Ibid., 69.
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consolidating democratic power to resist the various forms of political, 
economic, ideological, and technological hegemony. Moreover, both would 
affirm that democracy is more fundamental than political liberalism. In 
the 1940’s Barth stated that democracy, under the rule of law, is the power 
that moves a constitutional liberal state toward greater freedom. In an 
often-repeated phrase, he says ” “that the Christian line” following from 
the gospel moves in the direction of the “democratic state.”19 Democracy 
is preferred because election heals the tension between the individual and 
the community by making persons free within the political community. 
This takes place through the reconciling action of the triune God to stand 
for and with us in the election of Jesus Christ. In Jesus Christ, as fully God 
and fully human, the triune God’s self-determination acts in and through 
the covenant of grace as both the divine elector and the human elected: 
first, God elects to come to us in human flesh, but second, Jesus as the 
elected “new man,” as the representative of humanity, approaches God 
as a free human subject. All human history, including political history, is 
viewed through the lens of history of Jesus Christ. In Jesus Christ, God’s 
sovereignty acts with and for others as both master and servant, whose 
“kingdom is neither a barracks or prison, but the home of those who even, 
with and by him are free.”20

Beginning with the Christological framework, therefore, if we are to link 
the “freedom” of democracy to political theology, then we need to see how 
Barth’s political thought is shaped by his trinitarian theology.21 Therefore, 
let us begin with CD I/1, where Barth insists that we must always balance 

19 Karl Barth, Community, State, and Church: Three Essays (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 
2005), 181.

20 Barth, CD II/2, 312.
21 In my previous writings, the doctrine of the Trinity, although briefly mentioned, 

was not fully integrated into a discussion of Barth’s political theology. In earlier 
monograph, I provided a survey of Barth’s political writings more than the doctrinal 
framework of this thought. See, David Haddorff, “Karl Barth’s Theological Politics,” in 
Karl Barth, Community, State, and Church: Three Essays. With a New Introduction by 
David Haddorff (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2005), 1–67. In the later article, 
“Barth and Democracy,” I focused mainly on the doctrine of creation in CD III and 
ecclesiology in CD IV, and in my latest book, I focused mostly the doctrine of God’s 
command, soteriology, and Christological material in CD II and IV. In each of these 
writings, I do mention the Trinity in relation to Barth’s political theology, but do not 
explore this in any detail. For these later two writings, see: 1) David Haddorff, “Barth 
and Democracy,” in Daniel L. Migliore (ed), Commanding Grace: Studies in Christian 
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God’s oneness in threeness and threeness in oneness, where he writes: “we 
cannot advance beyond these two obviously one-sided and inadequate 
formulations.”22 The dialectical balance between these two ways is 
expressed in the doctrines of perichoresis and appropriation. The doctrine 
of perichoresis explores threeness in oneness in God’s being, while the 
doctrine of appropriation explores oneness in threeness in God’s works. 
For a trinitarian politics of divine action, this distinction is fundamental, 
since political theology often errs when it prioritizes either one and 
becomes modalistic. In social trinitarianism, for example, perichoresis is 
prioritized so that God’s being becomes a model for human social relations 
that is projected back onto God as a form of natural theology, which is then 
used as model for progressive politics.23 Likewise, when appropriation is 
prioritized, it links God’s particular modes of being with particular kinds 
of political theory or practice. So, for example, the politics of the Father 
provides a model for hierarchy or centralization, the politics of the Son 
provides a model for anarchic pacifism or ecclesiological separateness, 
and the politics of the Spirit provides a model for versions of political 
utopianism or nationalism. In each case, God’s trinitarian freedom gives 
way to particular political models reducing God’s sovereignty to ideological 
models of politics. Moreover, both of these positions deny that the immanent 
trinity is the ontological source of the economic, and instead affirm a 
model of God’s action, which limits unity within difference and difference 
within unity, and in so doing reject the classic principle demonstrating the 
undivided nature of God’s external works: opera trinitatis ad extra sunt 
indivisa.

It is a mistake, therefore, to either too closely identify or draw too much of 
a separation from the doctrine of Trinity from human politics. The Trinity 
does not so much provide a model for progressive politics as doctrine for 
human participation in the mystery of God’s trinitarian action in history. 
As Kathryn Tanner writes: “[We] are therefore not called to imitate the 

Ethics (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 2010), 96–121; and 2) David Haddorff, Christian 
Ethics as Witness, 94–124; 369–93.

22 Barth, CD I/1, 368.
23 See Kathryn Tanner, Christ the Key (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 

207–46.
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trinity by way of the incarnation but brought to participate in it.”24 Barth 
would agree but would not simply end with the God’s triune mission and 
human participation within the Trinity, as he further provides theological 
account of ethics, including God’s command and the human response. 
God’s command is not an abstract concept or ethical principle, rather it 
is the imperative of responsible freedom rooted in the indicative of who 
God is, as the gracious trinitarian commander. Since there is no generic 
humanity outside the humanity of Jesus Christ but only a humanity 
that is restored, healed, and allowed to live in free response to God’s 
gracious command, then says Barth, the divine command, says Barth, is 
a “permission – the granting of a very definite freedom,” as it “orders us 
to be free.”25 This ‘imperative of freedom’ is a calling into God’s triune 
mission which makes the command itself trinitarian. In CD III/4, Barth, 
more concretely, distinguishes between perichoresis and appropriation 
demonstrating how God’s command is one and yet three in relation to 
God’s external works.26 Succinctly put, there are not three commands but 
one, and yet, the command comes to us in different ways of relating to the 
one God. Just as theology can distinguish between God’s trinitarian works, 
so we can speak about the specificity of the divine command as undivided 
within the three spheres of God’s action as Father, Son, and Sprit in the 
actions of creator, reconciler, and redeemer.

It is this notion of the specificity of the command, which often leads critics 
of Barth to say that his command ethics is too abstract and not applicable 
to politics.27 What is the “concrete specificity” of the command? In CD II/2 
Barth discusses how the “definite event” of the command involves the tasks 
of listening, testing, and acting, thus opening up space for more listening, 
testing, and acting. The task of Christian ethics relies extensively upon 
“instructional preparation for the ethical event.”28 In order to listen, test, 
and act one needs to prepare for the event. In CD III/4 and The Christian 
Life he shifts toward the “instructional or pedagogical” task of ethics, and 

24 Ibid., 234.
25 Barth, CD II/2, 585; 593.
26 See Barth, CD III/4, 32–38.
27 For example, see Robin Lovin, Christian Faith and Public Choices: The Social Ethics of 

Barth, Brunner, and Bonhoeffer (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 18–43.
28 Barth, CD III/4, 18.
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how this task of “special ethics” provides the background for task of testing 
one’s moral judgments and actions. In testing and acting, one invites 
corresponding human and divine moral judgment that opens up the space 
between God and us, which is then filled by God’s gracious command of 
freedom or permission to act as responsible witness. Political witness in our 
current context, therefore, involves preparing for God’s command through 
learning, preparing, testing, and acting within this current situation 
in response to the God’s action in election, creation, reconciliation, and 
redemption. We now take each of these four divine actions in turn.

4. The God who elects, creates, reconciles, and redeems
In this section, we explore the political themes that emerge from the divine 
actions of election, creation, reconciliation and redemption. Although 
grounded in divine action, these political themes, such as equality, 
responsible freedom, participation and promise, will show significant 
similarity to Mouffe’s political ideas, which makes the critical engagement 
possible between Barth and Mouffe. The importance of Mouffe’s ideas for 
political theology, thus, rests not in her theology but in her analysis of the 
current situation, which provides a “secular witness” or secular parable of 
truth for our current circumstances. Yet for the theological underpinnings 
of political theology we must look to Barth, and more particularly, at 
the fundamental importance of the doctrine of the Trinity in relation to 
political theology.

Before we explore God’s external works as Father, Son and Spirit, it is 
necessary to first begin with election, which is the other side of the divine 
command of grace. If political theology is to begin with God’s trinitarian 
action, it must first begin with God’s election to be with us and for us 
in Jesus Christ. At this point, we are looking particularly at CD II/1–2, 
which explores the doctrine of God, who “loves in freedom,” from the 
standpoint of God’s threeness in oneness. Central to this divine unity is 
perichoresis, where we see the one decision of the triune God, as Father, Son 
and Spirit in eternal relation, to elect persons into mutual and egalitarian 
fellowship. This awareness first takes place within the church, which in 
turn, gives witness to the civil community that it too is reconciled to God. 
The Christian community serves as a “model and prototype” of the civil 
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community demonstrating to the civil community, how to give witness 
to Christ’s rule. God’s election affirms that the individual is “no mere 
delegate, but in his own right a bearer of this people’s responsibility. He is 
no vassal, but a free citizen.”29 The democratic community becomes free 
and responsible through the gracious gift of the responsible “free citizen.” 
For Barth this task leads directly toward democracy, both in the church and 
the state. Barth writes: “Christian choices and purposes in politics tend on 
the whole toward the form of State, which, if is not actually realized in the 
so-called ‘democracies,’ is at any rate more or less honestly clearly intended 
and desired.”30 Like Mouffe, Barth would say that democracy is preferred 
because it heals the tension between the individual and the community 
by making persons free within the political community. Unlike, Mouffe, 
however, Barth would also say that God’s election is the source of this 
healing. Nevertheless, both would argue that democratic socialism and 
global cooperation is preferred over various forms of political nationalism 
and free market capitalism. During World War II, Barth writes: “And since 
it [Christian view of the state] makes the rights of the community and 
personal responsibility the yardstick of order, democracy comes nearer to 
that ideal state than an aristocratic or monarchical dictatorship, socialism 
than an untrammelled capitalistic order with the social and business 
system based on it; a federation of free states (free also as such as possible 
from the principle of nationalism) than the rivalry of independent and 
uncontrollably competing national states.”31

Just as election rightly understood leads to the proper view of individual 
dignity, equality, and freedom, a false view of election leads to hegemonic 
forms of antidemocratic totalitarianism. In CD II/2, Barth briefly discusses 
two “secular imitations” of election in the political realm that emerge from 
false views of the election of the individual and the community. The first 
error is when Jesus Christ, the true elected one, is replaced with the election 
of the political leader as sovereign. The second error equates election with 
the concept of the “national people” or the “social mass.” Although both 
parodies of election are rooted in Western individualism, the latter concept 

29 Barth, CD II/2, 312.
30 Barth, Community, State and Church, 182.
31 Karl Barth, The Church and the War (New York; Macmillan, 1944), 39.
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is the inevitable consequence of the first, leading to a “total state.”32 Similar 
to Mouffe, Barth sees the totalitarian dangers of authoritarianism and 
collectivism rooted in the legacy of individualism incapable of disciplining 
itself through a participatory democracy, but unlike Mouffe, Barth also 
sees these hegemonies rooted in a corrupted view of divine election. When 
persons deny the fundamental reality of God’s election, their self-awareness 
changes from freedom and responsibility to isolation and separateness. 
Both Barth and Mouffe would affirm that the antidote to individualism 
is not just democracy but more democracy, that is, more democratic 
participation and social engagement, which drives persons from their 
isolation into public life. A free society depends on an active free citizenry 
acting for the welfare of the community. Yet Barth’s theological analysis 
digs deeper into the antidemocratic hegemony of individualistic isolation, 
as a “shadow reality”, that rejects God’s election, which transforms the 
individual and the community in the direction of a free democratic society.

Now that we’ve looked at the theme of God’s perichoretic threeness 
in oneness in election, we can now move to God’s oneness in threeness 
evident in the appropriation of God’s action as Father, Son, and Spirit in 
creation, reconciliation, and redemption. In so doing, however, we must 
also continue to maintain the principle opera trinitatis ad extra sunt 
indivisa, namely that in these three specific external works the Father, Son, 
and Spirit are all acting as one God as creator, reconciler, and redeemer. 
In each of these divine actions, we will see political themes emerging that 
provide a framework for a trinitarian political theology, rooted in God’s 
trinitarian command.

Let us begin with the action of God the creator, where we see themes of 
freedom and responsibility in political theology. In creation the stage is 
set for the unveiling of God’s elective grace, as the Father who loves in 
freedom, determines through the Son, to be a covenant God in the power 
of the Spirit. God’s covenant-partnership empowers persons, says Barth, 
to live in “openness of the one to the other with the view to and on behalf 
of the other.”33 Indeed, it empowers us to see the other face to face in 
“mutual openness”, further empowering us toward mutual assistance and 

32 Barth, CD, II/2, 312.
33 Barth, CD III/2, 250.
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participation in the political process promoting the common good. This 
mutual seeing and conversing further leads to mutual assistance, which 
makes full participation in political and social justice possible. Responsible 
freedom in relation to the creator, furthermore, respects the goodness of 
life itself, which calls for respect and protection of nature, non-human and 
human life, and an active life in the world as believer, worker, and citizen. 
As this pertains to political responsibility, says Barth, the “state cannot 
relieve the individual of any responsibility. On the contrary, the state is 
wholly a responsibility of the individual.”34 Just as it is misguided to shift 
“personal responsibility” to the state, it is also misguided to shift community 
responsibilities to the individual. Between these extremes is the dialectical 
movement of individual and communal responsibility for the common 
good of civil society. The individual as citizen, says Barth, “is asked to 
consider with the state what the state has to consider.”35 Not unlike Mouffe’s 
ideas about citizenship, immigration, and global cooperation, Barth affirms 
openness toward to the outsider and to communal cooperation within 
nations and among nations. Regardless of one’s nationality, all persons are 
bound to God in covenant-partnership, made visible in its election in Jesus 
Christ, which is more ontologically substantive than national differences. 
God’s command, says Barth, charges nations to open their doors to the 
outsider and the foreigner, and seek greater cooperation with outside 
communities. This relationship, writes Barth, “is a kind of circle in which 
we have constantly to remember the necessary loyalty on the one side and 
openness on the other.”36

Unlike Mouffe, however, Barth grounds the political actions of responsible 
freedom, including political agency, in God’s act as creator rather than 
in the person’s reflexive capacity to form social movements of belief and 
action. For Barth human togetherness and responsible freedom is not 
something gained through “self-reflection,” but visibly manifested in the 
incarnation, where God chooses to be with us and for us in Jesus Christ. It 
is Jesus Christ who is the real source of human dignity and life’s relational 
integrity, and who establishes an analogia relationis or analogy of relations 

34 Barth, CD III/4, 364.
35 Ibid., 465.
36 Ibid., 318.
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between humanity and God.37 The correspondence between the God and 
humanity is rooted in the God who loves in freedom to be the Father, Son, 
and Spirit. Just as the triune God is relational, so is humanity relational, 
which affirms that the ontological reality of humanity is not self-enclosed 
but “being-in-encounter.” Barth’s understanding of “being-in-encounter” 
serves as the basis for I-Thou interpersonal relations, mutual perception, 
conversing, and assisting, which makes responsible freedom possible.38 
First, being able to truly perceive the other face-to-face, as Thou, implies 
being open to the needs, desires, and hopes of the other. Truly being in 
fellowship and “mutual openness” rejects the impersonal relations so often 
found in hegemonic structures and relations, which serves causes and 
ideologies rather than human dignity. Second, this “mutual openness,” this 
“I-thou relation,” allows us to truly hear and speak with others. The stress 
here is put on active listening and then responding and not just talking; as 
he puts it, “[T]wo monologues do not constitute a dialogue.”39 Third, our 
mutual seeing and conversing also leads to mutual assistance and action, 
which makes political action possible. Unless we can truly see and converse 
with the other, we will not be able to truly help the other. Barth writes: “If 
I and Thou really see each other and speak with one another and listen to 
one another, inevitably they mutually summon each other to action.”40 In 
seeing, speaking, and assisting others, we also allow others to see, speak, 
and assist us, and in this relational encounter, we learn more fully what 
it means to be human being in relation to others. It is being in relation to 
others that makes it possible for us to talk about an inclusive democratic 
politics.

Third, in addition to the themes of equality, freedom, and responsibility, 
the command of God the reconciler further forces us to consider the themes 
of participation and representation. Here the reconciling work of Jesus 
Christ takes centre stage in the events of the crucifixion and resurrection, 
and the justification and sanctification of the sinner. In CD IV/1, we see 
the downward movement of the Son of God, the great “high priest,” who 

37 Barth, CD III/2, 220.
38 Ibid., 225–65.
39 Ibid., 259.
40 Ibid., 260–61.
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as mediator and judge justifies sinners through his atoning death on the 
cross. Alternatively, in CD IV/2, Barth explores this same event from the 
opposite direction of the upward movement of the Son of Man, the man of 
Nazareth, who acts pro nobis, as our representative, in faithful obedience 
toward God as the “royal man” and exalted king,” uniting humanity into 
“fellowship with God.”41 In both movements, the triune God accomplishes 
the divine work of reconciliation through actions of sending, empowering 
participation and representing. The loving Father sends the Son, whose 
actions bring salvation to humanity, and are empowered and made realizable 
through the Holy Spirit. Although the language of representation applies 
to both movements, the downward action of the Son of God in justification 
implies more acting on behalf of another, whereas the upward action of the 
Son of Man is acting along with another. In short, Christ’s representation 
empowers humanity to participate as witnesses to God’s reconciliation of 
both the church and the civil community.

Barth’s placement of the civil community (state) under reconciliation 
actually occurred many years earlier, in his 1928–32 ethics lectures.42 In 
later political essays, especially the 1946 essay, “The Christian Community 
and the Civil Community,” Barth develops this theme by making two 
important claims: 1) the law is the “necessary form of the gospel, whose 
content is grace,” which places both the church and state under the 
authority of the gospel; and 2) the democratic state is more than just of 
guardian of the law and common good, but because it stands under the 
gospel, it becomes, in Barth’s words, a “true order of human affairs – the 
justice, wisdom and peace, equity and care for human welfare.”43 The first 
time Barth discusses the state in the Church Dogmatics is in relation to 
divine justification can be found in CD 2/1–2, Barth discusses the link 
between divine justification and the state in the context of God’s attributes, 
election and divine command. In addressing God’s attributes of mercy and 
righteousness in CD II/1, he claims there is a “straight line” between God’s 
act of divine justification and a “very definite political program and task.”44 

41 Barth, CD IV/2, 155.
42 Karl Barth, Ethics (New York: Seabury, 1981).
43 Barth, Community, State and Church, 79; 147–48.
44 Barth, CD II/1, 386
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Rejecting human rights and political justice in fact is a rejection of God’s act 
of divine justification.45 In CD II/2 he states the God’s command summons 
to seek “the welfare of others without surrendering one’s own freedom and 
responsibility.”46 Similar to Mouffe, Barth provides an argument for why 
a social democracy is the most humane form of government, but unlike 
Mouffe, Barth sees social democracy as a secular witness to God’s triune 
sovereignty. While democracy is threatened by destructive hegemonies, 
the substance of political participation is renewed, empowered, and 
made visible not only through emerging hegemonic social movements, 
but more importantly, through the Son’s reconciling action in the power 
of the Spirit. Popular sovereignty is restored and empowered not only 
through the power of social movements, but more importantly, through 
participation in Jesus Christ, as the mediator and representative, who heals 
the estrangement within the human community, including any form of 
despotism, which denies the electing God’s self-determination to reconcile 
the political community.

Lastly, regarding the command of the redeemer, we affirm that democracy 
is always in a state of becoming, or stated more theologically, the promise 
of democracy lies in God’s eschatological consummation. Recognizing 
that Barth did not complete his fifth volume of the Church Dogmatics, we 
see Redemption at work in the promise the Spirit in CD IV/3 and IV/4 
fragments, The Christian Life. God’s eschatological consummation, like 
creation and reconciliation, emerges from God’s being and action, as the 
one who eternally is giving and receiving of love, and frees humanity to 
further hear God’s gracious eschatological promise through the Holy 
Spirit. “Not only was God glorious in the past,” says Barth, “and not only 
will he be glorious and final fulfilment of his promise, but is glorious here 
and now in the promise of his Spirit, he himself being present and active 
yesterday, today and tomorrow.”47 As the “Lord of time,” of past, present, 
and future, Jesus Christ is not only as the priestly Son of God and the 
kingly Son of Man, but he is also the prophetic Christus victor, who, unites 
Christ’s “deity and humanity, of God’s humiliation and man’s exaltation, 

45 Ibid., 386.
46 Barth, CD II/2, 719.
47 Barth, CD IV/3, 359.
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of the justification and sanctification of man, of faith and love.”48 In the 
power of the Spirit, Jesus Christ as “true witness” and “victor” unveils 
the eschatological knowledge of God’s promised consummation of God’s 
victory over the lordless powers of leviathan, mammon, and ideology or 
political, economic, or ideological absolutism. With leviathan we see how 
the “question of the demonic which is visibly at work in all politics” surfaces 
in all forms of government including democracy, when the state deceives to 
represent and stand “for” its people, as their “guardian,” and rather seeks 
its own power while “demonizing” its enemies.49

Not unlike Mouffe’s analysis of the hegemonies of centrist liberalism and the 
populist right, Barth sees leviathan corrupting democracy, when it rejects 
popular sovereignty and human equality. In the same way, money becomes 
a demonic “power” when it takes over a person’s attitudes, beliefs, practices, 
and actions, which keeps them from discovering their true security and 
freedom in and through the covenant of grace. When the power of the 
market becomes limitless and extends into every area of life, including 
political life, it becomes the demonic power of mammon. Likewise, we see 
Mouffe’s attack on the link between political and economic neoliberalism, 
leading to oligarchization. Lastly, although ideology binds people together 
into a kind of pseudo-community, it also drives them away from others 
creating enemies. Ideologies create “enemies,” says Barth, because they 
propose to be the “solution not only to the personal problems of his own 
life but to each and all of the problems of the world.”50 As inherently 
conflictive, narcissistic and potentially violent, ideologies become a 
demonic power when they cause their followers to become unreflective 
“disciples” and “functionaries.”51 Likewise, Mouffe seeks to go beyond 
Schmitt’s antagonism, defined by the friend/enemy conflict, and propose 
agonism, which resists destructive hegemonies with social action. For all 
of their similarities, however, the divergence between Mouffe and Barth 
occurs theologically. Because of her non-eschatological viewpoint, Mouffe 

48 Ibid., 4.
49 Karl Barth, The Christian Life, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1981), 219.
50 Ibid., 225.
51 Ibid., 226.
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cannot envision a particular outcome to the democratic experiment, nor 
whether the dominant hegemonies that degrades human freedom will ever 
be eliminated. The future of democratic society is undetermined, uncertain, 
and entirely open-ended, which makes political struggle here and now the 
most important feature of radical democracy. Barth would agree in that 
political witness means not only mutual togetherness and participation, 
but also one of “political struggle.” For Barth, the “fulfilment of political 
duty means rather responsible choices of authority, responsible decision 
about the validity of laws, responsible care for their maintenance, in a 
word, political action, which may also mean political struggle.”52 Although 
both Mouffe and Barth share the notion of democracy as struggle, Barth’s 
trinitarian theology provides an eschatological framework for a democratic 
promise through political struggle grounded in God’s triune action. The 
triune God has already acted against the powers, defeating them, while 
at the same time empowering the Christian to lead an eccentric life, one 
in which empowers persons to live “eccentrically” for others, living their 
vocation in the world, struggling against the defeated hegemonies of 
political, economic, and ideological power. In the current context of the 
populist moment this call to action through eccentric witness for others is 
needed now more than ever.
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On Populist Illusion
Impasses of Political Ontology, or How the Ordinary
Matters
FACUNDO VEGA

The theoretical and political reasons that animate radical thought
today are products of a past glory based, to a great extent, on the fas-
cination with ‘the extraordinary’. Images of the break, of the act that
disturbs regularity, are what mostly draw the attention of those who
ascribe to a way of thinking politics that claims to be radical. At the
crossroads of our time, however, we find the absence of such images of
breaks and new political beginnings.

The generalization of this landscape within critical theory is con-
comitant with the replacement of faith in the great political act with
faith in the power of ontology. The post-Marxist variants that pointed
out the closed-mindedness of economism, determinism, and histor-
ical materialism in leftist tradition sought to overcome a new crisis
in Marxism by appealing to the notion of ‘the political’. This extra-
polation of ontological analysis onto the territory of politics has led
to a new exaltation of ‘the extraordinary’. The issue is no longer to
postulate a beginning as a great political act guided by historical ma-
terialist motifs, but, in a Heideggerian fashion, to establish ontological
foundation as the abyssal dimension of politics as such. Despite the
philosophico-political transformations that derive from this theoret-
ical novelty, what really animates it is the condemnation of what is
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conceived as ‘ordinary’. In sum, ‘the political’ seems to reinvigorate
radical thought after determinismhas exhausted the leftist tradition—
but at what cost?

This essay will consist of three sections in which I follow the
conviction that Ernesto Laclau’s discursivematerialism and later inter-
ventions on ‘populism’ offer important insights into these topics but
that they also catalyse blind spots on the ordinary matter of life in
common. First, I show how Laclau’s post-Marxist theory is based
on the idea that social division is the ground of politics and there-
fore is inscribed within an ontology-oriented (post‐)metaphysics. In
this context, it makes sense that Laclau operates a Heideggerian re-
articulation of the notion of ‘the political’. Second, I examine how this
philosophico-political move is exasperated by the Laclaudian under-
standing of populism. In particular, in the terms laid out by the later
Laclau, all radical politics requires the figure of the populist leader who
points towards the path of emancipation. However, while accepting
the productivity of ‘political difference’ — that is, the binary distinc-
tion between ‘politics’ and ‘the political’—under a populist inflection,
I argue that Laclau both restrains his previous ‘deepening of themateri-
alist project’1 and consecrates ‘political exceptionalism’. Facedwith the
assumption that the body of the populist leader as the epitome of ‘the
political’ primordially animates political beginnings, the last section of
this essay offers, as an alternative, the contours of an ordinary politics
of ‘the many’ as the territory par excellence of democratic foundations.

THE ‘DISCREET’ CHARM OF ‘THE POLITICAL’

A number of works in contemporary thought have vindicated the
contentious character of politics by pointing out the dangers of con-

1 Ernesto Laclau, ‘Political Significance of theConcept ofNegativity’,Vestnik, 1, (1988),
pp. 73–78 (p. 76). See also Ernesto Laclau, ‘La Politique comme construction de
l’impensable’, in Matérialités discursives, ed. by Bernard Conein, and others (Lille:
Presses Universitaires de Lille, 1981), pp. 65–74; ‘The Controversy over Materialism’,
in Rethinking Marx, ed. by Sakari Hänninen and Leena Paldán (Berlin: Argument,
1984), pp. 39–43; ‘Ideology and Post-Marxism’, Journal of Political Ideologies, 11.2
( June 2006), pp. 103–14 (p. 104); Ernesto Laclau andChantalMouffe, ‘Post-Marxism
without Apologies’, in Laclau, New Reflections on the Revolution of our Time (London:
Verso, 1990), pp. 97–132 (pp. 105–12).
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sensualism.2 The focus on such notions as ‘conflict’ and ‘contin-
gency’ was aimed at shedding light on the mutability of political acts
while challenging the analytical stagnation of philosophies of progress
and deterministic economism. In other words, the impugnation of
a consensus-based theory and the concomitant vindication of social
division as the ground of politics sought to respond to the barren
summaries given by traditional perspectives that rested on invocations
of metaphysical foundations and political essentialism. Remarkably,
in the case of Laclau, his radical democratic critique of essentialism
staged a controversy over materialism. In fact, he claims that ‘the
only meaning of the term “materialism” which seems valid to me is
that which opposes the reduction of the real to the concept; this im-
plies that we must radically abandon the idea of a unifying essence of
society’.3 The tone of Laclau’s dispute engendered high expectations
for his radical democratic project and its extolment of ‘the political’.
By seeking to supersede all essentialism, that project migrated to the
territory of (post‐)metaphysics.

One of the most sophisticated attempts to explain how social div-
ision is at the basis of politics will illustrate the kind of problems I refer
to. In one of the prefaces to Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, Laclau
and Chantal Mouffe argue that they ‘conceive of the political not as
a superstructure but as having the status of an ontology of the social.
From this argument it follows that […] social division is inherent
[…] in the very possibility of a democratic politics’.4 There can be
no radical politics, Laclau and Mouffe add, without the identification
of an adversary. Their theory of politics is grounded on the assertion
that antagonism is the realization of the indeterminacy of the social.
Thus, they characterize radical democracy as a political form ‘which
is founded […] on affirmation of the contingency and ambiguity of

2 See, among others, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist
Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics (London: Verso, 2001); Alain Badiou,
Peut-on penser la politique? (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1985); Jacques Rancière, La
Mésentente. Politique et Philosophie (Paris: ÉditionsGalilée, 1995); Étienne Balibar, La
Crainte des masses. Politique et Philosophie avant et après Marx (Paris: Éditions Galilée,
1997).

3 Laclau, ‘TheControversy overMaterialism’, p. 43; emphasis in the original. See the im-
portant addition to Laclau’s rendition of ‘materialism’ by FriederOttoWolf, ‘Summary
of Discussions’, in Rethinking Marx, ed. by Hänninen and Paldán, pp. 52–53.

4 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, p. xiv. Emphasis in the original.
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every “essence”, and on the constitutive character of social division and
antagonism’.5

This sui generis reinvigoration of the materialist repertoire trans-
formed certain presuppositions of the Marxist debate — the ‘onto-
logical’ supremacy of the working class, the conception of Revolution
as a foundingmoment, and the prospect of collective will as unitary, to
name a few. Such an undertaking demandednew theoretical postulates
— among others, the idea that, hegemonically, ‘the political’ is con-
stitutive of the social.The re-centring of ‘the political’ in Laclau’s work
is not amerely disruptive operation, but instead leads him to embrace a
singular intellectual perspective: post-structuralist thought.Hegemony
and Socialist Strategy, in fact, can be characterized as the epitome of the
post-structuralist political turn developed by Laclau in his later work,
which is crowned with twomovements: an attachment to the lack and
excess of ‘the ontological’ and its extrapolationonto thepolitical realm.

‘Lack’ and ‘excess’ as two necessary moments of a unique onto-
logical condition are essential to Laclau’s understanding of politics.
Laclau himself asserts that ‘lack and excess enter into the determin-
ation of social ontology’, operating with respect to a ‘failed unicity’ or
‘absent fullness’. Insofar as, for him, ‘every identity is a threatened iden-
tity’, then ‘antagonism is ontologically primary’.6 The onto-political
horizon described by Laclau is animated by the inevitable gap between
‘fullness of being’ and ‘actual being’. He views ‘lack’ and ‘excess’ as
the raison d’être of hegemony, that is, the moment when a particular
symbol or actor becomes representative of the universality of the com-
munity. Ultimately, ‘lack’ and ‘excess’ appear as originating principles
of the merger of ontological postulates and socio-political relations.

This ambitious combination, however, necessitates a supplement-
arymechanism. Laclau’s post-structuralism requires constitutive foun-
dations for the abyssal ground of politics, and because social relations
are in the last instance contingent, ‘the political’ plays that structur-
ing role. Vis-à-vis historical materialism, and understood as ‘radical

5 Ibid., 193. On antagonism vis-à-vis class struggle, see Ernesto Laclau, ‘Antagonism,
Subjectivity and Politics’, in his The Rhetorical Foundations of Society (London: Verso,
2014), pp. 101–25.

6 Ernesto Laclau, ‘The Future of Radical Democracy’, in Radical Democracy: Politics
between Abundance and Lack, ed. by Lars Tønder and Lasse Thomassen (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2005), pp. 256–62 (p. 257).
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relationalism’, Laclau’s post-Marxist materialism proposes that ideas,
including those related to political grounding, ‘do not constitute a
closed and self-generated world, but are rooted in the ensemble of
material conditions of society’.7 His invocation of ‘the political’, then,
is the backbone of a situation traversed by the impossibility of total-
ization. The resolution of this stalemate has a precise significance in
Laclau’s project: ‘radical democracy is the first strictly political form
of social organisation, because it is the first one in which the pos-
ing and the withdrawal of the social ground is entirely dependent on
political interventions’.8 On the one hand, Laclau establishes the im-
possibility of an ultimate foundation of the social, and does so in a
post-structuralist fashion that seeks to avoid the limitations inherent
to the contraposition of classical idealism and materialism.9 On the
other, this operation is consolidated by appealing to ‘the political’ as
the moment of institution of the social.

Notably, Laclau’s onto-political operations rely on a return to
Martin Heidegger’s thought. In particular, Heidegger’s ‘ontological
difference’ appears profusely in Laclau’s work after Hegemony and So-
cialist Strategy to conform what was called ‘political difference’: while
‘politics’ refers to the concrete realm of decisionmaking, ‘the political’
would be the sphere from which politics originates. Laclau — some-
times defined as a ‘leftist Heideggerian’ — forges a post-foundational
theory that seeks to comprehend the ontological ‘un-grounding’ of
political principles.10 By vindicating the conflictual and contingent
character of politics under the aegis of anti-essentialism, Laclau claims
that ‘since, for essential reasons […] the fullness of society is un-
reachable, this split in the identity of political agents is an absolutely
constitutive “ontological difference” — in a sense not entirely unrelated

7 Laclau and Mouffe, ‘Post-Marxism without Apologies’, p. 110.
8 Laclau, ‘The Future of Radical Democracy’, p. 261.
9 Neither related to the problem of the external existence of objects, nor to a contrapos-

ition of form and matter in which the latter is conceived as the ‘individual existent’,
Laclau is more interested in suggesting that ‘a world of fixed forms constituting the
ultimate reality of the object (idealism) is challenged by the relational, historical and
precarious character of the world of forms (materialism)’ (Laclau and Mouffe, ‘Post-
Marxism without Apologies’, p. 110; emphasis in the original).

10 See Oliver Marchart, Post-Foundational Political Thought: Political Difference in Nancy,
Lefort, Badiou and Laclau (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007).
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to Heidegger’s use of this expression’.11 Laclau’s radical-democratic ap-
proach relies on stressing the difference between Sein and Seiende.
When ‘ontological difference’ is extrapolated onto the political realm
it becomes a necessary moment of Laclau’s ‘ontology of the social’.12

It is remarkable how Laclau’s invocation of democracy as a radical
order that resists the imprisonment of essentialist foundations repro-
duces ‘political difference’ over and over again. Laclau’s onto-political
instances are recurrent: ‘“Politics” is an ontological category: there is
politics because there is subversion and dislocation of the social.’13

Laclau’s analysis, to be sure, not only extrapolates ‘ontological differ-
ence’ onto ‘political difference’ but also, in particular, elevates one of
the structuring principles of the former, ‘the ontological’. Concerning
the allegation that his oeuvre focuses on the ontological dimension
of social theory and not on ontic research, Laclau replies that ‘this is
a charge to which I plead happily guilty, except that I do not see it
as a criticism at all. I have located my theoretical intervention at the
theoretical and philosophical level and it is at that level that it has to
be judged’.14 Laclau’s celebration of ontologism reaches a climax in
his later published works — to the extent that, in his own reckoning,
they show the ‘ontological centrality of the political’.15 His argument
is simply supernumerary insofar as ‘the ontological’ plays the role of a
ubiquitous Deus ex machina.

By pointing out these deficits in Laclau’s work, I do not mean
to minimize his influence over contemporary thought. Some of the
interest that Laclau’s intervention has aroused derives from his per-
ception that hegemonic politics moves from the struggle against the

11 Ernesto Laclau, Emancipation(s) (London: Verso, 1996), pp. 60–61. Emphasis added.
12 See, among others, Ernesto Laclau and Lilian Zac, ‘Minding the Gap: The Subject of

Politics’, in The Making of Political Identities, ed. by Ernesto Laclau (London: Verso,
1994), pp. 11–39 (p. 30); Laclau, ‘Identity and Hegemony: The Role of Universal-
ity in the Constitution of Political Logics’, in Contingency, Hegemony, Universality:
Contemporary Dialogues on the Left, ed. by Judith Butler, Ernesto Laclau, and Slavoj
Žižek (London: Verso, 2000), pp. 44–89 (pp. 58, 71, and 84–85); Laclau, ‘Glimpsing
the Future’, in Laclau: A Critical Reader, ed. by Simon Critchley and Oliver Marchart
(London: Routledge, 2004), pp. 279–328 (pp. 307–11 and 323); Laclau, ‘Antagon-
ism, Subjectivity and Politics’, pp. 112 and 115.

13 Ernesto Laclau, ‘New Reflections on the Revolution of our Time’, in New Reflections
on the Revolution of our Time, pp. 3–85 (p. 61).

14 Laclau, ‘Glimpsing the Future’, p. 321.
15 Laclau, The Rhetorical Foundations of Society, p. 8.
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rigidities of historicalmaterialism toward the reference to fundamental
ontology. ‘Like the Heideggerian Abgrund’, Laclau claims, ‘the hege-
monic operation consists in a radical investment which, at the same
time as it attempts to establish a bridge between the ontic and the
ontological, reproduces their impossible convergence.’16 At this stage,
we should note that the invocation of ‘political difference’ conflates
two distinct strands in Laclau’s oeuvre: on the one hand, his emphasis
on the ‘dissolution of the myth of foundations’17 as a radicalization of
emancipatory thought attentive to a post-Marxist ‘materialism’, and,
on the other, the inscription of that abyssal nature of political founda-
tion on the altar of ontology. Laclau’s theory thus leads to a specific
impasse, in which a kind of post-structuralism conceived as post-
metaphysical is actually erected upon the essentialist coordinates of
fundamental ontology.

By examining Laclau’s attribution of an ontological character to
politics, I intend to note his ‘forgetfulness’ of the power and action of
‘the many’. That ‘forgetfulness’ is remarkable, especially since, accord-
ing to Laclau, his theorizations were in large measure derived from his
youthful activism. As Laclau explains:

when today I read Of Grammatology, S/Z, or the Écrits of
Lacan, the examples which always spring to mind are not from
philosophical or literary texts; they are from a discussion in
an Argentinian trade union, a clash of opposing slogans at a
demonstration, or a debate during a party congress. Through-
out his life Joyce returned to his native experience in Dublin;
for me it is those years of political struggle in Argentina of the
1960s that come to mind as a point of reference and compar-
ison.18

Rather than reading these recollections as manoeuvres concerning the
exoticism of a native land and of youthful political practice, I would
rather conceive of them as invectives with respect to a philosophico-
political plexus in crisis. Laclau himself notes that ‘the loss of collective

16 Laclau, ‘Antagonism, Subjectivity and Politics’, p. 121.
17 Ernesto Laclau, ‘Politics and the Limits of Modernity’, in Universal Abandon? The

Politics of Postmodernism, ed. by Andrew Ross (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1988), pp. 63–82 (p. 81).

18 Ernesto Laclau, ‘Theory, Democracy and Socialism’, in New Reflections on the Revolu-
tion of our Time, pp. 197–245 (p. 200).
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memory is not something to be overjoyed about. It is always an im-
poverishment and a traumatic fact. One only thinks from a tradition’.19

In the next section, I show that Laclau’s defence of the ontological
embodiment of the populist leader constitutes a renewed stage of his
Auseinandersetzung with the Marxist legacy — and that the tradition
that Laclau never abandoned is that of ‘political exceptionalism’, one
in which political beginnings are ontologically constituted and extra-
ordinary in nature.

THE LEADER’S NEW ONTOLOGICAL CLOTHES: POPULISM AND
THE POLITICAL EXCEPTION

In this section I examine how, in Laclau’s theory, the radical-
democratic ‘praise of the political’ takes a populist form. Laclau’s
considerations on populism are not restricted to his later work. In
fact, such reflections began during his political activism in Argentina
and coalesced with the publication of Politics and Ideology in Marxist
Theory in 1977. While there are exceptionalist constants in Laclau’s
work, his later encomium of ‘the political’ in a populist sense adds
a fundamental ingredient to his theoretical position: the supposed
radicalization offered by ‘ontological difference’ in its political
inflection.

According to this later Laclau, populism, understood as a ‘way of
constructing the political’20 that is clearly different from institutionalism
and its emphasis on gradualist administration, remains ‘an ontological
andnot anontic category’.21 ÉtienneBalibar has incisively summarized
the spectrum of Laclau’s theoretical attempt in the following terms:
‘populism, rethought and generalized according to a modality that
is no longer normative but ontological, is not a marginal, still less
a pathological, phenomenon. It is a presupposition of politics itself ’.

19 Ernesto Laclau, ‘Building a New Left’, inNew Reflections on the Revolution of our Time,
pp. 177–96 (p. 179; emphasis in the original).

20 Ernesto Laclau, On Populist Reason (London: Verso, 2005), p. xi; emphasis added.
21 Ernesto Laclau, ‘Populism: What’s in a Name?’, in Populism and the Mirror of Demo-

cracy, ed. by Francisco Panizza (London: Verso, 2005), pp. 32–49 (p. 34).
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Hence, Balibar concludes, ‘its denial […] appears as itself the effect of
society’s blindness to its own bases’.22

For Laclau, undoing this blindness with respect to the constitu-
tion of the social involves moving toward a definition of populism as
a ‘political logic’ and a ‘performative act endowed with a rationality
of its own’.23 On the one hand, Laclau asserts that the ‘dismissal [of
populism] has been part of the discursive construction of a certain
normality’;24 while, on the other hand, Laclau argues that confront-
ing this situation endows the difference between ‘the ontic’ and ‘the
ontological’ with a political significance, giving primacy to the second
term.25 In a world in which politics is conceived as mere adminis-
tration, it is imperative to solve the theoretical impasse around ‘the
political’ in a populist vein. The condition for this solution that is not
asserted categorically, however, is that populism must be understood
with reference to the command of the leader. According to Laclau,
administrative politics, which is opposed to populism, embodies the
myth of the ‘totally reconciled society—which invariably presupposes
the absence of leadership, that is, the withering away of the political’.26

Inversely, for Laclau leadership is constitutive of ‘the political’ and
expresses the nature of ‘political difference’ in the highest sense.

Both undertheorized and omnipresent, the populist leader offsets
the dispersion of ‘the people’.The notion of ‘social demand’ is essential
in this regard, for, according to Laclau, it remains the smallest unit
to analyse the constitution of ‘the people’. Although ‘demand’ may
equally refer to ‘request’ as it may to ‘claim’,27 it should not be neces-
sarily restricted to the domain of the antagonismof ‘the people’ against
the power bloc. Rather, Laclau himself stresses that ‘the people’ neces-
sitates a specific ‘other’ to catalyse its demands: the leader. Without
the leader’s acts, in fact, ‘democratic demands’, which are of an isolated

22 Étienne Balibar, La Proposition de l’Égaliberté (Paris: PUF, 2010), p. 232; Equaliberty:
Political Essays, trans. by James Ingram (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013),
pp. 189–90.

23 Laclau, On Populist Reason, pp. 117 and 18.
24 Ibid., p. 19.
25 See ibid., pp. 4, 67–68, 71–72, 87–88, 94, 103, 111, 114–16, 127, 132, 160–61, 163,

222, 224–26, 229, and 245–46.
26 Ibid., p. 63; emphasis in the original and added.
27 Ibid., 73.
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nature, could never become ‘popular demands’, which help ‘to consti-
tute the “people” as a potential historical actor’.28

Laclau is cautious regarding the idea that the love of the leader
might be the only libidinal tie of a group. Nonetheless, he also argues
that the elimination of ‘the need for a leader corresponds, almost point
by point, to a society entirely governed by what I have called the logic
of difference’. He then adds that ‘such a society is an impossibility’.29

The emergence of ‘the people’, according to Laclau, entails the inter-
vention of something ‘qualitatively new’. In this vein, he asserts that
the constitution of popular identity, as a symbol, does not express in
a passive way but actually constitutes what it expresses. Laclau’s dis-
cursivematerialism conveys, in his ownwords, ‘the attempt of showing
how the being of objects, far from being fixed and simply “given” to the
contemplation of human beings, is socially constructed through their
actions.’30 And yet, the process that he describes cannot establish ‘the
many’ as protagonists of democratic politics.

The obliteration of the role of ‘the many’ in populist politics is
even clearerwhenLaclau decrees that ‘an assemblage of heterogeneous
elements kept equivalentially together only by a name is […]necessar-
ily a singularity’. Asserting that individuality is the most extreme form
of singularity, Laclau arrives at a corollary that reveals the ‘truth of
populism’: ‘In this way, almost imperceptibly, the equivalential logic
leads to singularity, and singularity to identification of the unity of
the group with the name of the leader.’31 In sum, although Laclau’s
analysis is sparse on this point, we can infer that the figure of the leader
animates the populist phenomenon — which is remarkable, since,
for him, ‘populist reason […] amounts […] to political reason tout
court’.32 Populism, then, stages the subjection of ‘the people’ to the
dictates of popular ‘authority’, forging a unity based on the power of
the ‘great man’ which vanishes once this figure passes away.

The invocation of the extra-quotidian character of the leader
within Laclau’s construct deserves further scrutiny. It is possible to

28 Ibid., pp. 74 and 120.
29 Ibid., p. 82.
30 Laclau, ‘Political Significance of the Concept of Negativity’, p. 76.
31 Laclau, On Populist Reason, p. 100.
32 Ibid., p. 225; emphasis in the original.



FACUNDO VEGA 337

address this issue by observing that, aside from the notions of ‘de-
mands’ and ‘the name of the leader’, the concept of ‘representation’
is central to Laclau’s understanding of populism.33 Laclau’s discussion
of representation is primarily aimed at comprehending the leader as a
symbol maker. His or her activity, Laclau argues, ‘no longer conceived
as “acting for” his constituents, becomes identified with effective lead-
ership’.34 Laclau emphasizes that ‘identity’ does not precede the ‘pro-
cess of representation’ but rather results from it. Mutatis mutandis,
representation is the premise for the constitution of a ‘popular will’.
In Laclau’s terms, the construction of a ‘people’ cannot but take place
through representation.

Critics have pointed out the fallacy in the assumption that the rep-
resentative articulation of demands necessarily leads to the emergence
of a cohesive political entity. As Slavoj Žižek suggests, ‘there is nothing
in the heterogeneity of demands that predisposes them to be unified
in people’.35 Certainly, Laclau understands representation as having a
performative character. Populism, in this sense, becomes a discourse
that brings into being what it claims to represent, namely ‘the people’.
But even consideringpopulismwithin thedomainof political perform-
ativity is not a sufficient basis to conclude, as Laclau does, that every
will is constituted as such after representation. And if representation is
by and large equivalent with the expression of the leader’s will, then it
is restricted to playing the role of a unifying force.

Be that as it may, Laclau’s defence of the role of the populist leader
is even more questionable given the author’s familiarity with Ernst
Kantorowicz’s theory of the King’s two bodies.36 Though I cannot
scrutinize the implications of this debate around political legitimacy
and corporality here, I would like to return to Laclau’s last dictum:
‘the logic of the King’s two bodies has not disappeared in democratic
society: it is simply not true that pure emptiness has replaced the

33 On ‘representation’ in his work, see, among others, Laclau, ‘Power andRepresentation’,
in Emancipation(s), pp. 84–104; On Populist Reason, pp. 157–71.

34 Laclau, On Populist Reason, p. 160.
35 Slavoj Žižek, ‘Against the Populist Temptation’, Critical Inquiry, 32.3 (Spring 2006),

pp. 551–74 (p. 564); emphasis in the original.
36 Ernst Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1957).
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immortal body of the King. This immortal body is revived by the
hegemonic force’. Laclau adds:

What has changed in democracy, as compared with the anciens
régimes [sic], is that in the latter that revival took place in only
onebody,while today it transmigrates through a variety of bod-
ies. But the logic of embodiment continues to operate under
democratic conditions and, under certain circumstances, it can
acquire considerable stability.37

It is surprising that Laclau, an author who is so prone to conceptual
constructs, does not specify the nature of the democratic ‘variety of
bodies’ to which he refers. Whisking this specification away, Laclau
neglects a radical materialist consideration of ‘the many’ — an over-
sight that leads him to focus on the corporality of leaders. His thesis
is that hegemonic force rekindles a sort of immortal ‘energy’. Even if
we accept this proposition, it seems difficult to see where the limits
of that ‘extraordinariness’ might be — especially when Laclau himself
assumes that democratic incarnations are always contingent and that
there is no ultimate guarantee or transcendental source of legitimation
that might structure life in common.

BETWEEN THE ORDINARY AND THE EXTRAORDINARY: THE
COMBINED POWER OF ‘THE MANY’

Beyond the equivalence between populism and politics and its hypo-
stasis in the body of the leader, I want to argue that life in common
does not have impregnable origins waiting to be disinterred. Political
beginnings are nothing but a complex of intertwined ordinary and
non-ordinarymoments which evade all confinement in the binary edi-
fice erected between ‘politics’ and ‘the political’. The extolment of ‘the
political’, and particularly the proverbial instantiation of exceptional-
ism in radical thought, cannot account exhaustively for the emergence
of beginnings enacted by the politics of ‘the many’.38

37 Laclau, On Populist Reason, p. 170.
38 To avoid the idealization and aestheticization of ‘lack’, the phrase ‘the ordinary’ is used

in this essay to refer to a realm of action and not to ‘the many’ themselves. At the same
time, ‘the many’ indicate that democracy is evasive vis-à-vis the sanctification of the
will of ‘the people’. To put it differently, the appeal to ‘the many’ acknowledges the
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In Laclau’s later works, this neglect is embodied in his enthroning
of the populist leader and is also apparently compensated for by the
author’s interest in the constitution of a political ontology. While in
his early work Laclau focused on themultiplicity of struggles inscribed
in the democratic revolution and then confronted the narrative of the
great emancipatory act with a variety of emancipatory movements,
in his later work he moved away from pluralized radical politics. In
fact, for Laclau, the construction of a popular subjectivity ‘reaches
a point where the homogenising function is carried out by a pure
name: the name of the leader’.39 What remains to be understood here
is why populist hegemony is the form of expression par excellence of
an antagonistic excess with respect to the democratic institutions that
normally regulate political conflict or why, as Laclau claims, ‘radical
democracy is always “populist”.’40

Laclau’s populism implies de-substantializing ‘the people’ and
then, in a (post‐)metaphysical and discursive vein, re-substantializing
this collective through the figure of the leader. In such theoretical ges-
tures, we can still detect Laclau’s Auseinandersetzung with materialism
through his invocations of the ‘materiality of the signifier’ or the ‘ma-
teriality of language’.41 However, Laclau’s ‘rhetoricalmaterialismof the
subject’ might resemble ‘a voluntarism of sorts’.42 More importantly,
his operationof de-substantializing and re-substantializing ‘thepeople’
leads to a disdain for the autonomy of ‘the many’. It is true that the
view of ‘the people’ as irrational plebs has persisted even after the con-
solidation of modern and contemporary revolutions. Going against
this tendency, Laclau’s populist project invokes radical democracy to

centrality of political subjectivity without somehow acceding to the idea of ‘a good
people’.

39 Laclau, ‘Populism: What’s in a Name?’, p. 40; emphasis added.
40 Laclau, ‘The Future of Radical Democracy’, p. 259; emphasis added.
41 See, among others, Laclau, ‘Why do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?’, in Emanci-

pation(s), pp. 36–46; The Rhetorical Foundations of Society.
42 John Kraniauskas, ‘Rhetorics of populism’, Radical Philosophy: A Journal of Socialist

and Feminist Philosophy, 186 ( July/August 2014), pp. 29–37 (p. 33). On the relation
between discourse andmaterialism in Laclau, see, among others, RosemaryHennessy,
Materialist Feminism and the Politics of Discourse (New York: Routledge, 1993), pp.
59–64; Benjamin Glasson, ‘Unspeakable Articulations: Steps Towards a Materialist
Discourse Theory’, in Material Discourse-Materialist Analysis: Approaches in Discourse
Studies, ed. by Johannes Beetz and Veit Schwab (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books,
2017), pp. 81–94.
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revalue the politically marginalized: And yet, rather than considering
the underdog as autonomous, he suggests that it is the extra-quotidian
nature of the body of the leader which brings the marginalized into
actual political existence.

It may be that these elaborations are aimed at extricating ‘the
people’ of populism from the danger of ‘homogeneity’. But after the
foregoing analysis, we may discern an additional motif of the ‘political
exceptionalism’ that consecrates the disdain for the autonomy of ‘the
many’ in the work of Laclau and other theorists of populism. ‘The
people’, or rather their ‘people’, is not only subordinated to the figure
of the leader; it is also an intellectual construct. ‘A first theoretical
decision’, Laclau declares, ‘is to conceive of the “people” as a polit-
ical category, not as a datum of the social structure.’43 In this way,
‘the people’ is not just born from the political will of the populist
leader. More fundamentally, this collective originates from the analyt-
ical design of the populist intellectual who places his or her principles
beyond the immediate historical context and ‘mere’ empirical reality.
Vis-à-vis this triple imprisonment — by the figure of ‘the people’, the
decisions of the populist leader, and the judgments of the populist in-
tellectual— ‘themany’ must return to the central scene of democratic
politics.

Thus far, we have seen how Laclau, by adopting ‘political differ-
ence’, endowed the body of the populist leader with an ontological
status. But he also goes further than that. His use of ontological jargon
to define politics is notmerely descriptive but symbolizes his intention
to lay out a ‘political ontology’ and to elaborate a general theory of
‘the political’. Laclau’s endeavour to address ‘the political’ is charac-
terized by a polarity: Marx (deconstructed) with Heidegger. Within
that dichotomy, Laclau seems to privilegeHeidegger, which affects his
radical materialist project.44 In his last published work, he asserts that
his aim is ‘the construction of a political ontology which can respond

43 Laclau, On Populist Reason, p. 224; emphasis in the original.
44 By embracing Heideggerian ‘ontological difference’, Laclau avoids a thematization of

Heidegger’s derogatory rendition of materialism. See, among others, Martin Heideg-
ger, Gesamtausgabe, 102 vols (Frankfurt a.M.: Klostermann, 1975–) viii, pp. 27, 160,
and 208; ix, pp. 268, 340, and 365; x, pp. 131 and 179–80; xv, pp. 352–53 and 387–89,
xvi, p. 703; xxxvi/xxxvii, p. 211; xl, p. 50; l, p. 154; lxv, pp. 54 and 148; lxxviii,
pp. 12–14 and 190; lxxix, pp. 88 and 94–95; lxxxiii, pp. 179, 209, and 508; lxxxix,
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to the challenges presented by the post-Marxist and post-structuralist
situation within which we are operating’.45 For Laclau, returning to
the Marxist legacy requires appreciating its inherent plurality. But the
trajectory he delineates, from the vindication of ‘post-Marxism’ —
understood by Laclau himself as the reformulation of ‘the materialist
programme in a much more radical way than was possible for Marx’46

—to his final encomium of populism, proves to be an attempt to think
beyond the ‘relationalist’ universe.

Having left class struggle far behind, the plot of Laclau’s political
drama is neither based on the plural struggles of social movements
nor on so-called materialist ‘democratic radicalization’. Instead, rad-
ical thought is enacted on the stage of a ruptured metaphysics. The
establishment of a ground as abyss, together with the understanding
of representation as a process of de-grounding, are made legitimate
through Laclau’s recourse to the notion of ‘post-foundationalism’. But
due to the abyssal conditions being constitutive, this lack requires an
excess. Previously, we have examined how, in Laclau’s later works, pop-
ulist leadership necessitates a supernumerary recourse to ontology.
We are now ready to assess a crucial addendum: the essential contin-
gency of political foundation requires a particular stabilization that, for
Laclau, must come from the political ontology that he has forged — a
political ontology that claims to univocally identify ‘the political (in the
ontological sense of the term, which has little to do with political or-
ganizations and structures)’47 and might re-stage a faith in a totalizing
moment with idealist effects.48

The transition from Marx (deconstructed) to Heidegger is not
restricted to Laclau’s work. This is why the present examination of
his theoretical edifice has a broader scope. As we problematize the

pp. 461–62 and 527; xciv, pp. 143, 424, and 428; xcv, pp. 40, 129, 149, and 360; xcvi,
p. 150; xcvii, pp. 28 and 127; xcviii, pp. 382 and 398–99.

45 Laclau, The Rhetorical Foundations of Society, p. 1; emphasis added.
46 Laclau and Mouffe, ‘Post-Marxism without Apologies’, p. 112.
47 Laclau, ‘Antagonism, Subjectivity and Politics’, p. 123; emphasis in the original.
48 This result is at odds with Laclau’s previous insistence on moving away from idealist

instances, which would consist ‘in showing the historical, contingent and constructed
character of the being of objects; and in showing that this depends on the reinsertion of
that being in the ensemble of relational conditions which constitute the life of a society
as a whole’ (Laclau and Mouffe, ‘Post-Marxism without Apologies’, p. 111; emphasis
in the original).
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fascination with ‘the extraordinary’ inherent in ‘political difference’,
the point is to set out the bases for a renewed reflection on the ordinary
irruption of ‘the many’ in democratic politics.49 As a propaedeutic
for this task, in the preceding pages I have established how Laclau’s
‘populist illusion’ — not meant in terms of a deception but instead as
a high aspiration and unreachable dream— is an outstanding example
of ‘political exceptionalism’. The bases for that exceptionalism are the
conception of division and contingency as the ground of politics, the
equation of political reason with populist reason, the figuration of the
leader as the guarantor of populism vis-à-vis the postulated ‘people’
as a counterpart with demands, and the invocation of a Heideggerian
‘ontological difference’ for the elaboration of a political ontology.
When we challenge exceptionalism and understand the distinction
between the politically normal and exceptional as a matter that is up
for debate, we can hardly take the onto-political stabilization offered
by Laclau for granted. Beyond this operation, the leader seems to
lose his/her ‘extraordinariness’ and his/her body becomes the very
manifestation of human frailty. In turn, ‘the many’ — those who are
presumably subjected to authority — no longer merely express de-
mands and gain an ‘ordinariness’ to shape common beginnings. All
in all, this non-exceptionalist reconfiguration shows that the tasks of
the materialist programme that Laclau initiated and, unfortunately,
interrupted, can and should move forward.

Throughout this essay, it has become clear that Laclau’s narration
of populism contains an ambivalent gesture. On the one hand, he re-
pudiates all determinism, and especially the dogma of normality in
both the liberal and Marxist traditions. On the other hand, he praises
the forces of ‘the extraordinary’ and forges an ontological essential-
ism which, reversing his previous ‘radical materialism’, reinvigorates
the idea of having control of the totality of reality and its historical

49 That irruption does not necessarily amount to political empowerment. Although the
jargonof ‘the ordinary’, and ‘themany’ can hardly bemobilized to promote the order of
rank, the praise of ‘the commonman’ has not always constituted a call to emancipation.
From the Fronte dell’UomoQualunque in Italy to recent populistmovements, including
the notion that ‘everyone’ is an entrepreneur of his/her/their own life, the ‘common
man’ may well be the subject invoked by regressive political currents. See, among
others, Judith Butler, Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2015), p. 3.
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development. A critical analysis of Laclau’s account yields a valuable
lesson for contemporary approaches to grounding politics in away that
is animated by ‘the extraordinary’.

Let us now return to the question posed at the beginning of this
essay regarding which principle can govern radical democratic politics
when its old foundations seem to have vanished. Our examination of
Laclau’s exceptionalism has offered clues that allow us to avoid the
impasse that ensues whenwe totalize ‘the political’. Oneway to eschew
this philosophico-political dilemma is to accept that ‘the ordinary’ is
not the negation but the matter of the politically extraordinary. In
this light, we may understand not only that ‘“emancipation” is a per-
formance to which we always arrive late and which forces us to guess,
painfully, about its mythical or impossible origins’,50 but, especially,
that the unfolding of a new beginning also depends on the combined
power of ‘the many’.

50 Laclau, Emancipation(s), 82.
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Introduction

Critically Mapping the Postmarxian Field

Marxism is at the nadir of its fortunes. A new generation of militants and in-
tellectuals is less likely to read Marx because they have resolved to struggle 
for a socialist revolution, than because the fashionably abstruse philosopher, 
Jacques Derrida, claims that “there will be … no future without Marx” 
(Derrida, 1994: 13). For the last two decades—ever since the collapse of East-
ern Bloc Communism—the mood of the Left has been dominated by in-
tense rethinking and by the affects associated with the work of mourning. In 
the wake of 1989, the Western Left has had to contend with the ideological 
undertow (the impossibility and undesirability of socialism), the transfor-
mation of the major programmes for both reform and revolution (the col-
lapse of state planning and the command economy) and the absence of pro-
gressive political alternatives (the ascendancy of neo-conservative hegemony 
combined with the transformation of the social democratic parties into lib-
eral democratic formations). Sweeping inferences are drawn from the de-
cline of the socialist tradition, on the lines of Étienne Balibar’s declaration 
that, although “Marx will still be read in the twenty-first century, not only 
as a monument of the past, but as a contemporary author,” nevertheless, we 
“have to recognise that Marxism is an improbable philosophy today” (Bali-
bar, 1995c: 1, 118). 

The procession of major theoretical figures filing past the “last instance” 
of the final relinquishment of Marxism is truly impressive—and depress-
ing. The ranks of postmarxism constitute a nearly comprehensive “who’s 
who” of the leading thinkers and activists of the 1970s New Left. Theoreti-
cal authority and conjunctural relevance appear to ballast postmarxism. 
Nancy Fraser, for instance, argues that “Marxism as the metanarrative or 
master discourse of oppositional politics in capitalist societies is finished. So 
too is Marxism as a totalising theory of the system dynamics, crisis tenden-
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cies, and conflict potentialities in capitalist societies” (Aronson, 1995: Fra-
ser cited 111). The emergence of the postmarxian field from the aftermath 
of the avant-garde theoretical Marxism of Louis Althusser and his cothink-
ers seems to seal the doom of historical materialism, and to leave no alter-
native but to accept that the liberal-democratic “end of history” is also the 
finish of Marxism. Instead of the programme of democratic socialism, the 
Left seems to be confined to the “criticism of actually existing democracy”. 
Renouncing the ambition to transform the world, the Left has to enter the 
new “postmarxian field of critical theorising”: “the only possible future for 
Marxism is as one contributing strand among others in this new postmarx-
ian field” (Aronson, 1995: 111). 

Postmarxian Discourse Theory 

Nonetheless, the new postmarxian field of discourse analysis and radical 
democratic politics is not, as some Marxists have claimed, just an “ex-Marx-
ism without substance” (Geras, 1990: 127-168). In many respects, the post-
marxian discourse theories of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Slavoj 
Žižek and Judith Butler represent the most ambitious and challenging efforts 
to reconstruct the project of the Left. In the wake of the collapse of histori-
cal Communism and the rise of globalisation, the programme, politics and 
constituency of the Left is radically in question. The increasing complexity 
of the social field and the widespread acceptance of anti-essentialist theories 
in philosophy, politics, cultural studies and social theory, seem to have ren-
dered historical materialist class-analysis untenable. Meanwhile, the emer-
gence of new social movements around unprecedented social antagonisms 
mean that the political practices of the class-based Left have become mar-
ginalised, at precisely the moment when the popular base of the mainstream 
parties is in decline and the agenda of neo-liberalism is under questioning by 
radical rightwing movements. Instead of lamenting the decline of class poli-
tics and the accumulating irrelevance of the Left, Laclau and Mouffe have 
sought to re-articulate the conceptual framework within which radical Left 
politics could be imagined as a potential alternative to both social democ-
racy and the neo-liberal conservative parties. 

Elaboration of postmarxism’s “radical democratic Imaginary” involved 
a deconstruction of Marxism, especially of the alleged tendency in Marx-
ian theory to theorise the proletariat as the incarnation of universality. Post-
marxism rejects the concept of the historical process as governed by an inex-
orable logic of historical necessity, culminating in rational mastery of society 
and the reconstruction of a transparent socialist order that would not need 
any political processes. Instead, Laclau and Mouffe develop an agenda that 
seeks to integrate socialist strategy within the social revolution inaugurat-
ed by modernity, which they claim is characterised by democratic politics 
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and the permanence of social conflicts. Developing from their postmarxian 
manifesto, Hegemony and Socialist Strateg y: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics 
(1985; hereafter, HSS ) Laclau and Mouffe elaborate a new theory of dis-
course in support of their radical democratic programme. Butler and Žižek 
have made major contributions to this theory while redefining its strategic 
concepts. The publication of the joint work by Butler, Laclau and Žižek, Con-
tingency, Hegemony, Universality: Contemporary Dialogues on the Left (2000; hereaf-
ter, CHU ), with its declaration of a common trajectory and allegiance to the 
project of radical democracy, marked an important step in the consolidation 
of postmarxism as a distinct tendency. 

This work critically maps, for the first time, the tendency of postmarx-
ism defined by the political strategy of radical democracy, from its inception 
in HSS to its formulation as a distinct tendency in CHU. No previous study 
presents the combined work of Laclau and Mouffe, Butler and Žižek as a 
distinct political tendency and in the light of their total theoretical produc-
tion. While valuable introductions to postmarxian discourse theory exist, 
these have restricted themselves to an exposition of the work of Laclau and 
Mouffe, with only some supplementary positions taken from Žižek (Smith, 
1998; Torfing, 1999).1 Likewise, the critical literature on Laclau and Mouffe, 
Butler and Žižek is limited by its restricted focus, taking these theorists se-
rially, rather than severally, as it were. This literature is reviewed in the 
relevant chapters. In general, however, it is possible to say that this litera-
ture lines up “for” or “against” postmarxism (and correlatively, “against” 
or “for” Marxism). My investigation attempts to do something different. By 

        1. Laclau and Mouffe, Žižek and Butler are central to this project, but not alone. Their 
work has directly produced research in sociology, politics, economics, cultural theory and 
philosophy by Torben Dryberg (Dryberg, 1997), David Howarth (Howarth, 2000a), Aletta 
Norval (Norval, 1996), Anne-Marie Smith (Smith, 1994) and Yannis Stavrakakis (Stavrakakis, 
1999). Their work has indirectly produced a growing body of research inspired by postmarx-
ian discourse theory (Howarth, 2000b; Howarth and Norval, 1998). It has linked up with the 
deconstructive philosophy articulated by Simon Critchley (Critchley, 1999; Critchley, 2002) 
and with the feminist political philosophy of Wendy Brown (Brown, 1995; Brown, 2001). I 
do not analyse the entire range of the empirical studies canvassed by these authors, nor do 
I analyse every development in the research programme of postmarxian discourse theory. 
In general, I concentrate on the central statements by my primary theoreticians, drawing 
upon this supplementary work when necessary. Of course, Butler and Žižek are important 
theorists of considerable stature in their own right, with independent contributions to cul-
tural studies and political theory. I do not engage with the important research programme in 
queer theory that has been strongly shaped by Butler’s extraordinarily influential work, con-
centrating instead on her contribution to postmarxian discourse theory. Likewise, I do not 
investigate Žižek’s contributions to film theory and psychoanalysis, although I do draw upon 
the productions of some of the “Ljubljana Lacanians”—Mladen Dolar (Dolar, 1993; Dolar, 
1996; Dolar, 1998), Rastko Močnik (Mocnik, 1993), Renata Salecl (Salecl, 1994; Salecl, 1998; 
Salecl, 2000) and Alenka Zupančič (Zupančič, 2000)—where necessary to illuminate Žižek’s 
positions. Finally, Mouffe’s positions are not necessarily identical with those of Laclau, and 
my discussion nowhere presumes an accord that is not explicitly stated.
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critically mapping the political trajectory of postmarxian discourse theory, 
it seeks to radicalise postmarxian discourse theories towards a postmodern 
Marxism. Following the US Marxist, Fredric Jameson, I contend that the 
postmodern is the horizon within which every radical politics develops to-
day ( Jameson, 1991: 297-418). Therefore, a contemporary socialism has to be 
articulated through critical engagement with postmodern politics. 

Postmarxism is an effort to retrieve the legacy of Marxism for the post-
modern condition. Radical democracy attempts to “describe a political 
project which rethinks hegemonic strategy in the new historical conditions 
of contemporary societies” (Laclau, 2000a: 294). The main question, there-
fore, is not whether postmarxism represents a fresh episode in the “treason 
of the intellectuals,” a perfidious “retreat from class” (Wood, 1998) whose 
ambition is the “randomisation of history” (Wood, 1997a: 16). I accept La-
clau and Mouffe’s explanation that postmarxism represents a form of radi-
cal postmodern politics that seeks to recover the socialist initiative on trans-
formed historical terrain, by articulating socialist strategy as an extension of 
the democratic revolution of modernity (Laclau, 1990: 97-134; Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 149-193). In question is whether the new theories of discourse 
and the strategy of “radical and plural democracy” promoted by postmarx-
ism actually succeed in the objective of articulating a contemporary socialist 
strategy. I seek therefore to intervene in the central debate on the contem-
porary theoretical agenda: does the advent of poststructuralism really mean 
the end of historical materialism? Is it the case that, as Laclau claims, post-
marxism has become “an inevitable decision for anyone aiming to reformu-
late a political programme for the Left in [contemporary] historical circum-
stances” (Laclau, 1990: xii)?

To respond to this question, I critically map the tendency of radical 
democratic politics from a perspective informed by Structural Marxism 
(sometimes known as “Althusserian Marxism”), evaluating the justifications 
for joining the “criticism of actually existing democracy” and entering the 
new “postmarxian field of critical theorising”. I seek to determine the “uni-
ty-in-diversity” of postmarxian discourse theory by analysing the different 
positions of Laclau and Mouffe, Žižek and Butler, and defining the nature of 
the underlying unity of radical democratic politics. According to the “joint 
declaration” by Butler, Laclau and Žižek, HSS appears as the programmatic 
text for the new tendency, because it “represented a turn to poststructural-
ist theory within Marxism” (Butler, Laclau et al., 2000: 1). What are the ef-
fects of poststructuralism on Marxism and do they necessarily involve the 
renunciation of class analysis? What are the theoretical consequences of tak-
ing discourse as the model of social practice and what political perspectives 
does it open, or foreclose? 
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Post-Marxism and Post-Marxism

Laclau and Mouffe’s characteristic claim is to retain key insights from Gram-
sci (hegemony) and Althusser (overdetermination) while deconstructing the 
history of Marxist politics and consigning the remainder “to the museum of 
antiquities” (Laclau, 1990: 181). The rejection of Marxist-Leninist politics, 
however, belies the importance of historical materialism as a social theory 
for the major theorists of postmarxism. Generally speaking, radical demo-
cratic postmarxism suggests not only a specifically leftwing postmodernism, 
but also the continued negotiation of the Marxian legacy. As Laclau ex-
plains in a conciliatory moment, postmarxism has not “rejected Marxism. 
Something very different has occurred. It’s Marxism that has broken up and 
I believe that I’m holding on to its best fragments” (Laclau, 1990: 201).

Yet the very term “post-Marxism” seems to reflect a crucial ambiva-
lence. Right from the beginning, the “post” in postmarxism was regarded as 
a calculated ambiguity, delineating something indeterminate, lying between 
temporal eclipse and intellectual supersession (Geras, 1990: 62). Stuart Sim’s 
survey essay, “Spectres and Nostalgia: Post-Marxism/Post-Marxism” views 
the hyphenation as dividing the postmarxian field into two camps (Sim, 
1998: 1-15). Following Sim, we can suppose that “to be post-Marxist is to have 
turned one’s back on the principles of Marxism,” whereas “to be post-Marx-
ist is, in the style of Laclau and Mouffe, to attempt to graft recent theoretical 
developments … on to Marxism, such that Marxism can be made relevant 
to a new cultural climate that is no longer responding to classical Marx-
ist doctrine” (Sim, 1998: 2). Sim positions postmarxism within the political 
vacuum on the Left created by the collapse of historical Communism and 
the discrediting of classical Marxism. In this void, suggests Sim, the unity of 
the field of postmarxism is given by its retrospective on Marxism, whether 
that retrospective is positive—in which case postmarxism retains the ghost 
of Marx—or negative—in which case a certain nostalgia for the lost total 
theory can be detected. But if the nostalgic remainder active within post-
Marxism manifests itself as a perennial aroma of lost faith and repetitions of 
apostasy, the spectrally Marxian dimension of post-Marxism seems less moti-
vated. “One is left wondering why post-Marxism needs Marxism at all,” Sim 
writes, “and what meaningful contribution it can make to a postmodern 
politics of the kind Laclau and Mouffe are espousing” (Sim, 1998: 2).

Contra Sim, I contend that this question can be answered precisely. Tra-
ditions are constituted through complex dialectics of betrayal and renewal, 
and the many strands in the Marxian tradition are no exception.2 The lead-

        2. For a discussion of tradition, authority and betrayal, consult Peter Osborne, The Pol-
itics of  Time (Osborne, 1995: 127-138). Osborne’s position, mediated by a reading of Walter 
Benjamin, implies the existence of a multiplicity of tendencies within a tradition and the 
political dimension of the conflict of interpretations that are adjudicated by traditionary 
authorities. For traditionary authority consult Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (Ga-
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ing example is Western Marxism, whose turn to an exploration of social 
subjectivity, as the antidote to classical Marxism’s mechanical objectivism, 
constitutes the paradigm of dissidence in the Marxian tradition (Anderson, 
1979). Likewise, Laclau and Mouffe’s claim, to deconstructively separate the 
theoretical gold of radical insights from the metaphysical dross of Marx-
ism, displays all of the contradictory elements proper to a “betrayal” of tra-
dition that remains internal to its framework. Indeed, Laclau and Mouffe’s 
concepts of discursive practice and hegemonic articulation are designed to 
operate by retaining the Marxian insight into the historicity of social rela-
tions, while avoiding the deconstructive criticism of metaphysical princi-
ples. Postmarxism’s characteristic turn, from a reified totality to subjectiv-
ity as a principle of rupture, is reminiscent of Western Marxism as a whole 
and tends to mark postmarxism as an internal moment of the history of the 
Marxian tradition.

Hence the dense atmosphere of ambiguity surrounding postmarxian 
declarations of continued faith in, and apostasy towards, the Marxian leg-
acy. On the one hand, postmarxism insists that it is “beyond Marxism,” 
and therefore resolutely post-Marxist. It has dispensed with the centrality 
of the working class, the materialist postulates concerning historical exist-
ence and the importance of class relations for social structuration, and em-
braced postmodern ethical relativism, historicist skepticism towards founda-
tional claims and a constructivist ontology of discourse that often borders on 
subjectivism. Yet, at the same time, as I show in what follows, key concrete 
analyses are conducted from a recognisably Marxist frame. So, on the other 
hand, postmarxism maintains what can only be described as a tortured loy-
alty to the strands of the Marxist tradition.

Laclau and Mouffe have vigorously defended themselves from accusa-
tions on the Left that they are simply ex-Marxists and have taken some 
pains to make their relationship to Marxism explicit. “We believe that,” 
they argue in their reply to one such criticism:

by clearly locating ourselves in a post-Marxist terrain, we not only 
help to clarify the meaning of contemporary social struggles but also 
to give Marxism its theoretical dignity, which can only proceed from 
recognition of its limitations and of its historicality. Only through such 
recognition will Marx’s work remain present in our tradition and our 
political culture (Laclau and Mouffe, 1987b: 130).

Now, “our tradition and our political culture” is a notoriously vague ex-
pression. So, in response to further questioning, Laclau again returned to 
the theme:

damer, 1998: 277-285) and Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, volume three (Ricoeur, 1988: 
207-240). Laclau’s grasp of the category of tradition springs primarily from Gadamer and 
reproduces his tendency to regard traditions as unitary, thereby depoliticising the conflict of 
interpretations. 



Critically Mapping the Postmarxian Field 7

as far as I am concerned, the deconstruction of Marxist tradition, not 
its mere abandonment, is what proves important. The loss of collective 
memory is not something to be overjoyed about. It is always an 
impoverishment and a traumatic fact. One only thinks from a tradition. 
Of course, the relation with tradition should not be one of submission 
and repetition but of transformation and critique. One must construct 
one’s discourse as difference in relation to that tradition and this implies 
at the same time continuities and discontinuities (Laclau, 1990: 179).

The conclusion is as unavoidable as it is surprising: postmarxism thinks 
from the tradition of Marxism, in terms of a difference from and within that 
tradition. While postmarxism is linked to the cultural turn and postmodern 
politics, its radicalism springs from a continuous (deconstructive) renegotiation 
of its relation to Marxism. 

Post-Althusserian Theories of Ideology

I contend that postmarxism in its emergent state remains in a relation of 
negative dependency upon Marxism, which it relies upon for theoretical 
raw material, endlessly re-traversing a deconstruction of historical material-
ism so as to generate its substantive positions. This relation to Marxism can 
be further specified, because postmarxian discourse theory begins as a de-
velopment of the post-Althusserian concept of ideology. To be exact: post-
marxian theory departs from Althusser’s “notes for an investigation” into 
“ideology and ideological state apparatuses,” or the “ISAs essay” (Althusser, 
1971: 127-186). This is crucial, because postmarxism prolongs and even ex-
acerbates the central problem in the Althusserian theory of ideology. The 
problem with Althusser’s essay is the incomplete synthesis between the criti-
cal concept of ideology (ideology as a mystification of exploitative social re-
lations) and the neutral conception of ideology (ideology as a neutral terrain 
on which social agents contend for hegemony) (Larrain, 1983: 88-121). 

In the Althusserian problematic, the “ISAs essay” was intended to solve 
the difficult question of how the complex whole of the social formation, 
which had been described as a “structural eternity” (Althusser and Bali-
bar, 1970: 107, 189), was nonetheless capable of historical transformations as 
a result of political interventions. Althusser’s adaptation of the psychoana-
lytic concept of the Imaginary3 for the Marxist theory of ideology implied a 
shift beyond the supposition that ideologies are mainly conceptual systems 

        3. According to Žižek, “in the imaginary relation, the two poles of opposition are comple-
mentary; together they build a harmonious totality; each gives the other what the other lacks 
… The symbolic relation is, on the contrary, differential: the identity of each of the moments 
consists in its difference to the opposite moment … it is not complementary to the other, but 
on the contrary, takes the place of  the lack in the other. … Finally, the Real is defined as a point of 
the immediate coincidence of the opposite poles,” that is, a traumatic impossibility, or logical 
inconsistency (Žižek, 1989: 171-173).
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(mistaken theories of social relations), towards the hypothesis that ideologies 
are a modality of lived experience. According to this conception, ideology 
is a subject-centred body of representations that inserts individuals into so-
cial practices by aligning their social subjectivity with the requirements of 
their existence as mere supports of the structure. “So ideology,” Althusser 
summarised:

is a matter of the lived relation between men and their world. This relation, 
which only appears as “conscious” on condition that it is unconscious, 
in the same way only seems to be simple on condition that it is complex, 
that it is not a simple relation but a relation between relations, a second 
degree relation. In ideology men do indeed express, not the relationship 
between them and their conditions of existence, but the way they live the 
relation between them and their conditions of existence: this presupposes 
both a real relation and an “imaginary,” “lived” relation (Althusser, 
1969: 233). 

The mystification inherent in ideology springs from its subject-centred 
misrecognition of decentred social structures, not from a motivated distor-
tion of economic relations. Althusser’s embrace of the neutral conception of 
ideology as a process of subject-formation—that is, the formation of political 
subjects through their interpellation, or “hailing,” by the state machinery 
in the process of education, formal democracy, civic life and so forth—rep-
resented a breakthrough. Ideological “state” apparatuses function by “in-
terpellating,” or hailing, individuals as socialised subjects whose political 
subjectivity is characterised by an ineluctable misrecognition of their social 
existence. According to Althusser’s extraordinarily influential essay, ideol-
ogy consists of ritualised practices in institutional contexts and so ideology 
has a material existence (Althusser, 1971: 133). 

In the “ISAs essay,” Althusser jettisoned residual functionalist assump-
tions, present in For Marx, which made subjects into mere cultural dupes. At 
a stroke, Althusser’s essay opened a non-reductive conception of ideology 
and transformed the Structural Marxist problematic, from a deterministic 
one dominated by structurally necessary social reproduction (Althusser and 
Balibar’s “structural eternity”), to a probabilistic universe in which social re-
production becomes something contested by politicised social subjects. Be-
cause ideology is an ensemble of material practices producing subjects, it is 
impossible to reduce ideology to an epiphenomenal “false consciousness” 
that merely reflects the relations of production. The subject-positions pro-
duced by ideological institutions depend upon the balance of forces in the 
state apparatus and on the existence (or not) of counter-hegemonic ideologi-
cal apparatuses—meaning that social reproduction is something contested, 
not something automatic. In the English-speaking world, this essay mas-
sively influenced—via the Birmingham School of sociology and film studies 
centred on the journal Screen—the programme of cultural studies, as the in-
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vestigation of the cultural practices constitutive of social subjectivity.4 
Despite its suggestive character, however, Althusser’s essay did not re-

solve the central problem of Structural Marxism, for Althusser’s position 
now encountered the opposite difficulty. Having dispensed with the assump-
tion of an automatic social reproduction that might generate “structural 
eternities,” Althusser had to explain why nonetheless, on balance, it was 
most probable that the social formation would continue to exist. Most likely, 
class relations would continue to be reproduced through the production of 
class-based subject-positions, unless explicitly contested (by, for instance, the 
French Communist Party, to which Althusser belonged). But if the state was 
not just an instrument in the hands of the ruling class, but instead a com-
plex institutional structure enjoying its own relative autonomy from the re-
lations of production, then why would the “ideological state apparatuses” 
produce ideologically submissive working-class subjects? What was the link 
between social subjectivity and the reproduction of social classes? Althus-
ser’s essay broached this question in the “Afterword” (Althusser, 1971: 183-
186), but never resolved it, leading to an entire generation of post-Althusseri-
an efforts to re-interpret this essay through the lens of neo-Marxian theory 
and post-structuralist philosophies. 

One of the most influential efforts to solve the problem of the relation 
between ideological competition and class power was essayed by Laclau, 
who proposed to cut the Gordian Knot of the reproduction of class relations 
by completely separating social class and ideological subjectivity. Hence-
forth, Laclau declared, classes were economic and ideologies were … well, 
ideological. Yet, in this operation, Laclau also severed the critical and neu-
tral components of Althusser’s theory of ideology, so as to dispense with 
the class element. This results in a Marxism best described as an econom-
ic reductionism of a structuralist variety (or structuralist economism), ex-
emplified by Laclau’s own Politics and Ideolog y in Marxist Theory (1977) and 
Mouffe’s contributions to Gramsci and Marxist Theory (1979). This might be 
briefly described as the proposition that while the social relations of pro-
duction and the productive forces exhaust the definition of the fundamen-
tal classes of capitalist society, classes float in a non-capitalist political and 
cultural environment, which they try to hegemonise as political and cul-
tural supplements to their economic dominance. Subsequently, Laclau and 
Mouffe repudiated this position and turned to a deconstruction of structur-
alist economism in Hegemony. 

While Laclau and Mouffe (in particular) represent structuralist econo-
mism as exhausting the totality of the Marxian legacy, this is actually not ac-
curate. Indeed, their deconstruction of structuralist economism in HSS tends 

        4. The landmark text of the Birmingham school that uses Althusser’s essay is Hebdige 
(Hebdige, 1991); for a survey of the theoretical origins of cultural studies, see Hall (Hall, 
1992). For the lineage of Screen, consult Easthope (Easthope, 1983). 
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only to invert the problems of economic reductionism while dispersing the 
political conclusions of this form of Marxism into a politics of indetermina-
cy. In postmarxian theory, Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory is relied upon 
as the definitive demonstration of the “class essentialism” and “economic re-
ductionism” of Marxism, final evidence that historical materialism means 
the “disappearance of politics” into economics (Smith, 1998: 43-83; Torfing, 
1999: 15-34). Indeed, Laclau has retroactively reconstructed this “Gram-
sci-inspired critique of Structural Marxism” as the inception of his post-
marxism (Laclau, 1990: 202). Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory is therefore 
something of an “ur-text” of postmarxian discourse theory. My contention 
is that this work is fundamentally flawed. Laclau arrived at a highly unstable 
transitional position that combines the assertion that every phenomenon is 
overdetermined by class with the proposition that ideology is class-neutral. 
Laclau’s “Gramsci-inspired critique of Structural Marxism” (Torfing, 1999: 
15-34) led to postmarxian historicism once the structuralist economism of 
this transitional phase was subjected to deconstruction in HSS. 

Post-Althusserian theory thereby entered the charmed circle of ideol-
ogy, where the ideological struggle at first displaced, and then completely 
subsumed, the political and economic struggles. Once the characterisation 
of ideology as both social foundation and societal cement is accepted, then 
ideological discourse becomes constitutive of both social relations and sub-
jects’ worldviews. Ideological discourse now constitutes a unity of objective 
institutions and discursive interpretations (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 107), 
which determines that a henceforth generalised “discourse” constructs eve-
rything (Laclau, 1990: 104), from the matter of distant stars to the terrestrial 
competition between ideological worldviews. I maintain that such a theory 
of ideological discourse creates a charmed circle, in which everything ap-
pears to be a result of political subjectivity, meaning that postmarxian dis-
course theory necessarily gravitates towards relativism. 

The Problem of Historicism

Where Althusser claimed that the mode of production is the “absent cause” 
of the social formation that is “present only in its effects,” post-Althusseri-
an historicism alleges that there exists no such cause, absent or otherwise 
(Laclau, 1990: 59). The social field is conceptualised as a flat surface, upon 
which social agents inscribe different hegemonic articulations unconstrained 
by any hidden structural matrix (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 98). Lacking any 
reference to a determinate extra-discursive materiality, postmarxian theo-
ries of discourse necessarily include theory itself (their own included) with-
in the charmed circle of ideology. Accordingly, for Laclau, the postmodern 
Left needs to “reformulate the values of the Enlightenment in the direction 
of a radical historicism” (Laclau, 1990: 84). By rejecting every “epistemolog-
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ical break” between science and ideology, postmarxism postulates that the-
ory is merely an ideological worldview, rendered coherent by its presentation 
as an explicit doctrine (Laclau, 1996a: 299). 

Historicism is a relativist hermeneutics, which postulates the incom-
mensurability of historical epochs or cultural formations and therefore de-
nies the possibility of a general history or trans-cultural universals. Best 
described as “a critical movement insisting on the prime importance of his-
torical context” to the interpretation of texts, actions and institutions, his-
toricism emerges in reaction against both philosophical rationalism and sci-
entific theory (Hamilton, 1996: 2). According to Paul Hamilton’s general 
introduction:

Anti-Enlightenment historicism develops a characteristically double 
focus. Firstly, it is concerned to situate any statement—philosophical, 
historical, aesthetic, or whatever—in its historical context. Secondly, 
it typically doubles back on itself to explore the extent to which any 
historical enterprise inevitably reflects the interests and bias of the 
period in which it was written … [and] it is equally suspicious of its own 
partisanship (Hamilton, 1996: 2).

It is sometimes supposed that a strategy of socio-historical contextuali-
sation represents the alpha and omega of materialist analysis—e.g. James-
on’s celebrated claim that “always historicise” is the imperative of historical 
materialism ( Jameson, 1981: 11). I contend, on the contrary, that although 
necessary, contextualisation alone is radically insufficient. This strategy of 
historical contextualisation, as I shall demonstrate in the course of my inves-
tigation apropos of postmarxism, suffers from three serious defects. The his-
toricist problematic depends upon the reduction of every phenomenal field 
to an immanent network of differential relations and the consequent evacu-
ation of the category of cause from its theoretical armoury (Copjec, 1994b: 
1-15). It is therefore unable to theorise the hierarchy of effective causes within 
an overdetermined phenomenon and must necessarily reduce to a descrip-
tive list, progressively renouncing explanation for interpretation. Secondly, 
lacking a theoretical explanation of the unequal factors overdetermining a 
phenomenon, historicism necessarily flattens the causal network surround-
ing its object into a homogeneous field of co-equal components. As a con-
sequence, historicism’s description of the social structure or historical se-
quence gravitates in the direction of a simple totality, where everything can 
be directly connected to everything else. Thirdly, the self-reflexive turn to 
historical inscription of the researcher’s position of enunciation into the con-
textual field results, on these assumptions, in a gesture of relativisation that can-
not stop short of relativism. The familiar performative contradictions of rel-
ativism then ensure that historicism must support itself through an explicit 
or implicit appeal to a neutral metalinguistic framework, which typically 
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takes the form of a historical master narrative or essentialist conception of 
the social totality. The final result of the historicist turn, therefore, is that 
this “materialist” analysis is in actuality a form of spiritual holism. 

Historicism relies upon a variant of what Althusser called “expressive 
causality,” which acts through “the primacy of the whole as an essence of 
which the parts are no more than the phenomenal expressions” (Althusser 
and Balibar, 1970: 187). Expressive causality postulates an essential princi-
ple whose epiphenomenal expressions are microcosms of the whole (Althus-
ser and Balibar, 1970: 187-192). Whether this expressive totality is social or 
historical is a contingent question of theoretical preference. When the social 
field is regarded as an expressive totality, the institutional structures of a his-
torical epoch—economy, politics, law, culture, philosophy and so on—are 
viewed as externalisations of an essential principle that is manifest in the ap-
parent complexity of these phenomena. When the historical process is con-
sidered to be an expressive totality, a historical master narrative operates to 
guarantee that the successive historical epochs represent the unfolding of a 
single essential principle. Formally speaking, the problem with expressive 
(also known as “organic” and “spiritual”) totalities is that they postulate a 
homology between all the phenomena of the social totality, so that the social 
practices characteristic of the distinct structural instances of the complex 
whole of the social formation are regarded as secretly “the same” ( Jameson, 
1981: 34-52).

In the Hegelian Marxism of Lukács, for instance, the historicist prob-
lematic begins from the relativisation of theory, whereby that it is claimed that 
historical materialism is the “perspective” and “worldview” of the revolu-
tionary class and that, in general, theory (philosophy) is only the coherent 
systematisation of the ideological worldview of a social group (Lukács, 1971: 
149). No distinction of kind exists between theory and ideology, opening the 
path for the foundational character of ideology, expressed through the Lukácsian 
claim that the ideological consciousness of a historical subject is the expres-
sion of objective relations, and that, correlatively, this historical subject (the 
proletariat) alienates-expresses a free society by means of a transparent grasp 
of social processes (Lukács, 1971: 27, 187-188). The society, as an expression 
of a single structure of social relations (where the commodity form and rei-
fied consciousness are theoretical equivalents) is an expressive totality (Lukács, 
1971: 83, 85), so that politics and ideology can be directly deduced from phil-
osophical relations. According to Lukács’ directly Hegelian conception, the 
historical subject is the unified proletariat, which, as the “creator of the to-
tality of [social] contents” (Lukács, 1971: 123), makes history according to its 
conception of the world, and thus functions as an identical subject-object of his-
tory (Lukács, 1971: 149). The identical subject-object and the transparency of 
praxis therefore form the telos of the historical process. Lukács reduces the 
multiplicity of social practices operative within the social formation to the 
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model of an individual “making history,” through the externalisation of an 
intellectual conception of the world. Lukács therefore arrives at the final ele-
ment of the historicist problematic, namely, a theorisation of social practice on 
the model of individual praxis, presented as the historical action of a “collective 
individual” (Lukács, 1971: 137-140). This structure of claims is vulnerable to 
philosophical deconstruction (Gasché, 1985) and leads to individualist politi-
cal conclusions (Althusser, 1976).

In the light of the Gramscian provenance of postmarxism, however, it 
is important to note that while the explicit target of Althusser’s critique was 
the Hegelian totality, Althusser is equally critical of the aleatory posture of 
Gramsci’s “absolute historicism,” regarding it as exemplary of the impasse 
of radicalised historicism (Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 119-144). Althusser 
argues that Gramsci preserves the philosophical structure of historicism ex-
emplified by Lukács and so the criticism of “expressive totality,” or spiritual 
holism, also applies to Gramsci. According to Gramsci, “the philosophy of 
praxis is absolute ‘historicism,’ the absolute secularisation and earthiness of 
thought, an absolute humanism of history” (Gramsci, 1971: 465).5 Gramsci’s 
is an “absolute” historicism because it subjects the “absolute knowledge” 
supposed to be possible at the Hegelian “end of history” to historicisation-
relativisation: instead of absolute knowledge, every truly universal world-
view becomes merely the epochal totalisation of the present. Consequently, 
Gramsci rejects the conception that a social agent might aspire to “absolute 
knowledge” by adopting the “perspective of totality”. If anything, this ex-
acerbates the problems of historicism by bringing the inherent relativism of 
the position to the surface. Ideology, conceptualised as the worldview of a 
historical subject (revolutionary proletariat, hegemonic alliance), forms the 
foundation of the social field, because in the historicist lens a social system is 
cemented by the ideology of the dominant group. Philosophy (and by exten-
sion, theory) represents only the systematisation of ideology into a coherent 
doctrine, while politics is based on ideological manipulation as its necessary 
precondition. Thus, for historicism, every “theoretical” intervention is im-
mediately a political act, and correlatively, theory becomes the direct servant 
of ideology.

Critically Mapping the Postmarxian Field

For Althusser, Gramsci’s reconstruction of Marxism as the “philosophy of 
praxis” necessarily leads to historicist relativism. This is not because of some 
subjective defect on Gramsci’s part, but because historicism is an intellec-

        5. The best analysis of Gramsci’s work remains Perry Anderson’s seminal essay on the 
“antinomies of Gramsci” (Anderson, 1976). For an Althusserian analysis of Gramsci, see 
Buci-Glucksmann’s (sometimes forced) extended interpretation of the Prison Notebooks (Buci-
Glucksmann, 1980). An example of the historicist interpretation of Gramsci is provided by 
Boggs (Boggs, 1976). 
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tual structure, or “theoretical problematic”. Althusser’s central claim is that 
the theoretical problematic determines the limits of what can be articulated 
within a research programme. Therefore, the “project of thinking Marx-
ism as an (absolute) historicism automatically unleashes a logically necessary 
chain reaction which tends to flatten out the Marxist totality into a variation 
of the Hegelian totality” (Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 132). Drawing upon 
Althusser’s concept of “theoretical practice” (Althusser, 1969: 182-193), I de-
fine the postmarxian field as constituted by a process of theoretical produc-
tion whose moments consist of theoretical raw materials (a specific historical 
and theoretical relation to Marxism), a theoretical problematic, or conceptual 
framework (postmarxian historicism) and a body of theoretical knowledge, 
or ensemble of substantive theoretical positions (the formulation of a new 
theory of discourse and the political strateg y of radical democracy).6 Nonetheless, de-
spite the polemical thrust of my analysis of postmarxism, the Althusserian 
concept of a problematic is designed not as an excuse for denunciations, but 
as a research instrument. Specifically, Althusser claims to develop a struc-
tural hermeneutic capable of producing the textual unconscious of a theo-
retical work, locating in its ruptures and silences the existence of contradic-
tions that are the unspoken question to which the text is a reply (Althusser 
and Balibar, 1970: 28). If postmarxism is an ensemble of “answers without 
questions,” then the aim of a post-Althusserian analysis is to disclose the 
open question that a specific historico-theoretical moment generates. I shall 

        6. The reader may be surprised to see Althusser’s old telescope being dusted off to map 
the theoretical debates of the twenty-first century (Thompson called it an “orrery,” but it re-
mains more than a museum-piece). While Althusser’s theory of science has been immensely 
refined and developed in the work of Roy Bhaskar (Resch, 1992; Collier, 1994), the structure 
of the Althusserian concept of “problematic” remains close to Bhaskar’s idea of the scientific 
“production of ideas from ideas” (Bhaskar, 1978; Bhaskar, 1979)—both Resch and Collier 
make this point (Resch, 1992; Collier, 1994). Secondly, the Althusserian distinction between 
the knowledge-object and the real object is similar to Bhaskar’s distinction between, respect-
ively, the transitive and the intransitive objects of science. There are two major differences 
between Althusser and Bhaskar. Firstly, Bhaskar maintains—and I support this conclusion—
that within a realist ontology, the cycle of knowledge-generation must improve scientific 
knowledge of the intransitive object. This resolves the tension in the Althusserian conceptual 
universe between a theory of historical epistemology and Althusser’s commitment to realist 
materialism. Secondly, Bhaskar develops a non-metaphysical materialist dialectics—Althus-
ser is an anti-dialectician—that, while highly critical of both Hegel and Marx, represents a 
major contribution to historical materialism (Bhaskar, 1991: especially “Marxian Dialectic I,” 
344-347 and “Marxian Dialectic II,” 348-353). Bhaskar’s dialectics revolves upon “transform-
ative negations,” that is, determinate ontological negations, and emphasises the irreducibil-
ity of dialectical contradictions to logical contradictions (Bhaskar, 1991: 6, 56-63). Broadly 
speaking, Bhaskar designates processes characterised by the unity (not the identity) of oppos-
ite determinations, in the form of enabling constraints on action that generate “double-bind” 
situations, as “dialectical,” and this is the sense of the word hereafter in this work (Bhaskar, 
1991: 56). Dialectical theory does not support performative contradictions, which remain the 
“basic form of theory/practice and reflective inconsistency” (Bhaskar, 1991: 44). 
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show in the course of this investigation that this question revolves upon the 
problem of structuration, that is, the generative dialectical process whereby 
structures are reformed while acting as matrices of partial constraint to their 
own transformation, at once ground and result of transformative practices. 

In other words, I intend to demonstrate that postmarxism exhibits the 
characteristic erasure of social complexity and reinstitution of expressive to-
tality theorised by Althusser as the inevitable consequence of embracing the 
historicist problematic. I do not for a moment deny the complexity and un-
evenness of Laclau and Mouffe, Butler and Žižek; nor do I suppose that a 
theoretical problematic affects every researcher in a field identically; nor, fi-
nally, do I dispute that they are sometimes manifestly aware of the problems 
associated with historicism. What I claim is that the historicist problematic 
functions as a theoretical unconscious that prevents postmarxism from ex-
ploiting many of its own insights, and that, insofar as historicism is only 
criticised episodically and not structurally, it remains the centre of gravity, 
governing, in the final analysis, postmarxism’s substantive positions. I main-
tain that the historicist problematic is characterised by five key positions: the 
relativisation of theory, the foundational character of ideology, the expres-
sive conception of history, an identical subject-object and a theory of social 
practice modelled on individual praxis. These characteristics form the basis 
for my chapter sequence, whereby I shall demonstrate that postmarxian dis-
course theory is structured by the historicist problematic. 

In this work, I am interested in the moment of emergence of postmarx-
ism: broadly speaking, from Hegemony and Socialist Strateg y (1985) through to 
the joint declaration of tendency in Contingency, Hegemony, Universality (2000). 
Specifically, I am interested in the way in which embrace of the historicist 
problematic during this formative period sets up the positions of Laclau and 
Mouffe, Butler and Žižek within expressive and individualist conceptions of 
history and praxis. In another work, I shall critique the subsequent develop-
ment of these positions, starting from Contingency, Hegemony, Universality (2000) 
and tracking through to the present. 

In Chapter One, I locate postmarxism in its historical context and ex-
plain how the relativisation of theory determines the postmarxian concep-
tion of the necessity for a shift “beyond Marxism”. In Chapter Two, I turn to 
the major theoretical statements of postmarxism in the works of Laclau and 
Mouffe. I demonstrate that a latent expressive totality of history subtends 
the problematic of Laclau and Mouffe, and I show that this determines the 
limits to their deconstruction-inflected post-Althusserian theory of ideology. 
Chapter Three places Butler’s Foucault-inspired post-Althusserian theory of 
ideology under the critical lens. I suggest that the successive waves of theori-
sation of Butler’s influential concept of “performativity” represent so many 
efforts to escape from the implications of a set of assumptions regarding dis-
course that lead ineluctably towards a conception of social practice modeled 
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on individual praxis. investigates the theoretical hesitations, political revers-
als and ethical uncertainties in Žižek’s Lacanian-inspired post-Althusseri-
an theory of ideology, to propose that Žižek’s break from postmarxism to-
wards a messianic Marxism is informed by an impossible desire to recreate 
the identical subject-object of history. Finally, Chapter Four investigates the 
theoretical hesitations, political reversals and ethical uncertainties in Žižek’s 
Lacanian-inspired post-Althusserian theory of ideology, to propose that 
Žižek’s break from postmarxism towards a messianic Marxism is informed 
by an impossible desire to recreate the identical subject-object of history.

Although the postmarxists have made some important advances in the 
theory of ideology, my investigation is critical of the tendency’s collapse into 
historicism, especially its abandonment of causal historical explanation for 
a relativist political hermeneutics. While accepting the necessity of a Marx-
ist engagement with poststructuralism, I contend that any post-Althusserian 
theory needs to fully grasp the historical and theoretical stakes involved in 
Structural Marxism’s incomplete break from classical historical material-
ism. Laclau and Mouffe, Butler and Žižek radically underestimate the so-
phistication of Structural Marxism, which does not need to resort to a dis-
missal of poststructuralism in order to produce a viable contemporary class 
analysis. I seek to integrate many of the insights of postmarxism to outline 
an expanded theory of class politics that escapes the “charmed circle of ide-
ology,” that is, postmarxism’s tendency to reduce politics and economics to 
ideological struggles.
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“New Times”: The Emergence of Postmarxism

Marx somewhere says that every incomplete revolution is followed by a cra-
pulous depression, during which the old order regains its ascendancy by 
driving radical thinking into the margins of political life. When “the year of 
the barricades” (1968) was followed not merely by three decades of neo-liber-
al counter-offensive, but then by the disappointment trailing after the demo-
cratic revolutions of 1989, this crapulous depression—ably documented by 
Terry Eagleton (Eagleton, 1996)—turned into “desolation” and “mourning” 
(Aronson, 1995: 4, 9). Yet, as Freud reminds us, the transition from the des-
olation of melancholia to the work of mourning (and the subsequent adop-
tion of a new ideal) is often accomplished via a moment of manic euphoria 
(Freud, 1984: 251-268). On the Left, this euphoria takes the form of a cele-
bration of the supposed paradigm shift “beyond Marxism” inspired by the 
advent of “New Times, New Social Movements and New Democracy,” of 
which postmarxism is supposed to be the theoretical expression.1 

The notion that historical materialism now stands behind the “New 
Times,” stranded by history, still speaking the discourse of a less complex 
society, has acquired the force of a popular prejudice. Postmarxism, align-
ing itself with these themes, has been celebrated as a postmodern politics in 
tune with the emerging realities of economic globalisation, worldwide de-
mocracy and postmodern culture (Eschle, 2001: 53-84; Nash, 2000: 1-45). 

This “paradigm shift” entails the transformation of social and cultural the-

        1. The expression “new times” comes from the journal Marxism Today, a pioneering advo-
cate of the thesis of the advent of a new, postmodern reality that rendered the class-struggle 
prognoses of the Left invalid. For a devastating critique of the politics of Marxism Today, 
consult Saville’s article (Saville, 1990) and for an analysis of the “enriched Gramscianism” 
that forms the general context for the concept of new times propounded by Marxism Today, 
consult Harris (Harris, 1992). 
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ory, in line with the dominant philosophical motif (philosopheme) of radical 
contingency, and the abandonment of discourses of redistributive justice for 
the postmodern strategy of multiple struggles for cultural recognition (Fra-
ser, 1996: 1-39). These are taken to be “self-evidently” incompatible with his-
torical materialism. The concept of an “obviously” postmarxian social re-
ality belongs with the idea that the collapse of “actually existing socialism” 
(or historical Communism) means the end of socialism as a historical move-
ment. Together they constitute the received popular wisdom of the age. 

Laclau and Mouffe accept the common sense of the epoch and systema-
tise it philosophically. According to Laclau and Mouffe, not only has “the 
era of normative epistemologies come to an end,” but embracing “the dis-
course of radical democracy [means] … renouncing the discourse of the 
universal” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 192). In line with postmodernism, La-
clau announces that the Left needs to “reformulate the values of the En-
lightenment in the direction of a radical historicism and to renounce its 
rationalistic epistemological and ontological foundations … to expand the 
democratic potentialities of [the socialist] tradition, while abandoning total-
itarian tendencies arising from its reoccupation of the ground of apocalyptic 
universalism” (Laclau, 1990: 84). Targeting Marxism’s supposed insistence 
that the proletariat is the direct incarnation of political universality, Laclau 
announces that “the more ‘universal’ the idea to be embodied is, the greater 
the distance from the historical limitations of the social agents intended as 
its bearers will be, and the more likely it is that the result will be a monstrous 
symbiosis” (Laclau, 1990: xi). In other words, to avoid a new Stalinism, we 
need to embrace the relativisation of the universal that is the correlate to the 
postmodern “end of Enlightenment”. Supposedly, the Left needs to accept 
the conclusions of the postmodern analysis: that there is no privileged social 
agent for historical change, no special structural level that holds the key to 
social development and no unified space of political contestation where the 
contradictions of the social formation condense (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
85). In the light of the supposed ineluctability of these historical and intellec-
tual transformations, Laclau claims, postmarxism has become “an inevita-
ble decision for anyone aiming to reformulate a political programme for the 
Left in [contemporary] historical circumstances” (Laclau, 1990: xii). 

This chapter probes the justifications for a “paradigm shift” to post-
marxian theory, seeking to elucidate the links between postmodern culture 
and radical democratic politics. Postmarxism, I maintain, relies upon a con-
cealed historico-spiritual narrative, according to which, the new epoch of 
“postmodernity” is to be expressed through a shift from modern to post-
modern politics and culture. This epochal “spirit of the age”—a sort of “He-
gel-lite”—is represented through the concept of “New Times,” which func-
tions to frame postmarxism’s empirical arguments for the redundancy of 
modern concepts of emancipation. Generally speaking, postmarxism’s ra-
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tionale for moving “beyond Marxism” is advanced by means of three ma-
jor empirical claims: (1) that the main causes of social conflict in the con-
temporary world cannot be explained from a Marxist perspective; (2) that 
the agency of the new social movements renders the notion of a proletarian 
subject of history bankrupt; and, (3) that Marxism cannot generate a demo-
cratic programme. 

Accordingly, the chapter is divided into five sections. In the first section, 
I examine the claims that the “New Times” represent an epochal transition 
beyond modernity. In the second section, I probe the related argument that 
the “New Times” mandate a “paradigm shift” to postmodern theory. Then, 
in sections three, four and five, I investigate the major social theoretical and 
political claims of postmarxism: the forms of social conflict in the contempo-
rary world; the role and nature of the New Social Movements (NSM); and, 
the relationship between Marxism and democracy. In the relevant sections 
of this chapter I examine the evidence for the postmarxian claims and con-
clude that the postmarxian arguments exhibit some key anomalies. But I 
also contend the entire methodological approach of postmarxism—which I 
maintain is a form of cognitive and moral relativism—leads to a major con-
ceptual problem. Postmarxism relativises theory so that theory becomes an-
other expression of the historical process, on the same level as ideology. The 
erasure of the epistemological distinction between theory and ideology, es-
pecially when linked to an historico-spiritual totality, begins by supplanting 
explanation with description and ends by imposing structures of ideological 
misrecognition onto theory. I therefore not only highlight the empirical re-
alities that constitute theoretical anomalies for the postmarxian claims, but 
also I seek to demonstrate that postmarxian theory regards social existence 
through the characteristic distortions of the ideological lens. In subsequent 
chapters these anomalies are explained within a theoretical framework that 
supplies an alternative to postmarxism.

In the first section of the chapter, I demonstrate that postmarxism relies 
upon an ideological conception of “postmodernity,” which supports an ex-
pressive relation between history and theory. I then confront the first major 
postmarxian claim, that Marxism has failed to explain the crisis dynamics 
and the main lines of conflict in contemporary societies (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 149-193; Steinmetz, 1994: 176-212). In refuting this, I trace postmarx-
ism’s imposition of an imaginary unity onto diverse social phenomena, 
through the replacement, in successive theorisations of the contemporary 
conjuncture, of theoretical structures by subject-centred phenomenological 
descriptions. Secondly, following a widely accepted belief on the Left (Gid-
dens, 1994a), postmarxism holds that the new social movements (hereaf-
ter, NSM)—composed of a diversity of non-class-centred social movements 
centred on identity politics, including urban, ecological, anti-authoritarian, 
feminist, anti-racist, ethnic, regional and sexual minority movements, and 
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so forth (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 159)—are the bearers of the “social rev-
olutions of our time” (Laclau, 1985: 42). Postmarxists claim that the advent 
of the NSM invalidates the Marxian conception of the historical process 
and provides the definitive refutation of historical materialism (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 3; Mouffe, 1988: 31; Smith, 1998: 3; Steinmetz, 1994: 177). In 
the third section of the chapter, I demonstrate that, in the classical ideologi-
cal style, postmarxism transforms the NSM into the specular opposite, or 
inverted mirror-image, of the “traditional working class”. One consequence 
of this is that postmarxism is forced to advocate the untenable claim that 
the NSM have nothing to do with class location. As an alternative, I propose 
that the empirical evidence suggests that eliminating class from the expla-
nation of the NSM is as futile as reducing them to class politics: the empiri-
cal evidence suggests that the NSM are the result of complex social determi-
nations including class location. Finally, it is supposed that increasing social 
complexity and postmodern pluralism undermine the socialist conception 
of political strategy, meaning that Marxism cannot produce a democratic 
political programme for contemporary society (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
177; Smith, 1998: 115). This is a structure of misrecognition which depends 
upon a massive act of theoretical repression, namely, the elimination of post-
marxism’s radical dependence on the legacy of Eurocommunism. I show 
that there is an actuality a long tradition of democratic theory in Marxism 
and—more importantly—a number of important practical experiments in 
democratic politics. I thereby demonstrate that the functional role of ideolo-
gy—the concealment of contradictions—is an important aspect of the post-
marxian substitution of ideological competition for theoretical debate.

THEORIES OF A NEW EPOCH OF POSTMODERN POLITICS

The Crapulous Depression of “New Times”

Postmarxian politics—the strategy of radical democracy—is generally sup-
posed to be a postmodern politics that is the expression of a new society. 
During the 1980s, Laclau and Mouffe launched the manifesto of the new 
political and theoretical current of postmarxism. They proposed that the 
Left stood at a turning-point between historic oblivion and a new direction, 
and advocated turning towards a radical and plural democracy as a recon-
ceptualisation of socialist strategy.

The “evident truths” of the past—the classical forms of analysis and 
political calculation, the nature of the forces in conflict, the very meaning 
of the Left’s struggles and objectives—have been seriously challenged by 
an avalanche of historical mutations which have riven the ground on 
which those truths were constituted (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 2).

Accordingly, the Left was faced not only with the falsification of its stra-
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tegic perspectives, but also the exposure of “actually existing socialism” as 
a new form of domination. Nonetheless, the situation was not solely char-
acterised in terms of the delegitimation of Marxism and the retreat of the 
progressive movements. To the contrary, strategically misreading the defen-
sive conjuncture as one of advance, Laclau and Mouffe maintained that a 
“whole series of positive new phenomena underlie these mutations,” such as 
the NSM and the “atypical forms of social struggle in countries on the capi-
talist periphery”. Conjuncturally, therefore, “Western societies face a crisis 
of governability and a threat of dissolution at the hands of the egalitarian 
danger” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 2). However, this conjuncture was also 
marked by a crisis of the classical Marxist concept of revolution, which alleg-
edly rested upon the inaugural character of the revolutionary act, whereby 
the unified proletariat seizes state power and uses this as an institutional lo-
cus from which society can be rationally reconstructed (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 178). The Marxian schema relies upon a universal social agency (the 
proletariat) and a unique position from which social transformed can be ef-
fected (the state):

What is now in crisis is a whole conception of socialism which rests 
upon the ontological centrality of the working class, upon the role of 
Revolution, with a capital “r,” as the founding moment in the transition 
from one type of society to another, and upon the illusory prospect of 
a perfectly unitary and homogeneous collective will that will render 
pointless the moment of politics. The plural and multifarious character 
of contemporary social struggles has finally dissolved the last foundation 
for that political imaginary. Peopled with “universal” subjects and 
built around History in the singular, it has postulated “society” as an 
intelligible structure that could be intellectually mastered on the basis 
of certain class positions and reconstituted as a rational, transparent 
order, through a founding act of a political character. Today, the Left 
is witnessing the final act of the dissolution of that Jacobin imaginary 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 2).

Responding to the crisis of socialism in the broadest possible sense, then, 
Laclau and Mouffe proposed to jettison revolutionary insurrection, van-
guard parties and the universality of the proletariat. The classical Marx-
ist perspective is incompatible, they argued, with the increasing function-
al differentiation of contemporary societies, the plurality of socio-political 
projects brought to light by the NSM and the democratic politics of the New 
Left. In most respects, it seems to me that one can only agree with their 
broad general perspective. What is less obvious is that this critique of clas-
sical Marxism entails a rejection of post-classical (contemporary) forms of 
neo-Marxism. Equally un-argued seems to me the notion that the crisis of 
historical communism and classical Marxism automatically rules out any 
reconstruction of historical materialism and socialist strategy that might dis-
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pense with insurrectionary violence, vanguard parties and the ontological 
centrality of the proletariat, but retain socialist transformation, progressive 
organisation, universal claims and the hope of post-capitalist emancipation. 
But this is precisely what Laclau and Mouffe do rule out.

Curiously, despite invoking social complexity, theorists of postmarxism 
do not hesitate to retotalise the social field through the metaphor of “new 
times”. Laclau and Mouffe, for instance, present an “avalanche of histori-
cal mutations” and not an explicit structural analysis, whose incompatibil-
ity with contemporary Marxism relies upon the massive repression of recent 
theoretico-political history. This invocation of a new epoch, within which 
Marxism could be dismissed rather than reconstructed, has an instructive 
precedent. Relying on metaphor to contain the dispersion of a host of per-
haps unrelated developments was openly advocated in the collaboration by 
the former Marxism Today editorial collective, in their New Times: The Chang-
ing Face of Politics in the 1990s. According to Stuart Hall, the term “new times” 
was developed in the British context to embrace diverse concepts describing 
several structural transformations:

If we take the “new times” idea apart, we find that it is an attempt to 
capture, within the confines of a single metaphor, a number of different facets 
of social change, none of which has any necessary connection with the other. In 
the current debates, a variety of different terms jostle with one another 
for pride of place, in the attempt to describe those different dimensions 
of change. They include “post-industrial,” “post-Fordist,” “revolution 
of the subject,” “postmodern”. None of these is wholly satisfactory. … 
Each, however, signifies something important about the “new times” 
debate (Hall, 1989: 117 emphasis added).

In other words, the potentially divergent trajectories of these emergent 
developments are totalised by nothing more than the metaphor of “new 
times”. This argument trades on the temporal dialectics of modernity—the 
valorisation of novelty—while introducing an epochal totalisation of history 
explicitly delegitimised by postmodern theory (Osborne, 1995: 1-27). Like-
wise, for Laclau and Mouffe the catch-all rubric of “increasing social com-
plexity” contains phenomenal diversity in a conveniently undefined termi-
nological unity, while at the same time masking their fundamental reliance 
on a vulgar Marxist methodology that reels off cultural and intellectual de-
velopments from an evolutionary logic working in the social base (Barrett, 
1991: 75-76; Landry, 1991: 47). The relevant structural transformations in-
clude commodification and the introduction of scientific management of the 
labour process, as well as bureaucratic rationalisation and the transforma-
tion of liberal ideology (Laclau, 1990: 52-59; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 159-
171). Astonishingly, these correspond closely to the Marxian categories of re-
lations of production, productive forces, politics and ideology, as well as:
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The decline of the classical working class in the post-industrial countries; 
the increasingly profound penetration of capitalist relations of production 
into all areas of social life, whose dislocatory effects … have generated 
new forms of social protest; the emergence of mass mobilisations in 
Third World countries which do not follow the classical pattern of class 
struggle … [and] the exposure of new forms of domination established in 
the name of the dictatorship of the proletariat (Laclau, 1990: 97).

These conclusions depend upon a paradoxical structure of claims where-
by a fairly unreconstructed Marxism seems to be the most sensitive instru-
ment for the diagnosis of its own irrelevance; thereafter, discursive interpre-
tation supplants structural analysis and the enumeration and investigation 
of social movements and political institutions recedes to the background. 
Nonetheless, aggregating all of the statements in which Laclau and Mouffe 
make specific declarations regarding the emergence of “new times” (Laclau, 
1985; Laclau, 1988: 81; Laclau, 1990: 1-4, 58-59; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
2, 57; Mouffe, 1988: 31; Mouffe, 1992d: 1-14; Mouffe, 1992e: 1-8), we obtain 
the following general structural transformations.

Philosophical. The exhaustion of the legacy of Enlightenment metaphysics 
(“essentialism”) in modern philosophy and social theory brings the end of 
foundational universality and the advent of the postmodern shift from nec-
essary foundations to contingent horizons (Laclau, 1988: 63-82; Mouffe, 
1988: 31-46).

Social. The increase in social complexity consonant with “disorganised capi-
talism,” characterised by the decline of the classical working class, leads to 
a condition of absolute dispersion where the structural dominance of capital 
accumulation dissolves (Laclau, 1990: 58-59).

Political. The advent of the NSM has a pluralising effect which displac-
es every ontologically privileged social agency (Laclau, 1985). These move-
ments dislodge class politics, which, it turns out, “is just one species of iden-
tity politics, and one that is becoming less and less important” (Laclau, 
2000a: 203).

Historical. The massive discrediting of the socialist tradition, linked 
to the collapse of historical Communism and decline of class politics, as 
a result of the exposure of “state socialism” as a new form of domination. 
Radical democracy, as a postmodern politics, seeks to salvage what remains 
viable in the Marxist tradition and to dispatch the rest “to the museum of 
antiquities” (Laclau, 1990: 181). 

These transformations constitute the “new times,” whose major theoret-
ical expression is the “end of Enlightenment”. Regardless of the increasing 
social complexity that these structural mutations certainly represent, post-
marxism immediately reduces this to the simplicity of a shift in the “spirit 
of the times” by means of the historical thesis of “postmodernity,” thereby 
linking theory and structure in an expressive relation.
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Postmodern Theory and the “End of Enlightenment”

My contention is that Laclau and Mouffe remain entirely enclosed within 
the horizon of postmodern ideology, which postulates an epochal totality 
of “postmodernity”. According to John Frow’s exhaustive survey of the lit-
erature (Frow, 1997: 1-57), the generally accepted description of postmodern 
culture involves dispensing with: essentialist foundations; fixed domains of 
cultural values (fixed universality); the unified subject; and, history as tran-
scendent to its textual forms. These four categories broadly correspond to 
Laclau and Mouffe’s structural transformations. 

For Frow, two significant problems attend upon most descriptions of 
postmodernism, namely, the tendency to deduce the content of cultur-
al forms from the postulated existence of postmodern culture (Frow, 1997: 
15)—that is, the transcendental illusion that turns a regulative hypothesis 
into a constitutive principle—and the construction of epochal totalities cor-
relative to a shift in “worldview”. As Frow warns:

The problem is that of any totalising vision: … the construction of 
domains of practice as massive unities (“the aesthetic”) and their 
expressive linkage to other unified domains. Pseudo-totalities generate 
pseudo-histories; the epochal sense of the concept of the postmodern 
depends for its existence on historico-spiritual fictions (Frow, 1997: 53). 

Postmodernism as an expressive concept is generally counterposed to 
the epochal concept of the Enlightenment. This frequently results in the 
sort of travesty of the history of ideas that is the hallmark of an ideologi-
cal simplification. According, for instance, to the high priest of postmodern 
theory, Jean-François Lyotard, the postmodern “end of master narratives” 
means the impossibility of any totalisation of society and history, linked to 
the tendency of every global emancipation to turn into a new totalitarianism 
(Lyotard, 1997). The major themes (ideologemes) of this “end of Enlighten-
ment” include the rejection of every foundational universality (for instance, 
human nature) and the supposition that society is a rational totality ground-
ed through an essential substrate (Vattimo, 1988). Postmodern theory repu-
diates the concept of a unitary subject—especially any “subject of history” 
and all privileged social agencies—that might institute a transparent society 
through its control of humanity and mastery of nature (Vattimo, 1992). The 
utopian dream of social harmony, linked to historical teleology and the no-
tion of a foundational act inaugurating the end of politics, is repudiated as 
the very root of the totalitarian temptation (Stavrakakis, 1999: 99-121).2 

        2. Marxist critiques of postmodernism can be divided into three categories. Criticism 
of postmodernism as a modality of the “lived experience” of everyday life—that is, criti-
cism of postmodern ideology, aimed at theoretical statements as they function within a 
“worldview”—includes Eagleton (Eagleton, 1996), Norris (Norris, 1990; Norris, 1992; Norris, 
1993) and O’Neill (O’Neill, 1995). Marxist criticism of the aesthetic productions of postmod-
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Lukács, for instance, as a Hegelian Marxist, would be the very quintes-
sence of everything that postmodernism brings into question. For Lukács, 
the foundational universality of the commodity form brings into existence 
the capitalist social totality, along with its rationally cognisable dynamics of 
commodity reification (Lukács, 1971: 83). This in turn brings forth the pro-
letariat as a potential “historical subject,” capable of rendering the social 
totality transparent through a dialectical theory grounded in social praxis, 
which culminates in the social revolution, considered as the founding act in 
the inauguration of a harmonious communist society that is beyond politics 
(Lukács, 1971: 149). 

On the postmarxian conception, modernity is a historical region charac-
terised by the incomplete emergence of the modern from the legacy of the 
Enlightenment. The Enlightenment, meanwhile, is considered a “re-occu-
pation” of the modern by theology, whereas the postmodern condition be-
comes “modernity without illusions” (Torfing, 1999: 275). The postmarx-
ism led by Laclau and Mouffe entirely follows this ideological conception 
of the relation between modernity and postmodernity. Laclau proposes the 
epochal thesis that the modern era is characterized by the “reoccupation” 
of modernity “by the medieval millennialist apocalypse” (Laclau, 1990: 74). 
The Hegelian-Marxist moment is dismissed along these lines, together with 
the Enlightenment, nineteenth-century master narratives and the totalitar-
ianisms of the twentieth century (Laclau, 1990: 75). Where modernity—
supported by Enlightenment—proposed a progressive advance in conscious 
mastery of the natural and social worlds, leading towards a post-political 
utopia, the new epoch represents “a growing awareness of limits” and the 
exhaustion of the discourse of the new (Laclau, 1990: 4). This enables a 
“radical critique of all forms of domination” and the “formulation of libera-
tion projects hitherto restrained by the rationalist ‘dictatorship’ of the En-
lightenment” (Laclau, 1990: 4). In the light of the abandonment of universal-
ity as a regulative ideal and the repudiation of any moment of global rupture 
with capitalism, postmarxism claims that the path opens to a multitude of 
partial solutions to particular problems—not Emancipation, but emancipa-
tions (Laclau, 1990: 215, 225; Laclau, 1995a: i-iv; Laclau, 2000c: 196). In-
stead of the utopian politics of global emancipation and the realization of a 
rational society through non-alienated subjectivity, postmodernism suppos-
edly leads to a proliferation of localised resistances aiming to “maintain the 
differend” rather than to eliminate power. It promotes multiple and partial 

ern culture include Callinicos (Callinicos, 1989), Jameson (Jameson, 1991; Jameson, 1994) 
and Harvey (Harvey, 1989). Finally, Marxist criticism of specifically postmodern theoretical 
ideologies includes Ebert on postmodern feminism (including Butler) (Ebert, 1996), Palmer 
on discourse theory (including Laclau and Mouffe) (Palmer, 1990), Geras (Geras, 1990) and 
Wood (Wood, 1998) on “postmarxism,” and Wood et. al. on postmodern historical ideology 
(Wood, 1997b).
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emancipations, through a dispersed plurality of struggles for cultural recog-
nition, by contesting the “microphysics of power”. The totality of these theo-
retical shifts, linked expressively to historical transformations, is supposed to 
constitute a new, postmodern “paradigm”. 

Before investigating this new political paradigm, we need to become 
relatively sure that radical democracy conforms to this description of post-
modernism, for Laclau and Mouffe have sometimes sought to distance post-
marxism from postmodern politics. According to Laclau and Mouffe, radi-
cal democracy is politically modern and culturally postmodern. The crisis in the 
modern project of self-foundation (the philosophical project of modernity), 
far from undermining to the modern project of self-determination, actually 
extends it scope. At the same time, Laclau and Mouffe cautiously disengage 
their position from the political quietism characteristic of many postmodern 
theorists, such as Baudrillard (Laclau, 1990: 214). 

Substantively, however, Laclau and Mouffe’s postmarxism is character-
ised by the relativisation of the universal, while their position rejects eman-
cipatory politics for micropolitical struggles and a plurality of relatively au-
tonomous social antagonisms. The salient characteristic of the postmodern 
turn for politics is the relativisation of the universal (Feher and Heller, 1988: 
12); thus, Laclau and Mouffe follow the policies of postmodernism to the let-
ter, while denying their attachment to the programme of a postmodern poli-
tics. Steven Best and Douglas Kellner’s distinction between ludic (conform-
ist) and resistance (oppositional) postmodernism is invaluable in this context. 
Their encyclopedic survey characterises postmodernism as a “radicalisation 
of modernism” and proposes that resistance postmodernism “is a product of 
the new social movements” (Best, 1997: 26). Hence, Best and Kellner claim, 
Laclau and Mouffe’s position is the leftwing of postmodern politics (Best, 
1997: 271-273). 

Radical Democracy as Postmodern Politics

The correctness of Best and Kellner’s surmise that radical democracy is 
the leftwing of postmodern politics is supported by the content of Laclau 
and Mouffe’s declarations regarding postmodernism. For Laclau, “postmo-
dernity … has become the new horizon of our cultural, philosophical and 
political experience” (Laclau, 1988: 63). Postmodernity is characterized by 
the weakening of foundationalism and the decline of master narratives, but 
does not constitute an absolute break with modernity, nor is postmodernism 
a complete novelty compared to modernism. Laclau claims that “postmo-
dernity does not imply a change in the values of the Enlightenment moder-
nity, but rather a particular weakening of their absolutist character” (La-
clau, 1988: 67). He proposes that while the ontological status of modern 
categories is in question, their content is not (Laclau, 1988: 66). According 
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to this perspective, postmodern politics retains the content of the emancipa-
tory demands of modernity, but rejects the idea that the totality of these de-
mands constitutes a unified whole, together with the metaphysical ground-
ing of these in a universal and necessary foundation (Laclau, 1988: 63-82). 
“It is the contraposition between foundation and horizon that … enables 
us to understand the change in the ontological status of emancipatory dis-
courses,” Laclau claims, where a “horizon” is a “formation without a foun-
dation … [that] constitutes itself as a unity only as it delimits itself from that 
which it negates” (Laclau, 1988: 81). Laclau rounds up the usual Enlighten-
ment suspects—the totality of history, its rational foundation, the transpar-
ent society, global human emancipation, all based on full identities and the 
discourse of essences—to assert that postmodernity exposes the contents of 
Enlightenment to the effects of a multiplicity of contexts (Laclau, 1988: 72). 
With these remarks, Laclau not only locates radical democracy within the 
postmodern, but also explains the permanent dependence of postmodern-
ism on the modern, which it must endlessly traverse deconstructively in or-
der to generate any substantive positions. 

We need to retain this sense of the postmodern exhaustion of novelty 
and its explicit yet paradoxical dependence upon the modern, as we turn 
to Mouffe’s position. For Mouffe, “it is unlikely that Marxism will recover” 
from Stalinism and “the challenge to class reductionism posed by the new 
social movements” (Mouffe, 1988: 31). Using the distinction between self-de-
termination (autonomy) and foundational project, it is possible to split mo-
dernity’s epistemological project from its political project, because—Mouffe 
asserts rather than argues—there is no necessary articulation between these 
two aspects of modernity (Mouffe, 1988: 32). Following Claude Lefort, mo-
dernity is defined at the political level by the Democratic Revolution of Mo-
dernity (Mouffe, 1988: 33-34), which, Laclau explains elsewhere, is regarded 
by postmarxism as the political correlate to philosophical deconstruction 
(Laclau, 1990: 212-214). Indeed, according to Mouffe:

If one sees the democratic revolution as Lefort portrays it, as the 
distinctive feature of modernity, it then becomes clear that what one 
means when one refers to postmodernity in philosophy is to recognise 
the impossibility of any ultimate foundation or final legitimation that is 
constitutive of the very advent of the democratic form of society and thus 
of modernity itself (Mouffe, 1988: 34). 

The implication is that postmodern philosophy is the expression-recog-
nition of an epochal totality: postmodernity as modernity at last cleansed 
of Enlightenment rationalism. Accordingly, contemporary political strategy 
“requires us to abandon the abstract universalism of the Enlightenment, the 
essentialist conception of the social totality and the myth of the unitary sub-
ject” (Mouffe, 1988: 44). For Mouffe, the leading effects of this deconstruc-
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tion of foundations that is the correlate to the Democratic Revolution of Mo-
dernity are the dispersion of the unitary subject (Mouffe, 1988: 35) and the 
particularisation of the universal (Mouffe, 1988: 36). 

While the particularisation of the universal raises the spectre of relativ-
ism, Mouffe replies that politics is the sphere of doxa, whose criterion of le-
gitimacy and validity is not truth but persuasion (Mouffe, 1988: 37). Mouffe’s 
reply—politics is the sphere of rhetorical persuasion and not logical truth, 
and therefore always was dominated by relativism—is exemplary of what 
might be called the skeptical function of postmodernism (Dews, 1987; Dews, 
1995a). For it does not follow at all from the deconstruction of foundations—
and therefore the contingency of the universal—that we need to renounce 
universality (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 191) as the opposite extreme from 
“Enlightenment fundamentalism”. Universality can become a regulative 
ideal that is permanently subject to revision, instead of the fixed substrate 
of human nature. This is the argument presented by Hans Bertens,3 who 
characterises postmodern politics in the following terms (Bertens, 1995: 185-
208): a shift from macropolitics to micropolitics; the transition from global 
emancipation to local and partial emancipations; and, the gravitation from 
party politics to imagined communities. Although accepting that the politi-
cisation of the social means that every social relation can potentially be con-
tested and transformed—albeit piecemeal and nominalistically—Bertens 
nonetheless objects to the failure of postmodern politics to legitimate its own 
claims. According to Bertens, “postmodernism simultaneously undermines 
all traditional macropolitics, in that it rejects the metanarratives in which 
all macropolitics, those of the left as well as those of the right, classically 
ground themselves” (Bertens, 1995: 189). Nonetheless, the claim to partial 
emancipations requires a concept of social progress—for instance, Laclau’s 
“construction of a more global [inclusive] social imaginary” (Laclau, 2000c: 
197)—that postmarxism is no longer prepared to defend. 

Despite referring to social complexity, then, postmarxism tends to reduce 
the complexity of contemporary social transformations to simple expres-
sions of the “new times,” thereby instigating an expressive relation between 
historical mutations and theoretical paradigms. This expressive conception 
of the history-theory relation then legitimates a new political programme—
the shift from universal Emancipation to a multiplicity of partial emancipa-
tions—which is supposedly the correlate to the postmodern condition. Post-
modern politics, characterised by the relativisation of political universality, 

        3. Bertens divides postmarxism into two camps: the particularisation of the universal (Best 
and Kellner - historicism); the universalisation of the particular (Laclau and Mouffe - par-
ticularism). While formally these possibilities represent the two anti-universal alternatives 
operative in postmodern politics, I am not convinced that a substantive difference exists 
between them. Witness, for instance, the subsequent convergence of Best and Kellner with 
Laclau and Mouffe (Best, 1997: 271-273).
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rejects any transcendental foundation to the modern project of self-deter-
mination and exposes this project to the effects of a multiplicity of localised 
contexts. The result is a gravitation towards open relativism, best expressed 
by Mouffe’s claim that politics is the domain of contingent pragmatic inter-
ventions determined by rhetoric, rather than rational interests or universal 
values (Mouffe, 1992e: 9-22, 135-154).

“PARADIGM SHIFT”: THE PROBLEM OF COGNITIVE RELATIVISM

Theoretical Problematics versus Relativist Paradigms

Postmarxism’s leap from absolutism (transcendental foundations) to rel-
ativism is unnecessary, for it neglects the possibility opened by historical 
epistemology, namely, a historicised conception of conceptual foundations 
as a replacement for transcendental philosophy. Indeed, the performative 
contradictions characteristic of the “postmodern paradigm” identified by 
Bertens (following Habermas) happen because of a conflation of the relativi-
sation of the contents of universality with the abandonment of theoretical uni-
versals altogether.4 Moreover, the relativism promoted by concepts such as 
Laclau’s “emancipations” and Lyotard’s “differend” actually depends upon 
the idealist conception of theoretical frameworks as systematised ideologi-
cal worldviews. 

I claim that by contrast with the Althusserian concept of a theoreti-
cal problematic, the relativist notion of a “postmodern paradigm,” as the 
expression-recognition of structural transformations, imposes the struc-
tures of ideological misrecognition onto theoretical positions. According 
to Althusser, an “epistemological break” lies between historical science and 
humanist ideology, consisting in the crossing of certain thresholds of for-
malisation, whereby the subject-centred, practical discourse of ideology is 
transformed into the concept-centred, theoretical discourse of science. As I 
will explain in more detail in a moment, in theoretical discourse, the prob-
lems posed for formalised analysis lead to the generation of knowledge, 
based on the raw materials of experience (for instance, observation state-
ments). But theoretical discourse breaks with the epistemological framework 
of its raw materials, because it refuses to accept as final data the description 
of phenomena observed by a subject and submits these instead to a proc-

        4. The employment of “performative contradiction” as a criticism of postmodern theory 
was pioneered by Habermas (Habermas, 1987), who defines the category as follows: “a per-
formative contradiction occurs when a constative speech act k(p) rests on noncontingent 
presuppositions whose propositional content contradicts the asserted proposition, p” (Haber-
mas, 1999: 80). Martin Jay glosses this less formally as “when the locutionary dimension of a 
speech act is in conflict with its illocutionary force,” and this is the sense in which I employ 
the category (Jay, 1992: 29). It implies no commitment to discourse ethics. It is instead the 
elementary index of logical consistency. 
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ess of theoretical construction and then formal testing. Ideological practice, 
by contrast, is based on the coherence of the lived experience of a subject, 
and so it is necessarily subordinates theoretical re-description and hypoth-
esis testing (when it does these at all) to the subject-centred registration of 
the significance of events. Where the paradigmatic expression of theoreti-
cal discourse is mathematical physics, the paradigmatic expression of ideo-
logical practice is personal narrative. 

Accordingly, Althusser maintains that ideology does not pose problems 
but rather provide readymade solutions (to pseudo-problems), thereby re-
ducing knowledge to a phenomenon of (mis)recognition. Drawing upon the 
concept of the mirror-stage from Lacanian psychoanalysis, Althusser pro-
poses that ideological misrecognition functions exactly as the Imaginary 
register does in psychoanalysis. By supplying a corporeal image, unified in 
the mirror of language, the alienated ego functions as an instrument by 
which the subject intervenes in the world, at the cost of a permanent misrec-
ognition of the decentred structures of social existence (Lacan, 1977: 1-29). 
Likewise, ideology is characterised by its Imaginary structures—that is, by 
its subject-centred construction of specular dualisms (for instance, “good” 
versus “evil”) between imaginary unities (for instance, “postmodernity”), 
whose “obviousness” is the very hallmark of an ideological distortion. The 
standard analogy for the distinction between science and ideology is that of 
the Copernican Revolution, where mathematical abstraction negates the 
apparently blindingly obvious “fact,” drawn from personal experience, that 
the sun rotates around the earth. Althusser conducted exactly such a revolu-
tion in Marxism with his conceptual shift from historical teleology and ex-
pressive totality, based in the unity of social praxis, to decentred social struc-
tures accessible only to formalised theoretical practice.

The equation of theory with ideology that postmarxism relies upon is 
made explicit in the notion of theoretical paradigms. Michèle Barrett, for 
instance, proposes that the relativisation of the universal—the dethroning 
of the working class in Marxian discourse—represents a paradigm shift and 
suggests that Marxists should take “a look at the world … through the glass-
es of Laclau and Mouffe,” instead of criticising postmarxism from the per-
spective of universal emancipation (Barrett, 1991: 78). To approach post-
marxism with categories such as “class,” “universal,” “social formation,” 
and so forth, is impossible, because a paradigm shift implies an incommen-
surability between theories and hence the meaninglessness of the old terms 
in the new discursive universe. Barrett therefore claims that to respond from 
the position of a global theory with an excoriation of Laclau and Mouffe as 
ex-Marxists is radically to fail to engage with the substance of postmarxism. 
This substance would appear to be a conceptual and moral relativism that 
is secreted by the very concept of a conceptual paradigm. How can a theo-
retical problematic—a research programme—form a worldview, operative 
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in everyday life, that we might just “try out” for a few days? The idealist vol-
untarism of this conception of theory might alert us that we should check 
the label on the packet marked “paradigm” before swallowing. If concep-
tual “paradigms” are optative worldviews that are completely incommen-
surable, then what basis exists for making decisions regarding politics and 
theory? The danger is that this can become an ideological ruse designed to 
exclude debate. And does this not rely upon an expressive conception of the 
relation between the social complexity of everyday life and postmodern con-
ceptual paradigms? To evade the relativist impasse implicit in this volun-
tarist conception of theory, we have to establish whether a rational basis for 
theoretical evaluations exists. 

At this point I wish to introduce a distinction between relativism and 
relativisation. I do so because historical epistemology—rather like the post-
positivist epistemology of Imré Lakatos’s concept of the “methodology of sci-
entific research programmes”—recognises that no scientific framework can 
claim absolute correspondence to the real. Indeed, it is a postulate of his-
torical epistemology that the real is unknown: all science provides is more 
or less plausible constructions of the unknown cause of phenomenal experi-
ence. Yet these scientific frameworks are not conceptual paradigms, because 
it is possible to rationally adjudicate between them in the historical scale. The 
distinction between relativisation and relativism, then, resides in whether, de-
spite relativisation, there exist common standards of comparison or constant 
elements shared between theoretical frameworks. (This terminology is in-
spired by analogy with the Special Theory of Relativity, where despite the 
different results obtained in distinct frames of reference, a matrix of trans-
formation exists that can convert the results of one frame into those of an-
other frame, by virtue of the universal constant of the speed of light, which is 
the same in all frames of reference.) Likewise, the distinction between the rel-
ativisation of theoretical problematics and the relativism of conceptual paradigms rests 
upon the existence of a set of paradigm-neutral criteria that enables com-
parison between different theoretical problematics. 

For proponents of postmodern relativism, conceptual paradigms are in-
commensurable “worldviews,” and so no basis for comparison exists. But a 
“worldview” is exactly what a research programme is not—except in the ide-
alist vulgarisations of Heideggerean and Kuhnian theories of science pop-
ular with postmodern theory. For instance, Best and Kellner, despite their 
perceptive remarks on Laclau and Mouffe’s politics, insist that postmodern 
politics represents a “major paradigm shift” and so one either gets with the 
(new) times, or decides (equally arbitrarily) to remain stuck in the modernist 
paradigm. In motivating this effectively voluntarist position, Best and Kel-
lner invoke Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, maintaining 
that the new paradigm is part of a postmodern epoch that includes the post-
marxian politics of Laclau and Mouffe, technology, science and “emergent 
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forms of culture and everyday life, as well as … the advent of an expanding 
global economy and new social and political order” (Best, 1997: ix). Accord-
ing to Best and Kellner:

Typically, one paradigm is replaced by another when a discipline reaches 
a crisis state that calls into question the explanatory adequacy of the 
existing paradigm, such that emergent problems are no longer seen only 
as “anomalies” and ad hoc solutions are no longer convincing. The shift 
to another paradigm is a non-cumulative, discontinuous development 
whereby novelty rules and tacit assumptions, theories and techniques 
emerge that are incommensurably different from what preceded (Best, 
1997: 254). 

The problem is the claim of incommensurability. If theoretical problem-
atics in actuality obey the rules of Kuhnian conceptual paradigms—that is, 
the decision for a conceptual paradigm is arbitrary because the paradigm 
is a closed universe and no rational adjudication between paradigms is pos-
sible—then in reality, arguments about the relative merits of postmarxism 
are a waste of time. For it is not possible to arbitrate in this way: it is a “take 
it or leave it” proposition. (And this explains the frustration that many feel 
when confronted by the postmarxian position—it seems to be a voluntarist 
ultimatum based only on the suasive appeal to novelty implicit in the “New 
Times” rhetoric.) But the argument from Kuhnian philosophy of science in 
fact works against postmarxian voluntarism, for Kuhn himself quickly rec-
ognised the limitations of his position and introduced a key amendment to 
the theory, one that eliminated the postulate of incommensurability.

For Kuhn—accepting the legitimacy of certain subsequent modifica-
tions to the initial theory proposed in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 
(1970)—a “paradigm” refers to the “disciplinary matrix” of a research 
community (Kuhn, 1970: 182-184; Kuhn, 1977: 297-299). This includes the 
shared symbolic generalisations unquestioningly accepted by this commu-
nity (for instance, a basic accord on the historical importance of a certain 
theory), an agreement on heuristic models, research values (for instance, ac-
curacy and honesty) and metaphysical assumptions—comparable to Laka-
tos’ notion of the “hard core of metaphysical postulates” forming a scientific 
research programme (Lakatos, 1978). The genesis of the notion of paradigm 
in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions explains that a paradigm is centred by 
a practice of exemplification, which determines the core problem in the field 
and its best solution. The virtue of the concept of a paradigm is that it em-
phasises the contextual determination of theoretical propositions. The prob-
lem is that for Kuhn, scientific revolutions are akin to political revolutions 
in two decisive respects: they depend upon intersubjective consensus degen-
erating beyond a critical point (the accumulation of anomalies leading to a 
crisis of confidence in a paradigm); and their outcome depends solely upon 
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political techniques (rhetorical persuasion) (Kuhn, 1970: 94, 102). Because 
paradigms are incommensurable, there exist no rational means for arbitrat-
ing which theory is better—leading to the proposition that even when two 
theories logically contradict each other, there are no bases for a grounded 
judgement that one is more justified than another (Kuhn, 1970: 198-199). In 
the process of withdrawing from this extreme position, Kuhn acknowledged 
that there exists a singular “shared basis for theory choice,” involving accu-
racy, consistency, scope of application, elegance (simplicity) and productivity 
for new research (Kuhn, 1977: 321-322). That is, Kuhn’s revised theory sup-
plies a list of constitutive elements of a theoretical paradigm, together with 
a set of five paradigm-neutral criteria for judgement between paradigms. In 
the terms developed here, it means that the extended concept of a paradigm 
represents an acceptance of the relativisation of theoretical perspectives that 
nonetheless rejects relativism. This brings Kuhn’s final theory significantly 
closer to the Althusserian-Bachelardian concept of a theoretical problematic 
(Lecourt, 1975: 1-15). 

In Defense of the “Althusserian Revolution”

It follows from consideration of the possibility of comparisons between theo-
retical problematics that Laclau is wrong to suppose that the critique of ide-
ology relies upon a naïve, immediate access to extra-discursive reality and 
that “all critique will necessarily be intra-ideological” (Laclau, 1996a: 299). 
Ideology critique can appeal to a rational analysis of theoretical contradic-
tions and to the evidence that constitutes an anomaly for the theory—that 
is, ideology critique can proceed from internal critique to the postulation of 
an alternative explanatory framework. But this is a possibility that Laclau 
seems keen to exclude. Laclau’s position states, in the clearest possible fash-
ion, his belief that rational debate with other theoretical positions is merely a 
question of (ideological) assertion and counter-assertion. Indeed, the propo-
sition that “all critique will necessarily be intra-ideological” can be decoded 
as follows: we only listen to the arguments of those who already share our 
worldview. This is not a hard-headed and practical assessment of the reali-
ties of political debate. It is a rejection of all theoretical inquiry and rational 
debate between research programmes and, as such, it is an open confession 
of dogmatism.

In elaborating his position, Laclau seeks to modify the Kuhnian posi-
tion of (for instance) Barrett, Best and Kellner, adding to the incommensu-
rability of discourses the proposition of the openness of paradigms. For La-
clau, the “closure” of ideological worldviews/conceptual paradigms—their 
apparent existence as self-enclosed discursive universes with no outside—is 
the “highest form of misrecognition,” for every ideological paradigm in-
cludes a hidden dialogical reference to its theoretical competitors (Laclau, 
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1996a: 300, 304). But this is a quite different proposition to Kuhn’s opening 
of paradigms to rational arbitration, for Laclau is categorically not propos-
ing that there exist paradigm-neutral standards of theoretical inquiry from 
which to judge competing paradigms. To the contrary: competition between 
paradigms is based on ideological rivalry and not on explanatory credibility, 
so that the dialogical constitution of conceptual paradigms or ideological 
worldviews as instrumental to the conducting social conflicts against politi-
cal antagonists makes the possibility of rational debate recede, not advance. 
Instead of opening theories to rational adjudication, this reduces theoreti-
cal debate to ideological competition, supplementing the problematic no-
tion of a conceptual paradigm with the stricture that these are dialogically 
constructed as ideological instruments. One only has to recall the fiasco of 
Lysenko’s “proletarian science” in the former Soviet Union—a conceptual 
paradigm answering perfectly to Laclau’s requirements of ideological serv-
iceability and discursive insularity—to realise what is wrong with this de-
scription of theoretical debate. 

Postmarxism’s radical relativism therefore springs from the rejection of 
every “epistemological break” between theory and ideology. The Althus-
serian claim that historical materialism founds the science of history (Al-
thusser, 1976: 151) smacks, according to postmarxism, of the “profoundly 
anti-democratic habits of leftwing thought,” secreting “an obsolete positiv-
ism” (Laclau, 1990: 204) and a latent totalitarianism. In Leninism, this “au-
thoritarian tendency … can be found in its imbrication between science and 
politics,” which “postulates a monolithic and unified understanding of the 
whole of the social process … based on the ontologically privileged position 
of a single class—which, in turn, is transformed into the epistemologically 
privileged position of a single political leadership” (Laclau, 1990: 206). This 
accusation might characterise Lukács’ position in Lenin (1924)—where ab-
solute knowledge of the expressive totality, developed through the agency 
of the proletariat as identical subject-object of history, is deposited with its 
“vanguard party” (Lukács, 1970: 24-38)—but it scarcely applies to Althus-
ser. For Althusser’s anti-positivist conception of scientific (theoretical) prac-
tice was directed in opposition to the Stalinist leadership of the Communist 
parties and their claim to possess a final philosophical truth (Anderson, 1980; 
Elliott, 1987). Althusser’s claim that Marxism is a general—not a total—his-
tory was met with accusations of apostasy, while the assertion of the relative 
autonomy of theoretical practice scandalised the advocates of “social prax-
is,” that is, the “dialectical unity” of the ontological privilege of the prole-
tariat with its special epistemological claims.

Science, unlike philosophy and religion, advances only provisional 
knowledge based on the best explanation and lacking the final seal of the 
Truth, that is, some form of Divine Guarantee of the correspondence be-
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tween theoretical categories and the historical process.5 “Every recognised 
science,” Althusser insists, “not only has emerged from ideology but contin-
ues endlessly to do so (its prehistory remaining always contemporary, some-
thing like an alter-ego), by rejecting what it considers to be error” (Althusser, 
1976: 113). For Althusser, theory constitutes “a minimum of generality neces-
sary to be able to grasp a concrete object” (Althusser, 1976: 112) which, un-
like ideology, is conducted through explicit rules and is therefore susceptible 
to revision (Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 59). 

The specific effectivity of a science is determined by the nature of its 
historically produced conceptual framework, or “problematic,” which con-
stitutes the relative autonomy of a science in relation to the field of ideology 
from which it sprang (Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 133). 

A science can only pose problems on the terrain and within the horizon 
of a definite theoretical structure, its problematic, which constitutes its 
absolute and definite condition of possibility, and hence the absolute 
determination of the forms in which all problems must be posed, at any 
given moment in the science (Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 25). 

According to Althusser, the structure of theory consists of three steps 
(Althusser, 1969: 182-193). In “Generalities I,” always-already “worked-up,” 
or theoretically influenced, ideological categories form the raw material for 
theoretical practice. In “Generalities II,” these categories are subjected to a 
problematic, by which theoretical operations are performed on this raw ma-
terial. In “Generalities III,” new conceptual knowledge and substantive the-
oretical positions are produced. 

The method developed by Althusser can be described as a “structural 
depth hermeneutic” (Resch, 1992: 174-178). Althusser proposes a “sympto-
matic” interpretation, methodologically inspired by psychoanalysis, where 
the text is formed through the “unconscious operation” of a problematic 
whose structural principles govern the relation between the latent and man-
ifest texts of a theory. He refers to a dialectical circle of interpretation (Al-

        5. While it is certainly correct to assert that Althusser initially lapsed into precisely this 
rationalist illusion—claiming that “dialectical materialism” supplied a “Theory of theoretical 
practice” (Althusser, 1969: 168), that is, a scientific theory of materiality that functioned as a 
guarantee of the truth of historical materialism—this was abandoned following Althusser’s 
own “epistemological break” in 1967 (Althusser, 1990: 69-166). Robert Resch demonstrates 
that the underlying consistency of Althusser’s thinking, based on the continuity of the realist 
and materialist concepts of theoretical practice, means that “Althusser’s proposition, that 
science is constituted by the transformation of ideology into knowledge by means of theory, 
holds up even after the difference between science and ideology is reformulated in functional 
rather than rationalist terms” (Resch, 1992: 182). Althusser’s self-criticism of “theoreticism” 
accepted the non-existence of every guarantee (and therefore the relativisation of know-
ledge), the role of philosophy as a transmission belt between theory and ideology, and that 
every science is constituted by breaking continuously with its (henceforth) ideological pre-
history in a potentially endless series of theoretical revolutions. 
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thusser, 1969: 38), where progressive readings are successive approximations 
(Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 74). Althusser’s structural hermeneutics yields 
a combination of textual interpretation and causal explanation, which “di-
vulges the undivulged event in the text it reads, and in the same moment 
relates this to a different text, present as a necessary absence in the first” 
(Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 28). For instance, Marx’s radical break with 
philosophical anthropology makes possible a “symptomatic” interpretation 
of political economy, whereby the lacunae of theoretical economics can be 
interpreted as disclosures of class interests. 

So—how is debate between theoretical problematics possible? Laclau’s 
early (Marxist) work supplies an exemplary description of this process (La-
clau, 1977: 60-61). Because every theoretical problematic transcendental-
ly constitutes the empirical object it investigates, no direct contrast between 
problematics on the basis of empirical evidence is possible. The consequence 
is that “a theory is only false to the extent that it is internally inconsistent, 
i.e., if in the process of construction of its concepts it has entered into con-
tradiction with its postulates” (Laclau, 1977: 60). Flowing from this, Laclau 
concludes that “theoretical problems, to the extent that they are truly theo-
retical, cannot, strictly speaking, be solved: they can only be superseded” 
(Laclau, 1977: 60). Because the problematic determines the legitimate phe-
nomenal field for a theory—that is, it schematises a phenomenal diversity so 

as to align empirical reality with theoretical categories and thereby make 
sensations into objects of possible experience ( Jameson, 1972: 89)—“the em-
pirical resolution of the problem consists, strictly speaking, of the negation 
of its existence on the theoretical plane” (Laclau, 1977: 61). Laclau suggests 
that empirical verification or falsification highlights the existence of anoma-

lies (phenomena that cannot be fully grasped by the conceptual system of 
a theory), but that this does not inherently negate the theory. It only leads 
towards the alternatives of theoretical reconstruction or shift in problem-
atic. With the emergence of a new theory, the problems generated within 
the horizon of the former theory are not solved, but simply superseded, that 
is, “dissolved as a problem with the emergence of a new theoretical system” 
(Laclau, 1977: 61). From this, the major logical elements in a rebuttal can be 
deduced: (a) the designation of empirical realities that constitute theoretical 
anomalies; (b) the identification of the theoretical roots of these anomalies; 
(c) a demonstration that these roots constitute theoretical contradictions, 
leading to the collapse of the conceptual system; (d) an alternative system 
that resolves the contradictions of the former theory (Laclau, 1977: 61-62). 

The Charmed Circle of Ideology

Having established, contra postmarxism, that the critique of ideology is not 
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merely intra-ideological, I want to begin to rebut postmarxism along the 
Althusserian Marxist lines suggested above. The remainder of this chapter 
therefore concentrates on the “empirical realities that constitute theoreti-
cal anomalies” for postmarxism, by examining the empirical evidence for 
postmarxism’s major sociological and political claims. At the same time, I 
begin to introduce the main lines of a theoretical alternative to postmarx-
ism, drawing upon Regulation Theory, neo-Marxist sociology and leftwing 
Eurocommunism. 

Before doing so, however, I have to digress in order to examine a sec-
ond objection to my accusation that postmarxism leads to relativism. In re-
sponse to this accusation, Laclau and Mouffe reply that “‘relativism’ is, to a 
great extent, an invention of the fundamentalists” (Laclau, 1990: 104). Their 
reply is based on an ontology of discourse, according to which “outside of 
any discursive context, objects do not have being; they only have existence” (La-
clau, 1990: 104). Laclau and Mouffe claim that discursive articulation is the 
primary ontological process in the constitution of the real, so that entities 
lack any determinacy unless discursively constituted as beings. “Discourse” 
has a general meaning and a specialised definition within their theory of 
hegemony. I shall discuss the specialised definition in the chapter on HSS; 
the general definition embraces both linguistic and non-linguistic elements 
(physical objects, human actions) (Laclau, 1990: 102), speech acts and non-
discursive practices (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 107), considered equally as 
differential identities in open, relational complexes. For Laclau and Mouffe, 
“every identity or discursive object is constituted in the context of an ac-
tion,” so that, for instance, “a stone exists independently of any system of 
social relations, but it is … either a projectile or an object of aesthetic con-
templation only within a specific discursive configuration” (Laclau, 1990: 
101-102). In other words, a thing has no natural properties aside from its 
social context, as the being of the object is historically transitive, while its 
existence is intransitive (Laclau, 1990: 103), and “natural facts are also dis-
cursive facts” (Laclau, 1990: 102). As opposed to scientific realist positions, 
which form the epistemological basis of the post-Althusserian forms of his-
torical materialism I advocate in this analysis, anti-realist positions have dif-
ficulty in theoretically discriminating between science and pseudo-science, 
leaving them open to the charge that they conflate epistemology and poli-
tics (Chalmers, 1990).

The literature documenting scientific realism’s response to social con-
structivism is extensive, and considerations of length prevent me from re-
producing the arguments in detail. Nonetheless, the arguments proposed 
by advocates of scientific realism seem, in the absence of any examination 
of the relevant literature by Laclau and Mouffe, to be devastating. The con-
fident assertion that it is possible to differentiate the indeterminate exist-
ence of the entity from its determinate (discursively constructed) being is the 
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hallmark of positivism (Newton-Smith, 1981: 19-43). From the antediluvi-
an positivism of Popper through to contemporary constructive empiricism, 
the natural world is an inert posivitivity whose meaning is completely con-
structed through radically incommensurable theoretical paradigms (New-
ton-Smith, 1981: 44-101, 148-182). Philosophically, constructive empiricism 
is very close to forms of neo-Kantian nominalism and forms of pragmatism 
(Norris, 2001: 133-166, 167-195). Not only can the discursive claims of radical 
meaning variance not be sustained, but the positivist programme (in its con-
temporary empiricist form) cannot manage to avoid the slide towards theo-
retical obscurantism and moral relativism (Norris, 1997: 6-43; Norris, 2001: 
167-217; Norris, 2002: 23-57). Incapable of differentiating between pseudo-
scientific obscurantism and scientific research programmes, and unable to 
explain the most striking features of the scientific enterprise (for instance, 
the increasing accuracy of theories and their ability to integrate the results 
of widely varying investigations), contemporary “post-positivist” anti-real-
ism ends up converging with anti-epistemological anarchism (Feyerabend) 
and political apologetics (Rorty) (Bhaskar, 1989: 146-179; Norris, 1996: 154-
179; Norris, 2001: 133-217). 

Laclau and Mouffe’s position appears to be a form of transcendental 
argument, as they emphasise that while every phenomenon has discursive 
conditions of possibility, the discursive—as horizon—has no conditions of 
possibility (Laclau, 1990: 105). While Laclau is evasive when questioned (La-
clau, 1990: 220), he is elsewhere happy enough to identify discourse with 
the encounter of the linguistic turn and transcendental philosophy (Laclau, 
1993). In keeping with neo-Kantian nominalism, then, Laclau and Mouffe 
insist that discourses are only quasi-transcendental, that is, they are em-
pirical processes that can be politically transformed, yet they transcenden-
tally constitute the being of the object. Hence, unlike Kant, Laclau and 
Mouffe suppose that the system of transcendental categories is historically 
and culturally variable, effective only in localised contexts. However, their 
discourse theory rests upon the epistemic fallacy, namely, “the view that 
statements about being can be reduced to or analysed in terms of statements 
about knowledge” (Bhaskar, 1978: 36). This fallacy is concisely reprised by 
Laclau in his claim that “all truth is relative to a discursive formation” (La-
clau, 1990: 196). Laclau and Mouffe avow that their position is similar to Ri-
chard Rorty’s pragmatism (Laclau, 1996b: 60; Mouffe, 1996a: 1). As such, 
it is vulnerable to the convincing refutation of pragmatism presented by de-
fenders of scientific realism (Bhaskar, 1989: 146-179; Norris, 2001: 133-166).

Laclau and Mouffe maintain that their position is realist (because objects 
exist independently of thought) and materialist (because the being of objects, 
as penetrated by historically variable and politically contested discourses, is 
irreducible to conceptual relations) (Laclau and Mouffe, 1987b). These defi-
nitions of realism and materialism are unsustainable in relation to the his-
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tory of philosophy and the meaning of these terms in contemporary theories 
of science (Geras, 1988). They are also highly problematic positions to take. 
By evacuating the determinacy of material objects, Laclau and Mouffe deny 
the possibility of any extra-discursive controls on theory and so reject the 
central postulate of contemporary realism, that transitive knowledge ena-
bles an exploration in depth of the intransitive object. Secondly, in insisting 
that the irrationality of the real is the main determinant of materialism, La-
clau and Mouffe encourage conflating the irreducibility of the real to logical 
relations with the supposed impossibility of generating formal theoretical 
propositions (for instance, general natural laws of tendency, as in mathemat-
ical physics), flowing from their definition of “realism”. This runs a serious 
risk of terminating in obscurantism. 

That Laclau and Mouffe’s ontology of discourse necessarily leads to rel-
ativism can be seen by considering some entities that (unlike stones) provide 
a test of this form of constructive empiricism: discourses and quarks. The 
first test, “discourses,” represents a self-reflexive application of the theory 
to itself. This is legitimate because Laclau and Mouffe explicitly refuse any 
distinctions between discourse and practice, meta-theory and object lan-
guage. Discourses exist, on their hypotheses, but lack any being except when 
specified in another (meta-)discourse. Thus, for instance, a discourse—say, 
HSS—presents a series of determinations of some theoretical objects (social 
agents, social relations, some historical events) while itself, as a discourse, 
lacking any determinacy, except when specified metadiscursively (through 
its insertion in a history of Marxism, or in a critical analysis). Hence, the 
claim that HSS presents an anti-essentialist discourse, while Marxism is an 
essentialist discourse, becomes highly problematic as a claim regarding the 
object, since on this ontology such claims really only disclose something 
about the claimant. This is an extremely improbable result, but one that fol-
lows ineluctably from their premises, for the alternative (that a discourse, 
taking advantage of the self-reflexive properties of language, can specify it-
self through nested metalinguistic statements) leads immediately to the col-
lapse of the ontological dichotomy between indeterminate existence and de-
terminate being. For a self-determining object is exactly what is excluded 
from this ontology, and Laclau and Mouffe’s central postulate is that there 
is no difference in kind between stones and discourses, so discourses cannot 
be a special sort of object. 

Purely theoretical entities, such as quarks in quantum physics, present 
Laclau and Mouffe’s ontology with a special problem and expose why it is 
that this position secretes a form of positivism. Now it is not the being of 
the object, but its existence that is in question. This ontology should conclude 
that the entities do not exist, for if realism (as they construe it) reduces to 
the proposition that discourse can only form the being of the object, but not 
constitute it as an existent, then theoretical entities become only explanato-
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ry posits. In this case, the confident assertion that a clear distinction exists 
between the existence of objects (for instance, quarks) and their being (their 
properties) will gradually unravel, for the generally accepted proposition of 
the theory-ladenness of observations will lead to progressively calling into 
question the theory independence of every phenomenon. But the ontology of 
discourse stands or falls with the postulate that the indeterminate existence 
of the entity can be asserted aside from every determination of its being. 
Furthermore, Laclau and Mouffe have no basis for claiming any explana-
tory superiority for quarks over, for instance, gods. They can only claim that 
since, with Laclau, “all truth is relative to a discursive formation” (Laclau, 
1990: 196), as a result of historical contingencies, gods simply do not belong 
in the discursive universe of modern science. This effectively rests the dis-
tinction between science and pseudo-science on historical facticity instead 
of explanatory power. 

Laclau and Mouffe’s position culminates in a perspectival relativism 
verging on sophism. They assert, as a result of their discursive ontology, that 
there is no rational or ethical superiority to democracy and affirm the su-
premacy of politics over ethics and epistemology (Mouffe, 1996a: 1, 4). Fur-
ther, they affirm that the political field is characterised by groundless ef-
forts to persuade persons (in other words, by rhetorical sallies in the spirit of 
sophism, perhaps modelled on contemporary media-dependent politicians, 
such as Tony Blair) (Mouffe, 1996a: 5). Presumably, one such purely rhetori-
cal effort is their own claim that postmarxism promotes self-determination 
through acts of political identification (Laclau, 1990: 44; Laclau, 1996b: 49). 
At the same time, Laclau and Mouffe, as I shall demonstrate in Chapter 
Three, maintain an inconsistent stance in that they do not fully accept the 
relativism of their own position. Nonetheless, their strident insistence that 
theory is the direct servant of politics, and their assertion that there is no 
difference whatsoever between theory and ideology, is a striking instance 
of the historicist basis of postmarxism—and a startling demonstration of its 
limitations.

SOCIAL CONFLICT IN THE CONTEMPORARY WORLD

From Marxisant Analysis to Ideological Manipulation

The Althusserian conception that an epistemological break—consisting in 
the crossing of certain thresholds of formalisation—separates theoretical 
problematics from ideological worldviews not only explains that the prob-
lem with the postmarxian position is its subject-centred character, but also 
highlights the possibility (and the importance) of extra-discursive controls 
on theoretical debate. For many postmarxists, however, the very existence 
of an intransitive world is confused with “the possibility of concretely expe-
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riencing a world beyond ideology” (Porter, 2002: 43). Nothing could more 
graphically illustrate the subject-centred character of postmarxian phenom-
enology. The Althusserian idea of a distinction between science and ide-
ology, by contrast, summarises precisely the impossibility of experiencing a 
non-ideologically constituted world, despite the structured existence of the 
real. Unlike the postmarxian stance, however, the Althusserian position ac-
cepts the necessity of a conflict of interpretations, but supplies methodologi-
cal grounds for conducting rational debates.

A case in point is postmarxism’s major social theoretical claim—that 
Marxism has not grasped the crisis dynamics of contemporary society. 
This is related to the supposition that instead of strictly capitalist social for-
mations, “postmodernity” is characterised by dispersed “discursive for-
mations” lacking the unity of a dominant structure (Laclau, 1990: 57-59). 
The problem with the postmarxian analysis is that it substitutes a political 
hermeneutics based in the acceptance of the postmodern ideological hori-
zon for an explanation of the social causes underlying the relativisation of 
the universal. This imposes the characteristic structures of ideological mis-
recognition onto theoretical analysis, as postmarxism tends to conflate phe-
nomenological description with structural analysis, and implies the legiti-
mation of an ideologically motivated blindness. Because there is no longer 
a distinction between theory and ideology, a conceptual paradigm is only 
the coherent expression or philosophical systematisation of the ideological 
worldview held by a particular social agent. This leads to cognitive relativ-
ism, where the conflict between conceptual paradigms becomes the highest 
expression of the political competition between ideological worldviews. As 
a result, postmarxism resiles from historical explanations of the causes of 
events for interpretative “interventions” that make theory the direct servant 
of an ideology. The archaeology of this process can be traced in successive 
analyses of contemporary politics that emerged before and after the collapse 
of historical Communism. As ideology progressively supplanted theory, the 
postmarxian analysis of the political conjuncture became marked by a re-
treat, from a Marxisant analysis based in forms of post-Structural Marxism, 
towards a phenomenological description of the “new times” bordering on 
ideologically-driven celebration. 

The major postmarxian claim involves rewriting theoretical history, 
for Laclau and Mouffe’s initial assessment of the political conjuncture was 
based on a combination of their theory of ideological articulations with per-
spectives drawn from the renovation of Marxism undertaken by the post-Al-
thusserian school of Regulation Theory (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 159-171). 
Invoking the analysis of Fordism by Michel Aglietta, the leading theoreti-
cian of the Regulation School, Laclau and Mouffe allude to the Fordist re-
gime of accumulation as a motor for the commodification of social relations 
whose outcome is that “there is now practically no domain of individual or 
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collective life which escapes capitalist relations” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
161). They propose that the NSM are the result of the hegemonic postwar 
formation encountering structural limits to its articulation of economics, 
politics and ideology, combined with political resistance to the “new forms 
of domination” that spring from the Fordist mode of social regulation. Ac-
cording to HSS: 

One cannot understand the present expansion of the field of social conflict 
and the consequent emergence of new political subjects without situating 
both in the context of the commodification and bureaucratisation of social 
relations on the one hand, and the reformulation of liberal-democratic 
ideology—resulting from the expansion of struggles for equality—on the 
other (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 163).

According to Laclau and Mouffe’s Marxisant analysis, then, the emer-
gence of the NSM needs to be analysed from the “double perspective” of the 
transformation of social relations characteristic of the postwar hegemonic 
formation, and “the effects of the displacement into new areas of social life of 
the egalitarian imaginary constituted around liberal-democratic discourse” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 165).

The fact that these “new antagonisms” are the expression of forms of 
resistance to the commodification, bureaucratisation and increasing 
homogenisation of social life itself explains why they should frequently 
manifest themselves through a proliferation of particularisms, and 
crystallise into a demand for autonomy itself. … Insofar as, of the two 
great themes of the democratic imaginary—equality and liberty—it was 
that of equality which was traditionally predominant, the demands for 
autonomy bestow an increasingly central role upon liberty (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 164).

The Marxisant element of Laclau and Mouffe’s analysis is close to the 
Marxist proposition that the differential histories of the distinct social levels 
(economic, political, ideological) result in different effects (commodification, 
bureaucratisation, consumerism), that are recombined in the space of poli-
tics (hegemonic articulations). In line with their earlier revision of Structur-
al Marxism (Laclau, 1977: 81-142; Mouffe, 1979a: 168-205), however, Laclau 
and Mouffe substitute ideological struggles for political conflict as the privi-
leged terrain where social contradictions are resolved, replacing hegemonic 
articulations with ideological manipulation. The postmarxian element of 
the analysis therefore insists that the political space is governed by ideolo-
gy and unified through the “permanence of the egalitarian Imaginary” in 
modernity (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 160). The emergence of the NSM is 
regarded in this light as “a moment of deepening of the democratic revolu-
tion” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 163). The emergence of the NSM can then 
be regarded as a continuation of the fragmentation of the “unitary subject” 
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of classical Marxism that highlights “the plurality of the social and the unsu-
tured character of all political identity” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 166).

Laclau and Mouffe’s position is therefore based on Marxism, but seeks to 
break with the proposition that hegemonic articulations are governed by the 
exigencies of the accumulation of capital, and attempts to substitute ideolog-
ical manipulation for the space of politics. The task of the Left is (unconten-
tiously) “to construct a new historic bloc in which a plurality of economic, 
social and cultural aspects are articulated” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 170). 
For Laclau and Mouffe, though, the twofold character of the “democratic 
Imaginary” (equality and liberty) is central to this analysis, and not the con-
straints on hegemonic articulations imposed by the accumulation of capital, 
or the constitution of political space by the institution of the nation-state. 
Lacking an analysis of the structural constraints imposed by capitalism, 
their conception of the primacy of ideological struggle breaks loose from the 
social field and tends to suppress the relevance of economics and politics.

Laclau and Mouffe’s analysis of the neo-liberal efforts to construct a new 
hegemonic articulation follows the same structure as their assessment of the 
conjuncture, especially as regards the totalising role of the ideological strug-
gle. “It cannot be doubted,” Laclau and Mouffe sum up, “that the prolifera-
tion of antagonisms and of ‘new rights’ is leading to a crisis of the hegem-
onic formation of the postwar period” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 168). They 
indicate that, for the Left, the New Right (Thatcher, Reagan) holds the key 
to grasping a new political logic, because “its novelty lies in its successful ar-
ticulation to neo-liberal discourse of a series of democratic resistances to the 
transformation of social relations” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 169). Neo-lib-
eralism is opposed to the postwar extension to the concepts of equality and 
liberty to include material capabilities and social rights (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 171). The New Right articulates liberalism to free market economics 
and a restricted democracy, based on the “chain of equivalences, equality = 
identity = totalitarianism” and the affirmation of the sequence “difference = 
inequality = liberty” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 174). “We are thus witness-
ing the emergence of a new hegemonic project, that of liberal-conservative 
discourse, which seeks to articulate the neo-liberal defense of the free mar-
ket economy with the profoundly anti-egalitarian cultural and social tradi-
tion of conservatism” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 175). Drawing upon Stuart 
Hall’s controversial analysis of Thatcher’s “authoritarian populism” (Hall, 
1983) and Allen Hunter’s assessment of Reaganite discourse as a “specious 
egalitarianism” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 170), Laclau and Mouffe claim 
that this demonstrates the “fundamental ambiguity of the social,” namely, 
the “polysemic character of every antagonism,” which exposes “the impos-
sibility of establishing in a definitive manner the meaning of any struggle, 
whether considered in isolation or through its fixing in a relational system” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 170). Nothing, for Laclau and Mouffe, is inher-
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ently Right or Left. There are only relational social antagonisms, lacking 
the strategic pole of reference that structural constraints might supply.

The Emergence of a New Mode of Social Regulation

By contrast with the postmarxian tendency to flatten social conflict onto ide-
ological struggles alone, according to Regulation Theory—following Agli-
etta’s pathbreaking work (Aglietta, 1979)—modes of social regulation are a 
historic bricolage that combine a regime of accumulation with a diversity of cul-
tural institutions and forms of the state, to constitute a relative unity, capable of 
temporarily (in the historical scale) securing social reproduction.6 A mode of 
social regulation is defined as “the conjunction of the mechanisms working 
together for social reproduction, with attention to the prevalent economic 
structures and social forms” (Boyer, 1990: 20). These mechanisms can be 
specified as the “general laws [of tendency]” through which “the determi-
nant structure of a society is reproduced,” by means of “the transformation 
of social relations to create new forms that are both economic and non-eco-
nomic, that are organised in structures and themselves reproduce a determi-
nant structure, the mode of production” (Aglietta, 1979: 13-16). The elements 
articulated in a mode of social regulation include the regime of capital ac-
cumulation, the state form and its variations of political regime, and the he-
gemonic culture and dominant ideologemes. 

Springing from the Structural Marxism of Althusser and cothinkers, 
Regulation Theory is a “structuralist, but ‘historicised’ Marxism” (Boyer, 
1990: 85), incorporating insights from Kalekyian (post-Keynesian) econom-
ics and the Marxist political theory of Nicos Poulantzas (Boyer, 1990: 93). 
Modes of social regulation represent the post-Structural Marxist adapta-
tion of the Gramscian concept of a “historic bloc”. A historic bloc is based 
on the hegemonic position of a social alliance, incorporating a mobile equi-
librium of force and consent, that is, a shifting balance of forces within the 
historic compromise of a determinate social settlement. Regulation Theory 
begins from the Althusserian description of the social formation as a totality 
of structural instances articulated on the basis of a mode of production. By 

        6. My grasp of Regulation Theory is based primarily on Michel Aglietta’s exemplary A 
Theory of  Capitalist Regulation (Aglietta, 1979) and supplemented by Robert Boyer’s superb 
introductory work, The Regulation School (Boyer, 1990). Regulation Theory has been applied 
to the problems of inflation and monetary theory by Alain Lipietz in The Enchanted World 
(Lipietz, 1985) and to specific national crises of the Fordist mode of social regulation in 
Boyer’s Japanese Capitalism in Crisis (Boyer, 2000) and Bob Jessop et. al., Thatcherism (Jessop, 
Bonnett et al., 1988) and The Politics of  Flexibility (Jessop, 1991a). Alain Lipietz has explored 
the major, especially monetary, dimensions of the crisis of Fordism in Mirages and Miracles 
(Lipietz, 1987) and the main aspects of the emergent, post-Fordist mode of social regulation 
in Towards a New Economic Order (Lipietz, 1992). A major (institutionalist) alternative theory of 
the postwar boom and present crisis is provided by a persistent critic of Regulation Theory, 
Robert Brenner, in “The Economics of Global Turbulence” (Brenner, 1998: 1-229). 
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contrast with the necessary character of social reproduction assumed by Al-
thusser and Balibar, however, Regulation Theory regards social relations as 
structured by social practices that are continuously undergoing contestation 
and redefinition. This accords with the Marxist analysis, that the differential 
histories of the regional structures in the social formation are recombined on 
the field of “social class practices” (Poulantzas, 1973: 123-141, 275-295). Class 
struggles on this terrain condense at the level of the nation-state, because 
the political instance has the function of maintaining the unity of the social 
formation (and therefore acts as the nodal point where diverse social contra-
dictions overdetermine political conflicts), which represents a “material con-
densation of the relation of forces” (Poulantzas, 1978: 123-153). The concept 
of a mode of social regulation therefore corresponds to Poulantzas’ concept 
of the field of social practices, the diachronic complement to the synchron-
ic structural matrix of the mode of production ( Jessop, 1985: 53-148). While 
a mode of social regulation is a relatively unified hegemonic strategy that 
secures social reproduction, this constantly involves contestation of social 
practices and the shifting balance of the interests of the dominant and dom-
inated within the social compromise. Therefore, it cannot be claimed that 
this form of Marxism overlooks the political aspect of social relations and re-
gards politics only as a superstructural level (Laclau, 1990: 56).

The paradigmatic instance of a mode of social regulation is Fordism, 
which dominated the industrialised economies from the 1930s to the 1970s 
and is now in the process of break-up and recomposition into a new mode of 
social regulation. The term Fordism was coined by Gramsci in the analysis 
of the 1920s and refers to the structure of capitalist accumulation then be-
coming predominant in the United States. The Fordist mode of social reg-
ulation depended on production-line technology operated by semi-skilled 
process workers, combined with mass consumption, governed by means of 
an interventionist state based on the historic compromise of the welfare state 
and tripartite (state, unions, capital) bargaining institutions, and culturally 
conditioned by mass consumption of standardised products within nucle-
ar family units. These relatively independent elements were selected and 
combined during the massive social conflicts of the 1930s and the Second 
World War, crystallising as a result of the emergence of a hegemonic capital-
ist strategy under the leadership of the internationally dominant US econo-
my in the postwar period. 

Against Laclau and Mouffe’s exaggeration of the importance of ideo-
logical factors, Regulation Theory enables us to identify the social causes of 
postmodern politics as being anchored in the break-up of the postwar mode 
of social regulation. The conclusion arrived at by Regulation Theory is that 
capitalism in the advanced industrialised countries is in transition from the 
Fordist regime of accumulation, characterised by intensive accumulation 
and mass consumption, to a post-Fordist regime combining extensive ac-
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cumulation with highly individualised (niche-marketed) mass consumption 
(Boyer, 1990: xv). The political conjuncture of protracted crisis and then 
social reconstruction that is the historical context for postmarxism springs 
from the unevenness of the transition from Fordism to a nascent post-Ford-
ist mode of social regulation. Because of international and domestic rival-
ry between different models of post-Fordism, and the incompleteness of the 
transition from Fordist production to post-Fordist production in the globally 
hegemonic United States, post-Fordism displays greater diversity and het-
erogeneity than Fordism exhibited (Ruigrok, 1995). Although the United 
States enjoys unprecedented global dominance, there is a disparity between 
the military might of the world’s sole superpower and its restricted economic 
dynamism, which has not equalled the productive gains and profitability of 
the postwar period. 

A glance at the details of this analysis makes it possible for us to explain 
the phenomena described by Laclau and Mouffe as effects of the structural 
transformations analysed by theorists of the regulation school. Despite the 
lack of a unified post-Fordist hegemonic strategy, there are certain leading 
aspects of the rival post-Fordist paradigms that can be clearly differentiat-
ed from the Fordist social settlement ( Jessop, 1991a). The competing post-
Fordist modes of social regulation are characterised by extensive accumula-
tion (flexible specialisation operated by highly skilled labour) combined with 
mass consumption, governed by means of a combination of the “workfare” 
state and the decentring of tripartite bargaining institutions, and cultural-
ly conditioned by diversified consumption of highly differentiated products 
within non-traditional family units. The process of transition to post-Ford-
ist regulation involves economic globalisation, the relative decline of the 
nation-state and the aestheticisation of the commodity form. The relativi-
sation of the political universal and the new importance of cultural subjec-
tivity are both linked to the major mechanism of the break-up of Fordism, 
namely, the internationalisation of production. Where Fordism was a na-
tionally centred developmental model, the post-Fordist regimes of accumu-
lation are characterised by a new international division of labour and the 
globalisation of production (Dicken, 1998). This ruptures the structural in-
tegrity of national social formations by inserting them into an increasingly 
integrated (although highly segmented) world economy. As national econ-
omies cease to relate externally to the international division of labour and 
become increasingly integrated into a highly segmented world economy, the 
lack of structural closure of national social formations generates massive 
dislocations in domestic industry, social equality, mechanisms of govern-
ance and the ability of multicultural states to absorb cultural diversity. The 
conclusion to be drawn is that the dislocation of contemporary social for-
mations is less a result of structural dispersion, than a consequence of a new 
regime of capital accumulation.
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The Post-Fordist Regimes of Accumulation

The major difference between Laclau and Mouffe’s initial analysis of the 
conjuncture and that of Regulation Theory is therefore not the concept of 
Fordism or the significance of the NSM, but whether the structural matrix 
of capitalism acts as a decisive constraint on hegemonic articulations. La-
clau and Mouffe’s analysis suggests that ideological manipulations are the 
key to a leftwing renewal and proposes that these obey a discursive logic, ac-
cording to which nothing predetermines the possible articulations of a social 
antagonism (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 165). The authors, despite announc-
ing that nothing constrains hegemonic articulations, nonetheless persist in 
regarding capitalist relations of production, bureaucratic authoritarianism 
and possessive individualism, as structural matrices whose abolition “ev-
ery project for radical democracy necessarily includes” (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 165).7 Laclau and Mouffe are inconsistent, then, in at once denying 
the existence of structural constraints and insisting that certain elements of 
the radical democratic programme are not negotiable. By insisting that the 
crisis of Fordism is the result of ethico-political struggles alone, and that the 
leftwing response is the extension of the democratic revolution, Laclau and 
Mouffe misrecognise limits of structural variation as value-decisions of the 
NSM. This conforms exactly to Althusser’s description of ideology as a sub-
ject-centred misrecognition, in which structural roles appear as the results 
of autonomous decisions. 

According to Laclau, the new “discursive formations” of “disorganised 
capitalism” are characterised by a situation whose novelty:

lies in the fact that the nodal point around which the intelligibility of the 
social is articulated does not now tend to be displaced from one instance 
to another in society, but to dissolve.… Accordingly, articulation is 
constitutive of all social practice [and] … dislocations increasingly 
dominate the terrain of an absent structural determination (Laclau, 
1990: 59). 

This absent structural determination was the mode of production as an 
“absent cause” and the “nodal point” of the social formation used to be the 
“structure in dominance”. But now, in view of the fact that there is no bour-
geois revolution—only “family resemblances” between democracies (La-
clau, 1990: 22)—we have to conclude that there is no capitalism, only “fam-

        7. Possessive individualism: “in all those cases where the problematic of possessive indi-
vidualism is maintained as the matrix of production of the identity of the different groups, 
this result [specious egalitarianism] is inevitable” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 165). Bureaucratic 
limitations on democracy: “it is necessary, therefore, to broaden the domain of the exercise of 
democratic rights beyond the limited traditional field of ‘citizenship’” (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 165). Capital accumulation: “every project for radical democracy necessarily includes 
… the socialist dimension—that is to say, the abolition of capitalist relations of production” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 165). Emphasis added throughout. 
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ily resemblances” between economies. Indeed, Laclau stipulates expressly 
that this is his view. “Instead [of capitalism],” Laclau specifies:

there are global configurations—historical blocs, in the Gramscian 
sense—in which the “ideological,” “economic” and “political,” and 
other elements, are inextricably fused and can only be separated for 
analytical purposes. There is therefore no “capitalism,” but rather 
different forms of capitalist relations which form part of highly diverse 
structural complexes (Laclau, 1990: 26).

But the absence of a structural determination means the elimination of 
the concept of a mode of production and therefore the redundancy of the 
category of “capitalism,” disorganised or otherwise. Hence, the occasional 
references to “the decline of the classical working class in the post-industrial 
countries” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 57) in reality express what is central: 
the end of capitalism as the unity of a mode of exploitation and the advent 
of a new society, characterised by diffuse oppressions and dispersed resist-
ances. No other sense can be made of the Panglossian claim that today, “a 
plurality of subjects exercise a democratic and negotiated control of the pro-
ductive process on the basis of this fragmentation, thus avoiding any form 
of dictatorship, whether by the market, the state or direct producers” (La-
clau, 1990: 83).

By contrast with the current postmarxian vision of the dispersion of the 
structural dominance of capital accumulation, Laclau and Mouffe’s initial 
Marxisant diagnosis that “there is now practically no domain of individual 
or collective life which escapes capitalist relations” was correct. Regimes of 
accumulation can be described as the contingent articulation of a distinct 
labour process with certain norms of consumption, whose “combination” 
specifies the structural matrix for economic institutions and defines the lim-
its of variation of class struggles for a historical period. The labour proc-
ess of post-Fordism is distinct from the Fordist production line operated by 
semi-skilled labour. By contrast with this intensive mode of accumulation, 
the flexible specialisation and automated production characteristic of post-
Fordism takes advantage of continuous technological innovation in infor-
mation and communications equipment to accelerate the turn-over time of 
fixed capital (Harvey, 1989). Highly skilled operators work in production 
teams on the basis of constant quality improvement and multi-skilling to en-
able rapid re-allocation of production tasks. The mobility of capital and cen-
trality of process innovation leads to premium on highly-skilled and “flex-
ible” employees, with high cultural capital and the ability to learn new tasks 
through constant retraining. This leads to the massive restructuring of wage 
relations, the nation-state and everyday life generally known as “globalisa-
tion”. The breakdown of the fixed mental/manual division of Fordism and 
the integration of worker suggestions through industrial participation has 
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led some social democratic advocates of post-Fordism to imagine that this 
is a “new age of democracy” and not a new modality of exploitation (Math-
ews, 1988; Mathews, 1989a; Mathews, 1989b). This is belied, however, by 
the increasing polarisation of wealth that accompanies post-Fordist regimes 
of accumulation (Giddens, 1994a; Giddens, 1998; Giddens, 1999; Giddens, 
2000; Giddens, 2001). 

Instead of Laclau’s impressionistic assertion that contemporary social 
formations are characterised by the dissolution of economic structures, the 
sociology of globalisation suggests that the world economy is gripped by in-
tense international rivalries, which unleash significant new class struggles. 
Winfred Ruigrok and Rob Van Tulder conclude from their survey of inter-
national restructuring that no uniform “post-Fordism” can be detected in the 
world economy (Ruigrok, 1995: 12-35). In particular, the process of the inter-
national restructuring of capital is marked by an emerging rivalry between 
three powerful regional blocs, characterised by distinct variations of the 
post-Fordist regime of accumulation. “Toyotism” (Asia-Pacific, centred on 
Japan), “Macro-Fordism” (the Americas, centred on the US) and Fordism-
with-“flexible-specialisation” (Europe, centred on France, Italy and Germa-
ny) are emerging as the hegemonic regimes of accumulation within the per-
tinent regional blocs (Ruigrok, 1995: 36-62). These can be associated with 
the different hegemonic strategies promoted by social forces in the relevant 
geographical regions, and therefore with quite different emergent articula-
tions between cultural, political and economic social practices. This is a lev-
el of explanatory detail absent from Laclau’s superficial and contradictory 
claim that despite the dissolution of the capitalist mode of production, “di-
verse” capitalist “complexes” nonetheless exist.

Secondly, and equally pointedly, class struggle is not, despite postmarx-
ian insistence to the contrary, on the wane. Major transformations in the 
quality and nature of work accompany post-Fordist techniques of “flexible 
specialisation”. Regulation Theory demonstrates by empirical methods (in-
stead of ideological assertions) that the “renegotiation” of the relation be-
tween wage labour and capital remains the central determinant of the rate 
of profit, and therefore of the viability of an entire mode of social regulation 
(Aglietta, 1979; Bowles, Gordon et al., 1983). The incorporation of the union 
movements into a framework of state-supervised collective bargaining might 
be declining, but class conflict in the industrialised democracies is not (Dav-
is, 1999; Moody, 1988; Moody, 1997). Indeed, the Thatcherite attack on un-
ion rights has been described as the “white heat of a post-Fordist revolution” 
( Jessop, 1991b: 135-161). Yet, post-Fordism has both intensified class inequali-
ties and mystified them, through social and spatial fragmentation that has 
undermined workers’ solidarity and fragmented working-class communities 
(Antonio and Bonanno, 1996: 3-32). Additionally, the process of forging a 
new mode of social regulation is incomplete. This generates intense social 
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conflict between the different groups included in, and those excluded from, 
the emerging social settlement of post-Fordism—a conflict dynamised sig-
nificantly, but not exclusively, by class antagonisms.

Postmodern Politics and the Cultural Turn

The postmodern relativisation of the political universal and the postmod-
ern fragmentation of social subjectivity therefore needs to be considered in 
the context of the generative social processes of the relative decline of the 
nation-state and the commodification of cultural practices. While the politi-
cal process results in a decentring of national politics (and the rise of local 
antagonisms), the cultural process involves the dialectics of extreme indi-
viduation and generalised exchangeability. In line with postmodern ideol-
ogy, postmarxism tends to imagine that the multiplication of the sites of so-
cial antagonism and the plurality of NSM mean the advent of an unlimited 
potential for democratisation (Laclau, 1985: 42; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
149-193). This lines postmarxism up with the mainstream ideology of a post-
modern politics “beyond Left and Right” (Giddens, 1994a), which misrec-
ognises the decentring of class politics for its absolute decline and predicts the 
relentless advance of democracy without considering the anti-democratic 
potentials of post-Fordism. 

It is here that Laclau and Mouffe most blatantly substitute ideological 
misrecognition for political analysis. HSS proposes that in politics, “the fun-
damental concept is that of ‘democratic struggle’ and … popular struggles 
are merely specific conjunctures resulting from the multiplication of equiv-
alence effects among the democratic struggles” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
137). This substitutes a specifically leftwing requirement—the irreducibil-
ity of democratic struggles—for a general theory of political processes. As 
a description of anti-democratic populist movements and ideologies, such 
as fascism (Laclau, 1977: 81-142) and neo-conservatism (Hall, 1988: 19-56, 
123-160), it is plainly wrong. Further, postmarxism considers that because 
of the “increasing complexity of the social” and the growing flexibility of 
subject-positions (the overdetermination of political identities), “democratic 
struggles tend less and less to be unified as ‘popular struggles’” (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 133). Without the unification of democratic struggles into a 
popular front alliance, however, no expansive hegemony is possible. The re-
placement of theoretical analysis with ideological requirements results in a 
performative inconsistency between radical democratic theory and politics.

The task of the Left presupposes, at a minimum, an analysis of the in-
stitutional determinants of the neo-conservative embrace of “authoritarian 
populism” and an appreciation of the structural reforms necessary for pro-
gressive democratisation. Despite accepting that the neo-liberal effort to ar-
ticulate a new hegemony involved the recuperative “divide and conquer” 
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strategy of sectoral concessions to social movement demands for liberty (La-
clau and Mouffe, 1985: 165-166), Laclau and Mouffe restrict the Left to the 
“fundamental” task of deepening and expanding “liberal democratic ideology” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 176). This reduction of institutional and strategic 
analysis to a rapturous embrace of “liberal democratic ideology” evades the 
difficult question of the institutional impact on representative democracy 
of the emergent mode of social regulation. Laclau and Mouffe overlook the 
structural constraints on liberal democracy and the increasingly authoritar-
ian character of the post-Fordist state.

Regulation Theory, by contrast, proposes that the relative decline of 
the nation-state does indeed bring about a decentring of hegemonic politics, 
combined with the relativisation of the political universal ( Jessop, 1990: 192-
272). Nonetheless, the new mode of social regulation imposes significant lim-
itations on industrial democracy, the democratisation of the state and the ar-
ticulation of equality with liberty ( Jessop, 1991a; Jessop, Bonnett et al., 1988). 
Following the analysis of Poulantzas, modernity institutes politics as the field 
of hegemony because capitalism excludes extra-economic coercion from the 
labour process ( Jessop, 1990). The nation state operates as a universalising 
instance external to the economic realm and political struggle revolves upon 
this “neutral arbiter,” requiring the dominant class to portray its interests as 
those of the nation as a whole (Poulantzas, 1973: 104-117). Popular-democrat-
ic sovereignty in the bourgeois republic nonetheless becomes explicitly po-
liticised during the twentieth century with the advent of the interventionist 
state, leading to significant concessions (social rights, formal liberties) (Pou-
lantzas, 1973: 55-56; Poulantzas, 1975: 165-168; Poulantzas, 1978: 165-168), 
combined with institutional restrictions on popular sovereignty and the re-
treat of democracy towards elite competition (MacPherson, 1972; MacPher-
son, 1977). Towards the end of the twentieth century, the growth of multi-
national corporations and the internationalisation of capitalism forced the 
state to withdraw from economic intervention towards the management of 
social crises, and mass struggles precipitated by state intervention led to the 
emergence of the NSM (Poulantzas, 1978: 240-247). Poulantzas identifies 
the contemporary tendency of the state form as “authoritarian statism” and 
identifies its characteristics as “intensified state control over every sphere of 
socio-economic life combined with a radical decline in the institutions of po-
litical democracy and with the draconian and multiform curtailment of so-
called ‘formal liberties’” (Poulantzas, 1978: 203-204). 

Lacking an evaluation of the trend towards plebiscitory politics orches-
trated through the mass media as something linked to corporate expansion 
and the relative decline in national sovereignty (Boggs, 2000), Laclau and 
Mouffe massively underestimate the significance of authoritarian populism  
in the current conjuncture.8 Indeed, Laclau and Mouffe appear to conflate 
        8. By “authoritarian populism,” I mean neo-conservatism’s “unceasing efforts to construct 
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the postmodern dispersion of the subject with the advent of a new form of 
subjectivity that is, effectively, a post-capitalist subjectivity beyond posses-
sive individualism. According to Mouffe, the dispersion of the subject across 
a multiplicity of (potentially contradictory) subject-positions implies a post-
individualist conception of democratic rights (Mouffe, 1988: 35). Amplify-
ing these sentiments, Laclau claims that the contemporary proliferation of 
political identities is the condition of possibility of radical democratic poli-
tics (Laclau, 1990: 81-82). Yet, there is a link between a socially fragmented 
and dispersed polity and the plebiscitory legitimation of authoritarian pop-
ulism, because this latter depends upon political demobilisation combined 
with demagogic scapegoating. Laclau and Mouffe conflate these dimensions 
because they do not support their analysis of the transformation of liberal 
ideology with an assessment of the structural transformation of parliamen-
tary democracy. 

Secondly, postmodern subjectivity needs to be related to the commodi-
fication of cultural forms. In the consumption norms of the emergent post-
Fordist regimes of accumulation, a new culture plays an increasingly impor-
tant role, based on the massive growth of advertising and its integration into 
product design (Fine and Haug, 2002; Haug, 1986). In accordance with the 
analysis of Fredric Jameson, we can insist that postmodernism is a new cul-
tural dominant (hegemonic cultural style) ( Jameson, 1991). Following James-
on, I contend that postmodernism is the new hegemonic culture within cap-
italist social formations characterised by the emergent post-Fordist modes 
of social regulation. This position is informed by Jameson’s argument that 
cultural forms have to be examined from the perspective of “cultural rev-
olution,” whereby social subjects are “reprogrammed” for the lifeworld of 
the dominant mode of production ( Jameson, 1981: 95-99); Jameson further 
specifies that a microcosm of this process happens during transitions be-
tween distinct stages of capitalism ( Jameson, 1991: xii-xv). While the analy-
sis presented by Regulation Theory is economically as convincing as Man-
del’s concept of “late capitalism” (Mandel, 1978b), relied on by Jameson, the 
notion of post-Fordism avoids the periodisation problems encountered in 
Jameson’s position (Harvey, 1989: 38; Soja, 1989: 60-61).

The hegemonic cultural style of postmodernism can be characterised as 
a radicalisation of modernism under conditions of the commodification of 

the movement towards a more authoritarian regime from a massive populist base,” based on 
national-popular interpellations that are anti-democratic and anti-egalitarian (Hall, 1988: 
146). Hall’s basically Laclavian position on the primacy of ideology (Hall, 1988: 123-173) was 
subjected to devastating criticism by Jessop and cothinkers (Jessop, Bonnett et al., 1988: 57-
124)—the work includes a reprint of Hall’s reply to their criticisms in which he accepts their 
charge of a one-sided, polemical exaggeration of the importance of ideology—who did not 
so much object to “authoritarian populism,” as to its complete independence from economics 
and politics (Jessop, Bonnett et al., 1988: 66-67).
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the aesthetic. With the commodification of the aesthetic, the “great divide” 
between mass culture and high modernism is destroyed, leading to post-
modern “popular” culture (Huyssen, 1986). Popular culture exists in a con-
dition of “complicit critique,” where the utopian potential of the modernist 
work is blunted by a self-reflexive knowledge of its insertion into the very 
sphere of commodity circulation that it criticises (Hutcheon, 1988; Hutch-
eon, 1989). At the same time, grasping the aestheticisation of the commodity 
(and the commodification of the aesthetic) in terms of a general economy of 
the “commodity-body-sign,” which includes the products destined for indi-
vidual consumption as markers of distinction and “reified” images of mate-
rial satisfaction, inserts popular culture within the total circuit of the com-
modity without any nostalgia for the lost modernist utopia (Miklitsch, 1996: 
5-40; Miklitsch, 1998a: 61-95). The contemporary proliferation of identities 
(Giddens, 1991), sometimes impressionistically described as “postmodern 
schizophrenia” ( Jameson, 1991: xx), is therefore best regarded as an extreme 
individuation commensurate with the combination of extensive accumula-
tion and product diversification characteristic of post-Fordism (Cross, 1993; 
Lee, 1993). It is in this context of the new importance of postmodern culture 
for social reproduction and the proliferation of commodified identities that 
the “rise and fall of the NSM” can be grasped as integral to the transition 
from Fordism to post-Fordism.

CLASS ANALYSIS AND THE NEW SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

A New Social Agency for the New Times?

In the context of the emergence of a new mode of social regulation, the cul-
tural politics of the NSM cannot be considered part of a “paradigm shift” 
“beyond Left and Right”. Instead, they appear as effects of social causes, 
connected to the economic structures, political dynamics and cultural di-
alectics of post-Fordism. This brings us to the second major postmarxian 
claim, according to which the challenge posed to Marxism by the NSM is 
supposed to be definitive (Mouffe, 1988: 34). According to Laclau, class is 
completely inadequate to explain contemporary conflict. He proposes that 
the shift to identity politics indicates that the NSM constitute a new so-
cial phenomenon which explodes the paradigm of class politics and replac-
es it with identity politics (Laclau, 1985: 27-29). As supporters of the thesis 
that the NSM emerge from a radical structural break (Laclau, 1990: 52-55), 
Laclau and Mouffe hold that identity politics—driven by the “democratic 
Imaginary”—is the central dynamic of contemporary social conflict (La-
clau and Mouffe, 1985: 149-193) and class struggle is becoming increasingly 
irrelevant (Laclau, 2000c: 203). Where industrial conflict emerges, this is 
the result of identity conflict between consumers and is not traceable to the 
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politics of production (Laclau, 1985: 31), so identity politics is not shaped by 
capitalist production, but by broader cultural concerns. Capitalism does not 
determine the emergence of the NSM because “the capitalist system” is not 
a relevant theoretical determination (Laclau, 1990: 58-59), while the emer-
gence of the NSM demonstrates the irreducibility of the social to dynam-
ics of capital accumulation and instead, its distribution across a plurality of 
sites of conflict, governed by independent social logics (Laclau, 1985). Yet, 
as I have indicated, the combination of the globalisation of production, de-
cline of the nation-state and increased importance of culture precipitates 
new forms of social conflict that have everything to do with capital accumu-
lation and class politics. 

Globally, the novelty of the NSM can be differentially determined by 
contrast with the “old” or traditional working-class movements. The de-
cisive differential trait is supposed to be the new role of cultural and sym-
bolic forms of protest, completely absent from the “old” social movements 
(Cohen, 1985). According to theorists of the NSM, the “traditional” social 
movements were centralised, hierarchical, socially homogeneous political 
movements, oriented to the control or transformation of the state by means 
of mobilisation around material needs and political demands, and lacking a 
focus on identity and cultural practices. By contrast, the NSM are organised 
in grassroots, decentred and participatory networks within civil society (Me-
lucci, 1989) and follow the strategy of “self-limiting revolution” or localised 
reforms (Arato and Cohen, 1992), aiming to reduce state control rather than 
control the state (Touraine, 1985), by means of an orientation to the transfor-
mation of cultural signification and the constitution of new political subjec-
tivities (Touraine, 1977). Whereas the materialist values of working-class mo-
bilisation involve redistributive struggles in the conventional political arena, 
the post-materialist values of the NSM engage the quality of life and aim for 
the reconstruction of identity, values, lifestyles, cultural symbols and knowl-
edge (Dalton, 1990; Giddens, 1994a; Giddens, 1998; Giddens, 2000; Ingle-
hart, 1990a; Inglehart, 1990b; Inglehart, 1997). The NSM are focused on the 
new politicisation of everyday life as opposed to state politics and centred on 
symbolic contestation in the cultural sphere instead of power confrontation 
in the political domain (Melucci, 1996). According to NSM theorists, these 
transformations mean that the workers’ movement that dominated the poli-
tics of the nineteenth- and early twentieth- centuries cannot now perform a 
leading role in the constitution and contestation of social structures. 

Recent investigations, however, have exploded the claim of “newness” 
and it emerges that the category of “new” social movements cannot be em-
pirically sustained. It overstates their novelty (Plotke, 1990; Plotke, 1995), ig-
nores their predecessors and mistakes an early position in the cycle of protest 
for a new type of protest (Tarrow, 1994), neglects a long-standing histori-
cal cycle of cultural critique (Brandt, 1990), and misinterprets a generation-
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al phenomenon as a categorical shift in social action. Social movements of 
the traditional nineteenth-century working-class are revealed to possess all 
the attributes of the “new” (Calhoun, 1993; Tucker, 1991), while traditions 
of cultural struggles, documented in working-class historiography (Croteau, 
1995; Thompson, 1963), have been deployed damagingly against the ster-
eotyped dichotomy of “cultural” NSM and “state-centred” working-class 
movements. Hence, the sharp distinction between traditional working class 
and the NSM has not survived scrutiny. 

Instead of the historical teleology of the increase of social complexity 
and the arrival of an expressive postmodern social totality, replete with a 
new social agency, reconsideration of the continuity between the “new” and 
traditional social movements enables us to “constitute our theoretical no-
tion of modernity, not as a master narrative, but in a way that reflects both 
its heterogeneity and contestation and that takes full account of the central 
place of social movements within it” (Calhoun, 1993: 418). Indeed, the his-
tory of social movement struggles is coextensive with modernity and the 
“newness” of the social movements is partially the result of their marginali-
sation in the history of social theory (Wallerstein, 1990: 13). Certainly, with 
Laclau and Mouffe, the French Revolution catalysed the spread of mass 
mobilisations for liberty and equality throughout Europe and the world 
capitalist system, where they continue to inform contemporary social move-
ments (Calhoun, 1993: 390-395; Wallerstein, 1990: 13-53). The historically 
specific rise of social movements is linked to the emergence of mass poli-
tics centred on the nation-state—like it or not, the central focus of politics 
in modernity—and therefore to the possibility of hegemonic strategies. In-
stead of a process of continuous expansion of the logic of the French Revolu-
tion, though, as Laclau and Mouffe suggest, social movement struggles have 
been conditioned by the structures of the world capitalist system, developing 
in nationalist, socialist and communist directions as a consequence of the 
centre-periphery division in the world economy (Shannon, 1989; Waller-
stein, 1990; Wallerstein, 1991). World systems theory demonstrates the ex-
istence of six varieties of “anti-systemic movements” in response to this po-
litico-economic distribution (Wallerstein, 1990: 13-53), while the concept of 
social movements as bearers of alternative modernities, including state so-
cialism, “Islamic Jacobins” and Apartheid (Ray, 1993), adds a cultural di-
mension irreducible to the “expansion and deepening of liberal ideology” 
thesis of Laclau and Mouffe. 

Beyond Left and Right?

In question, then, is not the existence and extent of “new” social movements 
linked to the rising importance of struggles for cultural recognition, nor the 
existence of non-class social antagonisms, nor yet the emergence of novel 
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middle-class layers. Nor can there be a dispute that the politics of many so-
cial movements are relatively autonomous from the logic of class struggles. 
This means, for instance, that the fight against women’s oppression cannot 
be reduced to the struggle against specifically capitalist exploitation. The 
Marxist claim is that the contradictions of capitalism nonetheless overde-
termine the forms of women’s oppression and that this non-class social an-
tagonism exists as articulated to class structures (Barrett, 1980). Michele 
Barrett’s landmark Women’s Oppression Today argued against the emergent 
postmarxian position of Cutler, Hussein, Hindess and Hirst, that ideology, 
politics and economics were completely independent, and that women’s op-
pression was located in ideological relations exclusively. Barrett accepts the 
non-class nature of the family as a social institution and adopts the posi-
tion that women’s oppression is primarily located in ideological relations of 
gender construction. Drawing upon the materialist anthropology of Claude 
Meillassoux and the “mixed modes of production” debate (Meillassoux, 
1981; Wolpe, 1980; Kuhn and Wolpe, 1977), however, she argues that fa-
milial structures are articulated to capitalist social relations as subordinat-
ed structures, so that the wage relation and the commodity form condition 
both the domestic economy and gender relations. As such, the non-class an-
tagonism of gender relations (1) has both primary ideological and secondary 
economic aspects that are conditioned by capitalism and (2) takes on a class 
significance insofar as the gender division of labour in the domestic space 
fundamentally conditions the segmentation of the labour market for wage 
labour. However, the non-class gender opposition is an antagonistic relation 
that is analytically primary in the explanation of family structures: class con-
ditions gender, rather than explains it; gender relations have a differential his-
tory that is externally related to the histories of the economic, political and 
ideological structures of capitalism; thus, the position advocated (then) by 
Barrett is not a form of reductionism. In other words, non-class antagonisms 
are relatively autonomous but “overdetermined” by class relations, which is 
equivalent to claiming that the capitalist mode of production is a structure 
in dominance. 

To state all this more abstractly, then, the significant differences be-
tween contemporary Marxism and postmarxism concern the existence of 
structural tendencies as determinants of social conflict and the relevance of 
structural location as a conditioning factor in the adoption of subject-posi-
tions. Because postmarxism holds that identity politics arises completely inde-
pendently of class relations, constituting an autonomous or free-floating sys-
tem governed by ideology and not by material needs or state politics, Laclau 
and Mouffe are forced to defend the untenable claim that capitalism is not a 
relevant determinant of social conflict and to deny the pertinence of the cat-
egory of structural (class) locations. 

According to Laclau’s major article on the NSM, “the concept of class 
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struggle … is totally insufficient as a way of accounting for contemporary 
social conflicts” (Laclau, 1985: 29). Laclau and Mouffe deny the theoreti-
cal validity of a replacement of the proletariat by the NSM within the neo-
Hegelian paradigm of Gorz and Touraine, who seek a “new subject of his-
tory” and merely “invert the Marxist position” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
169). Instead, the authors contend that while discourse theory reveals that 
workers’ struggles always were a form of identity politics, nonetheless, the 
specificity of the politics of the NSM constitutes a democratic advance com-
mensurate with social complexity (Laclau, 1985: 42). In support of this po-
sition, Laclau criticises classical Marxism, which determines the identity of 
agents in the relations of production, so that politics means the “representa-
tion of interests” (Laclau, 1985: 28). Classical Marxism designates the social 
agent as a pre-constituted referent of political discourse and assumes an a 
priori unity to the ensemble of subject-positions of the agent in production. 
The leading characteristic of the NSM is that the unity of these determina-
tions has broken up, so that “it has become increasingly impossible to iden-
tify the group, conceived as a referent, with an orderly and coherent system 
of ‘subject-positions’” (Laclau, 1985: 28). In other words, contemporary so-
cial clashes bring to light the multiplicity of subject-positions occupied by the 
agent and the conflict potential of this overdetermined ensemble. 

The supposed unity of the subject in reality consists of a decentred (dif-
ferential) ensemble of subject-positions (worker, Black, female, and so forth) 
(Laclau, 1985: 31). “It is thus impossible to speak of the social agent as if we 
were dealing with a unified, homogeneous entity. We have rather to ap-
proach the social agent as a plurality, dependent on the various subject-po-
sitions by which s/he is constituted within various discursive formations” 
(Laclau, 1985: 31-32). Because of the lack of coherence of this ensemble of 
subject-positions, it is impossible to regard political subjectivity as the repre-
sentation of a pre-constituted interest that can be derived from the structur-
al location of the agent. The central characteristic of the NSM is that social 
antagonism is determined not by the clash of interests, but by the fact that 
an ensemble of subject-positions has become the focal point of social con-
flict and political mobilisation (Laclau, 1985: 32). According to postmarx-
ism, then, the NSM respond to the negation of identity and not to structural 
determinations.

In HSS, however, a somewhat more extended analysis is conducted in 
relatively evasive terms, for Laclau and Mouffe generally resort to quasi-
foundational language. When explaining the causal factors operating in the 
emergence of the NSM, their descriptions suggest a scission between subject-
positions and structural location, as in, for instance, their conjunctural anal-
ysis in terms of a “double perspective” of “the transformation of social rela-
tions” and “the effects of the displacement … of the egalitarian Imaginary” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 165). In the article on the NSM, however, Laclau 
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is more candid. Laclau conceptualises social classes, structural levels and so 
forth “as complexes resulting from the contingent articulation of smaller en-
tities” (Laclau, 1985: 31). The new units of analysis are “subject-positions” 
(Laclau, 1985: 32), that are contingently articulated together into discursive 
formations (social relations). This social theory can be characterised as a 
form of radical liberalism based on logical atomism, resulting in the com-
plete dispersion of the social field, linked to a descriptive empiricism of the 
“diverse complexes” of contemporary “post-industrial” society.

The convergence of Laclau and Mouffe’s position with the “beyond 
Left and Right” stance of the post-industrial utopians, theorists of reflex-
ive modernity and advocates of Critical Theory should alert us to the ulti-
mate political stakes in this debate. The “traditional” social movement of 
the working class has defined the agenda of the Left since the early the nine-
teenth-century and has meant that the Left-Right opposition tends to reflect 
the class division of society (Giddens, 1994a) and a principled distinction be-
tween social equality (the Left) and natural inequality (the Right) (Bobbio, 
1996). Where for Giddens, for instance, the NSM appear as an adjunct to 
the class struggle, which remains the major dynamic of capitalism, for La-
clau and Mouffe the working class is (at best) an appendage to the NSM. 
Once class politics becomes secondary (reflexive modernity, Critical The-
ory) or irrelevant (postmarxism, post-industrial theory), the Left-Right dis-
tinction ceases to be the primary political division in modern society. Laclau 
and Mouffe, of course, reject this entailment (Laclau and Mouffe, 2000). I 
endorse their refusal to abandon the Left-Right distinction, based on the so-
ciological and philosophical reasons just considered—but it is very difficult 
to see how they can actually avoid it, on the basis of their position. 

New Social Movements and Post-Fordism

Postmarxism’s insistence on a non-class politics, combined with an exclu-
sive concentration on ideology, functions to occlude the connection between 
post-Fordism and the flexible identities promoted by many of the NSM. The 
problem is that Laclau and Mouffe—on ideological grounds alone (Laclau, 
1985: 28; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 150)—reject the idea that the structur-
al tendencies of a mode of social regulation are crucial determinants of so-
cial conflict, preferring to believe that the novelty of the NSM lies in the 
autonomous activation of certain subject-positions as sites of contestation. 
It is surely significant that not only (as we have seen) do Laclau and Mouffe 
neglect these pronouncements when it comes to concrete analyses, but that 
the postmarxists who actually engage in empirical studies of the NSM also 
ignore them, or reverse them completely. According to a postmarxian sur-
vey conducted in the 1990s, “despite the emergence of new sites of struggle 
that cannot be comprehended in terms of class dynamics, capitalism re-
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mains the dominant structure of the contemporary world” (Carroll, 1994: 
16-17). Indeed, many of the NSM articulate the concerns of workers left out 
of the Fordist social compromise and the emergent grievances of social cat-
egories of consumption (Carroll, 1994: 3-26). Another postmarxian survey 
of Regulation Theory and the NSM concedes that “capital accumulation 
remains the mainspring of advanced societies, even if the sociologically de-
fined working class is declining in size … and … this process will continue 
to define the main positions in social conflict” (Steinmetz, 1994: 185). On the 
basis of her work on race in Britain (Smith, 1994), Smith claims to “extend” 
Laclau and Mouffe’s position by introducing the distinction between “struc-
tural positions” and “subject-positions” (Smith, 1998: 4, 55-63)—a “supple-
ment” that effectively repudiates the original. 

Laclau and Mouffe are keen to reconceptualise workers’ struggles as 
“always-already” identity based. They argue that workers’ struggles in the 
nineteenth- and early twentieth- centuries were either relatively depoliticised 
reformist struggles in production, or radical responses “to transformations 
which called into question traditional forms of worker identity” (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 168-169). Thus the crucial determinant of the radicalisation 
of working-class struggles in production was political identity and not the 
structural determinant of capitalist exploitation. Conversely: 

Once the conception of the working class as a “universal class” is rejected, 
it becomes possible to recognise the plurality of the antagonisms which 
take place in the field of what is arbitrarily grouped under the label 
of “workers’ struggles,” and the inestimable importance of the great 
majority of them for the deepening of the democratic process (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 167). 

The decisive conclusion for postmarxism is that the multiplicity of dis-
cursive contexts that informed these struggles prevent any identification of 
a singular and unitary working class (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 167). This 
strikes at the straw target of vulgar Marxism (for which capitalist exploita-
tion automatically generates radical resistance), but is not a serious engage-
ment with post-Althusserian Marxism at all. 

The claim that workers’ struggles are a form of “identity politics” is 
nothing new, or shocking, from an Althusserian perspective, because politi-
cal subjectivity is constituted through ideological interpellations that lend 
the subject a social identity. It is on the basis of “lived experience” that sub-
jects enter political conflicts, and no doubt democratic ideology is one (but 
not the only) determinant of the radicalisation of struggle (socialist, populist 
and religious radicalism, for instance, are also common). Yet, in the Althus-
serian perspective, the “reality shocks,” engendered by the contradictions 
between the “Imaginary relations” constitutive of ideology and the “real 
conditions of existence” that ideology misrecognises, can lead to the articu-
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lation of new forms of social subjectivity that conform more closely to the 
structural locations occupied by a social agent (Althusser, 1990: 1-42). 

Indeed, Laclau’s earlier work (within the research programme of Struc-
tural Marxism) provided a superior explanation of this phenomenon, com-
pared to the eclipse of structural factors behind ideological manipulation 
characteristic of the postmarxian position. From Laclau’s initial position, it 
is clear that political crises, arising from an accumulation of structural con-
tradictions, are experienced first and foremost as identity crises for social 
agents (Laclau, 1977: 103). When social agents do not belong to fundamental 
classes of production, the ideological crisis becomes increasingly crucial and 
this increases the importance of the ideological instance in the final resolu-
tion of the political crisis in the social formation as a whole (Laclau, 1977: 
104). In particular, the democratic struggle represents competition for the 
middle classes, whose identity as “the people” is more important than their 
class-identity (Laclau, 1977: 114). It follows that the “struggle for the articu-
lation of popular-democratic ideology into class ideological discourses is the 
basic ideological struggle in capitalist social formations” (Laclau, 1977: 114). 
These references to the middle classes would later be discretely erased and 
replaced by the entirely non-class NSM. Nonetheless, they throw significant 
light on the overdetermination of an ensemble of non-class subject-positions 
(for instance, female, Black, lesbian) by a class subject-position (for instance, 
working-class or middle-class), suggesting that popular-democratic identi-
ties tend to be those adopted by non-working-class subjects. 

The article by Joachim Hirsch—drawing on the perspectives of Regu-
lation Theory—supplies evidence for my analysis. Hirsch demonstrates that 
the NSM in Germany emerged from the crisis of Fordist social regulation 
and that their contradictory tendencies might be expected to lead to internal 
divisions if a new, post-Fordist mode of social regulation emerged as a hege-
monic project. Far from dismissing the NSM, Hirsch emphasises that they 
“are a contradictory battle ground in the struggle for a new hegemony” and 
that “within these struggles, [they] play a very complex and rather contra-
dictory part” (Hirsch, 1988: 51, 53). The NSM are both “the only real oppo-
sition” and—because of their ideological heterogeneity and dismissal of the 
class analyses of the “traditional Left”—potentially “the unconscious vehi-
cles for the establishment of just this new form of capitalist exploitation and 
hegemony” (Hirsch, 1988: 53). In the absence of any recognition of the class 
dynamics and the dominance of regimes of accumulation in social life, the 
exclusive emphasis on the cultural politics of identity-formation (leading to 
new, flexible identities), linked to emergent niche-markets for products tar-
geting specific identity choices, might easily become incorporated into post-
Fordist social regulation. With particular reference to the German Greens, 
Hirsch warned that “the formation of a political party that relates to alter-
native cultures and new social movements might have the vicious effect of 
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splitting them and domesticating them into the established forms of parlia-
mentary politics … the new social movements in fact might prove to be not 
so much radical fighters for a new and better society, but political and ideo-
logical catalysts of a really unfriendly form of capitalist post-Fordism” (Hir-
sch, 1988: 54). Hirsch’s analysis was confirmed several years later, when the 
division in the Greens between “Realos” and “Fundos” became the keynote 
in the transformation of this “new” social movement into a political par-
ty of the old style, in government with the centre-right Social Democracy 
(Bramwell, 1994). What this indicates is that the connections between post-
Fordism and the flexible identities promoted by the NSM generates political 
polarisation, which refutes Laclau’s supposition that subject-positions are en-
tirely independent of structural determinations.

The postmarxian “farewell to the working class” is only the most recent 
in a century of adieus. What has finished is not class conflict and the social 
agency of fundamental classes, but instead the possibility of the progressive 
simplification of social contradictions and the model of a homogeneous and 
unified proletariat in confrontation with an equally definite bourgeoisie. On 
this question, Laclau and Mouffe (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 7-46), follow-
ing Althusser and Balibar (Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 183-192), are per-
fectly correct. Contemporary class relations are characterised by the inter-
penetration of multiple and conflicting determinants of structural location 
and the consequent heterogeneity and internal differentiation of classes, rac-
es and genders (Poulantzas, 1975; Wright, 1985). Class never appears in an 
unalloyed form, being instead permanently imbricated with elements from 
relatively independent forms of social domination (Aronowitz, 1992; Bali-
bar and Wallerstein, 1991). The existence of structural tendencies based in 
the final analysis in the dynamics of the accumulation of capital means that 
every non-class antagonism is trapped in the “gravitational field” of class 
contradictions. While there is no isomorphism between structural locations 
and subject-positions, nonetheless the structural dynamics of late capital-
ism determine a polarisation within non-class and middle-class movements, 
leading to the emergence of tendential class-political dimensions inside the 
NSM. As Laclau’s Marxist work concluded, while “not every contradiction is 
a class contradiction, … every contradiction is overdetermined by the class 
struggle” (Laclau, 1977: 106).

The novelty of the NSM consists not in their absolute distinction from 
the traditional working class, but instead from a new configuration of old 
elements (material grievances, political demands, claims for cultural rec-
ognition), combined with historically specific activation of social layers and 
the emergence of new middle strata, linked to technological and economic 
changes. What emerges, then, is that the dynamics of social movement ac-
tivism are conditioned by transformations in the structure of capitalism. 
Class-composition and the balance of class forces continue to overdetermine 
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the NSM, leading to the phenomenon of the NSM articulating a politics he-
gemonised by middle-class concerns (Croteau, 1995; Eder, 1995). This is not 
the claim that the politics of the NSM can be reduced to class questions—
merely that, contra postmarxism, class remains a highly relevant dimension 
of contemporary social conflict. 

MARXISM AND DEMOCRACY

The End of the “Jacobin Imaginary”

The continued relevance of class politics and the necessity for a structural 
analysis of advanced capitalism expose the deficiencies in the postmarxian 
position, highlighting the need to reconsider the relation between Marx-
ian theory and socialist strategy. The logic of Laclau and Mouffe’s rejec-
tion of Marxism is straightforward and cumulative. Increasing complexity 
fragments the social field, leading to a pluralisation of social actors and po-
litical conflicts, which tends to diffuse throughout the decentred “discursive 
formation”. Accordingly, Marxist theory supposedly cannot penetrate the 
non-class dynamics of contemporary social conflict; and the socialist pro-
gramme, based on the ontological centrality of the proletariat, the hypoth-
esis of increasing class polarisation and the unitary character of the political 
space, cannot accommodate political diversity. This leads to the necessity 
for a new political strategy capable of welding together sectoral demands 
into a relatively unified coalition. Abandoning the concepts of “privileged 
points of rupture and the confluence of political struggles into a unified po-
litical space” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 152), radical democracy embraces 
the postmodern multiplicity of social antagonisms on the basis of a com-
pletely relational theory of hegemony. This chain of arguments culminates 
in what is, according to Laclau and Mouffe, their central thesis. They dedi-
cate the programmatic chapter of HSS to the exposition of “the thesis that it 
is … [the] continuity between the Jacobin and the Marxist political imagi-
nary which has to be put in question by the project for a radical democracy” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 152). 

Laclau and Mouffe’s main contention is therefore that the Jacobin Im-
aginary of Marxism and the radical democratic Imaginary of postmarxism 
are irreconcilable opposites. Indeed, the fundamental obstacle to radical 
democracy turns out to be the “ultimate core” of “essentialist fixity,” locat-
ed “in the fundamental nodal point which has galvanised the political im-
agination of the Left: the classic concept of ‘revolution,’ cast in the Jacobin 
mould … [which] implied the foundational character of the revolutionary act, 
the institution of a point of concentration of power from which society could 
be ‘rationally’ reorganised” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 177). Marxism, in the 
final analysis, cannot adapt to social complexity and democratic politics, be-
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cause it is based on philosophical rationalism (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 3). 
Where classical Marxism is grounded in “foundational character of the rev-
olutionary act,” postmarxism defines a new, anti-essentialist social theory. 
This contention, and not debates around the emergence of a new mode of 
social regulation or the sociological novelty of the social movements, is the 
ultima ratio of the authors’ position. The justification for a shift to the post-
marxian field stands or falls with this claim. 

There is something enigmatic about Laclau and Mouffe’s presentation 
of this claim through a genealogy of the category of hegemony in Marxist 
theory (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 7-92). Despite claiming that the positions 
advanced in HSS could equally have been arrived at without any need for an 
analysis of twentieth-century Marxism (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 4), Laclau 
and Mouffe engage in endless deconstructions of Marxism (Laclau, 1995a: 
84-104; Laclau, 1990: 1-85; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 7-92), as if exhibiting 
a repetition compulsion. As always, a repetition compulsion evidences the 
traumatic loss of an object and the desperate quest to relocate it (that is, the 
force of an unconscious desire). 

According to Laclau and Mouffe, the concept of hegemony was intro-
duced to supplement the economist logic of historical necessity, governing 
classical Marxism, with a political logic of contingency. On the basis of the 
“increasing complexity of the social,” Marxist politics became subjected to 
conditions of the fragmentation of the working class, the isolation of politi-
cal movements and the separation between economic and political strug-
gles (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 2, 8-9). According to Laclau’s subsequent 
summary, HSS demonstrates that: (1) classical Marxism rests upon the the-
sis of an evolutionary development leading to class polarisation and social 
simplification; (2) in response to a crisis of perspectives, a series of proposals 
for the integration of social fragmentation, through symbolic political ac-
tion, emerged as means to salvage the basic theoretical schema; (3) the tac-
tics of the united front and the socialist adoption of democratic tasks in the 
socialist revolution responded to increasing social complexity (“combined 
and uneven development”), leading to the category of hegemony; (4) “from 
the Leninist concept of class alliances to the Gramscian concept of ‘intel-
lectual and moral leadership,’ there is an increasing extension of hegemonic 
tasks”; (5) this demonstrates an internal movement in Marxist theory from 
evolutionary essentialism towards contingent political articulations (Laclau, 
1990: 120-121). 

Laclau and Mouffe’s analysis of this deconstructive movement follows a 
historical sequence and culminates with the “Gramscian watershed,” which 
they represent as a partial break with the “essentialism” characteristic of 
Marxism (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 65-71). Their treatment of Gramsci’s 
breakthrough is evasive, though, because this is presented as the conclusion 
to a historical narrative of increasing social complexity, designed to demon-
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strate the replacement of class politics (and the ontological centrality of the 
proletariat) by democratic politics (and the emergence of the NSM). The 
discussion of twentieth-century Marxism is followed by two chapters of the-
ory-construction that begin from the anti-essentialist break of Althusserian 
Marxism (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 95-110). 

What Laclau and Mouffe have done is to invert the historico-theoret-
ical sequence, for in the history of effective socialist politics, Gramsci comes 
after Althusser. As Mouffe once recognised, “if the history of Marxist theo-
ry during the 1960s can be characterised by the reign of ‘Althusserianism,’ 
then we have now, without a doubt, entered a new phase: that of ‘Gram-
scism’” (Mouffe, 1979b: 1). The revival of Gramsci within the Western Left 
depended upon the advent of Eurocommunism, as a political strategy, with-
in the Western European Communist parties during the mid-1970s (Mouffe, 
1979b: 1). Yet, there is only one (indirect) mention of Eurocommunism in La-
clau and Mouffe’s entire deconstruction of Marxist history—in a footnote 
relating to Gramsci (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 69). Secondly, the problem 
that the revival of Gramsci responds to is not ontological but specifically politi-
cal: not social agency but political strategy. The central problem confront-
ed by Eurocommunism was not the fragmentation of the working class, but 
instead the political terrain of socialist strategy, namely, parliamentary de-
mocracy. The main debate on the Left in the 1970s concerned “whether it 
was possible to reconcile the line of the hegemony of the proletariat—at the 
heart of Gramsci’s strategy—with the pluralist line of the [Eurocommunist] 
‘historic compromise’” (Mouffe, 1979b: 13). This reverses exactly the prog-
nosis of Laclau and Mouffe’s central contention, namely, the continuity be-
tween Marxism and the Jacobin Imaginary, for as Mouffe says, the worry 
was that the Communist Party of Italy (PCI) might have gone “too far” in 
accepting democratic politics and have “abandoned” proletarian hegemony. 
For Mouffe, at that time, there could be no question of presenting Marxist 
hegemony in a totalitarian light, (as exclusive of pluralism), for the Gram-
scian conception of ideology implies hegemonic articulations between het-
erogeneous materials, opening the possibility for “a strategy of democrat-
ic transition to socialism: a possible Eurocommunism which avoids both 
the perils of Stalinism and social democracy” (Mouffe, 1979b: 15). By a few 
years later, the hopes raised by Eurocommunism had been dashed. For La-
clau and Mouffe, the moment of Eurocommunism became subject to a mas-
sive theoretical repression that evacuated it completely from the landscape 
of Marxist history, leaving only one, tiny, symptomatic footnote as evidence 
that it had ever even existed. In the light of the previous discussion of the 
continued relevance of class analysis, it is revealing that Laclau and Mouffe’s 
watershed document, designed to legitimate a repudiation of Marxism for 
forms of postmodern politics, almost completely erases the most significant 
recent development in Marxist politics—the one with the potential to refute 



“New Times” 67

their insistence that Marxism is an inflexible, rationalist doctrine alien to 
contemporary political realities.

Eurocommunism: A Massive Gap in the Postmarxian Analysis

The “end of the Jacobin Imaginary” (that is, Leninist ideology) arrives 
with Eurocommunism in the 1970s (Ross, 1980: 112-134) and not with the 
“avalanche of historical mutations” detected a decade later by Laclau and 
Mouffe. Eurocommunism broke the “continuity between the Jacobin and 
the Marxist political Imaginary” by rejecting Leninism for democratic so-
cialism, not by repudiating Marxism for radical democracy.9 Of course, 
abandoning the Leninism in “Marxism-Leninism” is a modest historical 
change and not a vast metaphysical transformation that requires the the-
oretical vocabulary of “social Imaginaries” and “discursive formations”. 
Nonetheless, its omission is immensely significant, for it completes the pro-
cess of the imposition of structures of ideological misrecognition onto theory 
that characterises postmarxian historicism. The existence of Eurocommu-
nism vitiates the specular opposition between totalitarianism and democ-
racy that is implied by the postmarxian claim that it is impossible to sepa-
rate “the Jacobin and the Marxist political Imaginary” without abandoning 
class politics and historical materialism. For Eurocommunism breaks with 
the core components of the “Jacobin Imaginary”—the singular and foun-
dational character of the revolutionary act, the state-centred vision of social 
reconstruction through enlightened class dictatorship and the unification of 

        9. I am not suggesting that Eurocommunism was the first Marxist movement to embrace 
either parliamentary democracy or forms of participatory democracy, only that the Euro-
communist moment ruins Laclau and Mouffe’s artificial teleology and indicates that mass-
based democratic alternatives have existed in the Marxian tradition. Historically, the social 
democracy (the Second International) defended the legitimacy of parliamentary democracy, 
although the drift towards reformism of the social democracy makes this an ambiguous 
legacy. Luxemburg defended parliamentary democracy from a revolutionary perspective 
after the Bolshevik October, while in general the Third International under Lenin clearly 
advocated forms of participatory democracy. Following the Stalinisation of the Third Inter-
national, Trotsky defended the necessity of revolutionary democracy in the transition to 
socialism; curiously, The Revolution Betrayed is a work not mentioned by Laclau and Mouffe 
(Trotsky, 1991). Nonetheless, and without any facile conflation of Lenin and Stalin, ambi-
guities exist in the Marxist tradition. Contemporary democratic socialists have continued 
to disentangle the analytical ambiguities in the Marxist tradition and extended the long 
work of resistance to Stalinisation by Western Marxists. Robin Blackburn’s extended essay 
on socialism after the fall of the Berlin Wall provides a historical and political overview 
of the theoretical resources for contemporary democratic socialism and the major debates 
regarding the strands of the Marxian tradition (Blackburn, 1991). Another perspective on 
the possibilities for democratic socialism today is provided by Michael Harrington (Har-
rington, 1993). It is worth contrasting the scope and ambitiousness of these programmes with 
the piecemeal reforms and protest politics advocated—under the banner of socialism!—by 
Laclau and Mouffe. 
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the revolutionary subject “in the moment of proletarian chiliasm” (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 84)—from a Marxist perspective. This means postmarx-
ism cannot be considered “an inevitable decision for anyone aiming to refor-
mulate a political programme for the Left in contemporary historical cir-
cumstances,” for instead of the specular binary of the postmarxian axiology 
(radical democracy or a new Stalinism), the real situation is characterised 
by a complex field of theoretical and political differences—including within 
Eurocommunism (Boggs, 1980), whose left and right wings remain invisible 
in HSS’s lonely footnote. 

 Indeed, despite the inflated claims to have discovered a new para-
digm, postmarxism actually inherits the programme and strategy of Euro-
communism and represents a contemporary continuation of the dominant, 
rightward-moving tendency within the Eurocommunist “revolution in lib-
erty”. The strategy of radical democracy is substantially anticipated by the 
programme of “structural reforms” and “advanced democracy” advocated 
by the Western Communist parties in their Eurocommunist incarnation. 
The major difference is that postmarxian strategy substitutes the agency 
of the NSM for the role of the working class. Yet the postmarxian supple-
ment—“Eurocommunism plus the new social movements”—adds noth-
ing programmatic whatsoever to the Eurocommunist formula of the mixed 
economy, political democratisation and cultural hegemony, while refusing a 
strategic analysis of the destiny of Eurocommunism. 

The major postmarxian contributions to socialist strategy are foreshad-
owed in the Eurocommunist-inspired rectifications to Leninist politics in 
the period from 1974 to 1990. Eurocommunism discarded the vanguard 
party, the univocal bourgeois character of the liberal democratic state and 
the strategic objective of the dictatorship of the proletariat. Substantively, 
Eurocommunism involved three major elements. (1) The renunciation of the 
vanguard party for mass formations that would participate in alliance poli-
tics with equal partners in a democratic front. (2) The democratisation and 
decentralisation of the state, through the extension of parliamentary control 
over the state-apparatus, linked to the abandonment of the dictatorship of the pro-
letariat for liberal socialism. (3) Renunciation of the command economy for mar-
ket socialism, involving a democratically planned mixed economy together 
with programmes for workers’ self-management as an integral part of the 
extension of democracy (Boggs, 1982; Carrillo, 1978; Claudin, 1978; Mar-
zani, 1980; McInnes, 1976). The political strategy of Eurocommunism dur-
ing the 1970s embraced democratic politics and therefore went beyond the 
popular front led by the proletarian party. It embraced a multi-class tran-
sitional strategy including regular alternation of leaderships involved in 
political competition and the negotiated formulation of joint programmes 
representing political compromises (Napolitano, 1977). This completely dis-
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credits Laclau and Mouffe’s representation of Marxist history as dominated 
by philosophical rationalism. 

Eurocommunism abandoned the Leninist vanguard party—character-
ised by centralised structures and restricted debate—for a pluralist internal 
framework. According to Santiago Carrillo (General Secretary of the Span-
ish Communist Party, or PSE), political pluralism entails the renunciation 
by the Communist party of the claim to be the sole bearer of working-class 
interests and the acceptance of an equal partnership in an unfolding social 
alliance, constitutive of a “new political formation”. The party seeks to re-
main a “leading force” that shapes state institutions and social processes 
without becoming identical with the state. Dictatorship is avoided by vir-
tue of economic and political decentralisation and democratisation, com-
bined with power sharing by alliance partners and regular elections (Car-
rillo, 1978: 120-137; Claudin, 1978: 166-188). Do Laclau and Mouffe (Laclau, 
1990: 81-84; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 149-192) add anything to this? 

Based on the complexity of modern society and the popular base of liber-
al democracy, Eurocommunist leaders theorised the liberal-democratic state 
as an arena of contestation, rather than as a direct instrument of political 
domination (Carrillo, 1978: 120-137; Claudin, 1978: 143-164; Marchais, 1977a: 
182-192; Mujal-Léon, 1983: 42-87; Napolitano, 1977: 24-89). The state in ad-
vanced capitalism is traversed by class antagonisms and is the site of strategic 
class struggles, where diverse social forces struggle for hegemony. Therefore, 
the Leninist policy of frontal insurrection and the destruction of the bour-
geois state was replaced by a strategy of progressive internal democratisa-
tion (Antonian, 1987: 117-135). The concept of a foundational revolutionary 
act was replaced by an entire historical stage of “advanced democracy,” tra-
versed by the shifting equilibrium between social forces representing a new 
social order (Claudin, 1978: 122-165). Taking advantage of the relative auton-
omy of the state, Eurocommunist strategy sought to gradually “take-over” 
within the apparatus, employing institutions as levers for tilting the balance 
of forces in the direction of the popular movement. When Laclau and Mouffe 
theorise that a hegemonic alliance “becomes the state” (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 154) through exercising discursive control of social institutions, in what 
does their distance from mainstream Eurocommunism consist?

Nonetheless, multiple problems persisted in Eurocommunist practice, 
amply supported by deficiencies in the theories outlined by the leaderships 
of the parties. In general, mainstream Eurocommunist doctrine was char-
acterised by an evolutionary gradualism close to the positions of Kautsky, 
where parliamentary reforms would gradually broaden the basis for a na-
tional-popular alliance and narrow the support-base for pro-capitalist poli-
cies (Mandel, 1978a). In line with earlier, Stalinist doctrines of historical 
stages in a linear evolution, mainstream Eurocommunism supposed that 
socialist construction could only begin at the end of this protracted proc-
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ess (Mandel, 1978a). Eurocommunism’s renunciation of vanguardism com-
bined bureaucratic inertia with a democratic theory. The dominant right-
wing pursued a course that subordinated mass initiatives and participation 
to the interests of the party apparatus, excluding militant trade-union strug-
gle or extra-parliamentary mobilisations. In Italy, for instance, Eurocommu-
nist electoralism degenerated into what Maria Macciocchi called a “spec-
tacle” of ideological superficiality, involving “oratorical contests” between 
leaders who encouraged the passivity of their supporters (Macchiochi, 1973: 
22-43). In France, the leadership sabotaged internal democratisation and 
thereby systematically prepared the sectarian debacle of the 1978 electoral 
defeat (Althusser, 1978; Antonian, 1987). Unable to internally reform and re-
vise their strategic perspectives at the same time, the Eurocommunist move-
ment eventually gravitated towards a form of parliamentarism. 

For the leftwing of Eurocommunism, the social democracy and the 
Communist parties equally failed to develop a democratic political prac-
tice that might recognise the legitimacy of representative democracy while 
avoiding the trap of parliamentary cretinism. According to some commen-
tators, the problem for the Left was that radicals were not able to devel-
op forms of participatory democracy supported by a mass movement that 
might counter-balance the recuperative effects of participation in liberal-
democratic governments (Poulantzas, 1978; Weber, 1978). Within the Eu-
rocommunist movement, a relatively dispersed leftwing alternative exist-
ed—including theoreticians such as Althusser, Balibar, Buci-Glucksmann 
(Buci-Glucksmann, 1980) and Poulantzas (Poulantzas, 1978)—that promot-
ed the strategic alternative of democratic politics combined with mass mobi-
lisations (Antonian, 1987). While the Left Eurocommunists (Fernando Clau-
din, Pietro Ingrao, Lucio Magri, Rossanna Rossanda, Nicos Poulantzas) 
tried to form a theoretical alternative and political tendency within the de-
veloping Eurocommunist current, the Right held power in the parties (Anto-
nian, 1987: 87-102). Instead of building on this tendency, Laclau and Mouffe 
shift definitively in the direction of the rightward-moving mainstream of 
Eurocommunism—away from socialism and towards a form of parliamen-
tary reform politics whose explicit “aim is not to create a completely differ-
ent kind of society” (Mouffe, 1990: 57). 

In the absence of an institutional analysis of Communist history, Laclau 
and Mouffe’s discursive genealogy tends to obscure the potential for bureau-
cratisation inherent in any protracted democratic struggle, which must nec-
essarily happen on a parliamentary terrain profoundly shaped by the highly 
centralised nation-state. Lacking any analysis of the failure of Eurocom-
munism—beyond the ritualistic invocation of “class reductionism,” which, 
after all, did not prevent Lenin from taking power—Laclau and Mouffe vir-
tually condemn postmarxism to a repetition of mainstream Eurocommun-
ism’s worst defects. The Eurocommunist “Third Road” failed to materialise 
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for historical and institutional reasons, not because of a supposed “theoretical 
dualism” (which played a minor role in the fiasco of Eurocommunism).10 
The concept of a historical transformation of the working-class parties en-
gaged in parliamentary politics, as a result of the tendencies towards bu-
reaucratisation inherent in representational forms connected to the highly 
centralised, modern state apparatus, supplies part of the explanation for the 
limitations of mainstream Eurocommunist doctrine and practice (Przewor-
ski, 1985). The rest of the explanation is linked to the “decline of the social-
ist tradition” in the twentieth century, generated within the combination of 
theoretical restrictions springing from nineteenth-century doctrines on the 
state and capital, and the practical effects of Stalinist (or Maoist) Commu-
nism (Boggs, 1995b). Together, these represent a materialist alternative to 
Laclau and Mouffe’s genealogy of a theoretical dualism within Marxism. 

The Postmodern Strateg y of Cultural Hegemony

By the mid-1980s, the Eurocommunist parties were in decline as the po-
litical conjuncture in the West shifted sharply from hegemonic crisis to a 
ruling-class offensive led by Thatcher and Reagan. Leftwing demoralisa-
tion was exacerbated by two overlapping factors: the theoretical “crisis of 
Marxism,” fueled by the “New Philosophy”; and, the persistent lack of en-
gagement of the mainstream working-class formations with the NSM. Post-
marxism thus emerges at the convergence of two crises: the historico-polit-
ical crisis that surrounds efforts to forge a post-Fordist hegemonic strategy, 
which is accompanied by the proliferation of social antagonisms in the form 
of the NSM; and, the theoretical crisis of historical materialism, determined 
by the advent of new discourses denouncing “essentialism” and advocat-
ing a postmodern epoch. These crises preserve a specificity and originality 
of their own and cannot be reduced to expressions of one another, for the 
political crisis of the Left is connected to an institutional history, while the 
theoretical crisis of Marxism extends beyond the mainstream parties of the 
working class to embrace radical theory in general. 

The “rebellion of subjectivity” conducted by the “new philosophers” 
soon became the theoretical voice of the New Right (Benton, 1984: 173-
199).11 Its perennial themes—Marxism inevitably leads to Stalinism, “sci-
entific politics” equals technocratic authoritarianism, Enlightenment meta-
physics is a form of rationalist dictatorship—were soon to be found liberally 
distributed through postmarxian texts, following the collapse of historical 

        10. For accounts of the fate of the leading Eurocommunist parties, consult Boggs (Boggs, 
1995b: 95-136) and Antonian (Antonian, 1987: 120-128). After 1990, Eurocommunism ceased 
to exist.
        11. For critical discussions of the “New Philosophy,” consult Dews (Dews, 1979; Dews, 
1985), Lecourt (Lecourt, 2001). The main texts are those of Glucksmann (Glucksmann, 1980) 
and Lévy (Lévy, 1982). 
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Communism (Aronson, 1995: 51-60, 91-121; Laclau, 1990: 4, 194, 206, 225). 
This rightwing postmodern critique of “objectivism” purported to speak in 
defense of the subject—reduced in the Althusserian lens to a mere bearer of 
structures—but in actuality drove in the direction of epistemological rela-
tivism, typically conflating political criticism with high metaphysics in the 
process. The fashion for recasting socialist strategy as foremost a question 
of theoretical revision is exemplified by HSS. There was a grain of truth in 
all this, of course, for while economic reductionism was not the direct cause 
of the debacle of Eurocommunism, it was certainly a contributing factor to 
the disdain for the NSM displayed by the Communist and (to a lesser de-
gree) Socialist parties (Duyvendak, 1995). Some leftists, their hopes for Eu-
rocommunist breakthrough destroyed by the legacy of Stalinism, not only 
turned to the NSM as the surviving echo of the radical 1960s (Boggs, 1995a), 
but simultaneously turned against the theoretical materialism that—it was 
supposed—had framed this betrayal of revolutionary energies. “It follows,” 
one study candidly declares, “that if a post-Marxist theory is to emerge on 
a foundation of new social movements, its categories will correspondingly 
have to be postmaterialist” (Boggs, 1986: 15). 

The postmarxian tendency to relegate the NSM to the sphere of the cul-
tural—and to equate this with the ideal—needs to be resisted. Althusser’s 
deconstruction of the base-and-superstructure distinction involved the pos-
tulate that “ideology has a material existence” and this led to efforts to the-
orise, for instance, women’s oppression as relatively autonomous yet articu-
lated to the gender-biased division of labour in capitalism, and perpetuated 
by “ideological state apparatuses” (Barrett, 1980; Kuhn and Wolpe, 1978). 
The control of sexuality is therefore systematically linked to the functioning 
of capitalist economics. Yet, it is also relatively autonomous (which means: 
they are analytically separable, enjoying distinct dynamics that are con-
tingently articulated together). It is therefore impossible to oppose cultural 
recognition to material oppression, as domination perpetrated through ide-
ological practices exists as materialised and cannot be reduced to psychologi-
cal processes. Gender is a basic structural principle of the social division of 
labour, because it structures a gender-segmented labour market and deter-
mines the distribution of unpaid domestic work (Fraad, Resnick et al., 1994; 
Hartsock, 1985; Molyneux, 1979), affects the determination of the “family 
wage,” functions as a major ideological division within the education system 
and familial socialisation (Foreman, 1977; Zaretsky, 1976), inflects the dis-
tinction between mental and manual labour on which the state apparatus 
is based (Wilson, 1977) and represents a primary distinction (masculine and 
feminine) between ideologically-constituted persons (Chodorow, 1978). Be-
cause the family is not a natural institution, but a social form articulated to 
the dominant mode of production, the sexual division of labour and the so-
cial reproduction of gendered employees cannot be divorced from an analy-
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sis of the social reproduction of capitalism. Such an analysis is in stark con-
trast with Laclau’s assertion of the independence of subject-positions from 
structural determinations (Laclau, 1985).

During the 1990s, the triumphalism of the liberal-democratic “end of 
history” ceded to the renewal of ethnic nationalisms, religious fundamen-
talisms and neo-fascisms, as the conjuncture swung decisively rightwards. 
This is the context for the neo-conservative cultural onslaught—the “cul-
ture wars” and debates on “political correctness”—and the Left resistance 
in the form of multicultural “identity politics” and its theoretical arm, the 
politicised wing of cultural studies. 12 This resistance has been divided and 
ambiguous, however, and we are now in a position to suggest some reasons 
why. Deep divisions have opened between the “cultural Left” and the “class 
Left,” reflecting not only the difference between NSM politics and class pol-
itics, but also the gulf between a post-Althusserian “Gramscianism” and 
forms of neo-classical Marxism.

For the “class Left,” proponents of cultural recognition can be dismissed 
as merely displacing economic problems. According to the “class Left,” the 
strategy of cultural hegemony has fragmented the Left along identitarian 
lines and destroyed the “common dreams” of political militants and the op-
pressed masses (Gitlin, 1994). This is generally linked to a wholesale rejec-
tion of poststructuralism as the antithesis of Marxism, engaged in a “descent 
into discourse” (Palmer, 1990) by means of the “exorbitation of language” 
and a “randomisation of history” (Anderson, 1984: 40, 48). For the “cultural 
Left,” the “class leftists” are in actuality “Left Conservatives,” whose cultur-
al and intellectual agenda is often shared with neo-conservatives, and whose 
conception of class not only excludes real consideration of race and gender, 
but depends upon the regressive theoretical postulate of “secondary oppres-
sion” and “the primacy of the economic” (Butler, 1998: 47). In other words, 
“class leftists” are regarded as base-and-superstructure essentialists whose 
progressive conception of political economy is entirely vitiated by a reac-
tionary agenda in questions “merely cultural”. Meanwhile, the “cultural 
Left” suffers from the central problem of what might be called a psychoana-
lytically-inflected, post-Althusserian “neo-Gramscianism,” whose theoreti-
cal sophistication is undermined by an exclusive concentration on ideological 
struggle (Harris, 1992). According to Wendy Brown (certainly not a propo-
nent of base-and-superstructure reductionism), postmodern politics involve 
a “[t]heoretical retreat from the problem of domination within capitalism” 
(Brown, 1995: 14). We have to ask, “to what extent a critique of capitalism is 
foreclosed by the current configuration of oppositional politics, and not sim-
ply by the ‘loss of the socialist alternative’ or the ostensible ‘triumph of liber-
alism’ in the global order” (Brown, 1995: 61). She claims “class is invariably 

        12. For critical surveys of contemporary leftwing cultural politics and academic practices, 
see Boggs (Boggs, 1993), Harris (Harris, 1992; Harris, 1996) and Palmer (Palmer, 1990). 
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named but rarely theorised” in the “multiculturalist mantra” of class, race, 
gender and sexuality (Brown, 1995: 61). Indeed, “the political purchase of 
contemporary American identity politics would seem to be achieved in part 
through a certain renaturalisation of capitalism” (Brown, 1995: 60).

Where, therefore, the “class Left” reduces culture and ideology to politi-
cal economy, by means of the base-and-superstructure metaphor, the “cul-
tural Left,” interpreting Althusser’s essay on “ideological state apparatuses” 
through the lens of poststructuralism and after the Right-Eurocommunist 
“Gramsci,” reduces Gramsci’s “ethico-political hegemony” to ideological he-
gemony alone, and transforms this into a social foundation on the basis of 
the assumption that “everything is cultural” (Nash, 2000: 30). This repre-
sents a restrictive definition of hegemony that transforms ideology into a so-
cial foundation. It is to the roots of this position that we now have to turn.
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Crop Circles in the Postmarxian Field: Laclau 
and Mouffe on Postmodern Socialist Strategy

 

Laclau and Mouffe’s Hegemony and Socialist Strateg y is the History and Class 
Consciousness of the postmodern.1 In a manner highly reminiscent of Lukács, 
Laclau and Mouffe initiate a sophisticated synthesis of Structural Marxism 
and Gramscian political hermeneutics with motifs drawn from post-struc-
turalist philosophy and contemporary theory, towards the construction of a 
radical postmodern social theory. It is not only that this aspires to launch a 
new research programme by locating the insights of Marxism within an ex-
panded theoretical framework. It also seeks to break from the reification of 
mainstream Left politics and theory, especially the fragmentation of the pol-
itics of the new social movements, and the correlate essentialism of the Left’s 
“Holy Trinity” of class, race and gender. Right from the start, the most as-
tute commentator insisted that Laclau and Mouffe had produced a “Hege-
lianism with a deconstructive twist” (Dallmayr, 1989: 127). If it is so, howev-
er, it is so unconsciously. The totalising vision, characteristic of both Hegel 
and “the inverted Hegelianism of Marx” (Laclau, 1990: 75), of history as a 
“rational and intelligible structure” governed by logical or historical neces-
sity is precisely what they aim to break from (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 95). 
Yet, despite significant steps outside of classical dialectics, this effort to move 

        1. Consult Lukács (Lukács, 1971), especially the central essay, “Reification and the Con-
sciousness of the Proletariat” (Lukács, 1971: 83-222). My assessment of Lukács as inaugurat-
ing the paradigm of Western Marxism is based on Jay (Jay, 1984: 81-127). Additional works 
sympathetic to Lukács consulted for this study are Arato and Brienes (Arato and Breines, 
1979) and Feenberg (Feenberg, 1981). For the Structural Marxist critique of Lukács, consult 
Blackburn and Stedman-Jones (Blackburn and Jones, 1972: 365-387) and the criticism ad-
vanced by Stedman-Jones (Jones, 1971).



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y78

“beyond structuralism and hermeneutics” remains unconsciously tied to a 
vision of history and politics of distinctly Hegelian provenance. Postmarxi-
an historicism generates an expressive historical totality despite its insistence 
on the fragmentation of the postmodern social field.

When Laclau and Mouffe launched their postmarxian manifesto, they 
announced that they had broken with the expressive totality of Hegelian di-
alectics and strove to replace the vision of a necessary sequence of historical 
stages with a contingent series of “historical blocs,” governed by the politics 
of hegemonic articulation. This entails the replacement of the “Jacobin Im-
aginary” of classical Marxism-Leninism with a political Imaginary that is 
“radically libertarian and infinitely more politically ambitious than the clas-
sic Left” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 152). Laclau and Mouffe advocate that 
democratic citizenship and radical plural democracy become master signi-
fiers in a new leftwing social Imaginary that should replace the Leninist, or 
“Jacobin” Imaginary. They seek to revitalise the Left project by promoting 
an extension of the “Democratic Revolution of Modernity” to all regions of 
society, while maintaining the framework of pluralism characteristic of lib-
eral political theory. According to this conception, socialism becomes a mo-
ment in the unfolding of the Democratic Revolution, not its negation. For 
Laclau and Mouffe, the permanence of politics implies a post-utopian con-
ception of historical development, as well as excluding the Hegelian expres-
sive social totality. Yet, to the alarm of Laclau in particular, political allies 
Judith Butler and Slavoj Žižek have persisted in their belief that the theory 
of hegemony is precisely a restatement of the Hegelian notion of the “con-
crete universal” (Butler, 2000a: 172-175; Žižek, 2000b: 235-249). 

This postmarxian return to Hegel presents an enigma. It is Kant—and 
anti-dialectical philosophy in general—that stands above the postmodern, 
precisely as a reaction against the ascendancy of the existential interpreta-
tion of Hegel in postwar France.2 Likewise, deconstruction is not designed 
to “twist” Hegel in the direction of detotalisation, but to subvert dialectics 
completely, to effect “the destruction of the Hegelian relève [synthesis] wher-
ever it operates” (Derrida, 1971: 40-41). Indeed, there can be no doubt that La-
clau and Mouffe intend to reject both speculative dialectics and the philos-
ophy of praxis. But their theory of discourse is incoherent and relies for its 
intelligibility on a latent speculative totality that is, if anything, made more 
explicit in subsequent rectifications of their position. The root of this specu-
lative identity of thinking and being is Laclau and Mouffe’s rejection of the 
distinction between discourse and practice, on the grounds that this distinc-
tion is merely a “differentiation within the social production of meaning” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 107). By posing their theory of the social on the 
terrain of meaning, Laclau and Mouffe produce not a deconstructive social 

        2. For this interpretation of post-structuralism, consult Barnett (Barnett, 1998: 1-32), Des-
combes (Descombes, 1980: 1-13) and Dews (Dews, 1987: xiii-xiv). 
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theory, but a political hermeneutics radically at variance with key tenets of 
post-structuralism. The consequence is that the postmarxian field inaugu-
rated by HSS is sprinkled with enigmatic “crop circles”: strange patterns 
that seem the product of an alien intention, but are actually evidence of an 
elaborate theoretical “hoax,” namely, the production of a “post-structural-
ist” social theory which makes large claims to a “materialist constructivism” 
while being, in reality, resolutely speculative. This chapter explores these 
“crop circles”—or, to adopt the Hegelian locution, “speculative germs”—so 
as to determine their theoretical roots. Once the core concepts of postmarxi-
an discourse theory have been indicated—concepts of discourse, hegemony, 
antagonism and dislocation—the major political strategies—identity poli-
tics, radical democracy and democratic citizenship—can be evaluated. The 
chapter concludes by investigating recent efforts to rectify the performative 
contradictions in the theory of hegemony by supplementing its politics with 
the deconstructive ethics of Otherness. 

History and Class Consciousness in the Postmodern

Lukács, as a Hegelian Marxist, would be the condensation of everything 
that is deemed politically regressive about the social theory of “the ratio-
nalist ‘dictatorship’ of Enlightenment” (Laclau, 1990: 4), of just about ev-
erything that the new social logic of postmodern culture brings into crisis. 
In this context—which is theoretically and politically hostile to the concept 
of totality—Laclau and Mouffe’s recasting of the Gramscian concept of he-
gemony is designed to avoid the Lukácsian conception of society as an “ex-
pressive totality”. For Lukács, a single principle is “expressed” in all social 
phenomena, so that every aspect of the social formation is integrated into a 
closed system that connects the forces and social relations of production to 
politics and the juridical apparatus, cultural forms and class-consciousness 
(Lukács, 1971: 83). By contrast, Laclau and Mouffe insist that the social field 
is an incomplete totality consisting of a multitude of transitory hegemon-
ic “epicentres” and characterised by a plurality of competing discourses. 
The proliferation of democratic forms of struggle by the new social move-
ments is thereby integrated into a pluralistic conception of the social field 
that emphasises the negativity and dispersion underlying all social identities. 
“Radical and plural democracy,” Laclau and Mouffe contend, represents a 
translation of socialist strategy into the detotalising paradigm of postmod-
ern culture. 

Nonetheless, like Lukács, Laclau and Mouffe advance a new concept of 
social practice that aims to resolve both theoretical and practical problems 
thrown up by recent political setbacks. For Lukács, the objective of a new 
conception of praxis is to establish the dialectical unity of theory and prac-
tice, so as to demonstrate that the proletariat, as the operator of a transpar-
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ent praxis, is the identical subject-object of the historical process (Lukács, 
1971: 149, 206). The subject of history is therefore the creator of the con-
tents of the social totality, and to the extent that this subject attains self-re-
flexivity, it is also the conscious generator of social forms (Lukács, 1971: 142 
and 168). This enables Lukács to emphasise the revolutionary character of 
class conscious as coextensive with revolutionary action (Lukács, 1971: 46-
81). Laclau and Mouffe’s concept of discursive practice has the same effect—
with this difference, that Laclau and Mouffe deny that discursive practices 
can become wholly transparent to social agents (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
121-122). By reinscribing the concept of praxis within a deconstruction of 
Marxism, Laclau and Mouffe theorise a new concept of discursive practice 
that “must pierce the entire material density of the multifarious institutions” 
upon which it operates, since it has as its objective a decisive break with the 
material/mental dichotomy (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 109). “Rejection of 
the thought/reality dichotomy,” they propose, “must go together with a re-
thinking and interpenetration of the categories which have up until now 
been considered exclusive of one another” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 110). 

Critically, this means a fusion of the hitherto distinct categories of (sub-
jective) discourse and (objective) structure in the concept of “hegemonic ar-
ticulation”. This theoretical intervention is simultaneously a decisive political 
advance, because it now becomes clear that, for instance, “the equivalence 
constituted through communist enumeration [of the alliance partners with-
in a bid for political hegemony] is not the discursive expression of a real move-
ment constituted outside of discourse; on the contrary, this enumerative dis-
course is a real force which contributes to the moulding and constitution of 
social relations” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 110). In other words, the opposi-
tion between theory and practice, discursive practice and structural condi-
tions, is resolved by the new theory of hegemonic articulation. The opera-
tor of these discursive practices—the new agent of social transformation—is 
at once the instigator of social relations and the formulator of discourses on 
the social. 

The most significant difference between Lukács and Laclau and Mouffe 
is their respective evaluations of Hegelian dialectics. Where, for Lukács, a 
return to dialectical philosophy held out the prospect of a renewal of Marx-
ian social theory, for Laclau and Mouffe it is “dialectical necessity” that 
constitutes the major obstacle to a radical postmodern politics. Laclau and 
Mouffe’s fundamental objection to dialectics is to the substitution of a logi-
cally necessary sequence for the contingency of the historical process. They 
applaud the dialectical dissolution of fixity but deplore the supposed inver-
sion of contingency into necessity and the imposition of a teleology of rec-
onciliation. Hegel’s work, therefore, “appears as located in a watershed be-
tween two epochs” and is evaluated as “ambiguous” rather than simply 
pernicious (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 95). On the one hand, Laclau and 
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Mouffe reject the Hegelian notion that “history and society … have a ration-
al and intelligible structure” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 95). This is regard-
ed as an Enlightenment conception fundamentally incompatible with the 
postmodern emphasis on contingency, finitude and historicity. On the other 
hand, however, “this synthesis contains all the seeds of its own dissolution, 
as the rationality of history can only be affirmed at the price of introducing 
contradiction into the field of reason” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 95). Once 
the impossibility of including contradiction within rationality is asserted, it 
then becomes clear that the “logical” transitions between historical “stages” 
are secured contingently:

It is precisely here that Hegel’s modernity lies: for him, identity is never 
positive and closed in itself but is constituted as transition, relation, 
difference. If, however, Hegel’s logical relations become contingent 
transitions, the connections between them cannot be fixed as moments of 
an underlying or sutured totality. This means that they are articulations 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 95).

This is not a rejection of Hegel but a re-interpretation. Interpreted in this light, 
Hegel’s “logical” relations are the language games that frame social prac-
tices—rather than formally rational structures deducible a priori—and their 
“transitions” are only the contingent connections created by political artic-
ulations. In opposition to the logically necessary sequence of closed totali-
ties, Laclau and Mouffe insist on a historically contingent series of open dis-
cursive formations. Resolutely contesting the category of the totality, Laclau 
and Mouffe declare that:

The incomplete character of every totality leads us to abandon, as a 
terrain of analysis, the premise of “society” as a sutured and self-defined 
totality. “Society” is not a valid object of discourse (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 126).

So where Lukács once declared that “the category of the totality is the 
bearer of the principle of revolution in science” (Lukács, 1971: 15), Laclau 
and Mouffe now announce, by contrast, that totality is an illusion because 
“‘society’ as a unitary and intelligible object which grounds its own partial 
processes is an impossibility” (Laclau, 1990: 90). Where Hegel was, there de-
construction shall be—or so it would seem.

The Controversy Surrounding Hegemony and Socialist Strategy

Because the controversy surrounding HSS has concentrated on social frag-
mentation, its reliance on an expressive historical totality has tended to be 
overlooked. Laclau alone has managed to grasp some of the implications of 
his call for the Left to “reformulate the values of the Enlightenment in the 
direction of a radical historicism” (Laclau, 1990: 84). In a mood of belated 
penitence, Laclau recently explained that “if I assert radical historicism, 



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y82

it will require some kind of meta-discourse specifying epochal differences, 
which will necessarily have to be transhistorical” (Laclau, 2000a: 201). That 
is to say, radical historicism leads immediately to performative contradic-
tion. But to fix a problem of this magnitude, it is not sufficient to just jump off 
the ground and shout “barley,” for this contradiction is built into the prem-
ises of Laclau and Mouffe’s entire theory. Indeed, the performative contra-
dictions that bedevil postmarxian discourse theory are only symptoms of a 
deeper difficulty, located in the latent structure of the historicist problem-
atic that subtends radical democratic politics. They are rooted in the ex-
pressive historical totality that this transhistorical meta-discourse invokes in 
every historicism—something that continues to elude Laclau and Mouffe. 
Somewhat more surprisingly, however, this has not yet come to the atten-
tion of the critics of postmarxism, whose interventions have concentrated 
exclusively on the postmodern social fragmentation celebrated by Laclau 
and Mouffe. 

Of course, the break with the postulates of classical social theory, com-
bined with the authors’ declaration that “if our intellectual project in this 
book is post-Marxist, it is evidently also post-Marxist” (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 4), might have been expected to generate a furious debate.3 HSS pro-
voked a small storm of denunciations and defenses, which continues to cir-
culate, with unabated ferocity, in the journals of the trans-Atlantic Left. 
From the very beginning, the conjunction of post-structuralism and Marx-
ism implied in the designation “postmarxism” was regarded as a calculated 
ambiguity. Critical opinion has remained polarised into camps defined by 
allegiance to or rejection of postmodernism, while the Marxist part of the 
label has been subordinated to the question of post-structuralism. This has 
meant that assessment of HSS and its aftermath has not tended to get beyond 
grasping alternately at one or the other of the main valences—that is, post-
Marxism versus post-Marxism—of the work.

The work was immediately scalded by Marxists as “beautifully para-
digmatic” of the “retreat from class” by a disillusioned section of the West-
ern Left (Wood, 1998: 47) and branded as “symptomatic of an intellectual 
malaise” and an “ex-Marxism without substance” (Geras, 1988: 42). La-
clau and Mouffe were accused of a “fetishisation of dislocation” and the 
dispersion of subjectivity in late capitalism (Bertram, 1995: 110). This im-
plies their theory is incapable of demonstrating the minimum basis for the 

        3. For early positive reviews of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, consult Aronowitz (Aronowitz, 
1988: 46-61; Aronowitz, 1992: 175-192), Ross (Ross, 1988) and Žižek (Žižek, 1990). Note that 
Geras’ criticisms, “Post-Marxism?” (Geras, 1987) and “Ex-Marxism without Substance” 
(Geras, 1988), and Laclau and Mouffe’s reply, “Post-Marxism without Apologies” (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1987b), are reprinted in Geras (Geras, 1990: 61-126, 127-168) and Laclau (La-
clau, 1990: 97-134), respectively. Laclau and Mouffe’s second reply to Geras’ first article, 
“History of Marxism” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1987a), has not been reprinted.
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formation of a collective will: “the new antagonisms, as Laclau and Mouffe 
make clear, are best suited for the postindustrial society in which there is no 
opposition to a dominant system” (Bertram, 1995: 85). Indeed, denying the 
validity of the distinction between structural location and subject-positions, 
Laclau and Mouffe cannot specify why some social groups might have an 
interest in socialism while others (for instance, exploiters of labour-power) 
might not (Mouzelis, 1988: 115). Laclau and Mouffe—as is characteristic of 
ideology—remain silent on their own historical and institutional conditions 
of possibility (Callinicos, 1985). Their theory of identity as an ensemble of 
free-floating subject-positions “looks sophisticated … but it only operates on 
one level” (Osborne, 1991: 219) because it cannot grasp why the ideological 
struggle is constituted through “the tension between the irreducible dimen-
sion of extra-discursive determinacy in the object and the plurality of its pos-
sible discursive constructions” (Osborne, 1991: 210). Indeed, the “long march 
from Saussure to social democracy” of postmarxism has been enabled by a 
discourse analysis characterised by a “fatal semiotic confusion between the 
signified and referent” (Eagleton, 1991: 203, 209). This could also be called a 
volatisation of the referent, resulting in the loss of credibility of postmarx-
ism’s claim to any normative framework from which to criticise oppression 
and a paradoxical “overpoliticisation” which is nothing but the mirror-re-
flection of vulgar Marxism’s economic determinism (Eagleton, 1991: 213). 
This leads to a political voluntarism that spurns conjunctural analysis for 
ideological manipulations (Miliband, 1985; Rustin, 1988), and produces a 
paradoxical superabundance of political possibilities that paralyses the will 
(Butler, 1993b: 107). 

And if that latter sounds remarkably like the negative assessment of 
postmodernism current in Western Marxism, then it will be unsurprising 
that this is also the basis for the postmodern support for Laclau and Mouffe 
(Ryan, 1988: 245). Indeed, HSS is accused from this direction of being still 
“too Marxist” (Barrett, 1991: 76) and, more substantially, of theoretical du-
alism wherein social situations are analysed from a recognisably Marxist 
paradigm, while theoretical questions are subjected to a post-structuralist 
interrogation (Landry, 1991: 41-60). A sort of postmodern doxa regularly 
claims Laclau and Mouffe for the radical wing of postmodernism on the 
basis of their pluralism (Nash, 2000: 1-45; Ross, 1988: vii-xxviii). Combined 
with the endorsement of the valorisation of the particular over the universal, 
this would constitute the dominant context of their reception (Zerilli, 1998). 
Insofar as there is criticism emanating from this direction, it is for “abstrac-
tion,” a sin in the context of the nominalist celebration of the concrete (Ar-
onowitz, 1992: 192). 

Hence, the general framework of the debate has been to specify HSS in 
terms of a retreat from class or adaptation to postmodern culture. Two ex-
ceptions to this rule are Fredric Jameson’s dialectical analysis of Laclau and 
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Mouffe as a postmodern alliance politics that can be re-inserted into a con-
temporary Marxism once postmodernism is grasped as the “cultural log-
ic of late capitalism” ( Jameson, 1991: 297-418), and Robert Miklitsch’s as-
sessment of the postmarxian tendency to return to the concept of a social 
foundation, be that economics (Resnick and Wolff ) or politics (Laclau and 
Mouffe) (Miklitsch, 1995: 167-196). As with Jameson’s dialectical position, 
Miklitsch’s analysis cannot be accused of hostility to postmodernism (Mik-
litsch, 1998a: 57-59). This is what makes the demonstration, by both Jame-
son and Miklitsch, of Laclau and Mouffe’s “hyperdiscursivity” (Miklitsch), 
and indifference to commodification, so damaging. According to Miklitsch, 
postmarxism evacuates the materiality of the institutions of culture, which 
are the basis for any strategy of hegemony and instead focuses on a merely 
phenomenological “political” activism. “The irony of HSS,” he concludes, 
“is that at the end, the only path left open to them is the one that they have 
been travelling all the time … ‘a logical pulverisation of the social, coupled 
with a theoretically agnostic descriptivism of the concrete situations’” (Mik-
litsch, 1995: 185).

Outside of these dialectical analyses, postmodernism and the abandon-
ment of class-analysis are generally taken to be synonymous, so that there is 
a remarkable convergence in the literature surrounding Laclau and Mouffe, 
differing mainly in the evaluative sign that is placed in front of the postmod-
ern culture that they represent. Here, the reductionism of psychological as-
cription has often met up with some of the more predictable denunciations 
of HSS. Postmarxism is politics as therapy (Cloud, 1994). It is the “opiate of 
the intellectuals” (McGee, 1997: 201). It is a “very substantial failure of rea-
soning” and an “intellectual sickness” (Geras, 1988: 40). Why is everyone so 
fascinated by it then?

Surely it’s clear. HSS acts as a screen, onto which the reader can project 
virtually anything they like about postmodernism and the crisis of the 
Western Left, because it is both politically indeterminate and theoretical-
ly overdetermined. HSS represents a symbolic act within a conjuncture 
of political retreat—strategically misrecognised by Laclau and Mouffe as 
one of advance—and a reactivation of historical contradictions. It has to 
be grasped as both an effort to break out of the reification of Structural 
Marxism and as a fundamental break with historical materialism, as a 
theorisation of an expanded framework for Marxism and as an embrace 
of postmodern dispersion. I shall show that the primary symptom of this 
“overdetermined indeterminacy” is the oscillation of the theory of hegem-
ony between two antinomic interpretations of the theory, namely, hegem-
ony as a neutral frame of description of the politics of modernity and radi-
cal democracy as a partisan political project (Critchley, 1999: 112; Žižek, 
2000h: 173-174). Radical democracy, I contend, exists in the space of inde-
terminacy created by this hesitation.
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The Deconstruction of Marxism

According to Laclau and Mouffe, Marxism is an “evolutionary paradigm,” 
centred upon the concept of “historical necessity,” unfolding through the 
“endogenous laws” operating in the “economic base” (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 7-46). For Laclau and Mouffe, Kautsky constitutes the “degree zero” of 
Marxism, because The Class Struggle manages to combine class essentialism 
and economic reductionism into a single configuration that determines the 
trajectory of twentieth-century historical materialism (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 14-19). Economic reductionism refers to the theory of the simplification 
of social antagonisms leading to a final confrontation between bourgeoisie 
and proletariat, based on the assertion of an autonomous evolutionary dy-
namic operative in the economic infrastructure, which reduces politics and 
ideology to mere superstructural reflections of the base. For Kautsky, “the 
structural moments or instances of capitalist society lack any form of relative 
autonomy” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 15). Kautsky’s economic reduction-
ism is combined with class essentialism, according to which every structural 
difference is fixed “through the attribution to each of a single meaning, under-
stood as a precise location within a totality,” yielding a singular class-belong-
ing for every superstructural element (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 15).

In the first sense, Kautsky’s analysis was simply economistic and 
reductionist; but if this were the only problem, the corrective would 
merely have to introduce the “relative autonomies” of the political and 
the ideological, and render the analysis more complex through the 
multiplication of instances within a topography of the social. Yet each one 
of these instances or structural moments would have an identity as fixed and singular 
as the instances of the Kautskian paradigm (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 15).

For Kautsky, class identity is fully constituted as a unified subjectivity in 
the economic base so that “the working class struggles in the field of politics 
by virtue of an economic calculation” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 15). Eco-
nomic laws unfold in the base—leading to the proletarianisation of the mid-
dle classes—according to an evolutionary necessity, culminating in the mo-
ment of the terminal crisis of capitalism. The working-class party only has 
to take advantage of an automatic revolution. For Laclau and Mouffe, this 
simplistic and evolutionary schema constitutes the paradigm for historical materi-
alism. According to Laclau and Mouffe:

Faced with the rationalism of classical Marxism, which presented history 
and society as intelligible totalities constituted around conceptually 
explicable laws, the logic of hegemony presented itself from the outset 
as a complementary and contingent operation, required for those 
conjunctural imbalances within an evolutionary paradigm whose 
essential or “morphological” validity was not for a moment placed in 
question (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 3).
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Every subsequent development in Marxism is therefore reduced by La-
clau and Mouffe to an effort to complicate, extend and modify this basic 
conception of society, by supplementing the logic of historical necessity with 
the appendage of political contingency (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 47-48). 
Laclau and Mouffe’s major objection to Marxism, then, is that the base-and-
superstructure topography determines the supremacy of historical necessity 
and the marginalisation of political contingency, leading to an evolutionary 
teleology of social “stages”. This implies that the base and superstructure to-
pography is regarded as the Marxian contribution to social theory. 

The chapters on the genealogy of the category of hegemony are easily the 
most accessible and well-known parts of HSS. Several lucid and sympathetic 
accounts have been presented (Smith, 1998: 42-83; Torfing, 1999: 35-77 and 
101-119), together with some excellent critical commentaries (Geras, 1990: 
61-126 and 127-168; Wood, 1998: 47-74). The critics highlight Laclau and 
Mouffe’s own reliance on an evolutionary logic, which inverts the Kautskian 
schema (instead of progressive simplification leading to a confrontation be-
tween polar classes, we have increasing complexity leading to a proliferation 
of political actors) without modifying its teleological premises (Landry, 1991: 
41-60). Marxists have criticised Laclau and Mouffe’s reduction of Marxism 
to a single, self-enclosed strand—that of the Second International and the 
Communist parties—which itself develops according to the logical restric-
tions of its paradigmatic opposition between historical necessity and politi-
cal contingency, and is supposed to determine the limits of variation of “su-
perstructural” mutations such as Western Marxism. Indeed, the balance of 
evidence is overwhelmingly against Laclau and Mouffe’s construction of the 
theoretical structure of historical materialism (Geras, 1987; Miliband, 1985; 
Mouzelis, 1988; Rustin, 1988). The critics also expose the dependency of La-
clau and Mouffe upon a caricature of the plurality of Marx’s own texts. This 
rests upon Laclau’s claim that historical materialism is determined by the 
oscillation between historical necessity, operating through the “productive 
forces” (the “1859 Preface” to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy) 
and political contingency operating through the “class struggle” (The Com-
munist Manifesto), which act as the fully-formed theoretical origin of Marxism 
(Laclau, 1990: 6-9). Laclau and Mouffe effectively produce a deconstruc-
tion of the institutionalised mainstream of the twentieth-century Marxist 
movement—the Second International and the Communist parties—but this 
is not the same as a critique of historical materialism, for it tends to trans-
pose the crisis of the parties onto the problems of the theory. It is striking to 
encounter an argument that emphasises the political aspect of theory-con-
struction for its own productions, but refuses to accept that the ascendancy of 
a travesty of Marxism during the twentieth century might have had some-
thing to do with political conditions such as the victory of Stalinism in both 
the Soviet Union and the Communist parties. I regard the Marxist criticism 
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of the reductionism of Laclau and Mouffe’s treatment of historical material-
ism as decisive and do not intend to traverse this territory in detail again. 

I want instead to concentrate on how Laclau and Mouffe’s deconstruc-
tion of Marxism goes awry because their opposition between historical to-
tality and social fragmentation is based on the assumption that “every social 
configuration is meaning ful” (Laclau, 1990: 100). Laclau and Mouffe’s de-
construction of Marxism is radically incomplete and veers towards a qua-
si-dialectical synthesis. They do this by mediating an opposition between 
historical necessity and political contingency in the category of hegemony, 
which becomes the quasi-transcendental ground for an expanded concep-
tion of politics and history. What Laclau and Mouffe miss is the vital second 
move in any deconstruction, namely, the moment of “dissemination,” which 
is “not … polysemic dispersion,” but the affirmation of “an always open en-
semble of structures” that subverts every totalisation (Gasché, 1986: 237). 
Instead of textual dissemination, Laclau and Mouffe produce a polysemic 
excess, a “surplus of meaning” surrounding the social (Laclau, 1990: 90; 
Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 111), that is precisely symptomatic of a specula-
tive synthesis. 

Hegemony: The Gramscian Breakthrough

These considerations become crucial once we examine Laclau and Mouffe’s 
treatment of Structural Marxism. My contention is that in its general 
structure, HSS is exemplary for its logical clarity and strict adherence to 
the general form of deconstructive methodology, but that it departs from 
the “substance”. Deconstruction consists of two, irreducibly heterogeneous 
movements—which I shall term “reversal” and “dissemination” —whose 
relation can be figured as chiasmatic crossing, or textual hybridisation (Gas-
ché, 1986: 171-175). The opening moment of deconstruction recovers a mar-
ginalised term that supports the dominance of the central term—or tran-
scendental signified—in a field, exposing the field as constituted through 
a binary opposition. Laclau and Mouffe propose that twentieth-century 
Marxism is dominated by the paradigmatic opposition between historical 
necessity (central) and political contingency (marginal) (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: Chapter One, 7-46). Then, in conformity with the movement of de-
constructive “reversal,” they propose that the ascendancy of the category 
of hegemony in Marxist discourse evinces the subversive effects of political 
contingency in the field of historical necessity. Because, as they somewhat el-
liptically state, “this expression [hegemony] stemmed from the fracture, and 
withdrawal to the explanatory horizon of the social, of the category of ‘his-
torical necessity’” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 7), hegemony prepares a rever-
sal whereby a new (postmarxian) discourse becomes possible, based on the 
inversion of the previous hierarchy (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: Chapter Two, 
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47-92). At this point the second movement in deconstruction—the phase of 
dissemination—begins, with the generalisation of the hitherto suppressed 
possibilities of the category of hegemony. Hegemony, conceptualised as con-
dition of mutual limitation or a relation of frontiers between necessity and 
contingency, becomes the quasi-transcendental condition of possibility and 
impossibility for the dyadic relation between a field dominated by political 
contingency and the effect of historical necessity. The quasi-transcendental 
category of hegemony is linked in an infrastructural chain to several relat-
ed quasi-transcendentals—social antagonism and discursive practice—in a 
new social theory (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: Chapter Three, 93-148). Fi-
nally, in what should be the completion of dissemination, the subversive ef-
fects of the infrastructural chain are released within the reconstructed field 
of socialist strategy to work their radically democratic magic (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: Chapter Four, 149-193). Laclau and Mouffe aim to cleave 
two insights—hegemony and overdetermination—from Marxism, by show-
ing how these concepts depend upon a logic opposed to the mainstream of 
Marxist theory, with its supposed valorisation of historical necessity over po-
litical contingency. Laclau and Mouffe’s deconstructive methodology aims 
to delineate a new paradigm within which the essentialism of Marxism can 
be consigned “to the museum of antiquities,” and it does so through the 
proposition that the emergence of the supplement of hegemony confirms the 
postmodern thesis that Enlightenment essentialism is being refuted by the 
increasing complexity of the social (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 47-92). 

According to Laclau and Mouffe, the concept of hegemony was intro-
duced to supplement the economist logic of historical necessity governing 
classical Marxism with a political logic of contingency. The category of he-
gemony arose in classical Marxism in response to a crisis, where the logic 
of historical necessity appeared to have detoured through an “exceptional” 
situation, namely, the increasing fragmentation of the proletariat and the 
stubborn refusal of the capitalist system to terminate itself in economic ca-
tastrophe. On the basis of the “increasing complexity of the social,” Marx-
ist politics became subjected to conditions of the fragmentation of the work-
ing class, the isolation of political movements and the separation between 
economic and political struggles (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 2, 8-9). This in-
creasing complexity determined the conditions where the supplement of po-
litical contingency acted deconstructively within the field of historical neces-
sity. Laclau and Mouffe claim that the concept of “hegemony” in Marxism 
became the locus where the disruptive effects of political contingency both 
proliferated and remained contained within the logic of historical necessity. 
According to the authors, this produced four salient results: (1) the mecha-
nism constitutive of the social agent shifts from the effect of a structural lo-
cation to the result of a symbolic unification; (2) the historical necessity that 
assigns historical tasks to fundamental classes retreats before the contingent 
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political articulations required by combined and uneven development; (3) 
the concept of class alliances is displaced by the category of hegemony; (4) 
the political strategy of the Communist parties moves from external com-
binations that “march separately” in the united front to an effort towards 
“moral and political leadership,” where the popular front led by the prole-
tarian party strives to accomplish national reconstruction through achiev-
ing an ideological hegemony that forges a new collective subject (Laclau, 
1990: 120-121; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 47-92). 

For Laclau and Mouffe, Gramsci’s explicit theorisation of hegemony 
represents a watershed in the break with economic reductionism because 
this replaces the Kautskian notion of a progressive social polarisation, lead-
ing to the confrontation between paradigmatic classes, with the transfor-
mation of social alliances into political subjects (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
65-71). Gramsci suggests that a fundamental class becomes hegemonic when 
it articulates its sectoral interests as the general interest and begins to exert 
“moral and political leadership” (Gramsci, 1971: 57-58, 180-182). Gramsci 
refers to the articulation of a hegemonic strategy as the highest expression 
of political class struggle in the transition from the infrastructure to the su-
perstructure (Gramsci, 1971: 57-58). Laclau and Mouffe’s early analyses sug-
gested that the fundamental classes struggle for hegemony principally on 
the ideological terrain, where new political subjects are forged. Gramsci’s 
concept of ideology as the social cement that permeates the social forma-
tion breaks with the base-and-superstructure topology and prepares the Al-
thusserian position that ideology is an ensemble of material practices, rather 
than a superstructural “false consciousness” (Laclau, 1977: 81-142; Mouffe, 
1979a: 168-205). As Laclau and Mouffe conclude, “intellectual and moral 
leadership constitutes, according to Gramsci, a higher synthesis, a collective 
will, which, through ideology, becomes the organic cement unifying a his-
torical bloc” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 67). Political subjects are no longer 
classes but social alliances, which do not take power, but become the state 
by becoming hegemonic, that is, the historic bloc controls the normative 
and institutional framework of society by maintaining relations of consent 
and coercion throughout society (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 67). Yet, Gram-
sci’s historical blocs can take shape only around a fundamental class, and 
for Laclau and Mouffe, “this is the inner essentialist core which continues to 
be present in Gramsci’s thought, setting a limit to the deconstructive logic 
of hegemony” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 69). Because Laclau and Mouffe 
hold positions of structuralist economism, they suppose that the political 
transformation of the fundamental class into a unifying principle within a 
historic bloc presupposes that fully constituted class identity is generated in 
the economic field. This reintroduces the dualism between the political con-
tingencies of the hegemonic struggle, operative primarily on the ideological 
terrain, and the historical necessity guaranteed by the economic structure, 
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which acts to unify the historic bloc “in the last instance”. 
Thus, in HSS, Laclau and Mouffe confront the “last redoubt of essen-

tialism—the economy” and undertake a demonstration of the political con-
tamination of Marxism’s supposedly endogenous economic laws (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 75-85). “It is not the case that the field of the economy is 
a self-regulated space subject to endogenous laws,” they conclude; “nor does 
there exist a constitutive principle for social agents which can be fixed in an 
ultimate class core; nor are class positions the necessary location of histori-
cal interests” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 84-85). The consequence is that we 
face the dichotomy of “an absolutely united working class that will become 
transparent to itself at the moment of proletarian chiliasm” (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 84-85), or the more comforting prospect of “… the new forms 
of struggle in the advanced capitalist countries,” that is, “precisely a context 
dominated by the experience of fragmentation and by the indeterminacy of 
the articulations between different struggles and subject positions” (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 13). By inverting the hierarchy between historical neces-
sity and political contingency—by making the category of hegemony, domi-
nated by political contingency, the centre of a new discourse and displacing 
the category of structure, dominated by historical necessity—Laclau and 
Mouffe employ a marginalised term to reverse the binary hierarchy that, 
they claim, constitutes the Marxist paradigm. They thereby produce a post-
marxian discourse.

Laclau and Mouffe’s “Speculative Germs”

The exemplary logical structure of HSS enables us to pinpoint exactly where 
Laclau and Mouffe insert their “speculative germs” into an erstwhile de-
construction of Marxism. Having asserted the subversive effects of the cat-
egory of hegemony in the field of Marxist discourse, Laclau and Mouffe 
commence the disseminatory phase of their deconstruction by reinscribing 
“hegemony” into a reconfigured discursive regime, based on the suprema-
cy of political contingency over historical necessity. Yet, instead of directly 
confronting this task, they “detour” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 96) so as to 
begin to deconstruct the field of Structural Marxism, in the interests of the 
construction of a postmarxian identity politics (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
97-105). For Laclau and Mouffe, the moment of theoretical incoherence in 
the Structural Marxist research programme arrives with the logical contra-
diction between symbolic overdetermination and “economic determination 
in the last instance” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 98). Laclau and Mouffe’s re-
casting of overdetermination quietly deletes two crucial components of the 
Althusserian position: the notion that these are overdetermined contradictions 
is repudiated on the grounds of a generalised rejection of contradictions (La-
clau and Mouffe, 1985: 95, 148 note 35); and, the mechanisms of ideological 
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displacement and political condensation are shorn of any institutional deter-
minants and assimilated to solely ideological processes. This evacuates the 
materialist content of Althusser’s notion of overdetermined contradictions 
and opens the path to a speculative recapture of post-Althusserian theory.

In an assessment of the aftermath of Althusserian Marxism that im-
plicitly critiques their own contributions to the post-Althusserian theory of 
ideology, Laclau and Mouffe criticise the proposition that every contradic-
tion is overdetermined by class as “a new variant of essentialism” (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 98). “In the original Althusserian formulation,” Laclau 
and Mouffe suggest, “a very different theoretical undertaking was foreshad-
owed,” namely, “a critique of every type of fixity,” by taking up symbolic 
overdetermination as the basis for a new concept of articulation (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 104). They claim that the antinomies of Althusser demon-
strate the impossibility of combining ideological articulation with economic 
determination and propose that it follows from this that social relations have 
to be theorised as a “plane of signification” beyond which there exists abso-
lutely nothing (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 97-105). Hence, “the symbolic—
i.e., overdetermined—character of social relations implies that they lack an 
ultimate literality which would reduce them to necessary moments of an im-
manent law” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 98).

As Laclau and Mouffe point out, the concept of overdetermination de-
rives principally from psychoanalysis and in this context must not be in-
terpreted as a mechanical multi-causal theory. Instead of the mechanical 
concept of a multiplicity of unequally weighted causes constituting an ef-
fect, overdetermination refers to the formation of nodal points where sever-
al chains of signification intersect in a single signifier, thereby investing this 
“master signifier” with the libidinal energy contained in the many discur-
sive articulations (Laplanche, 1973: 292-293). Althusser’s concept of “over-
determined contradiction” was designed to be the opposite of the Hegelian 
simple—or essential—contradiction, because the existence of relatively au-
tonomous structural instances with asymmetrical effectivities led to the im-
printing, in any social contradiction, of its complex conditions of existence 
(Althusser, 1969: 161-218). The psychoanalytic notion of a disjunction be-
tween the libidinal energy of an articulation and its conscious registration as 
meaning is homologous to the Marxist concept of the gap between the com-
plex structural determinants of an effect and the subject-position(s) through 
which this is lived as an event by social agents. Althusser’s conception of the 
“overdetermined contradiction” maintains, from its inception, the Marx-
ist insistence on the ideological displacement and political condensation of 
economic antagonisms, and reciprocally, the ideological and political de-
terminants of a class contradiction, so that “exceptions” to the “pure con-
tradiction” between classes are the rule (Althusser, 1969: 87-128, especially 
99-100, 104). To claim a contradiction between the essays “Contradiction 



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y92

and Overdetermination” and “On the Materialist Dialectic” (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 98) is textually insupportable—and Laclau and Mouffe do 
not bother to try to demonstrate this. Instead, they turn to the problems in 
another work altogether, Balibar’s treatment of the “Basic Concepts of His-
torical Materialism” in Reading Capital (Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 199-
308; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 99-105). 

Laclau and Mouffe’s Gramscian thesis that ideology is fundamental to 
the social formation, not only as a functional social cement, but also as the 
basic modality of social subjectivity that acts as a condition of possibility for 
politics and economics, effectively reduces politics and economics to ideol-
ogy. Laclau and Mouffe insist that overdetermination:

 is a very precise type of fusion entailing a symbolic dimension and a 
plurality of meanings. The concept of overdetermination is constituted 
in the field of the symbolic, and has no meaning whatsoever outside 
it. Consequently, the most profound potential meaning of Althusser’s 
statement that everything existing in the social is overdetermined, is the 
assertion that the social constitutes itself as a symbolic order (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 97-98). 

In line with their earlier analyses of ideological articulations, Laclau 
and Mouffe consider that overdetermination means the formation of po-
litical subjectivity through the combination of a multiplicity of subject-posi-
tions (Laclau, 1977: 81-142; Mouffe, 1979a: 168-205). In other words, consid-
eration of the psychoanalytic meaning of overdetermination allows Laclau 
and Mouffe to substitute the ideological mechanisms of subject-formation 
for the materialist principles of social production, as rules for the composi-
tion of the social field. Indeed, in a text published contemporaneously with 
HSS, Laclau claims that subject-positions are the social atoms from which 
classes, structures, nations and so forth are constructed (Laclau, 1985: 32). 
This claim—discreetly erased from the surface of HSS but distinctly present 
as a latent assumption—reveals the accuracy of Laclau and Mouffe’s admis-
sion that their position on Structural Marxism is close to that of Hindess and 
Hirst (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 145 note 6). Indeed, it potentially under-
states the extent of the convergence. The authors note of Hindess and Hirst 
that the concept of political contingency between pre-constituted structural 
elements arrived at by a “rationalist deconstruction” of Structural Marxism 
excludes diacritical articulation (the elements remain positive social monads 
immune to differential relations) and therefore implies an essentialism on 
the lines of Leibniz (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 103). For Laclau and Mouffe, 
by contrast, the articulation of subject-positions reciprocally modifies these 
differential elements (on the fundamental lines of Saussurean linguistics, 
they are differential positions, not positive realities). In consequence, “so-
ciety and social agents lack any essence, and their regularities merely con-
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sist of the relative and precarious forms of fixation which accompany the 
establishment of a certain order” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 98). By means 
of such pronouncements, Laclau and Mouffe hope to evade the impasse of 
Hindess and Hirst, namely, “a logical pulverisation of the social, combined 
with a theoretically agnostic descriptivism of the ‘concrete situations’” (La-
clau and Mouffe, 1985: 104). 

Yet, Laclau and Mouffe’s invocation of psychoanalysis testifies against 
them, for surely the cornerstone of the Lacanian “return to Freud” is the 
insistence that a “sexual determination in the last instance” operates in the 
discursive articulation of the “formations of the unconscious,” in the form of 
the determining role of the Real of the drive in the articulation of Symbol-
ic desire (Fink, 1995a; Fink, 1997). The Lacanian position does not reduce 
overdetermination to a mechanical causality, but neither does it affirm that 
the discourse of the analysand is infinitely plastic. Instead, Lacan’s “Göde-
lian structuralism” (Fink, 1995a: xiv) maps the systematic distortions of dis-
course onto structural diagnostic categories (psychosis, perversion, neurosis) 
based on distinct unconscious mechanisms (foreclosure, disavowal and re-
pression) (Fink, 1997: 76-78). These distinct mechanisms for the production 
of “surplus enjoyment” (Žižek, 1989: 49-53) involve different positions of the 
object in discourse. By analogy with Althusser, we might say that the distinct 
modes of production of surplus enjoyment are manifest as the dominance of 
the object in a certain register of discourse. Prima facie, there is no theoreti-
cal inconsistency in the combination of a determination in the last instance 
with the overdetermined character of every differential field. By contrast, 
deletion of the libidinal energy contained in an overdetermined articula-
tion means the confinement of analysis to the interpretation of meaning 
and implies the reduction of psychoanalysis to a hermeneutics. Laclau and 
Mouffe produce what is effectively a pre-Freudian position whose terminus 
can only be—as Ricoeur’s hermeneutic “recovery” of Freud unfortunate-
ly demonstrates—the tracing back of gaps in meaning to another, “deeper” 
meaning, culminating in the speculative endeavour “to see Hegel’s problem-
atic in Freud” (Ricoeur, 1970: 468).

The “Social Production of Meaning”

The novelty of Laclau and Mouffe’s politics of ideology depends upon the 
category of discourse, which is supposed to supersede the Marxian para-
digm of labour as the model of social practice. Laclau and Mouffe’s “origi-
nal insight” into the consequences of the shift from structure to discourse 
is that discursive practice designates a new model of social acts. Broadly 
speaking, discursive practice refers to the selection and combination of so-
cial relations (structural elements) into articulated combinations that are de-
ployed in space and time by social agents in the field of social practices. 
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By contrast with some leftwing commentators on Laclau and Mouffe’s dis-
course theory (Callinicos, 1985; Geras, 1990; Palmer, 1990; Wood, 1997b), 
I do not contend that the very conception of the social field as the result of 
“discursive practices” is a mistake. The classical Marxian conception of la-
bour as the paradigm of human activity (Geras, 1984; Lukács, 1978; Lukács, 
1980) is not automatically superior to the postmodern concept of discourse 
as the model for social practice. Indeed, the postmodern model has two dis-
tinct advantages. It is impossible to arrive at the absurd position of affirm-
ing that social labour comes before language (Lukács, 1980: 49). Secondly, 
the discursive problematic includes from its inception consideration of social 
relations as inherently dialogical, that is, constituted in relations of domi-
nance and subordination through dialectical processes of opposition and 
differentiation (Bakhtin, 1981: 259-422; Vološinov, 1973). Instead of conceiv-
ing human activity as operating directly on an inert natural “raw materi-
al,” discursive practice affirms the primacy of contested social relations as 
the mediation between humanity and nature. Additionally, the notion of 
discursivity suggests human finitude, in line with Kant’s conception of hu-
manity as characterised by a merely “discursive intellect” (as opposed to an 
Intellectus Archetypus, with the god-like power to grasp intuitively the essence 
of things). Contrary to the ideological after-image, apparently conjured for 
some Marxists, of the omnipotent speaker spinning social relations at will, 
in a theoretical parody of magical realist literature where “anything goes,” 
discursive practice implies a limited agent, restricted by the materiality of 
social relations, operating under conditions of only partial knowledge. 

Nonetheless, Laclau and Mouffe’s overall conceptualisation of discur-
sive practice is seriously flawed, mainly because they simply transpose the 
syntax of ideological practices (the articulation of subject-positions through 
the action of ideological master signifiers) onto the entire field of social prac-
tices, reducing the transformation of the social formation to a question of 
ideological manipulation. The leading effect, therefore, of the combination 
of Laclau and Mouffe’s selective interpretation of “overdetermination” with 
their Gramscian criticism of Structural Marxism, is to enable a relapse of 
“overdetermined contradiction” back towards the Hegelian “simple,” or 
“essential” contradiction. The authors therefore betray their own funda-
mental insight.

Laclau and Mouffe’s postmodern theory construction begins from the 
rejection of Foucault’s distinction between discourse and practice on the 
grounds that these are merely differentiations in the “social production of 
meaning” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 107). There are serious consequences 
for this position. The first is that they deny the exteriority of events to dis-
course, and therefore fall into the constructivist trap of being unable to spec-
ify why discursive regimes are historically transformed. The second is that, 
by insisting on textual polysemy, the centre of a hegemonic formation be-
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comes a locus of the saturation of meaning, that is, a political symbol. We 
have to examine these consequences sequentially, because taken together, 
they constitute discourses as ideological worldviews (expressive totalities). 
Laclau and Mouffe’s strategy is therefore to add certain provisos to the mod-
el (relative totality, temporary fixation of meaning, incompleteness of discourses 
caused by a constitutive outside) that are designed to prevent this relapse into 
expressive totality. Straightforwardly, from the perspective of Laclau and 
Mouffe’s discourse theory, it is impossible to theorise the complexity of a so-
cial formation. Instead, as we shall see, the postmarxian version of “com-
plexity” is a horizontal proliferation of hegemonic centres, which amounts 
to the multiplication of simple political antagonisms and not the complexity 
of an overdetermined social contradiction.

While Laclau and Mouffe affirm the existence of the external world and 
the materiality of discourse, they claim that the being of every object is dis-
cursively constructed (Laclau, 1990: 97-134). This blocks the path to the re-
gional distinction between social (discursive) practices and the materiality of 
the object (the natural properties of objects and extra-discursive conditions 
of emergence of discourse). For Laclau and Mouffe, no object is given out-
side of a discursive condition of emergence, and so: 

if the so-called non-discursive complexes—institutions, techniques, 
productive organisation, and so on—are analysed, we will only find 
more or less complex forms of differential positions among objects, which 
do not arise from a necessity external to the system structuring them and which can 
only be conceived as discursive articulations (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
107 my emphasis).

According to Foucault’s distinction between the discursive and the ex-
tra-discursive, the rules of formation of a discourse must be articulated with 
its extra-discursive conditions, because extra-discursive events transform the 
mode of existence of discourse by modifying its conditions of emergence, in-
sertion and functioning (Foucault, 1985: 162-165; Foucault, 1991: 66-67). All 
that Laclau and Mouffe retain from Foucault is the concept of discursive for-
mations as regularities in dispersion. This regularity represents an ensemble 
of differential positions: “This ensemble is not the expression of any under-
lying principle external to itself—it cannot, for instance, be apprehended ei-
ther by a hermeneutic reading or structuralist combinatory—but it consti-
tutes a configuration, which in certain contexts of exteriority can be signified 
as a totality” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 106). 

Laclau and Mouffe suppose that “discursive practices” involve the con-
struction of relations of equivalence and difference whereby the identity of 
discursive elements is modified. They define:

articulation [as] any practice establishing a relation among elements such 
that their identity is modified as a result of the articulatory practice. The 
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structured totality resulting from the articulatory practice, we will call 
discourse. The differential positions, insofar as they appear articulated 
within a discourse, we will call moments. By contrast, we will call 
element any difference that is not discursively articulated (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 105).

Following structural linguistics, we can say that the discursive moments 
have the form of a diacritical field composed of differences. Yet, the entire 
field of differential moments has an equivalence with respect to a master sig-
nifier that “represents” the unity of the discourse. Discourses are constituted 
by the tension between difference and equivalence existing within the rela-
tively fixed discursive moments and these two logics are in a relation of mu-
tual limitation or dynamic equilibrium. The logic of difference is the logic 
of social identity, whereas the logic of equivalence is the logic of frontal so-
cial antagonisms. Laclau and Mouffe align difference with the operation of 
metonymy, the contiguity of signifiers in the diachrony of the utterance and 
the psychoanalytic category of displacement. Likewise, they compress the 
operation of metaphor, the paradigmatic substitution of signifiers in the syn-
chrony of the linguistic field and the psychoanalytic category of condensa-
tion. “If difference exists only in the diachronic succession of the syntagmat-
ic pole,” they claim, “equivalence exists at the paradigmatic pole” (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 132). In an articulated totality, the relations are necessary. 
This necessity derives from the regularity of structural positions rather than 
from an underlying intelligible principle, yet contingency and articulation 
are only possible because “no discursive formation is a sutured totality” (La-
clau and Mouffe, 1985: 105). A discursive semi-totality has an exterior, and 
this “constitutive outside” functions to pierce its relational logic with contin-
gency and renders it incomplete, ensuring that “the transition from the ele-
ments to the moments is never entirely fulfilled” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
105). Indeed, Laclau and Mouffe conclude, “there is no social identity fully 
protected from a discursive exterior that deforms it and prevents it becom-
ing fully sutured” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 105). 

The concept of discourse requires that the practice of articulation “must 
pierce the entire material density of the multifarious institutions” it operates 
on (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 109), so that “enumerative discourse is a real 
force which contributes to the moulding and constitution of social relations” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 110). The evasions and incoherence of Laclau 
and Mouffe’s concept of discourse—signaled here by the ambiguous words 
“pierce” and “contributes,” when the context indicates that discourses are 
the materiality of institutions and social relations are discourses—have been 
abundantly documented (Eagleton, 1991: 210-211; Geras, 1990: 127-168). La-
clau and Mouffe claim that objects exist independently of discourse, but have 
no extra-discursive being (so, for instance, the material properties of the ob-
ject are merely discursive articulations) (Laclau, 1990: 97-134). By emptying 
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existence of every determinacy, they arrive at a neo-Kantian idealism, be-
cause “for Laclau and Mouffe, ‘objects’ oscillate between determinacy and 
existence. What they are categorically denied is the possibility of a determi-
nate existence” (Osborne, 1991: 209). The sophisms advanced in support of 
this position—“to refer … directly to … an extra-discursive object will al-
ways require the prior delimitation of the extra-discursive [a]nd insofar as 
the extra-discursive is delimited, it is formed by … discourse” (Butler, 1993a: 
11)—do not survive a moment’s examination. For the delimitation of a re-
gion is not the same as its formation: this simply confuses an epistemological 
condition with the ontological constitution of the object. 

The Concept of Discourse

The central claims of critical scientific realism—that the being of the ob-
ject is determinate yet not in principle completely knowable and that scientific 
discourse, by approximating to the properties of the object, indeed refers in-
directly to the extra-discursive—are not confronted by Laclau and Mouffe 
at all. They cannot therefore be said to have confronted Marxism’s distinc-
tive claim to base a politics on exactly this conception of scientific research. 
Laclau and Mouffe confine their reply to their critics to the accusation that 
Marxists make “an illegitimate detour through the referent” (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 118)—that is, that Marxists appeal to a pre-discursive reality 
as grounds for the distinction between discourse and structure. While this is 
true of Geras—whose appeal to a pre-discursive “human nature” as the ba-
sis for an anthropology of labour is precisely an “illegitimate detour through 
the referent”—it is not true of Eagleton, Jameson or Miklitsch. What Laclau 
and Mouffe eliminate is the possibility of a post-discursive, constructed refer-
ent that is not entirely covered by discourse (Eagleton, 1991: 209). Laclau 
and Mouffe’s insistence that there is nothing outside the text involves a “tau-
tological entrapment in the world of social construction [that] is incapable 
of providing an account of the cause that governs the production of social 
constructions of reality” (Stavrakakis, 1999: 67). Their concept of a “consti-
tutive outside” in the form of the “field of discursivity” surrounding every 
discourse cannot salvage this position, because while every discursive total-
ity has an exterior, “this exterior is constituted by other discourses” (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 146 note 20). Hence, for Laclau and Mouffe, there is no 
post-discursive referent whose properties do not endlessly dissolve once more 
into the labyrinth of signification. Laclau and Mouffe’s conflation of ideo-
logical discourse with discursive practice means that their discourse theory 
is strangely indifferent to the regional syntax of social structures and unable 
to perform even elementary institutional analysis (Miklitsch, 1995). 

Let us consider this closely for a moment. Taking a mode of social regu-
lation as exemplary of the materialist concept of hegemonic articulation, it 
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is possible to say that this mode, as a historic bricolage, results from the con-
tingent articulation of “floating” social elements into a new configuration 
capable of securing social reproduction. Laclau and Mouffe’s concept of dis-
course is therefore highly suggestive. Nonetheless, they think that relations 
of equivalence and difference regulate the discursive combinations of social 
elements, and that these “floating” elements are subject-positions, not struc-
tural elements. This reduces, as we have seen, the complex institutional re-
lations that hold between, for instance, domestic units, regimes of govern-
ment, norms of consumption and the regime of accumulation, to patterns of 
signification. Consequently, Laclau and Mouffe ignore the mobile equilib-
rium between institutional fixity and social dislocation within and between 
these structural elements—an equilibrium that depends upon financial con-
straints, political decisions, material limitations and ideological shifts—be-
cause their theory is only capable of thinking in terms of metaphor (equiva-
lence) and metonymy (difference). Quite straightforwardly, this complex and 
shifting network of relational constraints is irreducible to merely “equiva-
lence and difference”. Laclau and Mouffe’s position amounts to a “theory of 
discourse” indifferent to the constraints of social grammar and institutional 
syntax, material inequality and substantive differences, use-value and social 
norms, whose reduction of everything to value-like relations bears a suspi-
cious resemblance to free-market ideologies in which every social relation is 
equally a commodity. Furthermore, the assertion that the “floating signifi-
ers” articulated in discursive practices are subject-positions (Laclau, 1985), 
combined with the claim that discursive articulations penetrate the materi-
ality of institutions, implies an isomorphism between subject-positions and 
structural elements, so that the articulation of subject-positions necessarily 
entails the reconfiguration of social structures. The notion that a subject-
position can act as a “nodal point,” or metaphor, for a complex ensemble of 
social practices and institutional structures implies a drastic reductionism in 
which this network of relations is flattened onto the regionally dominant ide-
ogeme. Such a position gravitates towards a crass functionalism, according 
to which subject-positions are directly linked to social tasks, and conversely, 
the reconfiguration of political subjectivity itself substitutes for generalised 
social struggle. 

It is impossible to accept that the result of discursive practice is neces-
sarily another discourse, for this obliterates the distinction between the syn-
chronic structure of the social formation (which is not necessarily able to be 
re-articulated in a conjuncture) and the diachronic horizon of action of so-
cial agents (which defines the structural elements that can be selected for dis-
cursive combinations in a political conjuncture). Nor do Laclau and Mouffe 
actually hold this position, for they distinguish between “sedimented” (or 
naturalised) structural elements and contested, discursive moments, pro-
posing that “temporalised” discursive moments become “spatialised” into 
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structural elements through repetition. So the structured totality resulting 
from a successful articulatory practice should in reality be called a structure. 
The advantage of this position is that it invokes a definite process of structu-
ration—from structure to discourse to a modified structure (Giddens, 1984; 
Leledakis, 1995)—instead of a merely phenomenological description of the 
difference between structural elements and discursive moments. It also in-
vokes the distinction between the substitution of material elements with-
in a fixed structural configuration and the transformation of the structure 
through the discursive disarticulation of dominant structural matrices. 

Laclau and Mouffe maintain their formal stance that discursive articu-
lation leads only to another discourse because, despite their insistence that 
discourses modify material structures, they evacuate the materiality of the 
structural elements combined in discursive practices and treat them only as 
bearers of meaning, effectively conflating ideological discourse with discur-
sive practices. This enables Laclau and Mouffe to deny the pertinence of 
the distinction between structural determinations (the totality of which can-
not be articulated in a conjuncture) and subject-positions (which can be ar-
ticulated) (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 118-120). They would object that only 
“floating signifiers,” dislodged from a differential structure by their articu-
lation in (socially antagonistic) relations of equivalence, can be discursive-
ly articulated in a conjuncture (Laclau, 1995a: 36-46; Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 134-136). Laclau and Mouffe therefore relate social antagonism to the 
proliferation of floating signifiers (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 134-136) and in-
sist that “every antagonism, left free to itself, is a floating signifier, a ‘wild’ 
antagonism which does not predetermine the form in which it can be artic-
ulated to other elements in a social formation” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
171). This implies that the disarticulation of a structure results from political 
conflict (through ideological articulations)—meaning that, for instance, eco-
nomic crisis results from political conflict, and correlatively, that a social crisis 
is always produced through the emergence of new political agents (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 136). Quite simply, this is nonsense (think, for instance, 
of the Great Depression, which in Weimar Germany produces a political 
crisis)—and Laclau and Mouffe do not believe it either, for their analysis of 
the NSM proposes that these emerge from the combination of intrinsic struc-
tural tendencies with political resistance (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 159-166). 
Yet, they cannot modify their theoretical position because accepting the ex-
istence of determinate structural locations and the materiality of structural 
elements conflicts with the assumption that every element is a semanteme, a 
bearer of meaning, whose articulation and disarticulation depends, not on 
any material properties, but on the ability of the “social text” to produce a 
“surplus of meaning”. 
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The Category of Hegemony

The major problems with Laclau and Mouffe’s category of hegemony flow 
from their idealist constructivism with its focus on textual polysemy. By in-
verting the master (or empty) signifier that hegemonises a discursive for-
mation into a point of maximal saturation of meaning, Laclau and Mouffe 
transform hegemony into a theory of semi-expressive totality. This model is 
supplemented with the postmodern assertions that there exist a multiplicity 
of hegemonic nodes in a social formation and that consequently, no unity of 
rupture is possible, only a proliferation of dispersed subject-positions.

While discourses are theorised as a “regularity in dispersion,” the unity 
of a discourse is theorised in terms of hegemony, and the formation of a dis-
course involves “cutting out” a partial totality from the sea of meaning, or 
“field of discursivity,” that surrounds the social:

The practice of articulation, therefore, consists in the construction of 
nodal points which partially fix meaning; and the partial character of this 
fixation proceeds from the … constant overflowing of every discourse by 
the infinitude of the field of discursivity (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 113).

According to Laclau and Mouffe, the constitution of hegemony involves 
the construction of chains of equivalence and difference that link dispa-
rate signifying elements as moments of a relatively unified, but fundamen-
tally incomplete, discursive totality. A dispersed ensemble of heterogene-
ous elements is unified by their articulation with an empty signifier, so that 
the identity of the elements is modified by their reciprocal interactions and 
thereby totalised as a differential field (a discourse). Political identities are 
formed within discursive totalities—historical blocs—but, flowing from the 
incompleteness of discourse, every political identity is inherently incomplete: 
the Left is decompleted by the existence of the Right, for instance. 

A social and political space relatively unified through the instituting of 
nodal points and the constitution of tendentially relational identities is what 
Gramsci calls a historical bloc. The type of link joining the different 
elements of the historical bloc—not unity in any form of historical a priori, 
but a regularity in dispersion—coincides with our concept of discursive 
formation. Insofar as we consider the historical bloc from the point of 
view of the antagonistic terrain in which it is constituted we will call it a 
hegemonic formation (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 136).

A relational field of difference and equivalence is “sutured” by the ex-
istence of master signifiers (also known as points de capiton, nodal points and 
empty signifiers). The master signifier creates and sustains identity of a cer-
tain discourse by constructing a knot of definite meanings (Žižek, 1989: 95). 
According to Laclau and Mouffe, the field of discursivity causes some signi-
fiers to float as the result of the overdetermination of their meaning, until a 
master signifier intervenes and retroactively constitutes their identity by fix-
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ing the floating signifiers within a paradigmatic chain of equivalence. 
Hegemony needs to be conceptualised, supplementing Gramsci, as both 

a mobile equilibrium between force and consent, and as a relation of frontiers 
between antagonists, where hegemonic articulations occur in a field criss-
crossed with social antagonisms (i.e., negativity): “Only the presence of a 
vast area of floating elements and the possibility of their articulation to oppo-
site camps—which implies constant redefinition of the latter—is what con-
stitutes the terrain permitting us to define a practice as hegemonic” (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 136). Without equivalence and without relations of shifting 
frontiers it is impossible to consider politics as the articulation of hegemony. 
Laclau and Mouffe, however, reject the Gramscian assumption that a war 
of position happens through the division of society in two camps. Indeed, 
Laclau and Mouffe claim that the hegemonic form of politics only becomes 
dominant in modern times through a proliferation of differences and that as 
part of the “increasing complexity of the social,” this process is primary.

 We will therefore speak of democratic struggles where these imply 
a plurality of political spaces, and of popular struggles where certain 
discourses tendentially construct the division of a single political space 
into two opposed fields. But it is clear that the fundamental concept 
is that of “democratic struggle” and that popular struggles are merely 
specific conjunctures resulting from the multiplication of equivalence 
effects among the democratic struggles (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 137).

Clearly, Laclau and Mouffe have abandoned the notion of fundamen-
tal classes as the terrain for hegemony and the single hegemonic centre as 
the normal social topography. Instead, they conceptualise the social field 
as constrained within the poles of totality (a structure of necessary relations 
without antagonisms) and atomisation (a proliferation of floating signifiers 
through the multiplication of antagonisms). However, Laclau and Mouffe 
stress that “in a given social formation, there can be a variety of hegemon-
ic nodal points,” implying that hegemony is only ever tendential and local-
ised (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 139). Therefore, they offer a new definition 
of organic crisis as a “conjuncture where there is a generalised weakening of 
the relational system [that] defines the identities of a given social or politi-
cal space, and where, as a result, there is a proliferation of floating elements” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 136). There is no single ruptural unity but rather 
a proliferation of antagonisms (and hence dispersion of subject-positions). 

Hegemonic articulation, then, designates the practice of articulating 
links between discourses and modifying existing discourses, through the 
construction of differential and equivalential relations between existing dis-
courses. Hegemonic articulation is not an aggregation of dissimilar elements 
into an external combination of fully constituted political constituencies, be-
cause the act of hegemonic articulation entails the reciprocal modification 
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of the identity of all of the elements involved in the articulation. The theo-
ry of hegemony therefore involves a critique of mainstream “alliance poli-
tics” and “coalition building” activities. For Laclau and Mouffe, by creating 
equivalences between the demands of alliance partners, and simultaneously 
defining the alliance in opposition to some antagonist, hegemony involves 
the expansion of a discourse into a horizon of social meaning. This repre-
sents a wholesale usurpation of the concept of discursive practice by the op-
erations of ideological discourses, for what Laclau and Mouffe neglect is 
that the transformation of institutions and the articulation of ideological 
oppositions are seldom synchronised. A critical determinant of the destiny 
of every political strategy is its ability to maintain solidarity between alli-
ance partners despite the scission between ideological discourse and institu-
tional transformations. While the creation of equivalences between subject-
positions precedes the reconstruction of institutions, the articulation of a new 
social cement, in the form of a new hegemonic ideology, follows from institu-
tional reconstruction. Laclau and Mouffe’s theory collapses these distinct 
political and ideological processes into a specious unity, generating a po-
litical voluntarism prone to mistaking ideological manipulations for institu-
tional conquests.

Social Antagonism

For Laclau, antagonism springs from dislocation, which is the result of “the 
disruption of structure by forces operating outside it”. Laclau and Mouffe 
refer to this menacing “beyond” as a “constitutive outside” and argue that 
every field of internal (diacritical) relations contains an implied reference to 
an external “social antagonism”. Inspired by Staten, Laclau identifies the 
“constitutive outside” with both social antagonism and the conditions of ex-
istence of a discourse. According to Laclau and Mouffe, “every society con-
stitutes its own forms of rationality and intelligibility by dividing itself; that 
is, by expelling outside itself any surplus of meaning subverting it” (Laclau, 
1990: 51; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 137). Indeed, the formation of hegemony 
necessitates this act of exclusion, for “limits only exist insofar as a systematic 
ensemble of differences can be cut out as totality with regard to something be-
yond them, and it is only through this cutting out that the totality constitutes 
itself as formation” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 143). 

Political identities are formed within discursive totalities—hegemonic 
blocs—but, because the “field of discursivity” overflows every discourse, 
no political identity is complete: every subject-position is a floating signifier 
whose polysemy makes possible limitless rearticulation. Since political iden-
tities are formed through equivalential oppositions (“us” and “them”), every 
identity is relationally determined, or rendered incomplete, by the necessary 
existence of an antagonistic identity against which it is defined. Hegemonic 
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articulation ultimately involves the negation of identity, through the exclu-
sion of a political opponent from the discursive universe, and this leads to 
social antagonism. 

The logic behind this position is straightforward. Hegemony is con-
structed by articulating a differential field as existing in equivalence with 
respect to a master signifier. Consider a diacritical field, S, S1, S2, … , Sn, 
which is articulated in equivalence with a master signifier, S1:

S

Sn
…
S

S

S

The master signifier—as a signifier—is itself binary, that is, defined 
solely by its difference. Yet, this difference cannot be with respect to the field 
it articulates, since the master signifier is not different from the field S, S1, S2, 
… , Sn, but (ex hypothesi) equivalent to it. Therefore another signifier must exist, 
“elsewhere,” that diacritically defines the master signifier. 

Let us call this signifier m, the excluded marginal element: 

S

Sn
…
S

S

S m.............................

In this diagram, the dotted line S1—m indicates that only the trace (in 
the deconstructive sense) of m remains imprinted on the discursive totality 
hegemonised by S1. Yet, this trace is sufficient to deny all of the social identi-
ties articulated in the field S, S1, S2, … , Sn, a complete identity. As a result, 
social antagonism exists between the field hegemonised by S1 and the excluded 
margin, m. Now, presumably m is itself the master signifier of another dis-
course, or a floating signifier that can potentially become the master signifier 
of another discourse. 

To concretise the concept of social antagonism, consider the following 
example, based on Laclau’s diagram (Laclau, 2000a: 303).

trade unionism

socialism
…

ecology

feminism
“Radical 
Democracy”
(The Left)

..........................................

“Natural
Inequality”
(The Right)

FIGURE: The social antagonism between political Left and Right, seen from the Left.
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In the figure, a political alliance of the Left, hegemonised by the radi-
cal democratic Imaginary, constructs a social antagonism with the Right by 
excluding the signifier “Natural Inequality”—selected as the master signifier 
of the political Right following Norberto Bobbio (Bobbio, 1996: 60-81). The 
social identities in the alliance of the Left are decompleted by the existence 
of the Right, which antagonises their identity and prevents the Left alliance 
from becoming coextensive with the social formation.

Laclau and Mouffe claim that what distinguishes the social antagonism 
from both logical contradiction and real opposition is that the latter two are 
objective relations whereas social antagonism puts into question any objec-
tivity. This really means that Laclau and Mouffe relapse into a perspectival 
relativism, whereby there is no appeal to any reality beyond one’s discursive 
universe. Abandoning the concept of social antagonism as contradiction, 
they insist that the distinction between real opposition and social antago-
nism is that:

Real opposition is an objective relation—that is determinable, definable—
among things; contradiction is an equally definable relation among 
concepts; antagonism constitutes the limits of every objectivity, which 
is revealed as a partial and precarious objectification. … Antagonisms are 
not internal but external to society; or rather, they constitute the limits of 
society (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 125).

In other words, “real opposition” implies the radically external per-
spective of a neutral metalanguage or “view from nowhere,” whereas social 
antagonism is something that one is always inside. Indeed, for Laclau and 
Mouffe “the price of identifying ‘society’ with the referent would be to emp-
ty it of any rationally specifiable content” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 126). 
If social antagonism helps to establish the boundaries of a discursive forma-
tion, it also, at the same time, prevents a discourse from constituting an ob-
jective rational and fully intelligible reality. As such, social antagonism is, 
at once, the condition of possibility and impossibility of society (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 125). Social antagonism is therefore a quasi-transcendental. 

For Laclau and Mouffe, there are two main types of antagonism—pop-
ular antagonisms and democratic antagonisms. Popular antagonisms divide 
social space into two opposed camps, while democratic antagonisms only 
divide minor portions of social space (they are local or regional antago-
nisms). The expansion of the equivalential chain tends to polarise the social 
and produce a populist logic. By contrast, so-called democratic antagonisms 
make the world increasingly complex. The example par excellence is the NSM, 
whose democratic politics represent the wave of the future, for today, “part-
ly because of their very success, democratic struggles tend less and less to be 
unified as ‘popular struggles’” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 133). 

The intuitive plausibility of Laclau and Mouffe’s phenomenology of ide-
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ology derives from the way it appeals to the experience of belonging to a po-
litical movement. Yet, as a social theory, this is fraught with incoherence. La-
clau and Mouffe propose a fundamental symmetry between the oppressed 
and the oppressor, implying a perspectival relativism, according to which 
my judgement that the other is my oppressor is simply an expression of a 
relational identity (which is necessarily decompleted by the antagonist). For 
this reason, Laclau and Mouffe’s definition of oppression involves reference 
to a third party, observing the conflicting parties in a social antagonism. 
But if discourses fix meaning, then how can there be social dialogue be-
tween discourses? How can the observer communicate their judgement to 
the antagonistic parties? What happens when conflicts arise between alli-
ance partners? Secondly, if we cannot speak of social formations, but only of 
discursive formations, in what sense do democratic or popular antagonisms 
“divide social space”? What can “hegemony” (as a mobile equilibrium be-
tween force and consent, which implies dominance of a context traversed by 
internal faultlines) mean, when Laclau and Mouffe relegate antagonism to an 
external condition?

Political Symbolism

Laclau and Mouffe’s real solution to the difficulty of the oscillation between 
an imaginary social unity and political fragmentation in the symbolic field 
involves reference to an expressive totality subtending every discourse. La-
clau and Mouffe explain that they “have referred to ‘discourse’ as a system 
of differential entities … such a system only exists as a partial limitation 
of a ‘surplus of meaning’ which subverts it … [and] we will call it the field 
of discursivity” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 111). The “field of discursivity” as 
a “surplus of meaning surrounding the social,” is the totality of discourses 
(Smith, 1998: 85). This totality is not descriptive (an empirical register of all 
discourses), but transcendental (the totality constitutes every entity), for dis-
cursivity is not a collection of objects, but rather a “theoretical horizon for 
the constitution of the being of every object” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1987: 86). 
The history of philosophy supplies another name for this ultimate discursive 
horizon that constitutes the entirety of being: the Absolute.

For Laclau and Mouffe, instead of generating a social syntax, the “so-
cial production of meaning” culminates in a veritable “crisis of symbolic 
overproduction”. The impossibility of a fixed centre or closed discursive to-
tality, due to absence of a transcendental signified, results in discursivity as 
the “no-man’s land” surrounding every discursive totality with a “surplus of 
meaning” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 111). To define this theoretically, they 
rely on Derrida’s influential essay, “Structure, Sign and Play in the Dis-
course of the Human Sciences” (Derrida, 1978: 278-293) and his demonstra-
tion that “the absence of the transcendental signified extends the domain 
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and the play of signification indefinitely” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: Der-
rida cited 112). Following Derrida’s deconstruction of the concept of struc-
ture, Laclau and Mouffe suppose that a discourse is a temporary and partial 
totalisation whereby the transient imposition of a structural centre creates 
a relative fixity in signification. Laclau and Mouffe gloss this to claim that 
“it is not the poverty of signifieds but, on the contrary, polysemy that disar-
ticulates a discursive structure” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 113). The “field 
of overdetermination,” the “field of discursivity,” polysemy as a “surplus of 
meaning” “surrounding” any discursive totality and the action of différance 
are identical in Laclau and Mouffe. 

The problem is that Laclau and Mouffe interpret the “impossibility of 
an ultimate fixity of meaning” not in terms of the excess of signification over 
meaning, but instead in terms of an excess of meaning over signification: 
“it is not the poverty of signifieds but, on the contrary, polysemy that disar-
ticulates a discursive structure” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 113). While they 
draw upon Derrida for this position, there is no textual support in the cita-
tion offered, or in general in Derrida’s work, for their interpretation. Indeed, 
in the article cited, Derrida explains that it is the excess of the signifier that 
replaces the transcendental signified (Derrida, 1978: 284). In the well-known 
Limited Inc., for instance, Derrida insists that dissemination is the opposite of 
polysemy (Derrida, 1988: 9, 20-21). It is not the polysemic richness of the text 
that Derrida opens to the movement of dissemination, but rather the action 
of différance conceived as a lack, which bursts the semantic horizon with the 
possibility that meaning and non-meaning might be reciprocal conditions 
of each other’s emergence. Hermeneutics, with its stress on the infinity of 
meaning and the endlessness of interpretation, remains, for Derrida, within 
the assumptions of logocentric metaphysics, since the concept of an unclos-
able horizon of meaning implies a determinate centre and an anticipation of 
coherence. Polysemy, for Derrida, can only be dispersion from some origi-
nal unity. The play of dissemination consists precisely in a “disruption that 
bursts the semantic horizon” (Derrida, 1971: 45). Both determinate meaning 
and polysemic excess, for Derrida, are formed at the expense of both non-
meaning and the productive play of signification that creates meanings be-
yond the semantic horizon of any hermeneutic procedure (Dews, 1987: 12-13; 
Gasché, 1986: 174, 218, 237-244). Installing a transcendental signified at the 
centre of a discourse is the archetypal gesture of metaphysics; Derrida, by con-
trast, enjoins us to think the concept of a decentred structure. Likewise, the 
Lacanian master signifier is not an imaginary image or transcendental sig-
nified, but a nonsensical placemarker for the subject’s castration, or symbolic 
lack. The master signifier is a signifier without signified. It is only in the trans-
ference (in the retroactive projection by which the subject identifies with a 
master signifier) that this appears—in a psychoanalytic variant of ideologi-
cal misrecognition—as the locus of an Imaginary Meaning. 
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What this means is that Laclau and Mouffe’s “empty signifier” is con-
tinuously replaced in their discourse by a transcendental signified, or politi-
cal symbol, that lends an imaginary unity to the discursive field. Laclau ini-
tially proposes that:

 there can be empty signifiers within the field of signification because 
any system of signification is structured around an empty place resulting 
from the impossibility of producing an object which, nonetheless, is 
required by the systematicity of the system (Laclau, 1995a: 43).

This is not in principle different to the Lacanian concept of the master 
signifier as instigating contingency, or lack. Thus far, what we have is a po-
liticisation of Lacanian psychoanalysis and a perceptive analysis of the pos-
sible links between the Lacanian concept of the master signifier and Der-
rida’s theory of différance. The difficulty in the analysis only emerges when 
Laclau and Mouffe attempt to square this with their concept of the field of 
discursivity as a surplus of meaning. For this concept of discursivity as a field 
of overdetermination only fits together with a logic of political symbolism. 

Laclau frames the notion of an interruption in signification on the mod-
el of the sublime. The empty signifier is a result of a “blockage in the contin-
uous expansion of the process of signification” (Laclau, 1995a: 43). This in-
terruption is a consequence of the presence of social antagonism as the limit 
of any social totality. That is to say, the breakdown in signification flows 
from the necessity for any hegemonic identity to define itself by marginal-
ising some term and constituting itself in opposition to this negated term. 
“This relation,” notes Laclau, “by which a particular content becomes the 
signifier of the absent communitarian fullness is exactly what we call a hege-
monic relationship” (Laclau, 1995a: 43). The role of the empty signifier, then, 
is discussed in terms not of its function as a placemarker for lack and a non-
symbolised loss, of an inability to signify the totality, but in the capacity of 
representation of the utopian aspirations of a social alliance. 

In every concrete example drawn up by Laclau and Mouffe, this usur-
pation of existential lack by political symbolism takes place. The paradig-
matic case is Luxemburg, where the general strike becomes the site of the 
overflow of the political signifier by the ideological signified of class unity 
and revolutionary desire.

[T]he mechanism of unification is clear: in a revolutionary situation, 
it is impossible to fix the literal sense of each isolated struggle, because 
each struggle overflows its own literality and comes to represent, in the 
consciousness of the masses, a simple moment of a more global struggle 
against the system. … This is, however, nothing other than the defining 
characteristic of the symbol: the overflowing of the signifier by the 
signified. The unity of the class is therefore a symbolic unity (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 11).
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Symbolic overdetermination becomes the concrete mechanism for the 
unification of the disparate subject-positions created through sectoral strug-
gles. In the case of Perón, “Perónism … was rather a series of symbols … 
[and] the symbols of a particular group at some point assume a function 
of universal representation”. This universal representation was that of “a 
pure, abstract absent fullness”. “Yet the chains of equivalences constructed 
by the different factions of his movement had gone beyond any possibility 
of control” and led to the military coup as a means of retotalising the social 
(Laclau, 1995a: 55-56). This, again, makes the empty signifier into a politi-
cal symbol that opens a crack onto the field of discursivity and permits the 
overflow of meaning to disrupt the social totality. Indeed, Laclau proposes 
that these symbols form social Imaginaries, because “once the symbol’s cir-
culation has reached a certain level of generalisation in the representation of 
a vast range of antagonisms, they become the necessary surface for the in-
scription of any new demand” (Laclau, 1990: 79).

The difference between this political symbolism, and the post-structur-
alism from which it is supposed to issue, could not be more stark. Following 
Žižek, Laclau and Mouffe’s misrecognition of the master signifier (the signi-
fier without signified) “a point of extreme saturation of meaning” is exactly 
an “ideological anamorphosis” (Žižek, 1989: 99). This might be passed off 
as a description of the political process, were it not for the combination of its 
reproduction in theoretical material and the underlying problem of the field 
of overdetermination as a surplus of meaning. The conclusion has to be that 
Laclau and Mouffe have performed an ideological inversion, amounting to 
the replacement of symbolic processes by an imaginary unity.

The Democratic Revolution of Modernity

For Laclau and Mouffe, the expressive historical totality that subtends ev-
ery “discursive formation” is the unfolding of the Democratic Revolution of 
Modernity (hereafter, DRM). Following Claude Lefort, Laclau and Mouffe 
conceptualise modernity as inaugurated by a “democratic revolution” that 
invokes “the dissolution of the markers of certainty” by negating the possi-
bility of the direct incarnation of power in the body of the Prince (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 152-159; Lefort, 1988: 16-18). In modernity, by contrast 
with the ancien régime, the imaginary unification of society is a function of the 
temporary and contingent occupation of the locus of power by some partic-
ular group and the corresponding hegemonisation of the content of the uni-
versal. According to Lefort, “this leads to the emergence of a purely social 
society, in which the people, the nation and the state take on the status of 
[ideal] universal entities” (Lefort, 1988: 18). As Žižek explains, no party can 
permanently embody the will of the people, so that the governing party nec-
essarily speaks only temporarily “in the name of the people,” “as a kind of 
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surrogate, a substitute for the real-impossible sovereign” (Žižek, 1989: 147). 
This means that within modernity, the locus of power is coextensive 

with the “Real-impossible” universality of the people, the nation and the 
state, that is, is rendered an empty place by the DRM. Recognition of the 
constitutive nature of the gap between a particular project and the impos-
sible site of universality is the condition of possibility for democratic poli-
tics (Laclau, 1995a: 46). This power is a symbolic place that cements society 
by creating a myth of unification around some universal value. The empty 
place of power is therefore also the locus of the empty signifier. It is political 
symbolism—the ability to signify in the name of the absent fullness of com-
munity—that is the “empty place of power,” indicating that this is a domi-
nant ideology, or “social imaginary,” and not an institutional site. Indeed, it 
is the “permanence of the democratic imaginary” in modernity that is the 
condition of possibility for the strategy of radical democracy (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 155). 

According to Laclau and Mouffe, the “decisive mutation in the politi-
cal imaginary of Western societies took place two hundred years ago and 
can be defined in these terms: the logic of equivalence was transformed into 
the fundamental instrument of the production of the social” (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 155). This logic of the equality of rights migrates progressive-
ly from the political to the economic, cultural and so forth, seen by Laclau 
and Mouffe as an extension of the “equivalential displacement peculiar to 
the democratic imaginary” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 158). The logic of so-
cialism, feminism and the new social movements can all be expressed as lo-
calisations of this equivalential logic. However, the DRM also entails the ex-
tension of a differential logic, the logic of liberty, in tension with the notion 
of equality. This logic individualises and marks the difference between mo-
ments of the social. It is the logic of autonomy, and therefore a constitutive 
part of the identity of the social movements that might comprise any Left 
project. These two logics constitute a field of tension within the social, whose 
poles are totalitarianism (as the end point of total equivalence) and social at-
omisation (as the final result of absolute difference). Radical democracy lo-
cates itself in the dynamic equilibrium that circulates between these poles, a 
distant echo of the French Revolution’s epochal revolution in ideology—in-
stituting a “truly new … social imaginary” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 155). 

Laclau and Mouffe’s theory rests upon a historical master narrative of 
the transition from feudalism to capitalism, according to which the shift 
from fixed differences and absolute equivalence, to the relation of frontiers 
between difference and equivalence characteristic of modernity, hinges 
upon the institutionalisation of the DRM (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 155). 
This master narrative of the transition from a static feudalism—where fixed 
differences allocate rigid social roles while millenarian equivalences gener-
ate organic totalities—to the reign of capitalist modernity—where the invis-
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ible hand of equivalence and difference allocates political power to hegem-
onic alliances (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 138), reads like a parody of vulgar 
Marxism transposed into the language of high metaphysics. Once the DRM 
creates an “empty place of power,” the hegemonic form of politics predomi-
nates on the basis of constant dislocations of the structure. Nonetheless, the 
lost organic totality continues to haunt modernity, for the “relation by which 
a particular content becomes the signifier for an absent communitarian full-
ness is exactly what we call a hegemonic relationship” (Laclau, 1995a: 43). Mo-
dernity evacuates the contents of this totality, but not its form—that is to say, 
the empty signifier and the empty place of power stand in for the “commu-
nitarian fullness” which their forms continuously invoke. What replaces the 
substantive community of pre-modern society is, as we have seen, the “field 
of discursivity” as a froth of social possibilities, and “every discourse is con-
stituted as an attempt to dominate the field of discursivity by expanding sig-
nifying chains which partially fix the meaning of [a] floating signifier” (Tor-
fing, 1999: 98). This sea of excess signification, coextensive with the “empty 
place of power,” is none other than the “democratic imaginary”—that is, 
the fundamental level of the social.

The “democratic imaginary” of the DRM forms a “discursive exteri-
or” to every relation of subordination, enabling these to be transformed into 
relations of oppression (that is, something contested rather than merely en-
dured) (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 154, 159). In a breath-taking simplifica-
tion (Osborne, 1991: 210-215; Rustin, 1988: 162-173; Wood, 1998: 64-71), this 
thesis lets Laclau and Mouffe interpret the entire history of social struggles, 
from the nineteenth century onwards, as the extension and deepening of the 
DRM (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 152-159). Armed with a unitary conception 
of the NSM that now also subsumes “class identities,” Laclau and Mouffe 
can propose that the task of the Left “cannot be to renounce liberal-demo-
cratic ideology, but, on the contrary, to deepen and expand it in the direc-
tion of a radical and plural democracy … [through] expanding the chain of 
equivalents between the different struggles against oppression” (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 176). In HSS, therefore, the new hegemonic project for the 
Left—the struggle for a radical and plural democracy—is conceptualised as 
an expression of the DRM.

Modernity is therefore theorised as springing from the foundational 
character of an inaugural political act. It is not, therefore, that Laclau and 
Mouffe renounce a universal revolution entirely—only that they relegate 
this to the historical past and erect an ethical barrier to every effort to make 
this happen more than once. The “dissolution of the Jacobin Imaginary,” 
the end of the leftwing dream of an inaugural political act, announced at 
the beginning of HSS, then, is the result of Laclau and Mouffe’s supposition 
that this act has already happened and cannot be repeated. The best we can do is 
live with the consequences, namely, engage in the critique of “actually exist-
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ing democracy” and accept that “the objective of the Left should be the ex-
tension and deepening of the democratic revolution initiated two hundred 
years ago” (Mouffe, 1992d: 1). 

The Performative Contradictions of Radical Democracy

The contradiction, between Laclau and Mouffe’s claim that socialist revo-
lution as a foundational act is the mainspring of leftwing malaise (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 177) and their advocacy of another foundational revolu-
tion as inaugurating an expressive historical totality, is only the leading 
edge of a series of performative contradictions. The characteristic relativist 
conflation of ideology (the “democratic Imaginary”) and discourse theory 
means that performative contradiction becomes the condition of existence 
of postmarxism’s fundamental positions. Indeed, the notion of founding a 
New Left politics on the basis of the generalised myth of the “radical dem-
ocratic Imaginary” (Laclau, 1990: 177-196; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 190) 
should leave us feeling uneasily like we are being asked to accede to self-
mystification. Postmarxism cannot justify its intervention ethically or de-
fend its politics as something more than another particularism. It cannot 
substantiate its claims that the political agon of radical democracy is any-
thing more than a redescription of parliamentary politics through a rose-
tinted ideological lens. 

The performative contradictions begin from Laclau’s efforts to justify a 
preference for democratic politics. Modernity is not only constituted by the 
democratic revolution, but also by post-democratic totalitarianism. Laclau 
and Mouffe simultaneously claim that totalitarianism is impossible (total 
equivalence meaning the elimination of all differential identity) and prohib-
ited, something that is an ethical abomination. 

Postmarxism silently assumes that democracy is ethically valorized, but 
refuses to defend this on ethical grounds, lending Laclau’s debate with Eng-
lish deconstructionist, Simon Critchley, its evasive quality. The substance of 
Critchley’s argument is to ask: “if all decisions are political, in virtue of what 
is there a difference between democratizing and non-democratizing deci-
sions?” (Critchley, 1999: 112; Critchley, 2002: 2). Two replies are possible: a 
normative response (democratic decisions are more egalitarian, pluralistic 
or participatory) or a factual answer (democratisation is taking place and he-
gemony is simply a description of this process). The normative claim is de-
politicising—in Laclau’s terms—because it admits a basis for political deci-
sions outside politics. The factual account risks the collapse of the theory of 
hegemony into the descriptive process and the voiding of any critical claims. 
Thus, Critchley reads HSS as “Machiavellian,” in the popular sense of the 
term: an ethically indifferent political calculus designed to secure ascendan-
cy for any group prepared to utilise this political technology. This leaves La-
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clau uncomfortably close to complicity with the dislocatory logic of contem-
porary capitalist societies (Bertram, 1995: 82; Critchley, 2002: 2). 

Laclau replies that HSS presents ethics and politics as a unity by virtue 
of a Gramscian “politicisation of ethics” (Laclau, 1995c: 93). In opposition to 
the ethics of infinite responsibility towards the Other promoted by Critch-
ley’s interpretation of deconstruction (Critchley, 1993), Laclau proposes that 
deconstruction is a decisionism (Laclau, 1995c: 94). Insofar as hegemony is 
the inverse of the operation of deconstruction as theorised by Laclau, this 
makes hegemony a theory of decision. So, for Laclau, “if deconstruction dis-
covers the role of the decision out of the undecidability of the structure, he-
gemony, as a theory of the decision taken in an undecidable terrain, requires 
that the contingent connections existing in that terrain are fully shown by 
deconstruction” (Laclau, 1995a: 103). Hegemony and deconstruction are one 
another’s inverse: hegemony goes from undecidability to the decision, while 
deconstruction reveals the contingent character of the original decision.

While this would seem to mean that Laclau endorses the Machiavellian 
interpretation of their work, their actual claim is that HSS is Gramscian in 
that it theorises hegemony as a mobile equilibrium between politics and eth-
ics. Recently, Laclau has elaborated upon this “politicisation of ethics” (La-
clau, 2000b: 79-86). Postmarxism depends upon an ethical decision to ac-
cept the transcendental status of the distinction between ethical universality 
and particular norms, or contextually bound maxims of conduct. The mo-
ment of ethics corresponds to the formal universality of the absent fullness 
of society (the impossible yet necessary dream of a harmonious, organic to-
tality), while political contents and concrete social norms are inter-twined in 
particular complexes (Laclau, 2000b: 74-85). As Critchley observes, in this 
reintroduction of ethics into postmarxism, the distinctions ethical/norma-
tive, form/content and universal/particular line up with the distinction on-
tological/ontic (Critchley, 2002: 3). Not only is the alignment of ethics and 
ontology characteristic of Western metaphysics, but this position is incoher-
ent—for Laclau and Mouffe, the being of every object is supposed to be dis-
cursively constructed, ruining the claim to oppose ethics to politics. Laclau 
denies that this system of oppositions determines his work (Laclau, 2002), 
but he can only do so by reiterating the claim that the ethical is linked with 
the empty signifier (Laclau, 2000b: 84; Laclau, 2002: 1). This means either 
that the ethical is linked with the locus of the empty signifier, the empty place 
of power (in which case it is identified with abstract universality as the locus 
of the ontological constitution of the social field), or that the ethical is the 
empty signifier (in which case the ethical is only a masked particular and no 
distinction between ethics and norms exists). 

As Žižek identifies the underlying problem with Laclau’s “politicisation 
of ethics”:

[Laclau] oscillates between proposing a neutral formal frame that 
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describes the working of the political field, without implying any specific 
prise de parti, and the prevalence given to a particular leftist political 
practice. … Laclau’s notion of hegemony describes the universal 
mechanism of ideological “cement” which binds any social body together, 
a notion that can analyse all possible socio-political orders, from fascism 
to liberal democracy; on the other hand, Laclau nonetheless advocates a 
determinate political option, “radical democracy” (Žižek, 2000h: 174).

This alternation between a formally neutral, metalinguistic claim that 
is belied by the partisan content of the statement is evidence of the effort 
to try to occupy the pure position of metalanguage at the level of the enun-
ciation. This extends all the way through Laclau and Mouffe’s position: 
radical democracy is a neutral theory of politics and a partisan project; 
democratic citizenship is the horizon of democratic politics and the aim 
of a new grammar of political conduct; ethics is only an effect of political 
decisions, but nonetheless radical democracy should be preferred as more 
egalitarian. For Žižek, this is the basic problem with postmodern political 
theory: its reluctance to adopt an openly partisan position of enunciation 
betrays its hysterical dependence on the demand of the Other for a legiti-
mization of its political position. Instead of an autonomous, openly stated, 
partisan theory, we have the convoluted attempt to occupy the “view from 
nowhere” of pure metalanguage, the Imaginary position of the “impossi-
ble fullness of society”. 

Ethical Universality and Political Particularism

The most significant of the “crop circles” in Laclau and Mouffe’s theory is 
that the elementary hegemonic operation (speaking in the name of the peo-
ple) is theorised explicitly as a performative contradiction. For postmarx-
ian discourse theory, “society … is a plurality of particularistic groups and 
demands” (Laclau, 2000b: 55) and the universal is an empty place that it is 
impossible to occupy. This makes every hegemonic agent into an impostor 
whose “universality” is only a masked particular. According to postmarxian 
discourse theory, when a hegemonic agent speaks, their position of enunci-
ation is transformed from “I speak” to “the people speaks” (Torfing, 1999: 
177, 193). This implies that the position of enunciation is an abstract univer-
sal, while the content of the statement expresses a sectoral interest. But this 
only means that the hegemonic agent gets involved in something like the “li-
ar’s paradox,” because recognition of the impossibility of universality is sup-
posed to be constitutive of democratic politics—that is, the hegemonic agent 
is trapped in a performative contradiction, whereby their implied position 
of enunciation depends upon a universality that their statement denies. In-
deed, “the assertion of universality by those who have conventionally been 
excluded by the term often produces a performative contradiction of a cer-
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tain sort” (Butler, 2000d: 38). The hedging qualifications (“often … of a cer-
tain sort”) indicate just how uneasy the postmarxists are with this position—
yet the theoretical claim that the oppressed retain their particularity while 
articulating a universal claim indicates that performative contradiction al-
ways happens (Butler, 2000d: 39). 

The problem is that the discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe is predi-
cated upon the existence of an absolute gap between the abstract universal 
and any concrete particular, in a reaction against the alleged teleology of the 
direct incarnation of universality in the moment of “proletarian chiliasm” 
(Laclau, 1995a: 22-26). While in HSS, Laclau and Mouffe’s “renunciation of 
the discourse of the universal” comes perilously close to an endorsement of 
postmodern particularism (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 3), recently Laclau has 
distanced postmarxism from strands of radical particularism in postmod-
ern theory and multicultural politics (Laclau, 1995a: 20-35, 48-54). Laclau 
brands as reactionary the identitarian “politics of authenticity” that accom-
panies complete rejection of the universal, because it lands the oppressed 
group in the position of performatively undercutting their appeal to univer-
sal human rights and democratic entitlements (Laclau, 1995a: 48). In line 
with the postmodern position on universality, however, Laclau proposes that 
the definition of universality is contextually determined, and that the in-
commensurability of contexts ensures that there exist only local definitions 
of universality (Laclau, 1995a: 34, 51-54). Nonetheless, Laclau argues that 
the extreme postmodern position implies regression to a “state of nature,” 
in which the competition between singularities destroys social cohesion in a 
shower of antagonistic fragments (Laclau, 1995a: 33-34). Reintroduction of 
social cohesion (a postmodern social contract recognising difference, for in-
stance), while preserving the elimination universality as an explicit factor in 
politics, only means its re-inscription as the ontological ground of the total-
ity in another form (Laclau, 1995a: 58). The postmodern and multicultural 
attack on universality therefore presupposes precisely what it excludes. 

Yet, it is not at all clear that Laclau and Mouffe can escape the problems 
of the postmodern position. Because particular identities are not fully closed, 
but exist as articulated into chains of equivalence, the universal “emerges 
from the particular” as an irreducible dimension of the chain of equivalence 
that creates the limits of every system (Laclau, 1995a: 30-33). This serves to 
partially negate particular identities by introducing “the dimension of rela-
tive universality” (Laclau, 1995a: 30-33). For Laclau, this means the dimen-
sion of universality generated by the formation of discursive equivalences is 
not an a priori unconditional universality (Laclau, 1995a: 30-33). The relative 
universality proposed by Laclau and Mouffe cannot exist before—or inde-
pendently of—a chain of equivalences, formed through discursive articu-
lations, that links particular identities (Laclau, 1995a: 30-33). In line with 
Laclau and Mouffe’s postmodern nominalism, this conception of universal-
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ity converts every “concrete universal” into a mere generalisation lacking 
the key features of a transcendental (universality and necessity, constitutive 
capacity) (Laclau, 1995a: 30-33). The key feature of these particular social 
identities is that they can exist before their articulation into a chain of equiv-
alences—and so, because this chain is contingent, they lack any constitutive 
reference to their “universal”. This is why Laclau claims that “difference 
and particularity are the necessary starting point” for postmarxism (Laclau, 
1995a: 65) and that the universal springs from the particular (Laclau, 1995a: 
28). It is therefore impossible for Laclau and Mouffe to evade their own ob-
jection to postmodern theory, namely, that postmodern particularism ne-
gates the constitutive dependence of every particular upon the universal, 
unless the particular has reference to a deeper essential universal ground—in 
which case Laclau and Mouffe have fallen into the trap of an essentialist to-
tality subtending the atomised field of social particulars. 

Laclau and Mouffe have failed to make the elementary distinction be-
tween formal universality as a regulative ideal and the “relative universal-
ity” of the contents of the universal advanced by a determinate social alli-
ance. In actuality, Laclau’s claim that formal universality is not a regulative 
ideal is incoherent, for he immediately appends the claim that the dimen-
sion of universality is “just an empty place unifying a set of equivalential 
demands” (Laclau, 1995a: 30-33). This describes exactly a regulative ide-
al. Because the particular sectoral identity of a social agent cannot exist 
without its articulation to universality, as the agent becomes hegemonic by 
transcending corporatism, its particular identity is not just “hybridised” (as 
Laclau accepts, it begins as hybridised), but asymptotically eliminated. The 
example of Mary Wollstonecraft—invoked by both Laclau (Laclau, 1995a: 
30-33) and Butler (Butler, 2000d: 39)—testifies against the “primacy of the 
particular,” for this involves precisely such an articulation of an expanded 
content for the universal in the name of its form. No performative contradiction 
is involved in this articulation. 

By contrast, the performative contradictions of postmarxism indicate 
the remainder of an unmediated particularism that resists universalisation, 
namely, the clinging of Laclau and Mouffe to the postmodern identity poli-
tics of the NSM (Osborne, 1991: 215-221). This is confirmed by Laclau’s re-
introduction of the problematic of representation within the theory of he-
gemony, which supposes the existence of a pre-discursive substance that is 
“represented” by a signification (Laclau, 1995a: 84-104; Laclau, 2000c: 211). 
Laclau claims that the hegemonic agent is “constitutively split between the 
concrete politics that they advocate and the ability of those politics to fill the 
empty place” (Laclau, 1995a: 54; Laclau, 2000b: 68). This conjures a vision 
of hegemonic agents “filling” the empty place, conceptualised as the inser-
tion of a pre-constituted object into a socio-political slot. This is an incoher-
ent position, as it supposes the existence of a split between an extra-discur-
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sive particularity that is politically articulated to a universal function without 
fully transforming the original social particularity. Now, according to discourse the-
ory this split is impossible: a sectoral identity is constituted through hegem-
onic articulation and therefore contains internal reference to universality 
(Laclau, 1995a: 31). In recent interventions, Laclau has tried to salvage his 
position by accepting the regulative status of formal universality (Laclau, 
2000c: 196), while at the same time maintaining that the universal only 
exists incarnated in a social particular (a sectoral identity), that universal-
ity supposes a radical exclusion, that only a social Imaginary universalises 
particular demands, and so the empty signifier is a representation of an im-
possibility (Laclau, 2000c: 207-211). This position reintroduces the absolute 
split between abstract, regulative universality, and the “concrete universal” 
of a hegemonic particular, elevated to quasi-universal status through exclu-
sions. The basic relation between an originary particularity and an entirely 
unexplained regulative universality remains. Laclau claims that the post-
modern relation between universal and particular is “undecidable” (Laclau, 
1995a: 20-35)—because there exists a mutual conditioning of universal and 
particular—yet in actuality Laclau and Mouffe transform the universal into 
a mere generalisation subordinated to the primacy of the particular, while 
all the time relying upon the regulative ideal of a formal universality as “an 
empty place unifying a set of equivalential demands”. 

Democratic Citizenship and Radical Subjectivity

Where the dialectics of universal and particular explain how socially frag-
mented actors can form a collective will capable of instituting a new so-
cial order, the concept of democratic citizenship is intended to theorise the 
production of a new social cement (Mouffe, 1992e: 3-4, 60-73). The strat-
egy of radical democracy involves the formation of a new “common-sense” 
through the articulation of a chain of equivalences between the struggles 
of the oppressed for equality and rights (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 182; 
Mouffe, 1992a: 31). This common-sense needs to be “sedimented” into a 
new moral and political grammar of the “way things are done” in contem-
porary social conflict, so that the political conquests of the Left become rel-
atively fixed, through the generation of a new political subjectivity beyond 
possessive individualism. Central to this strategy is the extension of demo-
cratic rights beyond liberal practices of privatised citizenship (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 183-185). To theorise this strategy, Mouffe proposes a decon-
structive synthesis “beyond liberalism and communitarianism” that might 
reconcile individual liberties with complex equality in a new form of politi-
cal subjectivity. 

Following Balibar’s argument (Balibar, 1994c: 1-15; Mouffe, 1992a: 28-
32), Mouffe accepts that democratic citizenship is the modern form of po-
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litical subjectivity. According Balibar, the advent of a citizenship based on 
equal rights means that “citizenship is not one among other attributes of sub-
jectivity; on the contrary it is subjectivity, that form of subjectivity that would 
no longer be identical with subjection for anyone” (Balibar, 1994c: 12). The 
problem for Mouffe is to integrate Kantian liberal conceptions of citizenship 
(based on the primacy of the individual and the neutrality of the state) with 
Hegelian communitarian alternatives (based on the primacy of community 
and the partiality of the state). Mouffe proposes that liberalism and com-
munitarianism share a common reference to the political community of the 
modern nation state (Mouffe, 1992e: 23-40), that might act as the mediating 
ground for a progressive synthesis (Mouffe, 1992e: 41-59). She rejects both 
the liberal theory of the state as a neutral instrument and the communitar-
ian postulate of the primacy of a substantive community, and wants to com-
bine the liberal notion of democratic citizenship (political subjects as bear-
ers of equal rights) with the communitarian concept of the partiality of the 
state (the “empty place of power” as hegemonised by a particular concep-
tion of the universal) (Mouffe, 1992a: 28-32). Mouffe proceeds arithmetical-
ly, claiming that Rawls cannot tolerate real political dissent (Mouffe, 1992e: 
41-59) and that Walzer’s complex equality implies the elimination of social 
antagonism (Mouffe, 1992e: 23-40). Instead of excluding political antago-
nisms as “irrational,” radical democratic hegemony would entail the pro-
motion of activist citizenship—a militant political subjectivity—that would 
support a radical democratic government through mass mobilisations with-
in the framework of democratic contestation. 

Mouffe’s synthesis of liberal individualism and communitarian republi-
canism, however, is extremely fragile because it consists of an articulation of 
ideologemes lacking any institutional analysis beyond a recapitulation of the 
liberal conception of the political universality of the capitalist state. By in-
troducing political conflict and social antagonism into liberalism and com-
munitarianism, Mouffe arrives at a conception of democratic citizenship 
through identification with the ethico-political principles defined by a politi-
cal community. For Mouffe, the political community in question is neither 
instrumental nor substantive, but a social Imaginary that defines a political 
commonwealth shaped in and through exclusionary hegemonic struggles 
(Mouffe, 1992a: 30; Mouffe, 1992e: 135-154). 

According to Mouffe, the political community needs to be redefined in 
terms of “what we can call, following Wittgenstein, a ‘grammar of conduct’ 
that coincides with the allegiance to the constitutive ethico-political princi-
ples of modern democracy” (Mouffe, 1992a: 30). Reconceptualisation of the 
political community in terms of a grammar of conduct re-establishes the lost 
connection between ethics and politics (Mouffe, 1991; Mouffe, 1992b). Her 
deconstructive reworking of the liberal and communitarian notions of dem-
ocratic citizenship suggests that she envisages democratic citizenship “as a 



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y118

form of political identity that is created through identification with the po-
litical principles of modern pluralist democracy, i.e., the assertion of liberty 
and equality for all” (Mouffe, 1992a: 30). That is to say, Mouffe advocates 
subject-formation through identification with the DRM.

Democratic citizenship is a “common political identity of persons who 
might be engaged in many different communities and who have differing 
conceptions of the good, but who accept submission to certain authoritative 
rules of conduct,” which function as a set of procedural guarantees for de-
mocracy (Mouffe, 1992a: 31). Mouffe’s position implicitly rests upon a dis-
tinction between universal form—identification with the political commu-
nity as an ensemble of formal procedures for the resolution of conflicts—and 
particular contents—operationalised though the notion of identification 
with a specific interpretation of the democratic rules. The problem is that 
democratic citizenship is at once a universal mode of subjection and a radi-
cal subjectivity corresponding to a particular politics. Hence, the contra-
dictory imperatives to identify with both the universal political community 
(the “empty place of power”) and the radical principle of the DRM (Mouffe, 
1992e: 71-73). This is because the concept of radical democratic citizenship is 
supposed to supply a form of identification providing a militant political sub-
jectivity that might form a new social cement beyond possessive individual-
ism, by refusing the fixed boundary between private and public that in the 
dominant ideology restricts the extension of the DRM (Mouffe, 1992a: 32). 

It is difficult—if not impossible—to imagine how this divided identifi-
cation promotes militancy beyond bourgeois civic activism or encourages 
social antagonisms and political conflict. Radical democratic citizenship is 
at once the particular subjectivity of the oppressed contesting domination 
and the universal subjectivity of the dominant. Indeed, Mouffe’s concept of 
democratic citizenship as a culture of the democratic agon implies that poli-
tics is not about radical transformation at all, but is instead a constructive re-
sponse to social frustration, a sort of steam valve. According to Mouffe, this 
can be done by securing a political consensus on basic democratic values 
and procedures while allowing dissent over the interpretation of the precise 
meaning of these values and procedures (Mouffe, 1992e: 130-132; Mouffe, 
1996b). Within such an agonistic democratic society, enemies would not 
be destroyed, but turned into adversaries involved in political competition 
(Mouffe, 1999: 39-55): “To envisage politics as a rational process of negotia-
tion between individuals is to obliterate the whole dimension of power and 
antagonism—what I call ‘the political’—and thereby completely miss its na-
ture” (Mouffe, 1992e: 140). At the same time, the democratic expression of 
social antagonism is constrained by value consensus and a prudential moral-
ity (Mouffe, 1992e: 152), which is held to differ from liberalism in that it does 
not rely upon any metaphysical foundation in a rational universality. Mouffe 
opposes the equation of universality with neutrality, denying that democra-
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cy requires any moral consensus grounded in universal ethics (Habermas) or 
political procedures grounded in a transparent rationality (Rawls). In place 
of these, she substitutes a prudential moral consensus and a concept of po-
litical rationality grounded in accepting equality and freedom. This seems 
to me identical with modern, post-metaphysical liberalism as presented by 
Rawls (Rawls, 1993).

Mouffe’s problem once again is that the assertion that liberal citizen-
ship is a universal form of political subjectivity performatively undercuts 
the “radicalism” of the postmarxian statement. This leads to an evacuation 
of social content, so that radical democratic citizenship becomes little more 
than a self-reflexive civics. The only way to escape this dilemma is to accept 
that the demand for a radical citizenship obeys an unconditional universal 
imperative—the imperative of égaliberté, or “equaliberty”—that transcends 
the contents of the universal specified by the dominant liberal ideology. 
Mouffe suggests this—“equality and liberty for all”—but the existence of an 
unconditional universal is exactly what Laclau and Mouffe deny.

Radical Democracy and Socialist Strateg y

According to Mouffe, “the objective of the Left should be the extension and 
deepening of the democratic revolution initiated two hundred years ago” 
(Mouffe, 1992d: 1). Yet, the relation between the “socialist strategy” adver-
tised by HSS and radical democracy has remained crucially indeterminate. 
The latent contradiction between the assertion that there is an anti-cap-
italist dynamic inherent in the extension of the democratic revolution to 
the state bureaucracy and the economic region of the social (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 178), and the simultaneous claim that within radical democ-
racy, the elimination of constitutive antagonisms such as that between la-
bour and capital would be a totalitarian negation of the project (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 186-192), suggests that this indeterminacy is the result of a 
structural ambivalence located in the premises of the theory. Mouffe’s theo-
ry of the democratic agon, secured through a new form of radical subjectivity 
that refuses to “go all the way” to the expropriation of the means of produc-
tion, indicates the kinship between radical democracy and the “self-limiting 
revolution” of social democratic politics. For radical democracy does not 
substitute for the (long vanished) “proletarian dictatorship,” but for the dem-
ocratic transition to socialism that Eurocommunism theorised as a stage of 
“advanced democracy”. Postmarxism keeps the conceptual form and aban-
dons the substantial notion of transition, replacing it with the permanent 
agon of radical democracy and democratic citizenship. 

The radicalism of this democratic politics apparently springs from the 
“egalitarian-equivalential Imaginary” and the fundamental demand for 
equality. “A radical and non-plural democracy would be one which consti-
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tuted one single space of equality on the basis of the unlimited operation 
of the logic of equivalence” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 176). Meanwhile, a 
plural and non-radical democracy would mean the division of political space 
into a competing multiplicity of zones on the basis of the unlimited opera-
tion of the logic of difference. In the light of the “complexity of the social” 
and the “proliferation of political spaces” wrought by the new social move-
ments, “the demand for equality is not sufficient, but needs to be balanced by 
the demand for liberty,” which leads to respect for the separation of political 
spaces (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 176). Hence, Laclau and Mouffe conceptu-
alise the hegemonic strategy of a New Left as “the struggle for a maximum 
autonomisation of spheres [of struggle] on the basis of the generalisation of 
the equivalential-egalitarian logic” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 167).

The logic of liberal democracy alone does not guarantee the defense 
of individual freedom and a respect for individual rights. It is only 
through its articulation with political liberalism that the logic of popular 
sovereignty can avoid becoming tyrannical; then one cannot speak of 
the people as if it was one homogeneous and unified entity with a single 
general will (Mouffe, 1990: 60).

It is necessary “to discard the dangerous dream of a perfect consensus, 
of a harmonious collective will, and to accept the permanence of conflicts 
and antagonisms” (Mouffe, 1990: 58). Carl Schmitt demonstrates why de-
mocracy must be plural: for Schmitt—plausibly in Mouffe’s view—com-
munism and fascism are democratic in that they homogenise the society 
(Mouffe, 1999: 39-52). The political implications of this concept of “democ-
racy” are unacceptable for postmarxism. It is worth noting the category 
mistake—the confusion of institutionalised political processes with the on-
tological constitution of the social field—on which this absolutely bizarre 
equation of totalitarianism and democracy is based. What this reveals is a 
persistent slippage in postmarxian discourse, whereby the lack of attention 
to the distinction between politics as that dimension of social practice con-
stitutive of social relations, and the political as an institutional terrain or 
structural region, leads to their conflation under the sign of the ambiguous 
concept of the “political institution of social relations”. It also exposes the 
absurdities to which the abandonment of the distinction between the mate-
rial aspect of social practices (the extra-discursive) and their differential as-
pect (the discursive) finally leads. For politics as a dimension of social exist-
ence can only ontologically homogenise the entire social field if it is granted 
the divine power to constitute the materiality of every object—something 
that Laclau and Mouffe endorse.

According to Laclau and Mouffe, “it is not in the abandonment of the 
democratic terrain but, on the contrary, in the extension of the field of dem-
ocratic struggles to the whole of civil society and the state, that the possibil-
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ity resides for a hegemonic strategy of the Left” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
176). Radical plural democracy entails the pluralisation of democracy and 
the displacement of the DRM throughout the social. Nonetheless, despite 
the ambiguity of “democratic terrain,” they specify that the task of the Left 
“cannot be to renounce liberal-democratic ideology, but on the contrary, to 
deepen and expand it in the direction of a radical and plural democracy” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 176). Instead of defending the institutions of par-
liamentary democracy and political rights, then, we are enjoined to support 
the dominant ideology. 

Laclau and Mouffe claim that the essential difference between liber-
als and postmarxists is that while liberals regard the public/private distinc-
tion as fixed, postmarxists regard it as a flexible frontier. At the same time, 
Mouffe’s theory of the democratic agon makes it clear that border incursions 
are going to be temporary raids and not the progressive elimination of capi-
talism. Indeed, Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of a direct conflict between the 
liberal principle of freedom and the democratic principle of equality implies 
a closed universe of inverse proportionality, where every gain in equality 
represents a loss of liberty, and vice versa. When, therefore, they claim that 
the struggle for a radical plural democracy seeks to displace the quest for lib-
erty and equality to the economic sphere, we can expect that this is not go-
ing to significantly improve the prospects for socialism. 

The radicalism in question here is therefore a metaphysical radical-
ism, namely, the acceptance of the groundlessness of all grounds (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 176) and the “indeterminate character of democracy” 
(Mouffe, 1996c). As Mouffe specifies, “the aim is not to create a completely 
different kind of society, but to use the symbolic resources of the liberal dem-
ocratic tradition to struggle against relations of subordination not only in 
the economy, but also those linked to gender, race or sexual orientation, for 
example” (Mouffe, 1990: 57-58). Supposedly, the “political Imaginary” of a 
radical plural democracy provides the Left with a new hegemonic strategy 
potentially capable of engendering and unifying a broad range of progres-
sive political struggles. However, postmarxists hastily add that this is predi-
cated upon the unrealisability of radical plural democracy, which provides 
neither an actually realisable blueprint nor a utopia (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 190). This flows from the closed economy of equivalence (equality) and 
difference (liberty), so that a condition of possibility of a further democrati-
sation of society is also its condition of impossibility. According to Mouffe, 
we have to conclude that radical plural democracy takes the deconstructive 
form of the promise of a “democracy to come,” which is neither a regulative 
ideal, nor an indeterminate teleological judgement (Mouffe, 1996c). This 
messianic promise is completely empty, both socially and politically.
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The Democratic Imaginary as a Social Foundation

Laclau advances the bold metaphysical claim that “every age adopts an im-
age of itself—a certain horizon, however blurred and imprecise—which 
somehow unifies its whole experience” (Laclau, 1990: 3). Instead of a neces-
sary social foundation, then, the postmodern theory of Laclau and Mouffe 
presents the political institution of the social field through the dominance of 
the “democratic Imaginary”. This Imaginary, forming a “discursive exte-
rior” to every discourse, functions as a contingent social foundation based not 
in a conception of substance (human nature, for instance), but in an insti-
tutionalised political decision. Where modernity—supported by Enlighten-
ment—proposed a progressive advance in conscious mastery of the natural 
and social worlds leading towards a post-political utopia, the new epoch rep-
resents “a growing awareness of limits” and the exhaustion of the discourse 
of the new. This leads to a “radical critique of all forms of domination” and 
the “formulation of liberation projects hitherto restrained by the rational-
ist ‘dictatorship’ of the Enlightenment” (Laclau, 1990: 4). What is important 
about this new conjuncture, then, is the emergence of the new social move-
ments and post-structuralist philosophy represent a self-reflexive break from 
the logic of the incarnation of universality. The critical question for Laclau, 
however, is recognition of the existence of the democratic Imaginary as a 
universal social myth: 

The imaginary is a horizon: it is not one among other objects but an 
absolute limit which structures the field of intelligibility and is thus the 
condition of possibility for the emergence of any object (Laclau, 1990: 64). 

Now, this is exactly how we have seen the field of discursivity described. 
Suddenly, the reason behind the description of the field of discursivity as a 
surplus of meaning becomes clear: the field of discursivity is a social Imagi-
nary that has the form of a social myth, that is, the meaningful space that 
forms the “imaginary horizon” (Laclau, 1990: 67) for a society, forming the 
“view from nowhere” of an atemporal principle of harmony. 

To support this truly extraordinary thesis, Laclau and Mouffe theorise 
modernity as a historical totality, grounded in the transcendental horizon of 
the field of discursivity and dynamised by processes of dislocation springing 
from the foundational event of the Democratic Revolution. In New Reflec-
tions, Laclau essays a description of the contemporary social field in terms of 
the category of “dislocation”. According to Laclau, dislocation is “the very 
form of” temporality, possibility and freedom (Laclau, 1990: 41, 42, 43). In 
an audacious metaphysical arch, Laclau connects dislocation (temporality) 
to myth (spatiality) to generate a new transcendental aesthetic (Laclau, 1990: 
65) composed of two heterogeneous components in constant tension. Laclau 
envisages the social structure as proceeding through a sequence of open-
ings (dislocatory events) and closings (hegemonic articulations) of the social 
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field (Laclau, 1990: 41-65). This theory of localised historical “epicycles” is 
totalised within Laclau and Mouffe’s master narrative of the “extension and 
deepening” of the DRM. Strictly speaking, this is impossible, for Laclau’s 
position rules out every historical generalisation, as it adopts a postmarxi-
an variant of the Althusserian concept of differential histories, but subtracts 
from this theory the unity of a structure in dominance that makes a social 
theory of capitalism possible. This does not detain Laclau, however, who 
calmly asserts the existence of “disorganised capitalism” as a new historical 
epoch (Laclau, 1990: 57-58). According to Laclau, the increasing complex-
ity of the social diagnosed in HSS produces a multiplication of social an-
tagonisms and a decentring of the social formation that finally culminates 
in postmodernity. The mode of production as an “absent cause”—together 
with the shifting locus of the structure in dominance—is replaced by a hori-
zontal pluralisation of the social field. 

This rapidly degenerates into a celebration of the structural dislocations 
caused by capitalist restructuring. In line with the political Thermidor an-
nounced by New Reflections (read: second thoughts) on the Revolution, Laclau 
shifts towards a politics of indeterminacy which claims that “the greater the 
structural indetermination, the freer the society will be” (Laclau, 1990: 44). 
Laclau refuses to supply a concrete political programme on the basis that 
“the greater the dislocation of a structure is, the more indeterminate the po-
litical construction emerging from it will be” (Laclau, 1990: 51). The para-
dox is that as possibilities are actualised and social agents self-determined 
through acts of social identification, the result is a reduction in liberty (Laclau, 
1990: 44). Laclau proposes, then, that capitalist crisis is freedom, while the 
project of radical democracy is designed to reduce freedom by partially deter-
mining the social field as a discursive formation! 

The postmodern condition is therefore characterised by multiple strug-
gles for recognition, whose accomplishment constitutes so many partial and 
temporary emancipations. After the disintegration of Emancipation, the col-
lapse of Universality and the end of History, then, the quantum flux of mi-
cro-emancipations, contingent and particularised universalities and pocket 
histories ensures that this “steady state” universe is characterised by a mini-
mum of energy fomenting in the political vacuum left by the death of master 
narratives. According to Laclau:

it is not the specific demands of the emancipatory projects formulated 
since the Enlightenment which have gone into crisis; it is the idea that the 
whole of those demands constitute a unified whole and would be realized 
in a single foundational act by a privileged agent of historical change. … 
Indeed, it is not just that emancipatory demands are diversifying and 
deepening in today’s world, but also that the notion of their essential 
unification around an act of global rupture is fading (Laclau, 1990: 215). 
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This collapse of the “Enlightenment fundamentalism” of emancipato-
ry demands leads to their democratisation because “the absence of a global 
emancipation of humanity allows the constant expansion and diversification 
of concrete ‘emancipatory’ struggles” (Laclau, 1990: 216).

We would speak today of “emancipations” rather than “Emancipation”. 
While the socialist project was presented as the global emancipation of 
humanity and the result of a single revolutionary act of institution, 
such a “fundamentalist” perspective has today gone into crisis (Laclau, 
1990: 225). 

Not surprisingly, the “end of history” looms into sight at this point in the 
argument, for “if the ‘end of history’ is understood as the end of a concep-
tually graspable object encompassing the whole of the real in its diachronic 
spatiality, we are clearly at the ‘end of history’. … In another sense, however, 
we can say that we are at the beginning of history, at the point where historic-
ity finally achieves full recognition” (Laclau, 1990: 84). This is the familiar 
idealist schema whereby historical periodisation depends upon the forms 
of epochal self-consciousness—and, in a wonderful Hegelian inversion of 
Marx, the beginning of history is not the society of material abundance, but 
the self-reflexive grasp of the process of the spirit’s self-production. 
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The Politics of Performativity:  
A Critique of Judith Butler

“Performativity” has entered the lexicon in the academy as one of the most 
celebrated contributions to cultural theory of the last decade.1 According to 
Butler, performativity combines an intentional, dramatic performance of 
identity (Butler, 1999a: 177), with the repetition of the institutionalised con-
ventions of performative speech acts (Butler, 1993: 12). She draws on Fou-
cault’s insight into how power generates resistance to insist that in adopting 
a stance of enunciation in conformity with social norms, the subject implic-
itly positions themselves as rejecting the transgressive subject-positions that 
the dominant ideology forecloses. Accordingly, political resistance remains 
latent within hegemonic norms. This is supplemented by Derrida’s decon-
struction of speech act theory, which, Butler argues, shows how the state-
ment, within socially accepted speech acts performed in a multiplicity of 
contexts, has the potential to go awry because of the differential nature of 
the signifier and the unlimited character of the context. It follows that per-
formances of social identity on the borders of hegemonic norms have the 
subversive potential to awaken latent possibilities for political resistance. 
Finally, Butler brings a psychoanalytically-influenced understanding of the 
formation of subjectivity through power to propose that even the conform-
ist subject, because of their never-surmounted proximity to transgression 
and the always-fragile character of hegemonic speech acts, remains forever 
a divided, “melancholy” subject, riven by the unmourned loss of foreclosed 
identity possibilities. Performances of identity involve, in her view, a tem-

        1. Parts of this chapter have been published as “Judith Butler’s Postmodern Existentialism: 
A Critique,” Philosophy Today 48(4) (pp. 349-363) and “The Politics of Performativity,” Par-
rhesia: A Journal of  Critical Philosophy (1) (pp. 112-141). For a bibliography of Butler’s works to 
2001, consult Eddie Yeghiayan’s bibliographic website for the Wellek series of lectures given 
by Butler and published as Antigone’s Claim (Butler, 2001), at http://sun3.lib.uci.edu/indiv/
scctr/Wellek/butler.html (accessed on 01 May 2008).
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poralised process, where the ideological rituals formative of social identities 
“sediment,” over time, into the materiality of institutions and the surfac-
es of bodies (Butler, 1993: 9). The openness of the process of structuration 
means that subjectification is not something permanent or stable, but rath-
er represents the precarious assertion of identity through an always-am-
biguous demarcation of mainstream subjectivity from marginalised alter-
natives. Generally speaking, because social identities are the permanently 
divided result of the ritualistic repetition of conventions, the possibility for 
subversion of the reigning social norms remains an ineradicable potential 
of all social relations.

Butler’s description of the temporalised process of structuration, which 
seeks to avoid recourse to political voluntarism, or the sovereign intention-
ality of the autonomous individual, is an important effort to rethink Laclau 
and Mouffe’s discourse theory. Yet Judith Butler’s theory of discourse is con-
stituted by a basic tension: on the one hand, the political subversive poten-
tial of the concept of performativity requires an intentional dramatisation, 
where an agent selects from a repertoire of possible subject-positions; on the 
other hand, though, Butler insists that performativity is not reducible to a 
voluntarist notion of theatrical performance, but involves the insertion of 
subjects into discursive networks that transcend individual intentions. Butler 
maintains that the theory of performativity involves a “subjectless concep-
tion of agency”. The problem is that Butler’s subject-centred phenomenol-
ogy cannot escape the historicist assumption that subjective praxis, mod-
elled on individual identity transformations, is the principle of institutional 
structuration. The original formulation of the theory of performativity—in 
Gender Trouble (1999) [1990]—produced an interpretation of Foucault’s dis-
course analytics and Derrida’s deconstruction that was profoundly inflect-
ed by existential Hegelianism. Interpreting the process of subject-formation 
through the Hegelian lens of the “struggle for recognition,” Butler proposed 
that social institutions are the consequence, not the cause, of social subjec-
tivity. Consequently, the concept of agency that underlies Butler’s notion of 
a politics of the performative remains that of abstract individualism, lacking 
in social specificity and continually wresting with the pseudo-problem of au-
thorial intentionality. Thus, Butler never completely breaks from a central 
assumption of historicism, namely, that it is legitimate to transpose the forms 
of individual praxis onto social processes of institutional structuration.

Butler has made several efforts to rectify her “new existentialism” 
(Schrift, 1997: 153-159; Schrift, 2001: 12-23) and constrain individual praxis. 
Part of the problem is that Butler’s point of departure remains Althusser’s 
“ISA’s Essay”. Each reiteration adds new layers of post-structural theory to 
her interpretation of ideological interpellation (Butler, 1993a: 121-140; But-
ler, 1995; Butler, 1997a: 71-102; Butler, 1997b: 106-131), without confronting 
the major underlying conceptual issue in that essay, namely, Althusser’s as-
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signment to ideology of the responsibility for explaining major structural 
change. Butler compounds this by reading the “ISAs Essay” upside-down, 
as it were, not as an essay on how structures form subjectivity, but as the in-
spiration for a theory of how subjectivity shapes material institutions and 
corporeal realities. The notion that identity formation is the basis for insti-
tutional structuration overturns Butler’s sources (Althusser and Foucault), to 
produce a generalised category of performativity, modelled on individual 
dramatic performances, whose leading characteristic is its ability to tran-
scend its contextual determinants. In this sense, Butler can be said to have 
fully elaborated Laclau and Mouffe’s idealist insistence on “the material char-
acter of every discursive structure” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 95), by invert-
ing Althusser’s affirmation of the materialised existence of ideology into a 
theory of the ideological generation of materiality. 

It is Butler’s intention to develop a subjectless conception of agency. 
But her declarations against the sovereignty of the classical individual run 
in the opposite direction to the implications of her work. By confining the 
individual agent within discursive conventions and introducing the uncon-
scious as a limit on conscious intentionality, Butler tried to demonstrate that 
“agency conditioned by … regimes of discourse/power cannot be conflated 
with voluntarism or individualism, … and in no way presupposes a choos-
ing subject” (Butler, 1993: 15). Such strong declarations are, as I shall dem-
onstrate in this chapter, continually undermined by the structure of theo-
retical claims in Butler’s work. Notwithstanding the promising aspects of 
conceptualising discursive practices as performative speech acts, Butler’s 
theorisation remains abstract and individualistic (McNay, 1999: 178, 189). 
Butler’s assertion that “agency begins where sovereignty wanes” (Butler, 
1997a: 16) needs to be understood, in this light, less as a claim to a post-Ni-
etzschean, non-subjective form of agency, but as a theoretical limitation on 
the otherwise unconstrained power of the individual to manipulate struc-
tures. This result is diametrically opposed to the project of developing a 
subjectless conception of agency. 

Gender Performances

Butler’s theory of identity rejects the essentialist conception of gender as a 
substantial difference expressing an underlying natural sexual division. She 
conceptualises gender as constructed through social rituals supported by 
institutional power. In line with social constructivism, Butler proposes that 
gender identities are cultural performances that retroactively construct the 
“originary materiality” of sexuality (Butler, 1993: 10). The implication is that 
gender is not the expression of an “abiding substance,” but a naturalised 
social ritual of heterosexuality (Butler, 1993: 12; Butler, 1999a: 22), and that 
there is a connection between the “metaphysics of substance” and the “iden-
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titarian categories of sex” (Butler, 1993: 12; Butler, 1999a: 22-25). Extending 
this analysis, Butler claims that the body is not a natural, material entity, 
but a discursively regulated, cultural construction (Butler, 1999a: 24), while 
gender is a performative that produces constative sex (Butler, 1993: 11; Butler, 
1999a: 33). 

Butler is resolutely hostile to the conception of an underlying substantial 
agent (“person”) or natural entity (“body”). “[G]ender is always a doing,” 
she asserts on the authority of Nietzsche, “though not a doing by a subject 
who might be said to pre-exist the deed” (Butler, 1999a: 33). According to 
Butler, there is no natural body before cultural inscription:

Gender is the repeated stylisation of the body, a set of repeated acts 
within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce 
the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being. A political 
genealogy of gender ontologies … will deconstruct the substantive 
appearance of gender into its constitutive acts and locate … those acts 
within the compulsory frames set by the various forces that police the 
social appearance of gender (Butler, 1999a: 43-44). 

Despite drawing on Freudian theory, for Butler, the psychoanalytic con-
cept of the Law is a product of the heterosexual matrix and has to be de-
constructed, to demonstrate the plurality and dispersion of social norms, 
and the historicity of sexual taboos. She performs a historicist reading of 
Lévi-Straussian anthropology and Lacanian psychoanalysis, inspired by 
Foucault’s critique of the repressive hypothesis, to propose a conception of 
gender identity that is supposed to be historically specific and socially mu-
table (Butler, 1999a: 45-100). According to the Foucauldian critique of the 
repressive hypothesis:

desire and its repression are an occasion for the consolidation of juridical 
structures; desire is manufactured and forbidden as a ritual symbolic 
gesture whereby the juridical model exercises and consolidates its own 
power (Butler, 1999a: 96).

 The “repression of desire” actually creates a field of anticipated trans-
gressions, because any norm is constituted through a citation of its excep-
tions. Rejecting psychic interiority as the correlate of the repression of de-
sire, Butler shifts “from interiority to gender performatives,” by following 
Foucault in the proposition that normalisation involves the body as the site 
of a compulsion to signify (Butler, 1999a: 171). The style of the subject is the 
very modality of its subjection, because this inscription of individuation, tak-
ing the form of writing on the surfaces of the body, designates the “soul” as 
the “prison of the body”:

The figure of the interior soul understood as “within” the body is 
signified through its inscription on the body, even though its primary 
mode of signification is through its very absence, its potent invisibility. … 
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The soul is precisely what the body lacks; hence, the body presents itself 
as a signifying lack (Butler, 1999a: 172).

Butler proposes that homosexuality and bisexuality operate as the “con-
stitutive outside” of heterosexual norms (Butler, 1999a: 98), so that “the ‘un-
thinkable’ is thus fully within culture, but fully excluded from the dominant 
culture” (Butler, 1999a: 99). Yet, the signification of heterosexual identity 
on the body, as a necessarily divided and recited statement of the norm 
and its constitutive exclusions, “effects a false stabilisation of gender” (But-
ler, 1999a: 172). Inspired by deconstruction, Butler claims the “citational,” 
or repetitive and decontextualisable character of performative utterances, 
opens the possibility for marginal subversion of the reigning gender norms 
through “resignification,” or the repetition of a signification in a new con-
text. Drawing upon an analysis of drag as an instance of resignification, she 
concludes that “gender parody reveals that the original identity after which 
gender fashions itself is an imitation without origin” (Butler, 1999a: 175). 
The subversive repetition of gender norms in unprecedented contexts dis-
places and denaturalises the hegemonic universality of heterosexuality, con-
stituting a practical deconstruction of the politics of gender normalisation. 
Therefore, the destabilisations effected by parodic recitation and marginal 
gender practices “disrupt the regulatory fiction of heterosexual coherence” 
(Butler, 1999a: 173). “That regulatory ideal is then exposed as a fiction,” she 
argues, “and a norm that disguises itself as a developmental law regulating 
the sexual field that it purports to describe” (Butler, 1999a: 173). 

The norms of heterosexuality are sustained through acts that “are per-
formative in the sense that the essence or identity that they otherwise purport 
to express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through corporeal 
signs and other discursive means” (Butler, 1999a: 173). Drag performances 
reveal that genders are simulacra (copies without originals) (Butler, 1999a: 
175). Gender, then, is not constative but performative, and “drag fully sub-
verts the distinction between inner and outer psychic space and effectively 
mocks both the expressive model of gender and the notion of a true gen-
der identity” (Butler, 1999a: 174). The demystification of gender identities 
through parodic performances leads to Butler’s advocacy of a “stylistics of 
existence,” modelled on Sartre and Foucault. In a highly revealing early for-
mulation, Butler claimed that gender needs to be considered “as a corporeal 
style, an ‘act,’ as it were, which is both intentional and performative, where ‘per-
formative’ suggests a dramatic and contingent construction of meaning” (But-
ler, 1999a: 177 emphasis added). 

Multiple Struggles for Cultural Recognition

Before analysing the theory of gender performances in more detail, though, 
I want to examine its medium of propagation, because the significance and 
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limitations of Butler’s theory can only be grasped in their politico-histori-
cal context. During the last 30 years, a shift in the political grammar of so-
cial claims has happened, from political demands for redistributive justice 
to identity-based struggles for cultural recognition (Fraser, 1996: 2-3, 11-39). 
According to Fraser, “the ‘struggle for recognition’ is fast becoming the par-
adigmatic form of political conflict,” where “group identity supplants class 
interest as the chief medium of political mobilisation” (Fraser, 1996: 11). In 
this context, postmarxism, as the left wing of postmodern politics, has been 
tremendously influential, with its theory that the incompleteness of identity 
is the root of social antagonism. 

The shift from redistributive justice to cultural recognition frames But-
ler’s work, in particular, and conditions her ambiguous relation to identi-
ty-based struggles.2 To anticipate somewhat, Butler’s ambivalence towards 
“identity politics” can be summarised by observing that while Butler for-
mally rejects the sovereign intentionality of the autonomous individual, she 
nonetheless accepts a central postulate of identity politics, that the quest for 
identity is the motor force of contemporary social conflict. There is a sig-
nificant difference, however, between affirming the conjunctural centrality 
of struggles for cultural recognition, and making them into the generative 
principle of all social conflict. Of course, from the perspective of psychoa-
nalysis, the quest for self-identity underlies an individual’s participation in 
social movements. But that does not mean that the social movement must 
be only and exclusively oriented to the affirmation of the self-identity of its 
members. A trade union, for instance, might struggle for demands reflective 
of the material self-interest of its members, at the same time as participation 
in the union campaign bestows a social identity transcending self-interest 
on campaigners. Forms of postmarxism such as Butler’s, in short, conflate 
recognition of the importance of cultural struggle with its supposedly ex-
clusive generative role in social structuration, and confuse the motivations 
that drive social movement participation with the aims of the social strug-
gles themselves.

By reworking the quest for identity as a struggle for intersubjective rec-
ognition—rather than the expression of the originary freedom of the auton-
omous individual—Butler returns identity politics to the existential Hegeli-
anism defended in her Subjects of Desire (1987). Existential Hegelianism seeks, 
along lines pioneered by Alexandre Kojève, to combine the Hegelian dialec-
tic with the individual decision on an existential project (Kojève, 1980), thus 

        2. Nancy Fraser warns that “in the United States today, the expression ‘identity politics’ 
is increasingly used as a derogatory term for feminism, anti-racism and anti-heterosexism” 
(Fraser, 1996: 17-18), and her expression, linked to Axel Honneth’s pathbreaking study of the 
dynamics of “cultural recognition” (Honneth, 1995), seems preferable. Nonetheless, and with 
this warning in mind, the term “identity politics” does capture the position of one wing of this 
debate, which regards individual identity as the mainspring of social conflict.
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locating identity-formation in a matrix of cultural possibilities dominated by 
struggles for recognition. Butler’s intervention therefore effectively decentres 
identity politics without producing an epistemological break. 

It is Butler’s preference for the Hegelian conception of the struggle for 
recognition as the driving force in social conflict that influences her oppo-
sition to Fraser’s hypothesis of a shift from political economy to cultural 
struggles (Butler, 1998: 33-47). Rejecting “the neo-conservatism within the 
Left that seeks to discount the cultural” (Butler, 1998: 47), Butler questions 
whether the economic reductionism of the “class Left” seeks to violently re-
impose a new orthodoxy based on vulgar materialism. She also suspects 
that this position secretes homophobia, because the implied equation “mere-
ly cultural equals despised sexuality” aims to “reinstitute the discredited no-
tion of secondary oppression” (Butler, 1998: 47). But then her argument takes 
a surprising—and symptomatically weak—turn. 

Returning to the socialist feminism of the 1970s and 1980s, Butler ar-
gues that the social regulation of sexuality, through the institution of the 
family and the reproduction of gendered norms in the skilling of labour 
power, is an essential component of the capitalist mode of production (But-
ler, 1998: 38-43). The political bite of this position depends upon the asser-
tion that “homophobia [is] central to the functioning of political economy” 
(Butler, 1998: 41 emphasis added), and so the “merely cultural” turns out to 
be directly economico-political. Characteristically for forms of social interac-
tionism (that privilege intersubjective relations above structural determina-
tions), then, Butler’s social theory relies on functionalist assumptions that 
are explicitly contested by the literature she cites in support of her posi-
tion—for instance, Michele Barrett’s Women’s Oppression Today (Barrett, 1980: 
93-96). Anti-reductionist positions based in Althusserian social theory, such 
as that of Barrett, opened up the possibility of sustaining the argument that 
cultural struggles are equally as important as economic and political ones. 
But the relative autonomy of cultural forms that this argument requires de-
pends on a refusal of the economic reduction of either women’s oppression 
or homophobic exclusion to functional components in the capitalist mode of 
production—precisely the move that Butler’s position reverses. But if I am 
right that Butler’s postmarxism relies on a conflation of motivation with ori-
entation that makes the quest for self-identity through struggles for cultural 
recognition into the motor force of all social conflict, then this is a move that 
she must make. 

At the same time, Butler associates “class Left” resistance to the shift 
from the pole of political economy to the pole of cultural recognition with 
the classical Marxist assumption that culture is entirely excluded from polit-
ical economy. From the classical perspective, culture figures as a contingent 
superstructural variation, external to the operations of the mode of produc-
tion. Again, the Althusserian position that originally made positions like 



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y134

Butler’s possible is excluded from consideration as a social theoretical alter-
native to the binary opposition: class Left = political economy = class Marx-
ist economic reductionism; cultural Left = cultural recognition = post-struc-
turalist forms of postmodern politics. And to be fair to Fraser too, Butler’s 
criticism is a distortion of her position. Fraser’s distinction between econom-
ic injustice and cultural denigration is analytic, designed to enable the con-
struction of a system of ideal types, polarised between “exploited classes,” 
suffering economic injustice and demanding redistributive remedies, and 
“despised sexualities,” enduring cultural denigration and calling for sym-
bolic recognition. Butler overlooks the analytic character of this distinction, 
which is based on the explicit statement that this separation is impossible in 
practice (Fraser, 1996: 15), and seeks to conceptualise a political shift that 
reflects the relative autonomy of the institutional terrains of contemporary 
capitalism (Fraser, 1995: 68-93). To associate Fraser—who endorses the strug-
gle for cultural recognition as the demand for a new type of justice, based on 
the distribution of cultural goods (Fraser, 2000: 107-120)—with the denigra-
tion of cultural struggles is excessive, perhaps even egregious. 

Indeed, Butler contests the division between political economy and cul-
tural recognition by assimilating it (quite speciously in Fraser’s case) to anoth-
er opposition, between “cultural recognition and material oppression” (But-
ler, 1998: 41). She is then at liberty to demonstrate the cultural materialist 
case for the materiality of ideological apparatuses, to rehearse the argument 
that race and gender are modalities in which class is lived, and to assert the 
material aspects of the oppression of a “despised sexuality”. What this dem-
onstrates is that culture is materially linked to political economy. It does not 
demonstrate that they are the same, which is what Butler needs to show to 
defend her suggestion that an analytic distinction between political economy 
and cultural recognition is impossible (Butler, 1998: 41). 

The clear entailment of Butler’s claim, combined with the assumption 
that gender identities are directly functional to economic reproduction, is that 
the social field is a homogeneous functional whole. Such a conception, while 
consonant with the Hegelian notion that ethical life (the objective institu-
tions of social life) forms an organic totality, is directly opposed to the lead-
ing contention of postmodern “identity politics,” that the multiple subject-
positions “adopted” by the subject are not determined by social structures 
(Laclau, 1985: 32; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 118-121). For if the adoption of a 
marginalised subject-position directly affects the social structure, then it fol-
lows that the relation between normal subject-positions and structural deter-
minations is not even relatively autonomous, but actually an isomorphism. 
By contrast, in her work on speech act theory, Butler explicitly refuses any 
collapse of the regional distinction between signifier and materiality (Butler, 
1993: 4-12), or between speech act and social conduct (Butler, 1997a: 72-77). 
Behind this inconsistent refusal of the analytic distinction between redis-
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tributive justice and cultural recognition, then, lies something else, which is 
prefigured in Butler’s silence regarding Fraser’s criticism of performativity, 
namely, that it theorises sexual emancipation as the liberation from identity 
(Fraser, 1998: 140-149). 

While the struggles of the New Social Movements definitely combine 
economic, political and cultural demands, struggles for cultural recognition 
do not aim directly at political rights, universal justice, economic redistribu-
tion and so forth. By contrast with the standard political logic of moderni-
ty—the dynamic of social equality and political liberty—demands for cul-
tural recognition rely upon claims for recognition of the worth of individual 
bearers of marginalised symbolic identities (Honneth, 1995). For Butler, rec-
ognition of marginalised identities cannot be solved by a redistribution of 
cultural goods, as a shift in the distinction enjoyed by a social identity im-
plies the consolidation of its existence. Thus, instead of claims to redress 
denigration, Butler proposes the dispersion of the “identitarian” polarity of 
the “heterosexual matrix,” which, she claims, constructs homosexual iden-
tities in the first place (Butler, 1999a: 129, 176, 185, 189). Despite the appar-
ent radicalism of this claim, its effect, in context, is (as I shall show in this 
chapter) to prevent the emergence of demands for political liberation and 
social equality.

According to Butler, “in a sense, all my work remains within the orbit of 
a certain set of Hegelian questions,” revolving upon desire and recognition, 
the subject and alterity (Butler, 1999b: xiv). For proponents of the Hege-
lian struggle for recognition, the realm of social signification enjoys prima-
cy in the determination of the structures of ethical life, because the Hege-
lian assumption is that the development of subjectivity is the main dynamic 
in historical transformations. The subject can only know itself through an-
other, but the process of recognition and constitution of self-identity impels 
the effort to annihilate or subordinate the other (Butler, 1987a: 37). As But-
ler indicates, the Hegelian shift to the cultural field generating the modern 
(Kantian) individual does not for a moment negate the postulate of world-
constituting subjectivity. Indeed, the attributes of the “universal individual” 
are transposed onto social subjectivity, while a disembodied phenomeno-
logical intentionality looks on and describes the progress of consciousness. 
Therefore the Hegelian subject is interpreted as a “struggling individual on 
the brink of collective identity” (Butler, 1987a: 58), who paradoxically re-
quires the recognition of the Other they negate. Butler’s position is a post-
modern variation on this line,3 and her difference with identity politics—as 

        3. For the Hegelian exposition of mutual recognition, see Hegel (Hegel, 1952: ; Hegel, 
1977). For an eloquent contemporary defense and exposition of the concept of recognition, 
consult Williams (Williams, 1992: ; Williams, 1997). For the Hegelian theory of history, see 
Hegel (Hegel, 1956). Axel Honneth’s pathbreaking work on mutual recognition (Honneth, 
1995) is of course the implied referent of this debate. Honneth reconstructs the Hegelian 
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I shall demonstrate—consists in the shift from individual to intersubjective 
generative mechanisms of social structures and political conflicts. While so-
cial subjectivity is the generative principle of institutional structures, indi-
vidual identity is the main transformative agency. Butler’s assertion of the 
materiality of culture, I suggest, therefore masks a fundamental defense of 
the primacy of individual subjectivity in the transformation of objective 
structures. 

Beyond Identity Politics?

Butler’s intervention into struggles for cultural recognition adapts an exis-
tential Hegelianism to postmodern theory, then, by recasting the master-
slave dialectic as the relation between dominant identity, generated within 
the “heterosexual matrix,” and marginalised homosexual identities. She re-
casts the “identitarian” categories of identity politics as relational complexes 
in a dialectical process and then interprets this through the lens of a Fou-
cauldian understanding of power as multiple and productive. According to 
Butler, the heterosexual matrix generates a power deployed through multi-
ple sites, and the normalisation of heterosexuality requires the prohibition 
and exclusion of homosexuality. Indeed, Butler proposes that all socio-po-
litical identity is dialogically structured because it includes a hidden refer-
ence to its “constitutive outside,” in an abject, marginalised identity (Butler, 
1993: 15-16). For instance, normative heterosexual gender identities are sup-
ported/subverted by a melancholic dis-identification with their margina-
lised “exterior,” in homosexuality. 

The concept of the quest for self-identity as the driving force in social 
conflict rehearses the Hegelian theory of the struggle for recognition on the 
terrain of so-called “postmodern identity politics”. It is the primacy of sub-
jectivity that represents the continuity between Butler’s Hegelian theory and 
identity politics. Butler, of course, is no stranger to analysing the tenacity 
of a conceptual constellation—even, or perhaps especially, one consisting 
of a structure of misrecognition—for this was the thesis of her investigation 
on the French reception of Hegel. The “labour of the negative” of the He-
gelian “subject of desire,” she proposes, is preserved in negation in the suc-
cessive criticisms of the teleological narrative of the Phenomenology of Spirit 
(Butler, 1987a). Butler, in Subjects of Desire, explains this structure of “nega-

insights in the context of post-Freudian psychoanalysis and a variant of discourse ethics, to 
supply a concept of the subject as produced within an intersubjective struggle for recognition 
whose highest form is the desire for solidarity. Where for Honneth, the struggle for recog-
nition thereby becomes the motor force for moral progress—legitimating the notion that 
social conflicts represent an ethical learning experience for societies and that the progressive 
expansion and democratisation of ethical life springs from the resolution of these conflicts in 
mutual recognition—for Butler, postmodernism means the impossibility of any such unitary 
and linear “master narrative”. 
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tion without transcendence,” or “preservation despite negation,” operative 
in the “general economy” of post-Hegelian theories of the subject. Despite 
the migration of the self-reflexive self-identity of Hegel’s subject from a reg-
ulative concept (Hyppolite, Kojève) (Butler, 1987a: 63-92), to an imaginary 
yet necessary ideal (Sartre) (Butler, 1987a: 101-174), and its termination as a 
meretricious fiction to be endlessly denounced by poststructuralism (Lacan, 
Derrida, Foucault, Deleuze) (Butler, 1987a: 175-238), Butler contends that 
Hegelian self-reflexive identity nonetheless lives a return of the repressed in 
the poststructuralist prolongation of the subject of desire. Thus, Butler de-
fends the relevance of the phenomenological project even while accepting 
the fragmentation of subjectivity and the end of the master narrative of in-
creasing self-identity (Butler, 1987a: 230-238). 

That Butler’s brilliant analysis of existentialism and post-structuralism 
can nevertheless anticipate the trajectory of her own work, vis-à-vis identity 
politics, can be explained through her supposition that the subject of desire, 
as the centre of knowledge, is preserved, not exposed, by its division and 
decentring (Butler, 1987a: 175). What this suggests is an indifference to the 
distinction between subject-centred phenomenological description and the 
“process without a subject” of theoretical knowledge. The project of a phe-
nomenology of subject-formation—leading to a subject-centred description 
of a subjectless process of agency—is inherently contradictory. In postmod-
ern theories of the “subject-effect,” the “subject” (the ego) is dispersed across 
a multiplicity of subject-positions and its world-constituting power is denat-
uralised, revealed as the product of cultural discourses. In this case, tran-
scendental subjectivity has not been shaken, merely transferred to the field 
of cultural practices, which function as subject to the object of institutional-
ised materiality. One consequence of this strategy is that the underlying as-
sumption of the world-constituting power of the subject—which in identity 
politics takes a blatantly Cartesian form—is not challenged by Butler, but 
merely displaced.

According to advocates of identity politics, the autonomy of subject-po-
sitions from structural determinations is the defining characteristic of the 
politics of the NSM (Aronowitz, 1992: 1-9; Aronowitz, 1994: 5-79; Smith, 
1998: 54-86). Theories of identity-based social conflict, as we have seen in 
chapters One and Two, concentrate on the ability of the individual to select 
from a “menu” of subject-positions, asserting that the fluidity of identity is a 
necessary condition for democracy and that progressive multicultural poli-
tics depends upon a conceptual shift from essential identities to multiple sub-
ject-positions (Smith, 1994: ; Norval, 1996: ; Howarth, 2000). This constel-
lation of positions defines identity politics as that particular strategy, within 
the broad field of cultural politics, which privileges the conscious intention-
ality of the autonomous individual and their ability to rationally select from 
a subjective menu of options. Discourses of identity therefore converge upon 
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contemporary liberal political philosophy, which theorises procedural guar-
antees (the neutrality of the state and citizen rights) for individuals, whose 
conception of the sovereign good is held to be contextually selected from a 
personal hierarchy of values (Rawls, 1985: ; Rawls, 1993). 

Indeed, Butler’s original idea of identity as an intentional dramatic per-
formance suggests a voluntarist conception of individual agency. When this 
is combined with Butler’s functionalist grasp of social theory, performativ-
ity becomes reminiscent of structural-functionalism’s notion of the individ-
ual’s ability to obtain critical distance from their social roles. Despite But-
ler’s subsequent disavowal of voluntarism (Butler, 1993: 15), her early work 
has frequently been invoked as a theoretical support for the notion that gen-
der is a voluntary dramatic performance initiated by a conscious subject, a 
subject which “wears its identity as drag” (Probyn, 1995: 79) and whose in-
tentions govern the subversive or recuperative political meanings of its acts. 
Many of Butler’s supporters—such as, for instance, David Bell and cothink-
ers—apply the theory of performativity developed in Gender Trouble to rein-
state the sovereign intentionality of the autonomous individual. Taking gay 
skinheads as exemplary of a “progressive identity” (Bell, Binnie et al., 1994: 
35), they claim that this is the result of “consciously inhabiting” an other-
wise hostile cultural milieu (Bell, Binnie et al., 1994: 36). This consciousness 
converts a subcultural uniform into subversive parody because, although the 
gay skinhead “passes” as straight amongst heterosexuals, their street pres-
ence surreptitiously enables “mutually constituting exchanges of glances,” 
whereby “gay skinheads create a queer space in a heterosexual world, which 
is in itself empowering” (Bell, Binnie et al., 1994: 37). 

In an important critical analysis of identity politics, Moya Lloyd traces 
the reliance of Butler’s supporters on authorial intention to persistent ambi-
guities in Butler’s own position (Lloyd, 1999: 195-213). Butler at once asserts 
the constructed character of social identities and appears to tacitly assume 
that an unreconstructed strategic calculation of interests remains the basis 
for political interventions. In the hands of Butler’s supporters, this leads to 
a voluntarist theory of the radical mutability of gender performances which 
neglects the regional distinctions between parody and politics, performance 
and performative, intentionality and agency (Lloyd, 1999: 199-203). In this 
way the sovereign intentionality of the rational agent characteristic of lib-
eral political philosophy makes its explicit reappearance within postmarx-
ian discourse.

Imaginary Subjects

The revealing notion of social identity as an intentional dramatic perfor-
mance betrays a conviction that individual praxis is the genetic origin of 
social structures. In reply, Butler’s supporters claim that her “Nietzschean-
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Foucauldian” subjectless conception of agency is the main resource for con-
testing the voluntarist interpretation of performativity (Schrift, 1997: ; Mc-
Nay, 1999). According to Butler, “all signification takes place within the 
orbit of a compulsion to repeat,” so that the task for a subversive identity 
politics “is not whether to repeat, but how to repeat and, through a radical 
proliferation of gender, to displace the very norms that enable repetition it-
self” (Butler, 1999a: 148). The structural constraints surrounding the agent, 
condemning the individual to strategies of recuperative or subversive rep-
etition of speech acts, supposedly prevent any voluntaristic interpretation 
of a subject who wilfully “decides,” on a day-by-day basis, to adopt this or 
that subject-position (Garber, 1996: 183-184; Salih, 2002: 43-71). Likewise, it 
is claimed that the Foucauldian dimensions of Butler’s theory prevent any 
facile slippage from “performative speech acts” to “dramatic performances” 
(Schrift, 2001: 12-23). Butler claims that the agency in question is not that 
of the subject (as in individualist-voluntarist accounts), but of language itself, 
whereby we can locate “‘agency within the possibility of a variation on … 
repetition” (Butler, 1999a: 145). 

Butler’s supporters are insufficiently critical of her defense, however, for 
what is in question is not the omnipotence of the subject, or their ability to de-
termine the field of subject-positions in a postmodern form of intellectual in-
tuition. In question is the phenomenological assumption that a free-floating 
intentionality, standing aside from all processes of subjectivation, might be-
come the launching point for the decision of “how to repeat”. Who (or what) 
decides “how to repeat”? On what basis is the decision to resist power made? 
Assuming that it is ultimately conceded that the subject decides on the basis 
of strategic calculations of material interests, or alternatively on the basis of 
unconscious desires, where are these interests formed and what is the effica-
cy of individual resistance? Does the formation of social subjectivity actually 
determine objective structures? Can it really be claimed, without lapsing into 
voluntarist forms of idealism, that the adoption of identities somehow “pre-
cipitates” the materiality of institutions?

By depriving the subject of its power as genetic origin of structures and 
instead analysing the process of subjectification as a variable and complex 
function of power, Foucault appears to eliminate the autonomous individu-
al. For Foucault, ritualised institutional practices take the form of discipli-
nary norms that literally conform subjects by subjecting them to regimes of 
bodily signification—drills, routines, conventions—which inscribe the il-
lusory psychic interiority of the soul on the socialised exterior of the body, 
so that “the soul is the prison of the body” (Foucault, 1977: 30). Foucault’s 
imaginary “soul” corresponds exactly to Althusser’s ideological “subject”. 
The resistance of the subject (now taking into account the conflation of the 
psychoanalytic and political meanings) is merely a ruse of power, for power 
depends upon this illusory interiority and its frustrated struggles with au-
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thority for its elaboration, extension and penetration into the depth of the 
individual. The problem is that this results in a form of objectivist deter-
minism that prevents the emergence of effective resistance while mechani-
cally reducing the subject to a mere reflection of the social field (an effect 
of institutional socialisation, that is, a cultural dupe). Foucault’s subsequent 
work on the “aesthetics of existence,” instead of solving this problem, mere-
ly inverted it, asserting that although the subject is formed through con-
straints, nonetheless, the possibility remained open for “practices of libera-
tion” of a voluntarist kind (McNay, 1994: 88-124). It might be said, then, 
that Foucault exposes the constitutive subject—the better to save the politi-
cal individual.

Despite making some advances concerning the openness of structure 
as a condition for agency, Butler rehearses Foucault’s trajectory in reverse, 
shifting from individualist voluntarism to mechanical objectivism, in part 
because her conception of subjectivity and objectivity remain damagingly 
abstract (McNay, 1999: 177-178). Drawing on the Foucault of Discipline and 
Punish, Butler claims that genealogical investigation of gender categories dis-
closes “the political stakes in designating as an origin and cause those identity 
categories that are in fact the effects of institutions, practices, discourses, with 
multiple and diffused points of origin” (Butler, 1999a: viii-ix). The colloca-
tion of a (later) introduction repudiating the autonomous subject, with an 
(earlier) exposition of performativity in terms of an “intentional, dramatic 
performance” of identity, makes for interesting reading. Certainly, the sov-
ereign subject of classical, liberal political philosophy and social theory is 
finished. In its place stands the post-liberal political individual, who only 
intervenes within an intersubjective network. Dethroned from the position 
of generative origin and constitutive subject, the individual in the theory of 
performativity nonetheless remains the primary force in the transformation 
of institutional materiality. In a series of displacements, Butler seeks to dis-
perse the notion of an originary identity, which she associates with the con-
stitutive subject. She denies the pertinence of the Cartesian pre-discursive 
identity of conscious intentionality and substantial entity (“I think therefore 
I am”), citing Nietzsche’s claim that “there is no ‘being’ behind doing, effect-
ing, becoming; ‘the doer’ is merely a fiction added to the deed—the deed is 
everything” (Butler, 1999a: 25). What Butler is rejecting is the notion of psy-
chic interiority and substantive entity as constituting a pre-discursive self-
identity. As she comments:

One might be tempted to say that identity categories are insufficient 
because every subject-position is the site of converging relations of power 
that are not univocal. But such a formulation underestimates the radical 
challenge to the subject that such converging relations imply. For there 
is no self-identical subject who houses or bears these relations, no site at 
which these relations converge. This converging and interarticulation is 
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the contemporary fate of the subject. In other words, the subject as a self-
identical identity is no more (Butler, 1993: 229-230). 

The potential incoherence of claiming that while individuals are inter-
pellated as subjects, there is no “site at which these relations converge,” in-
dicates the strain of simultaneously asserting the dispersion of the ego and 
the determination of the body by psychic structures. The problem is that 
in swinging from subjective voluntarism to mechanical objectivism, Butler 
has not, in actuality, dispensed with the assumption of a pre-discursive in-
tentionality. She has only translated the register of its existence, from self-
knowledge, to auto-affection. To see why, we need to examine the thesis that 
the subject is formed through Imaginary processes.

Foucault’s imaginary “soul” corresponds exactly to Althusser’s ideologi-
cal “subject”. Indeed, Althusser’s reduction of the subject to exclusively Im-
aginary relations (that is, to the ego) prepared the multitude of post-Althus-
serian, postmodern conceptions, which, beginning with Foucault’s work, 
Discipline and Punish, regarded the subject as reducible to a dispersed mul-
tiplicity of subject-positions. Althusser’s position is revisited in Butler’s im-
portant article, “Conscience Doth Make Subjects of Us All” (Butler, 1995: 
6-26), where Butler expands upon the thesis that the Imaginary is solely re-
sponsible for subject-formation, by taking advantage of the paradoxes of the 
philosophy of reflection. Her central claim is that “for Althusser, the efficacy 
of ideology consists in part in the formation of conscience” (Butler, 1995: 13), 
so that “to become a ‘subject’ is, thus, to have been presumed guilty, then 
tried and declared innocent” (Butler, 1995: 16). Indeed, because this effect of 
“hailing” is not a singular act, but a continuous repetition of ideological in-
terpellations, the subject-citizen is constantly demonstrating their innocence 
through conformist practices. 

Butler grasps the anticipation of identity effected in ideological interpel-
lation as an ambivalent relation to authority that precedes identity-forma-
tion, based on a combination of guilt and love. A passionate attachment to 
the image of the law that precedes subjectification is the basis for this am-
bivalent pre-identification, which makes it possible for subjects to recognise 
themselves in the call of conscience. The “subject” is “driven by a love of the 
law that can only be satisfied by ritual punishment” (Butler, 1995: 24). This 
does not solve the problem, of course, but instead merely displaces it from 
categories of knowledge (the problem of how I can know myself before the 
mirror image) to the register of affect (the problem of how I can love my exist-
ence sufficiently to want to be called into being by a guilty conscience). 

Butler therefore accepts the postulate of a pre-discursive auto-affection, so that 
the subject originally desires identity. Indeed, she claims that the “I” comes 
“into social being … because I have a certain inevitable attachment to my 
existence, because a certain narcissism takes hold of any term that confers 
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existence” (Butler, 1997b: 104). Glib references to Nietzsche notwithstand-
ing, the postulate of a pre-discursive, narcissistic auto-affection as the main-
spring of the subject originates with Fichte, who was the first to propose that 
the subject is initially the deed of self-positing (Henrich, 1982: 15-53). 

Melancholy Identity: The Unhappy Consciousness

The supposition of an originary narcissism is the basis for Butler’s later res-
urrection of psychic interiority, including a spectacular repudiation of Fou-
cault’s critique of the repressive hypothesis (Butler, 1993: 22). Butler’s limited 
rehabilitation of psychoanalysis insists that Freud remains an indispensable 
resource for thinking subjection and subjectivation, because without the 
psyche there is no possibility of resistance. As Butler suggests, the psyche re-
sists and exceeds the normalisation process (Butler, 1997b: 14-15):

Does the reduction of the psychoanalytically rich notion of the psyche 
to that of the imprisoning soul not eliminate the possibility of resistance 
to normalisation and to subject formation, a resistance that emerges 
precisely from the incommensurability between psyche and subject? 
(Butler, 1997b: 87). 

Butler is suggesting that something (the “psyche”) exists beyond, and 
sometimes interrupts, the Althusserian “subject” or Foucauldian “soul”. I 
would certainly endorse this assertion of Butler’s. But what exactly is the sta-
tus of Butler’s psyche? Is it a restatement of the psychoanalytic concept of 
the unconscious? Is the philosophical notion of primordial auto-affection the 
same as the Freudian concept of primary narcissism, or the Lacanian mir-
ror stage (Lacan, 1977: 1-7)? Butler’s rhetoric, I suggest, resonates with psy-
choanalytic terminology, but without any theoretical correspondence. She 
constantly conflates the elementary psychoanalytic distinction between the 
repression of unconscious desire and the resistance conducted by the ego, 
generating a generalised politico-psychological “resistance”. This should 
warn us that her relation to Freudian theory is one of syncretic appropria-
tions through selective citation, rather than a theoretical synthesis. 

Butler argues that the “sublimation” of body into soul leaves a “bodily 
remainder” which exceeds the processes of normalisation, and this remain-
der survives as a “constitutive loss” that marks the body as a signifying lack 
(Butler, 1997b: 92). Hence, according to Butler, “desire is never renounced, 
but becomes preserved and reasserted in the very structure of renunciation” 
(Butler, 1997b: 56; Butler, 1997a: 117). Her contention is that heterosexuality 
emerges from a simultaneous repudiation and preservation of primary ho-
mosexuality, because “renunciation requires the very homosexuality that it 
condemns” (Butler, 1997b: 143). Therefore, she claims, both heterosexuals 
and homosexuals exist in a culture of gender melancholy, unable to mourn 
a lost homosexual cathexis (Butler, 1997b: 139). 
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The central category for Butler’s concept of identity is melancholia, 
which is distinguished psychoanalytically from mourning by the inability 
to acknowledge the loss of a libidinal object-cathexis (Freud, 1984: 251-268). 
Specifically, Butler claims that the primordial object-cathexis is homosex-
ual, and melancholic heterosexuality is generated through the prohibition 
of this libidinal investment (Butler, 1999a: 63). Interpreting melancholia 
through the Freudian notion of the ego as a precipitate of abandoned object-
cathexes (of identifications), Butler combines this with the Freudian obser-
vation that the ego is a bodily ego (Butler, 1993: 13). However, she literalises 
what for Freud is a body-image and makes the physical surface of the body 
coextensive with the ego (Prosser, 1998: 41). Butler also asserts—rather than 
demonstrates—that the taboo on incest is preceded by the prohibition of ho-
mosexuality (Butler, 1999a: 63). For Butler, this implies that hyperbolic gen-
der identifications (rigid identities, or identitarianism) are instigated through 
the melancholic inability to mourn a lost primordial homosexuality, and so 
heterosexuality is characterised by the structure of self-loathing typical of 
melancholia. 

Butler’s speculations regarding the melancholic formation of subjectiv-
ity are indeed interesting. In the more rigorously theorised form of Klein-
ian reflections, such ideas have been productively applied within psychoa-
nalysis to think the lost maternal object beyond the exclusive concentration 
on the paternal figure characteristic of some Lacanian theory (Lupton and 
Reinhard, 1993: 1-34). The claim, however, that before any gendering of 
the subject, the subject desires the parent of the same gender (for this is the 
structural requirement of the claim to an originary homosexuality in both 
masculine and feminine subjectivities) seems an impossible loop, and Butler 
does not try to support it with any Freudian references. 

Most importantly, though, Butler’s explanation of the processes of re-
pression and identification does not sufficiently differentiate between the 
Freudian concept of “introjection” and the Hegelian notion of “intro-reflec-
tion”. Where the Freudian process involves metaphorisation, the Hegelian cat-
egory invokes the figure of metonymy. Initially, Freud supposes in “The Ego 
and the Id” that the mother is the object of a libidinal cathexis (Freud, 1984: 
19-39). This cathexis is prohibited and the object becomes “lost” for the ego 
through the process of repression. In this process the image of the father as 
authority figure (as agent of prohibition) is taken into the unconscious sub-
strate of the ego (“introjected”), where it is set up as an ideal identification. 
Thus, the Freudian process involves a substitution of an idealised figure for 
a libidinal object. By contrast, the Hegelian process of intro-reflection hap-
pens when the essential structure of an external process is reflected into 
an internal process, becoming its dynamic. The difference is immense: in 
Freudian identification, the psyche cannot be a microcosm of the society, 
whereas in Hegelian intro-reflection, this is precisely what it is. 
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The Hegelian “Unhappy Consciousness” is the result of the slave’s in-
ternalisation of the authority of the former master, resulting in a psyche 
split between the universality of abstract laws and the particularity of sen-
suous existence (Hegel, 1977). Taking itself as an object of scorn, the Un-
happy Consciousness oscillates between spiritual universality and material 
singularity (Butler, 1997b: 46), becoming an “incessant performer of renun-
ciation” (Butler, 1997b: 49) and a fascinated spectator to its own abjection 
(Butler, 1997b: 50). Initially, as we have seen, Butler combines the Hegelian 
dialectics of master and slave (recast as heterosexuality and homosexuality) 
with the Foucauldian theory of power as multiple and productive, to theo-
rise the conflict between the heterosexual matrix and a marginalised ho-
mosexuality. The next step is to return to Discipline and Punish and re-read it 
through the Phenomenology of Spirit (Butler, 1997b: 33). Just as in Hegel’s Phe-
nomenology, then, where the conflict between master and slave is intro-re-
flected in the “Unhappy Consciousness,” the melancholy subjectivity diag-
nosed in The Psychic Life of Power (1997) is the intro-reflection of the struggle 
for identity analysed in Gender Trouble. The Butlerian “psychic life of power” 
springs from the intro-reflection of the conflict between heterosexual ma-
trix and homosexual margin, to form a melancholic subjectivity divided be-
tween an affirmed heterosexual identity (“the subject”) and a denied homo-
sexual identity (“the psyche”). 

As with the Hegelian work, the main focus of Butler’s reconceptualisa-
tion of the “Unhappy Consciousness” in The Psychic Life of Power is the emer-
gence of intersubjective rationality (the “world of culture”) from within the 
dialectics of self-consciousness. Butler proposes that the destructive rage of 
heterosexual melancholia is cultivated by the state and internalised by cit-
izens-subjects, but that an aggressive melancholia can be productively de-
ployed to destroy the superego agency and turn the ego’s hatred outwards 
against the “culture of death” (Butler, 1997b: 190-191). Butler’s tendency is to 
directly equate the positive legal framework of the society with the psychic 
structure of prohibitions that institutes subjectivity, reflected in the (other-
wise strange) call to resist interpellation and “expose the law [of culture] as 
less powerful than it seems” (Butler, 1997b: 130). Thus, the “psychic life of 
power” turns out to be a figure for the reflection of power structures into a 
divided subjectivity, whereby a state-sponsored structure of marginalisation 
and a “culture of death” become intro-reflected into the psyche as a melan-
cholic heterosexuality.

Furthermore, “in Psychic Butler seems to conflate performativity, per-
formance and psychotherapy as she argues that what is ‘acted out’ in ‘gen-
der performances’ is the unresolved grief of a repudiated homosexuality” 
(Butler, 1997b: 146; Salih, 2002: 132-133). These conflations are evidence for 
a systematic return to the ego-dominated politics of identity, where Butler’s 
initial blurring of performative speech acts and intentional dramatic per-
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formances is now compounded by an identification of the resistance of the 
ego with political subversion. In line with this preference for the mirror rela-
tions of the Imaginary over the differential structures of the Symbolic, But-
ler’s progressive politics display openly the dialectics of imaginary rivalry 
characteristic of the structure of the ego. Endorsing narcissistic rage, Butler 
stages a triumphant resurrection of the individual psyche while denounc-
ing the supposed unity of the ego. She proposes that the renunciation of any 
claim to unitary self-identity holds open the prospect of constructive mourn-
ing instead of destructive melancholia. Recognition of melancholia involves 
accepting self-division and otherness, Butler claims, so that the other is in-
stalled as an identification in the ego (Butler, 1997b: 195-196). The Butlerian 
programme, it should be becoming clear, represents a sort of “Ego Psycholo-
gy in reverse”: where Ego Psychology sought to fortify the ego in the name of 
social adjustment (Lacan, 1988), Butler seeks to disperse the ego in the inter-
ests of permanent marginal subversion. Far from effecting a Freudian anal-
ysis of the subject, Butler’s individual, driven forward by the incompleteness 
of an impossible desire for self-identity, rehearses the existential-Hegelian 
conception of the “Unhappy Consciousness,” after postmodernism.

The Symbolic Law and the Phallic Signifier

Butler’s critical appropriation of psychoanalysis aims to retrieve the notion 
of a “morphological Imaginary”—or bodily ego (Butler, 1993: 13)—from 
what she takes to be Lacan’s “heterosexist structuralism” (Butler, 1993: 90). 
But, her conception of the psyche has in common with the Freudian un-
conscious only (as Althusser might have said) a lexicon and some theoreti-
cal opponents. It is closer to the postmodern conception of the dispersion of 
the formerly “unified ego”: specifically, the division of the ego into multiple 
partitions as its specular totalisation of an ensemble of subject-positions is 
exposed as imaginary. Irrespective, then, of the criticisms that Butler accu-
rately directs to Lacan (and Žižek) for their personal attitudes on particular 
questions (Butler, 1993a: 187-222; Butler, 2000a: 143-148), her global opposi-
tion of the imaginary morphology of the bodily ego to the unconscious in-
stituted through a prohibition on incest effectively defends the ego from the 
unconscious. 

It needs to be said that Butler’s positioning of homosexuality as a sub-
versive margin within a homophobic culture has a political significance as a 
rhetorical intervention. This rhetorical stance also explains the claim to the 
“subversive” potential of surrendering a coherent identity and the assertion 
that positioning the marginalisation of homosexuality on the same level (if 
not a more fundamental level) as the taboo on incest somehow opens new 
prospects for liberation. As with drag, homosexual desire “panics” hetero-
sexual identity by disclosing powerful repressed desires (Butler, 1997b: 136). 
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Intuitively, Butler’s claim that the hyperbolic identifications of “complete-
ly straight” identities are symptomatic of repressed desire (Butler, 1997b: 
147)—if not heterosexual melancholy—is appealing.

Nonetheless, the idea that homosexuality is “produced” to maintain het-
erosexuality is politically and theoretically problematic. Politically, it flirts 
with the reduction of queer identity to a functional role in relation to het-
erosexuality: “reading Butler, one occasionally gets the impression that gay 
desire is not complete unless it is somehow installed subversively inside het-
erosexuality” (Dollimore, 1996: 535). In Freudian terms, because what hap-
pens in identification is the substitution of an image of authority for a libidi-
nal object, claiming a primary homosexuality is equivalent to the collapse 
of homosexual desire.

Butler’s rehabilitation of psychoanalysis involves the elaboration of an 
“alternative imaginary to the hegemonic imaginary” (Butler, 1993: 91) cen-
tred on what she calls the “lesbian phallus”. It also entails a rejection of the 
“sexual difference fundamentalism” that makes the phallic signifier into a 
phallic symbol, whose privileged referent is always the penis (Butler, 1993: 
84). Butler is suspicious that a feminist rejection of the phallus (for instance, 
for the maternal body as privileged) reinstates the very structure of essential-
ism that it reacts against. Therefore, she seeks to deconstruct the phallus—
and the polarity according to which men “have” the phallus while women 
have to “be” the phallus—by means of a relativisation and decentring of 
the privilege of the phallic signifier. Defending this position, Butler explains 
that:

The phallus as signifier within lesbian sexuality will engage the spectre 
of shame and repudiation delivered by that feminist theory which 
would secure a feminine morphology in its radical distinctness from the 
masculine. … Traversing these divisions, the lesbian phallus signifies a 
desire that is produced historically at the crossroads of these prohibitions, 
and is never fully free of the normative demands that condition its 
possibility and that it nevertheless seeks to subvert (Butler, 1993: 86). 

In line with the general conception of performative resignification as 
always-already enmeshed in the heteronormative matrix it contests, Butler 
opts for subversion instead of separatism. As a result of her deconstructive 
intervention, Butler claims that “if the phallus is an imaginary effect … then 
its structural place is no longer determined by the logical relation of mutu-
al exclusion entailed by a heterosexist version of sexual difference” (Butler, 
1993: 88). 

To complete this retrieval of psychoanalysis, Butler confronts not only 
Lacan’s essay on “The Signification of the Phallus” (Lacan, 1977: 281-291), 
but also his theory of discursive registers. Butler collapses the distinction be-
tween Imaginary and Symbolic, while rejecting the Real entirely (Butler, 
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1993: 78-79, 187-222). This is critical to her discursive strategy, for “Butler 
does not distinguish the Imaginary other from the Symbolic Other, a col-
lapse of terminology equivalent to suggesting that there is no difference be-
tween the subject and the ego” (van Pelt, 2000: 151). Indeed, Butler’s practice 
sometimes appears simply to be the collocation of apparently incriminating 
quotes, in the service of what she herself calls a “selective reading of Lacan” 
(Butler, 1993: 72). The effort to play off Freud against Lacan produces a the-
oretical syncretism that does not really come to grips with the fundamental 
purpose of Lacan’s registers, or Freud’s topography, namely, to demarcate 
what is strictly unconscious from that which the ego might accept. 

Butler’s retrieval of psychoanalysis is nonetheless strategically vital to 
her enterprise, because her claim to evade voluntarism rests upon the asser-
tion that in performativity, “what is ‘performed’ works to conceal, if not to 
disavow, what remains opaque [and] unconscious,” and “the opacity of the 
unconscious sets limits to the exteriorisation of the psyche” (Butler, 1993a: 
24). Indeed, Butler probably would reject the allegation that she collapses 
the unconscious subject into the conscious ego, for she states that “the psy-
che, which includes the unconscious, is very different from the [ego]: the 
psyche is precisely what exceeds the imprisoning effects of the discursive 
demand to inhabit a coherent identity” (Butler, 1997b: 136). These formal 
assertions, however, are belied by the theoretical content of her efforts to 
theorise the unconscious, for Butler’s belief in the primacy of the Imagi-
nary—pre-eminently the register of the ego—means that she has no theo-
retical resources to lend substance to the claim to think a discourse beyond 
that of imaginary rivalries.

Indeed, while for Butler, the unity and centredness of the bodily ego ex-
ists only as sustained by the “sexually marked name” (Butler, 1993: 72), the 
phallic signifier performs exactly the same role in the Symbolic that the 
specular totality of the body plays in the Imaginary (Butler, 1993: 76, 81). 
When Lacan claims a disjunction between the dualisms characteristic of 
the Imaginary and the decentred differential order of the signifier, Butler 
insists that the Symbolic phallus exists by virtue of a denial of its constitu-
tion through the specular Imaginary (Butler, 1993: 79). From the relatedness 
of Imaginary and Symbolic, Butler derives, rhetorically, the textually un-
supported proposition that the Imaginary is primary and original. Consistent 
with this position, Butler maintains that the phallic signifier is privileged be-
cause it alone has a unitary signified (Butler, 1993: 90), and that this can only 
be a symbol of the penis. The absolute determination to interpret the phallus 
as an Imaginary recapitulation of anatomy that is at work here is displayed 
when Butler cites Lacan—“Il est encore moins l’organe, pénis ou clitoris, qu’il sym-
bolise” (Butler, 1993: Lacan cited 83). Instead of translating “penis or clito-
ris,” Butler glosses this straightforwardly as “the phallus symbolises the penis” 
(Butler, 1993: 83). 
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It seems that Butler has mistakenly interpreted Lacan’s position, that the 
phallic signifier is that which is “to designate as a whole the effect of there 
being a signified” (Butler, 1993: Lacan cited 82), to mean that the phallic 
signifier alone has a signified. For a symbol is nothing else except the excess of 
signified over signifier in an image—something which would indeed license 
the claim that “if the phallus is an imaginary effect, a wishful transfigura-
tion, then it is not merely the symbolic status of the phallus that is called into 
question, but every distinction between the symbolic and the imaginary” 
(Butler, 1993: 79). But Lacan explains that the phallic signifier is a signi-
fier without signified, a moment not of the polysemic excess of meaning, but 
of nonsense. Hence Lacan’s progressive theoretical shift, from the “phallic 
signifier” to the master signifier (Fink, 1995a: 55-56). Butler claims to em-
ploy psychoanalytic categories descriptively and with no reference to clini-
cal or empirical literature, conducting instead a “cultural engagement with 
psychoanalytic theory” (Butler, 1997b: 138). Let us recall which culture this 
is: that of homo economicus, the commodity and the ego. It should come as no 
surprise then, that Butler’s highly imaginative and methodologically uncon-
strained use of psychoanalytic categories actually leads towards a denial of 
the specifically Freudian unconscious.

Butler’s Postmodern Existentialism

Butler’s denials that she has produced a new existentialism are therefore not 
very convincing. The affinities between performativity and existentialism 
are genetic, as Butler’s theory of gender develops directly from existentialism 
(Butler, 1986: ; Heinämaa, 1997: ; Hughes and Witz, 1997), and structural, 
as the fundamental reliance of existential phenomenology on transcenden-
tal intentionality remains a latent assumption of Butler’s work. According to 
her, of course, performativity is “not a return to an existential theory of the 
self as constituted through its acts, for the existential theory maintains a pre-
discursive structure for both the self and its acts” (Butler, 1999a: 181). This 
is a misrecognition, for there remains “a great deal of existentialist thinking 
still at work in Butler’s philosophy,” and French existentialism can be said to 
enjoy a “return of the repressed” in performativity (Schrift, 2001: 14-15). 

The leading contention of Sartrean existentialism is that the self is con-
stituted through its acts in a continuous movement of transcendence, so that 
self-identity is only an imaginary (albeit necessary) ideal, “futilely” pursued 
by human agents. In actuality, far from relying on a pre-discursive agent 
and act, Sartre defines consciousness as a “transcendental field without a 
subject” (Sartre, 1969: 235). Butler’s criticism of the subject as a substantive 
agency is therefore in line with Sartre’s critique of the phenomenological as-
sumption that conscious intentionality can self-reflexively know itself as a 
unified ego. Sartre divides the “non-positional” transcendental intentional-
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ity of consciousness from the social identity (the ego) of the individual. As 
Butler herself recognises:

Every intentional movement of consciousness towards a specific 
transcendental object presupposes consciousness’ non-positional 
awareness of itself as the agent of consciousness; and yet this agency only 
becomes explicit through its actual deeds (Butler, 1987a: 128). 

For Sartre, the retroactive construction of the subject of the action (the 
“me”) is distinct from the agency that acts (the “I”), an opposition Sar-
tre translates into the existential opposition between objectified identity 
“in-itself” and transcendental subjectivity “for-itself”. Thus, Butler’s claim 
that in existentialism the self and its acts are pre-discursive is false, as re-
gards the social identity of the agent that is retroactively known through 
their actions. 

Butler’s target, however, is probably the Sartrean revival of the Fichtean 
concept of a “pre-reflexive cogito”. According to this conception, “non-posi-
tional consciousness,” as a recasting of the transcendental “unity of apper-
ception,” and the externality of the world, as the existential recasting of the 
transcendental “object in general,” enjoy the pre-reflexive unity of the cogito. 
This is a pre-discursive identity, but it is quite distinct from the “self and its 
acts,” for where the “pre-reflexive cogito” is transcendental, the social identity 
of the agent, known through its actions, is empirical.

My contention is that Butler herself, insofar as the philosophical struc-
ture of her position is basically existentialist, cannot avoid something along 
the lines of a non-positional consciousness, or transcendental intentional-
ity, “behind” the multiple subject-positions adopted by the empirical agent. 
Indeed, as we have seen, Butler’s solution to the problems of reflection is 
exactly the same as the neo-Fichtean and post-Sartrean position of Dieter 
Henrich, suggesting that she is, in reality, very far indeed from any post-
modern “subjectless conception of agency”. That conception is expressed 
through her claim that “agency conditioned by … regimes of discourse/
power cannot be conflated with voluntarism or individualism, … and in no 
way presupposes a choosing subject” (Butler, 1993: 15). The idea is that the 
individual’s intentions are constructed discursively and unconsciously con-
strained. But her repudiation of Foucault for psychoanalysis turned out to 
be a defence of the ego from the unconscious. Now I will show that Butler’s 
discussion of the discursive construction of individual intentions makes no 
sense unless we suppose that a non-positional intentionality is an unstated 
assumption of her position. 

Now, I can imagine an objection at this point, that the subject described 
by Butler is not only constructed in discourse through the acts it performs, 
but also functions only as a retroactive grammatical fiction masking a per-
formative construct (Butler, 1999a: 25). Even when Butler claims that gender 
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is a choice (Butler, 1987b: 128-129), this does not mean that an agent stands 
back from gender and voluntarily selects, for “choosing” refers to reinterpre-
tation of gender norms (Butler, 1987b: 131). This is the basis for the distance 
that Butler claims to detect between performativity and existentialism. She 
rejects the terminology of “existential project” for “political strategy,” and 
“linguistic expression” for “discursive performance,” on the basis that the 
existential project, externalised in social action or linguistic expression, re-
lies upon an underlying substantive agent (Butler, 1999a: 25). 

Butler’s conception of the agent is that they are always-already interpel-
lated into a gender identity and located in an overdetermined field consist-
ing of a multiplicity of subject-positions, confronting the problem of “how to 
repeat”. Interestingly, this develops through an adaptation of the existential 
phenomenology of Beauvoir (Butler, 1986: ; Butler, 1987b) and Merleau-Pon-
ty (Butler, 1989). The resources for “how to repeat” arrive from the polysem-
ic excess of subject-positions in the cultural field, which acts to decomplete 
every identity while ensuring that the individual is always located at the in-
tersection of multiple, overlapping discourses (Butler, 1999a: 6). Once again, 
though, this (high postmodern) position does not solve the problem, but 
merely displaces it, while at the same time raising the additional problem of 
moral relativism. 

Once we conceptualise the agent as a field of dispersed, multiple subject-
positions, then who, or what, decides which position to adopt in a context? 
How and why are some forms of interpretation politically progressive—a 
practice of liberation (Foucault)—while others are deemed to be oppres-
sive? Butler, of course, sometimes appears to think that every form of subjec-
tion involves exclusions, which would mean that any hegemonic subjectivity 
is intrinsically oppressive. In this case, her position is that of the Beautiful 
Soul, whose permanent stance of marginal subversion is in actuality a cov-
er for a thoroughgoing complicity (Nussbaum, 1999). However, to the ex-
tent that Butler, in recent texts, appears to revive the perspective of libera-
tion through an increasingly inclusive universality (Butler, 2000a: ; Butler, 
2000b: ; Butler, 2000c), the problem of the interests of the subject, and there-
fore, for Butler, of intentionality, returns. 

Any phenomenology of the adoption, by the agent, of a multiplicity of sub-
ject-positions, must necessarily situate its description of the contents of sub-
jective experience as a non-positional consciousness. When Butler calls for 
“critical desubjectivation” as an act of resistance to the law (Butler, 1997b: 
130), how else are we to understand this, except than as an appeal to a dis-
embodied intentionality somehow “behind” the dispersed multiplicity of 
subject-positions adopted by the individual? What else can the celebration 
of the dispersion, even the non-identity, of the subject entail, if we are to con-
sider this as a political act (as opposed to a suicidal abdication of moral and 
social responsibility)? Thus, Butler seems to rehearse the existentialist con-
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ception of a permanent split between temporalised existence and spatialised 
essence, subjective transcendence and reified identity, in the theory of per-
formativity. Her core proposition, that every postulation of identity is “a sign 
of exhaustion, as well as of the illimitable process of signification itself” (But-
ler, 1999a: 143), while couched in the terminology of the “linguistic turn,” 
effectively means that the identity of the agent is continuously deposited in 
the wake of a movement of subjective transcendence effected by a disembod-
ied intentionality. That “discourse” replaces the “transcendental field” does 
not fundamentally alter the existentialist affinities of Butler’s conception of 
subjectivity—something celebrated by at least one of her adherents (Schrift, 
1997: ; Schrift, 2001).

Speech Act Theory as a New Ontology?

The phenomenological roots of Butler’s theory are clearly exhibited in the 
claim that performative speech acts somehow transubstantiate the referent, 
for this claim relies upon the assumption that transcendental subjectivity 
constitutes not just the epistemological forms, but also the substantial mate-
riality of the object-world. Specifically, the theory of performativity suppos-
es that illocutionary declaratives miraculously transform not only the social 
status of the speaking subject, but also the sexed materiality of the res cogitans. 
For Butler (somewhat incredibly), the performative character of social iden-
tity suggests that the ontological characteristics of the body are conferred by 
the discursive matrix which constitutes its gender positioning (Butler, 1999a: 
136-140). Indeed, as one criticism of Butler has already noted, the decon-
struction of substantialist ontology makes room for a new ontology of gender 
performativity (Williams and Harrison, 1998).

To grasp the limitations of Butler’s theory of performativity, we need to 
attend closely to the technical distinctions relevant to speech act theory. The 
distinction between constative and performative speech acts corresponds to 
the difference between saying something and doing things with words. A 
constative utterance describes a state of affairs according to criteria of verac-
ity (a statement of correspondence to reality that can be true or false) and so 
semantics is the proper domain of the constative. By contrast, a performa-
tive utterance does something (alters the status of the referent) in the enun-
ciation. For instance, “I do” in a marriage ceremony does not report that 
the person is married, but instead makes (does) the bond of marriage (Aus-
tin, 1962: 13). Unlike the constative statement, the performative utterance 
cannot be true or false—it can only be, in Benveniste’s terminology, “legiti-
mate” or “illegitimate” (Austin uses the less politically suggestive terms “fe-
licitous” and “infelicitous”). According to Austin’s main stipulation, “there 
must exist an accepted conventional procedure having a certain convention-
al effect, that procedure to include the uttering of certain words by certain 
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persons in certain circumstances” (Austin, 1962: 14). Searle, following Aus-
tin, refers to the institutional context within which the performance can be 
legitimate as the “conditions of satisfaction” of the performative aspect of 
the utterance (Searle, 1969). 

It is well known that Austin abandoned the initial binary distinction be-
tween constative and performative for a ternary distinction between illocu-
tionary force (performative dimension), locutionary act (constative dimen-
sion) and perlocutionary consequences (the ability of speech acts to engender 
consequences in partners in dialogue, for instance, persuasion) (Austin, 1962: 
98-100). Austin’s explicit motivation for the shift is the radical instability of 
the division between two distinct classes of speech acts, which necessarily 
yields to an analysis of the different aspects of every speech act. Every speech 
act contains both a locutionary and an illocutionary component. This effec-
tively subverts the true/false distinction as the criterion for the validity of the 
locutionary act. For the veracity of a statement now depends upon the con-
text implied by the utterance, and this context is determined by the “condi-
tions of satisfaction” of the illocutionary act. As Austin notes, “the truth or 
falsity of a statement depends upon what you were performing in what cir-
cumstances” (Austin, 1962: 145). Equally, however, the duality of the speech 
act subverts the notion, beloved of discursive idealism, of the “magic of per-
formatives,” where the constative dimensions of speech acts can be entirely 
forgotten, and discourse can be held to mysteriously transmute the natural 
properties of the referent. For the illocutionary force of the utterance now 
depends upon what factually is the case in the context that supplies the “con-
ditions of satisfaction” for the performative legitimacy of the speech act. 

Indeed, the abandonment of the performative/constative distinction has 
important implications for the referential employment of language. The fa-
ble of the “Emperor’s New Clothes” can clarify the relation between illocu-
tionary force and locutionary accuracy. Every locutionary act (“the Emperor 
has new clothes on”) can be trivially rephrased to make explicit the illocu-
tionary assertion implied in the referential claim (“I believe that the Emper-
or has new clothes on”) (Searle, 1979). The Emperor’s mistake is to believe 
that an illocutionary assertion can completely over-rule the locutionary ac-
curacy of the speech act, forgetting that “generally, in the performance of 
any illocutionary act, the speaker implies that the preparatory conditions of 
the act are satisfied” (Searle, 1969: 65). These preparatory conditions are in-
stitutional conventions external to the speech act (for instance, those govern-
ing rational belief-formation); making an assertion does not alter these con-
ditions—instead, these conditions regulate the legitimacy of the illocution. 
Thus, Butler’s assertion that “the constative claim [to describe sex] is always 
to some degree performative,” is, strictly speaking, trivial, and does not at 
all demonstrate that “there is no reference to a pure body which is not at the 
same time a further formation of that body” (Butler, 1993: 11, 10). 
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Butler’s reluctance to accept the full consequences of Austin’s revised po-
sition is compounded by an uncritical acceptance of Derrida’s deconstruc-
tion of speech act theory (Derrida, 1988). Because Butler’s theory is founded 
on the deconstructive position, the significant limitations of Derrida’s con-
cept of “citationality” weaken the infrastructure of the theory of performa-
tivity (Butler, 1999a: 12-16). Austin makes two aspects of the illocutionary di-
mension of speech acts perfectly clear. Illocution depends upon convention 
and not intention. In the illocutionary act, “the act is constituted not by in-
tention or by fact, but by convention” (Austin, 1962: 128). Illocutionary force 
depends primarily upon the conventionally sanctioned authority of the ex-
ecutor, and therefore upon the social and institutional context, and only sec-
ondarily upon the actual wording of the statement. Secondly, “when speech 
act theory contextualises utterances by directing attention to the things they 
do as illocutions, it simultaneously makes it impossible to decontextualise ut-
terances by attending solely to what they do as locutions” (Petrey, 1990: 27). 
For instance, the appearance of the sentence, “the constitution is suspend-
ed” in a sensational pamphlet or a government decree illustrate the possi-
bility of a single locution in entirely different illocutionary contexts (with 
distinct illocutionary forces). Taken together, the relative separation of illo-
cution and locution, together with the non-decontextualisability of speech 
acts, means that in no sense does a word “drag its context around with it,” 
like a snail with its shell. Thus, the context of signification, when consider-
ing the illocutionary force of the speech act, is not diacritically structured on 
the same level as the signifiers in the utterance; the signification of the ut-
terance engages an illocutionary syntax whose reference is the analytically 
distinct field of the institutionally defined “conditions of satisfaction” of the 
illocutionary act (Searle, 1969: 54-71). 

Derrida’s deconstruction of Austin has rightly been described as “bi-
zarre,” for its insistence (despite the textual evidence) on the centrality of in-
tentionality to speech act theory, and for its ambivalence regarding illocu-
tionary force (performative success) (Dews, 1995: 54). Petrey demonstrates 
that Derrida’s grasp of speech act theory involves the decontextualisation of 
the utterance and therefore a neglect of the illocutionary context of speech 
acts (Petrey, 1990: 131-146). Derrida attributes the force of language to its 
transcendence of context, with the inevitable entailment that his decon-
struction of speech act theory is obliged to consider “the structure of locu-
tion … before any illocutionary or perlocutionary determination” (Derrida, 
1988: 14). Deconstruction is, in other words, pre-Austinian, as “the abstract 
identity of a locutionary formulation is not pertinent to its contextual illocu-
tionary force” (Petrey, 1990: 139). Indeed, Derrida appears sometimes to be 
unaware of Austin’s shift from performative/ constative to illocution/ locu-
tion/ perlocution (Petrey, 1990: 148-150). Butler also ignores the implications 
of this shift when she continues to suggest that the performative materialises 
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the constative. Likewise, the concept of “resignification” falls into the de-
constructive trap of imagining that a decontextualised locution continues 
to enjoy the same category of illocutionary force (reverse interpellation as a 
form of declarative) regardless of institutional context.

Discursive Materialisation

In Bodies that Matter (1993), Butler claims to provide “a poststructuralist re-
writing of discursive performativity as it operates in the materialisation of 
sex” (Butler, 1993: 9). For Butler, the idea of the performative expresses both 
the arbitrary bond between social identity and natural embodiment, and 
the notion that, following the Foucauldian conception of “discipline,” every 
performance inscribes social norms upon the materiality of the body. Dra-
matically over-extending this conception, Butler proclaims that gender per-
formativity materialises sex, including the anatomical reality of the natural 
body. Butler supports this contention with the assertion that, referring to the 
process of designating anatomical sex, “medical interpellation … shifts the 
infant from an ‘it,’ to a ‘she’ or a ‘he’ [through] naming” (Butler, 1993: 7). As 
we have seen, this claim involves a forced interpretation of speech act theo-
ry, a misreading which mistakes a transformation in the social status of the 
referent for a well-nigh alchemical transmutation of its physical properties. 
In actuality, therefore, the work develops the phenomenology of gender per-
formances essayed in Gender Trouble to its logical conclusion, in the rejection 
of scientific materialism for philosophical idealism.

Butler asserts that the body is “a process of materialisation that stabilises 
over time to produce the effect of boundary, fixity, and surface we call matter” (Butler, 
1993: 9). Imperceptibly, Butler’s rhetorical shifts shade “the effect of bound-
ary” into the quite different claim that discourse enters the depths of mat-
ter and invests the organs with a function. In particular, Butler seems to 
be saying that through the “interpellation” of sex at birth, the infant is dis-
cursively “assigned” a biological sexuality (Butler, 1993: 7-8). To the extent 
that she indeed does flirt with just such a claim, we have to agree that “[t]
he assertion that sexual difference is discursively constructed strains be-
lief” (Epstein, 1995: 101). Butler’s discussion of genetics in Gender Trouble, for 
instance, risks obscurantism. Characteristically arguing through rhetori-
cal questions, rather than explicit declaratives, she asks: “is it not a purely 
cultural convention … that an anatomically ambiguous XX individual is 
male, a convention that takes genitalia to be the definitive ‘sign’ of sex?” 
(Butler, 1999a: 140). 

Despite having identified elements of ideology in the genetic inquiry 
she analyses, Butler’s contention that the genitalia (and therefore, biologi-
cal reproductive functions) have nothing to do with sex is indeed strange. It 
is the rhetorical slippage from “small testes which totally lacked germ cells, 
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i.e., precursor cells for sperm” (Butler, 1999a: medical report cited 137), to 
“anatomically ambiguous,” that enables this fragile construction. The in-
dividuals in question are anatomically definite although underdeveloped 
and sterile. Gender relates to a cultural subject-position that includes sex-
ual pleasure, while sex designates the organic functions that enable the bi-
ological reproduction of the species. The “sex organs” designate my sex, 
whether I am naturally sterile or medically sterilised, or not. This is not to 
deny the existence of an anatomical continuum, or of statistically rare cases 
of dual, ambiguous or transient genitalia. But sex refers to the statistically 
overwhelming poles constituting this continuum. Why is it politically pro-
gressive to deny the results of scientific inquiry? It seems to me more like a 
politically regressive anti-scientific prejudice that denies the possibility for 
any epistemologically robust empirical realism. Butler’s (accurate) point is 
that the existence of a polarised continuum of anatomical structure can-
not directly determine the variegated and historically variable spectrum of 
gendered subject-positions. It is also indicated, by the research that she can-
vasses, that chromosomal variation may have an only refracted impact on 
anatomical forms and functions. The relation between DNA sequences and 
physical morphology may well obey a complex relation, rather than a linear 
determination. How this dematerialises the anatomical bearers of organic 
functions into gendered subject-positions is left hanging, unanswered, in her 
characteristic rhetorical question. 

Butler seems incapable of making the elementary distinction between 
medical intervention into natural processes and the transcendental consti-
tution of their cultural significance. This would be a step backwards com-
pared to, for instance, Kant, whose transcendental idealism does not pre-
clude the results of science because material reality is only constituted by the 
categories of the understanding, rather than entirely formed by discourse. 
Indeed, the title of her book positively trades on the semantic ambivalence 
of “matter” (materiality/significance), apparently deliberately conflating the 
two. In Gender Trouble, for instance, she claims that the “external genitalia” 
are “essential to the symbolisation of reproductive sexuality” (Butler, 1999a: 
140 emphasis added). Strange to relate, the genitalia also have a functional 
relation to reproductive sexuality; they are not reducible to cultural sym-
bols. Bodies that Matter, instead of retracting this claim, extends it, by enhanc-
ing the ability of “performativity” to go beyond merely conforming surfaces, 
to invest matter in depth (Ebert, 1996: 113-149). 

Butler preserves a margin of ambiguity in her theorisation, insisting that 
“the point has never been that ‘everything is discursively constructed’” (But-
ler, 1993: 6). She rejects the “divine performative” that exhaustively forms 
a pliant materiality, insisting that a remainder of materiality escapes con-
struction (Butler, 1993: 6). In Bodies that Matter, Butler proposes the substi-
tution of the model of the “constitutive outside” to discourse (Butler, 1993: 



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y156

8) for the “cultural construction of everything”. This deploys Laclau and 
Mouffe’s terminology within a radically different ontology, since for Laclau 
and Mouffe the “constitutive outside” is another discourse, not the extra-
discursive referent. Nor is it entirely clear where this revision leaves Butler, 
for this constitutive outside is nothing else than the construction of identi-
ties through exclusionary means, whereby “a set of foreclosures” is “refused 
the possibility of cultural articulation” (Butler, 1993: 8). Butler’s new position 
tends to undermine the Foucauldian account of performativity, for the po-
litical potentials of the former theory depended upon the radical inclusion in 
the cultural field of the excluded transgressions constitutive of the norm. In-
deed, the claim that power necessarily cited its transgressions formed the ba-
sis for subversive resignification within the cultural field and the consequent 
displacement and proliferation of norms. At other times, the indeterminacy 
of Butlerian “matter” seems to indicate that this position is only the stand-
ard positivist opposition between an inert materiality and the transcenden-
tal constitution of its significance (Butler, 1996: 108-125). It is easy to see why. 
Once the excluded, abjected sexualities, as a “constitutive outside,” are re-
garded as something on the order of matter itself—a matter that resists ar-
ticulation—it is difficult to see how a subversive politics can develop at all.

The Politics of Performativity

Excitable Speech (1997) tries to redress the lack of historico-political specific-
ity in Butler’s theory by outlining a politics of the performative. Butler ex-
amines several categories of illocutionary act—including “hate speech” and 
gay declaratives in the military—to redeem the claim that effective perfor-
mances of alternative identities defy calculation and the assertion that these 
acts transform institutional structures (Butler, 1993: 8). The centrepiece for 
this demonstration is her theorisation of resignification through the category 
of the perlocutionary consequences of speech acts. Where the illocutionary 
force of a speech act is conventional, the perlocutionary consequences are 
unconventional, depending on the mobilisation of affect in dialogue part-
ners (as in the distinction between warning someone and generating the 
side-effect of alarming them). For Butler, the basic idea is that the subject is 
generated through interpellation-subjection, in a process whereby individu-
als are assigned “injurious names” (for instance, “queer”), but that by taking 
up these names as affirmations a “reverse interpellation” can be effected, 
generating militant subjectivities instead of conformist subjects. This is the 
meaning of Butler’s condensed claim that “insurrectionary speech becomes 
the necessary response to an injurious language” (Butler, 1997a: 163). What 
in one context is injurious speech (“queer”) becomes, in another context, the 
bearer of insurrectionary language, not, it is implied, directly through its il-
locutionary force, but rather through the unpredictable consequences of us-
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ing it as if it were a different illocution. Butler’s claim, therefore, treats illocu-
tion as if it was locution, and neglects the all-important institutional context 
of the speech act. Indeed, the collapse of the illocution/locution distinction 
is directly stated in Butler’s assertion that “the critical and legal discourse 
on hate speech is itself a restaging of the performance of hate speech” (But-
ler, 1997a: 163). Unfortunately, the entailment is that her “reverse interpel-
lation,” or “resignification,” is a locutionary pseudo-declarative, lacking the 
required illocutionary force, and so the promised politics of performativity 
do not actually materialise.

Butler’s major thesis is that speech is constitutively “out of control,” be-
cause its effects exceed the “sovereign” intentionality of the conscious agent 
(Butler, 1997a: 15). As Butler states, “agency begins where sovereignty wanes. 
The one who acts … acts precisely to the extent that he or she is constituted 
as an actor and, hence, operating within a linguistic field of enabling con-
straints from the outset” (Butler, 1997a: 16). While such claims are enthusias-
tically received by Butler’s supporters as evidence of her subjectless concep-
tion of agency (McNay, 1999: 178-181; Salih, 2002: 100), her position actually 
does nothing more than restate the fundamental contention of speech act 
theory, that the illocutionary force of the utterance depends on social con-
text and not individual intention. Recognition of the importance of social 
context might be expected to generate a “politics of performativity” oriented 
to a radical reconstruction of institutions. The twist is, however, that But-
ler’s conception of the politics of speech acts depends on the radically un-
tenable claim that social context is irrelevant to the political implications of 
the utterance. As we shall see, far from developing a subjectless conception 
of agency, this enables Butler to return to her perennial theme of the indi-
vidual resisting their subjection through oppositional cultural practices; like 
Foucault, Butler dethrones the omnipotent subject so as to save the political 
individual.

Butler rejects both the ability of sovereign intentionality to govern 
speech, and the simultaneity of utterance and injury supposedly required 
by the construction of hate speech as illocutionary acts (Butler, 1997a: 16). 
She opposes the theory of the performative employed by legal theoreticians 
such as Catherine McKinnon, for whom, Butler claims, the performative 
is an immediately efficacious expression of the sovereign intentionality of 
the individual agent, and equivalent to a physical action (Butler, 1997a: 15). 
We have already seen that any interpretation of speech act theory such as 
McKinnon’s must be specious. Instead of directly contesting the legal read-
ing of speech act theory, however, Butler reasserts her deconstructive criti-
cism of Austin, to imply that performatives are generally inefficacious and 
temporally delayed, beyond the conscious control of the speaker and distinct 
from physical acts. The rationale for this position is to create a gap between 
the existence of hegemonic norms and their employment by social agents in 
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speech acts, preventing any monolithic conception of the social field. Its ef-
fect, however, is that Butler uses the speech act/social conduct distinction to 
drive a wedge between hate speech and acts of violence. 

Butler cites legal theory to the effect that what is really at stake in hate 
speech is an illocutionary force, operative in certain contexts, directed at 
negating the social identity of the victim (Butler, 1997a: 16), which suggests 
that the question of sovereign intentionality is a pseudo-problem. Instead of 
directly intervening into the debate on how speech act theory supports le-
gal judgements, however, she maintains that the power of words to wound 
resides in unanticipated effects generated through a loss of context and op-
poses every effort to link illocutionary force to institutional conditions (Butler, 
1997a: 16). She proposes the adoption of a perlocutionary model, according 
to which the injury done to the victim of hate speech results unpredictably 
and in a delayed way (Butler, 1997a: 16). Because her deconstructive inter-
pretation of speech act theory neglects any taxonomy of illocutionary acts, 
Butler is in no position to contest the conservative assertion that these acts 
have the force attributed to them by the Right. Indeed, the consequence of 
her stance is that she attacks as “conservative” Bourdieu’s effort to connect 
speech to institutions so as to raise the question of social equality (Butler, 
1997a: 16), and rejects his “amplification of the social dimension of the per-
formative” (Butler, 1997a: 16). By contrast, Butler insists on the break with 
context supposedly performed by “insurrectionary” resignification, thanks 
to its ability to act in unconventional ways (Butler, 1997a: 16). In other words, 
Butler restricts speech act theory to decontextualised locutions and uncon-
ventional perlocutions, discarding illocution entirely as “conservative” and 
insufficiently “insurrectionary”. As usual, however, when ultra-revolution-
ary rhetoric becomes a means whereby social questions are rejected for an 
“autonomous” dimension of language (Butler, 1997a: 16), Butler’s position 
masks a thorough-going political individualism.

By insisting on the distinction between speech and conduct (Butler, 
1997a: 15), Butler retreats from the central claim of discursive materialisa-
tion, that no clear boundary between speech acts and material reality ex-
ists. Indeed, the assertion that the speech act does not, after all, “constitute 
the referent to which it refers” (Butler, 1997a: 16), effectively admits that 
the effort to elaborate a politics of performativity entails the collapse of the 
metaphysics articulated in Bodies that Matter. Now Butler, in her anxiety to 
deny the effects of social context on illocutionary force, moves in the oppo-
site direction. In the instance of “coming out” in the military, where the au-
thorities decreed that to say “I’m gay” is equivalent to a sexual act, Butler, 
instead of contesting this ludicrous interpretation of expressive illocutions, 
maintains a rigid split between speech and conduct (Butler, 1997a: 112). Un-
fortunately, therefore, Butler does not even mention that an assertive dec-
laration (“I’m gay”) attaches a declarative illocution to a state of affairs by, 



The Politics of Performativity 159

in this instance, attributing a property to the speaker (Searle, 1979: 18-20). 
Such a declaration cannot, under any circumstances, be considered to be 
“homosexual conduct” equivalent to sexual intercourse, since this latter pre-
supposes two persons—intercourse is not something that I have with myself. 
She makes some excellent points regarding homosociality in the military 
and the repression of homosexual desire in hyperbolic masculinity (Butler, 
1997a: 121), but entirely fails to contest the abuse of speech act theory relied 
upon by the military authorities.

Butler is resolutely opposed to most (but not all, as we shall see) forms of 
legal redress and official censorship, on the grounds that state intervention 
may strengthen those institutions while being deployed against the victims of 
hate speech. In opposition to racial vilification, Butler proposes not state in-
tervention (legislation), but radical mobilisation and practices of resignifica-
tion. Her concern is that speech act legislation functions as state censorship 
and becomes the precedent for banning homosexuality in the military and 
censoring pornography. In line with the deconstructive indifference to the 
locution/illocution distinction, she claims that the state, by reiterating hate 
speech acts, repeats discursive violence and prosecutes the victim, finally 
protecting hate speech as “free speech” (Butler, 1997a: 121). Her insensitivity 
to the possibility that a single locution can have different illocutionary force 
in distinct contexts encourages Butler to directly equate legal discourse and 
hate speech, leading to an apparently ultra-left dismissal of all legal redress 
and state protection as counter-productive. At the same time, Butler claims 
that she “is not opposed to any and all regulations,” such as, for instance, 
“hate speech regulations that are not state-centred, such as those that have 
restricted jurisdiction within a university” (Butler, 1997a: 102, 101). This is 
an interesting position to take, considering that (1) she works in one, and (2) 
according to the Althusserian model of ideological interpellation, the educa-
tion system is the modern ideological state apparatus.

The ethico-political consequences of Butler’s stance are disturbing. But-
ler proposes that the model of the sole originator of speech is a consequence 
of the juridical model, which needs to fabricate an author so as to find them 
guilty (Butler, 1997a: 50). Hence, the law produces hate speech so as to leg-
islate censorship and fabricates a culpable subject so as to prosecute them. 
Subjects, Butler claims, are not uniquely accountable for their speech be-
cause the subject is a “belated metalepsis,” or subject effect (Butler, 1997a: 
50), a retroactively installed substitution of a “guilty party” after the citation 
of a speech act. The immediate implication of taking this seriously in a le-
gal context would be that it is possible for every speaker to plead diminished 
responsibility. Butler claims that the citationality of speech amplifies ethical 
responsibility for hate speech, however, by making individuals accountable 
for “the manner in which such speech is repeated” (Butler, 1997a: 50 my ital-
ics). This returns us once again to the loop of “how to repeat,” and the pseu-
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do-problem of the “remaking of language ex nihilo” (Butler, 1997a: 50); my 
earlier comments regarding the distinction between the omnipotence of the 
subject and a non-positional intentionality apply once again, with full force. 
In Excitable Speech Butler claims that the question of responsibility is “afflict-
ed with impurity from the start” and “intimates an ethical dilemma brew-
ing at the inception of speech” (Butler, 1997a: 28). It is more likely, however, 
that the ethical dilemma springs from Butler’s posing of the question. 

An immediate index of this is the logical contradiction involved in the 
concept of resignification. As an alternative to police protection and legal 
redress, Butler suggests that victims of hate speech exploit the open tem-
porality of the sign (Butler, 1997a: 121). Speech acts do not take place in the 
punctual instant of the utterance, but represent a “condensation” of the his-
toricity of a social ritual and a semantic history, and so an utterance may 
be “excessive to the moment it occasions” (Butler, 1997a: 14), raising the 
possibility of resignification as a political alternative. Resignification, she 
suggests, “depletes” the term of derogatory history and converts it into an 
affirmation (for instance, queer, black, woman) (Butler, 1997a: 158). This 
possibility springs from the hypothesis of the contextual determination of 
the value of the sign. Nonetheless, despite these theoretical ruminations, 
Butler in actuality rehearses the leftwing commonsense, that resignifying 
“queer” is something different to deploying “nigger,” and that citing a por-
nographic image is different to burning a cross. She claims this is because 
of the significance of the historicity of the sign (Butler, 1997a: 57). The two 
claims (the contextually determined value of the sign, and the historicity 
of the sign) are in logical contradiction. Likewise, Butler asserts that when 
the oppressed lay claim to their universal human and political rights, from 
which they have hitherto been excluded, they produce a performative con-
tradiction (Butler, 2000d: 38). Even for supporters, “Excitable Speech does not 
provide a clear idea of how interpellatives may be replayed or their mean-
ings altered” (Salih, 2002: 115). 

“On the whole,” Lois McNay concludes, “there is a tendency in Butler’s 
work to confine discussion of the politics of the performative to a series of 
dualisms … which are far from adequate to capturing the complex dynam-
ics of social change” (McNay, 1999: 178). We might add that the abstract 
and formal theory of agency provided by performativity restricts gender 
politics to the question of symbolic identity (Fraser, 1995), to the exclusion 
of considerations of material equality and social practices (Hull, 1997). But-
ler’s efforts to concretise agency and salvage performativity tend to con-
solidate these problems rather than rectify them. The consequence is that 
“the primacy that Butler’s model accords to the process of symbolic identi-
fication results … in a disregard of the specificity of socio-political power” 
(McNay, 1999: 181).

The problems in Butler’s theory spring from the combination of the 
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historicist assumption that individual praxis can be transposed onto social 
structuration, and the existential-Hegelian roots of her phenomenology of 
subjectivation. For Butler, the incompleteness of identity is the result of the 
dialectics of the self and other in the social field, so that—in classic Fichte-
an-Sartrean style—the shock of the encounter with the other sets permanent 
limits to my self-identity. Butler claims that:

The “incompleteness” of each and every identity is a direct result of 
its differential emergence: no particular identity can emerge without 
presuming and enacting the exclusion of others, and this constitutive 
exclusion or antagonism is the shared and equal condition of all identity-
constitution (Butler, 2000c: 31).

The permanent stance of marginal subversion follows from this concep-
tion of the necessity for the self to exclude the other, so that while Butler for-
mally advocates the development of an inclusive universality, no new social 
order can be imagined that would not, in fact, be based upon domination. 
Sartre’s impasse—that ethics is both necessary and impossible—is here re-
peated on the terrain of discourse theory, so that the social norms that make 
sociality possible can only be conceptualised as a constraint upon the sponta-
neity of the self. The problem with this theory is that it reduces the social field 
to the sum of dyadic interpersonal collisions, flattening the complexity of so-
cial formation and institutional contexts onto a pseudo-dialectic of narcis-
sistic identification and sibling rivalry. No wonder, then, that the “collective 
dimension is missing from Butler’s account of performative resignification, 
whose underpinnings in a theory of psychic dislocation confine its explana-
tory force to the private realm of individual action” (McNay, 1999: 189).

As a consequence, Butler’s theory oscillates between voluntarism and 
determinism, swinging between strategic calculations based in transparent 
intentionality and the assertion that effective performances defy calculation 
entirely. This does not lead to an effective politics. Instead, it can only repeat 
the impasse of Foucault’s “aesthetics of existence,” condemned to a series 
of performative contradictions that culminate in explicitly supporting lib-
eral anti-censorship struggles against any effort to raise the question of sub-
stantive equality. As her supporters concede, Butler’s “position … primarily 
addresses politics at the level of the individual agent enacting their gender 
while subjected to various cultural constraints” (Schrift, 1997: 157). Instead 
of lending substance to Laclau and Mouffe’s excessively formal theory of 
discourse, performativity evacuates the social content of different practices, 
with a consequent inability to specify their institutional context. Indeed, in 
this sense, performativity is to be strictly opposed to performative speech 
acts, for the latter only operate in a social context, whereas performativity 
enjoys the veritably miraculous power to generate performative effects irre-
spective of conventions. The repercussion is that rather than clarifying the 
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relation between discursive practice and institutional structures, performa-
tivity tends to disperse all structural constraints. The global result of these 
difficulties is that the trajectory of Butler’s theory describes a series of unsuc-
cessful efforts to evade the deadlock of what can only be called a postmod-
ern existentialism, while the politics of performativity remain within the en-
velope of radicalised liberalism. 
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Radical Negativity: Žižek’s Lacanian Dialectics

In The Sublime Object of Ideology (1989) and subsequent books, Žižek complete-
ly rewrites Laclau and Mouffe’s deconstructive theory of discourse in terms 
of Lacanian psychoanalysis.1 Žižek’s intervention proposes that the uncon-
scious subject is the unruly by-product of ideological interpellation. He com-
bines this reconstructed theory of ideology with Hegelian philosophy, to cre-
ate a remarkable new social theory based in “Lacanian dialectics” (Dews, 
1995). At the same time, he makes strenuous efforts to escape the metaphysi-
cal implications of the historicist problematic. By developing a structural 
concept of the autonomous subject, Žižek not only supplies a sophisticat-
ed extension of the theory of ideological interpellation, but also furnishes 
an ethical basis for democratic socialism. Žižek’s intervention identifies the 
missing link in post-Althusserian theories of ideology—the unconscious sub-
ject as the unruly by-product of ideological interpellation—while making 
strenuous efforts to escape the gravitational field of the historicist problem-
atic of postmarxian discourse analysis.

Nonetheless, the conclusions towards which Žižek is driven, apparent-
ly on the basis of Lacanian psychoanalysis, are nothing less than extraor-
        1. Parts of this chapter have been published in “The Antinomies of Slavoj Zizek,” Telos: A 
Quarterly Journal of  Critical Thought (129) (2004), pp151-172, and “The Law as a Thing: Zizek 
and the Graph of Desire,” in Geoff Boucher, Jason Glynos and Matt Sharpe (Ed.’s), Travers-
ing the Fantasy: Critical Essays on Slavoj Zizek, with a Reply (London: Ashgate, 2005), pp. 25-46. 
Žižek’s reply is “Ethical Socialism? No, Thanks! Reply to Boucher,” Telos: A Quarterly Journal 
of  Critical Thought (129) (2004), pp173-189. I have not altered my position because—as the 
reader may judge for themselves—Žižek does not appear to me to have a reply. To say, as he 
does, that this expresses a political difference is not to defend his side of that difference—only 
to state the obvious. As for the expressly Kantian character of my position, as opposed to 
Žižek's Hegelianism, I continue to hold to this and would add that it was Žižek who claimed 
that Hegel is the most consequent of Kantians. 
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dinary, and tend to undermine any confidence we might have in the theo-
retical machinery that permits such deductions. In Žižek’s “philosophical 
manifesto of Cartesian subjectivity,” The Ticklish Subject (2000), we are cheer-
fully informed by the author that embracing this reinvigorated Cartesian-
ism necessarily leads to ethical decisionism and political voluntarism (Žižek, 
2000h: 114-115). These are condensed, for Žižek, into the figure of a “volun-
tarist decisionism,” which is to be combined with “Cartesian mechanism” 
to produce, in what must rate as an alchemical triumph, a “materialist the-
ory of Grace” (Žižek, 2000h: 116-119). Indeed, Žižek’s recent espousal of 
a “politics of Truth,” that would subvert contemporary capitalism, just as 
Christianity undermined the Roman Empire (Žižek, 2001d: 4-5), is part of 
a package deal. This comes complete with a defence of the excesses of Len-
inism (Žižek, 2001e), a theory of the proletariat as the “singular universal” 
of capitalist society that is reminiscent of Georg Lukács’ notion of the pro-
letariat as the identical subject-object of history (Žižek, 2000h), an intellec-
tual return to the speculative heights of Schelling’s Romantic philosophy 
(Žižek, 1996), and a metaphysically well-endowed revival of Pauline theol-
ogy (Žižek, 2000e; Žižek, 2001d). 

I am not convinced that this quasi-religious politics of redemption is the 
only (or the best) conclusion that can be drawn from Žižek’s work. My ques-
tion: will the real Žižek please step forward? My strategy: to play Žižek off 
against Žižek, so as to recover a non-Cartesian Žižek. To do this, I interro-
gate Žižek’s interpretation of Lacanian psychoanalysis. The basic thrust of 
my argument is that—contra the neo-Cartesian Žižek—the Lacanian “divid-
ed,” or unconscious, “subject before subjectivation” is not a mirror-image, 
in the unconscious, of the ego. The unconscious subject does not possess the 
properties of transparent self-reflexivity, punctual unity and world constitut-
ing agency supposedly possessed by the Cartesian ego. Lacanian psychoa-
nalysis does not—as its critics suppose (Lacoue-Labarthe, 1992)—reinstate 
the philosophy of consciousness by transposing the unitary subject into the 
unconscious. But this, as I shall demonstrate, is exactly what Žižek has re-
cently begun to claim. My analysis retraces what might be described as a 
“cascade of errors” in Žižek’s work. From the very beginning, a series of tiny 
mistakes and minor omissions have begun to accumulate. They all point in 
a single direction: dispersion of the ego, unity of the unconscious. Uncor-
rected, they have acquired a momentum of their own and begun to colonise 
Žižek’s theoretical apparatus. To trace the evolution of this problem, I begin 
from an analysis of Žižek’s interpretation of Althusser via the “Graph of De-
sire,” showing how his treatment of the subject results in an antinomic con-
ception of the relation between Symbolic and Real. This condemns Žižek 
to lurch between these antinomic poles, hesitating between the alternatives 
of total complicity with “obscene enjoyment” or a catastrophic rupture with 
existing symbolic structures. Then I investigate the theoretical consequenc-
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es of this conception and examine the political and ethical dilemmas that 
result. Finally, I trace these problems to Žižek’s recent, neo-Cartesian em-
brace of the unified unconscious and show how this impedes the search for 
a political strategy in today’s conditions.

I.

Drawing on the Lacanian theory of the subject, Žižek explains the mecha-
nism of ideological interpellation with reference to Lacan’s “Graph of De-
sire” (Žižek, 1989: 87-129; Lacan, 1977: 292-325). Designed to replace the 
Freudian topography of the ego, superego and id,2 Lacan’s topology of the 
“subject of the signifier” formalises the fundamental operations of social dis-
course. It theorises the Imaginary and Symbolic identifications of the sub-
ject, as well as the “subversion of the subject” through the logic of uncon-
scious desire driven by the Real of libidinal investments, or “enjoyment”.3 

        2. Richard Boothby’s Death and Desire (1991) provides a useful first approximation to the 
relation between the Freudian subject and the Lacanian subject, one that allows us to provi-
sionally map Lacan’s often arcane topological “registers” (the Imaginary, the Symbolic and 
the Real) onto the more familiar psychic agencies of the Freudian topography of the psyche. 
The Freudian agencies of the ego, the (social) superego and the id map onto the Lacanian 
registers of the Imaginary, Symbolic and Real (Boothby, 1991: 106, 172-174). “From a Lacan-
ian point of view, the source of what Freud called a ‘death drive’ is to be located in the ten-
sion between the real and the imaginary, between the ‘real of the body and the imaginary 
of its mental schema’ (Lacan). The pressing toward expression of somatic energies alienated 
by imaginary identification constitutes a force of death insofar as it threatens the integrity of 
that identity” (Boothby, 1991: 67). Indeed, “the death drive may be said to involve the emer-
gence of the real in the disintegration of the imaginary—a disintegration that is effected by 
the agency of the symbolic” (Boothby, 1991: 136). The symbolic actualises the unbinding of 
energies bound in the alienated structure of the ego: therefore, Lacan claims that “the signi-
fier … materialises the agency of death” (Lacan, 1972: 52). From a Lacanian perspective, 
the concept of the death drive, as a drive towards difference beyond identity, fragmentation 
over wholeness, heterogeneity as subversive of homogeneity, “is identifiable with the drive 
to signification” (Boothby, 1991: 136). The opposition between Symbolic signification and 
the non-symbolised Real coincides with the distinction between desire and drive. The Real 
is both the fullness of enjoyment that can be postulated as existing before the advent of the 
Symbolic and the remainder that persists after symbolisation, evident in the persistence of 
impossibilities within the symbolic (Fink, 1995a: 26-29). Yet, there exists a major difference 
between the Lacanian subject and the Freudian subject. For Lacan, the psyche is not com-
posed of an ensemble of agencies: indeed, the agency of the subject of modernity tends to 
exist only momentarily, as a “surging forth” of something unexpected within the articulation 
of a discourse. If there is any agency, it is the agency of the letter, of the signifier.
        3. I have consulted Bruce Fink’s lucid exposition of Lacanian psychoanalysis extensively 
in the preparation of this dissertation (Fink, 1995a; Fink, 1995b; Fink, 1995c; Fink, 1995d; 
Fink, 1996a; Fink, 1996b; Fink, 1997). Also useful was Joël Dor’s introduction to Lacan (Dor, 
1997). Both official English translations of Lacan’s seminars and papers (Lacan, 1974; Lacan, 
1977; Lacan, 1986; Lacan, 1987; Lacan, 1988a; Lacan, 1988b; Lacan, 1993; Lacan, 1996) 
and some unofficial translations of material not available in English (Lacan, 1989a; Lacan, 
1989b) were consulted for this dissertation. Jacques-Alain Miller’s articles on the master sig-
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The “Graph of Desire” can be regarded as consisting of two analytically dis-

nifier and “extimacy” (Miller, 1978; Miller, 1994) represent authoritative commentaries on 
key Lacanian concepts. Needless to say, Žižek’s popular introductions form the best pos-
sible entry point into Lacanian theory (Žižek, 1991b; Žižek, 1992b; Žižek, 2001c). The won-
derful, discursive introductions to desire, sexuation and the object (a) by Darian Leader 
are unsurpassed for their accessibility, conceptual accuracy and sheer wit (Leader, 1996; 
Leader, 1998; Leader, 2001). Other material on Lacanian psychoanalysis consulted included 
the following. Joan Copjec’s presentation of the opposition between Lacanian theory and 
postmodern historicism was decisive in the formation of my main contention regarding post-
marxian theory, although she deals with the impact of Foucault on film theory and not with 
postmarxian social theory (Copjec, 1994b). See also her introduction to Supposing the Subject 
(Copjec, 1994a). Mark Bracher’s accessible exposition of Lacanian discourse theory presents 
the “four discourses” and major Lacanian concepts (divided subject, object (a), master signi-
fier, knowledge) was invaluable (Bracher, 1994), as was Russell Grigg’s entry on discourse in 
A Compendium of  Lacanian Terms (Glowinski, Marks et al., 2001: 61-70). Yannis Stavrakakis’ es-
say on Lacanian politics is valuable, although it subjects Lacan to the problematic of Laclau 
and Mouffe without recognising that Lacan cannot be aligned with historicism (Stavrakakis, 
1999). I confess to a strong affinity for Richard Boothby’s unorthodox interpretation of Lacan 
through the lens of Freudian libido theory (Boothby, 1991), not least because it supplies a 
working model through which one can derive and confirm Lacanian propositions (as opposed 
to merely accepting the word of the master). Tamise van Pelt’s introduction to Lacan’s three 
registers is insightful, although she tends to conceptualise the relations between Imaginary, 
Symbolic and Real as a musical score (as different “instruments” or “melodies” inhabiting a 
homogeneous space) and not as a formal topology (as a system of formal relations between 
heterogeneous operations inhabiting disjoint spaces) (van Pelt, 2000). On Lacanian concepts, 
I have relied especially on Eric Laurent for the distinction between alienation and separation 
(Laurent, 1995) and Maire Jaanus for the drives (Jaanus, 1995). These concepts are further 
explicated by the excellent contributions to the collection entitled Reading Seminar XI (Feld-
stein, Fink et al., 1995). Lacan’s seminars on desire (Lacan, 1989a; Lacan, 1989b) are available 
as unofficial translations by Dr. Cormac Gallagher; Žižek and Dor on the “graph of desire” 
(Dor, 1997: 195-245; Žižek, 1989: 87-129) are extremely useful introductions. The relation of 
desire between subject and object is raised especially in the contributions to the collection 
entitled Reading Seminars I and II (Feldstein, Fink et al., 1996). Two of Fink’s students, Julia Lup-
ton and Kenneth Reinhard, develop a Lacanian interpretation of tragedy that concretises 
key Lacanian concepts, especially the “graph of desire” (Lupton and Reinhard, 1993). The 
essays presented in the Sic series (from Verso) are highly useful introductions to the subject 
(Žižek, 1998b), the object (a) (Žižek and Salecl, 1996) and the “formulae of sexuation” (Salecl, 
2000). Several collections of Lacanian essays can be found (Apollon and Feldstein, 1995; 
Malone and Friedlander, 1988; Pettigrew and Raffoul, 1996), containing contributions of 
varying quality. Shoshana Felman’s work on Lacan and speech act theory is now a classic 
(Felman, 1983), and John Forrester’s work on Lacan and Derrida, while not really Lacan-
ian, develops an insightful commentary on the psychoanalytic concepts of the temporality 
of speech (Forrester, 1990). Jonathan Lear produces an existential Lacan in support of a 
relatively depoliticised psychoanalytic ethics (Lear, 2000). A related shift happens in Stuart 
Schneiderman’s homage to Lacan as a philosopher of “being towards death,” which mini-
mises the problem of sexuality as the final determinant in the psychoanalytic field (Schneider-
man, 1983). These compare unfavourably with Alenka Zupančič’s brilliant reconstruction of 
Lacanian ethics from a Kantian perspective informed by Žižek’s work (Zupančič, 2000). A 
feminist introduction to Lacanian theory is presented by Elizabeth Grosz (Grosz, 1990) and 
Patricia Elliot writes a critical introduction to the often highly unorthodox appropriations of 
Lacan in psychoanalytic feminism (Elliot, 1991). Finally, somewhat dated introductions that 
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tinct, but actually connected levels, which broadly correspond to the distinc-
tion between conscious and unconscious: “the level of [discursive] meaning 
and the level of [libidinal] enjoyment” (Žižek, 1989: 121). As Žižek explains, 
the major advance in his work identifies that:

The crucial weakness of hitherto “(post-)structuralist” essays in 
the theory of ideology descending from the Althusserian theory of 
interpellation was to limit themselves to the lower level, to the lowest 
square of Lacan’s graph of desire—to aim at grasping the efficiency of an 
ideology exclusively through the mechanisms of Imaginary and Symbolic 
identification. The dimension “beyond interpellation” which was thus 
left out has nothing to do with some kind of irreducible dispersion and 
plurality of the signifying process—with the fact that the metonymic 
sliding always subverts every fixation of meaning, every “quilting” of the 
floating signifiers (as it would appear in a “poststructuralist” perspective). 
“Beyond interpellation” is the square of desire, fantasy, lack in the Other 
and drive pulsating around some unbearable surplus-enjoyment (Žižek, 
1989: 124). 

Žižek opposes the postmodern reduction of the subject to a dispersed 
multiplicity of subject-positions, lent a merely imaginary unity by a political 
symbol. The concept of dispersed, multiple subject-positions promulgated 
by Laclau and Mouffe concentrates on ideological misrecognition of decen-
tred discourses, theorising the formation of the subject in terms of a “sub-
ject-effect” of the multiplicity of discursive practices constitutive of the inter-
pellated individual. By contrast with postmarxian theory, Žižek maintains 
that the Lacanian (divided) subject is the quasi-transcendental condition of 
possibility and impossibility for the relative unity of an ensemble of subject-

tend to present Lacan as a structuralist, but that still make a valuable contribution to the 
literature on Lacan, come from Anthony Wilden (Wilden, 1968), Ellie Sullivan (Ragland-Sul-
livan, 1986) and Annika Lemaire (Lemaire, 1977). Early efforts to come to grips with Lacan 
whose importance today is strictly limited include Jane Gallop’s largely mystified commen-
tary on Écrits (Gallop, 1985) and the somewhat more solid work by John Muller and William 
Richardson (Muller and Richardson, 1982). For the historical context for the development 
of Lacanian theory consult Catherine Clement’s critical history (Clement, 1983). The best of 
the critical material on Lacan is without doubt the deconstructive essay, The Title of  the Let-
ter (Lacoue-Labarthe, 1992), which develops Derrida’s comments in The Post Card (Derrida, 
1987: 411-496). The limitation of Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy’s treatment is that they allege, 
on the basis of a single seminar in Lacan’s Écrits, that the unconscious subject is a centred 
subject (that is, that Lacan transposes the classical subject to the domain of the unconscious). 
This ignores the significance of the object (a) and the concept of “extimacy,” which precisely 
decentre the unconscious subject. The opposite criticism is produced by Manfred Frank (Frank, 
1989), who claims that the decentring of the unconscious subject prevents the development 
of a subjective identity and effectively disperses the subject into the text of its utterances. For 
a reply to this position, see Peter Dews (Dews, 1987). For hostile criticisms of Lacan’s work, 
consult Marcelle Marini (Marini, 1992), Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen (Borch-Jacobsen, 1991) and 
François Roustang (Roustang, 1990). This is not, of course, a comprehensive bibliography of 
works on Lacan; for a more complete bibliography, consult Marini (Marini, 1992). 
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positions. Instead of focusing on the relation between Imaginary mirror-im-
ages and Symbolic differences, he concentrates on the dimension “beyond 
interpellation” that forms in the intersection of the symbolic field with the 
“Real of enjoyment”. 

Lacan provocatively interpreted the Cartesian cogito as a disjunctive syl-
logism (“I think where I am not, and I am where I do not think”) to empha-
sise the distinction between the “substanceless subjectivity” of the subject 
of the enunciation, and the embodied existence of the human individu-
al (Dolar, 1998: 11-40; Lacan, 1998: 13). Following Lacan’s interpretation, 
Žižek supposes that there exists a permanent discord, or irreducible aliena-
tion, between social subjectivity and material existence. In other words, the 
dimension “beyond interpellation” that subverts every ideological form of 
social subjectivity arises not from textual dissemination, but from the un-
bridgeable gulf between subjection to the signifier and the materiality of the 
body. For Žižek, therefore, post-Althusserian theories of subjectivation flow-
ing from Derrida and Foucault miss both the “I think” and the “I am”. They 
thereby degenerate into a discursive idealism that concentrates on the effects 
of textual polysemy on a dispersed ensemble of subject-positions, to the ex-
clusion of both transcendental subjectivity and embodied existence.

Žižek’s work is undoubtedly a breakthrough. Following Mark Bracher, 
we can anticipate that “Lacan’s formulation of … a circular causality be-
tween the Symbolic and the Real makes it possible to account for the fact 
that individual subjects are produced by discourse and yet manage to re-
tain some capacity for resistance” (Bracher, Alcorn et al., 1994: 1). Contrary 
to postmarxian discourse analysis, political resistance arises from the sub-
ject, not from the “undecidability” of the text. Yet, like all breakthroughs, 
Žižek’s Lacanian dialectic is unevenly developed, stamped with its origins 
in the historicist-relativist problematic of Laclau and Mouffe. In the end, de-
spite abandoning postmarxism for Marxism, Žižek does not manage to go 
beyond historicism. 

This chapter performs a symptomatic analysis of a series of political 
reversals, ethical hesitations and theoretical uncertainties that betray the 
existence, in Žižek’s work, the reinstatement of the identical subject-object 
of history. Žižek’s politicisation of Lacanian psychoanalysis relies upon a 
slight, yet significant, vacillation in the relation between the Lacanian sub-
ject and its object. The strategy of this chapter is to demonstrate that Žižek’s 
work can be divided into two periods: the postmarxian period of “radical 
democracy” and the Marxist period of “Pauline Materialism”. The peri-
od of “radical democracy” runs from The Sublime Object of Ideology (1989) to 
The Metastases of Enjoyment (1994), while the period of “Pauline Materialism” 
spans The Indivisible Remainder (1996) to The Ticklish Subject (2000), as well as 
more recent, minor works. Contra Žižek, the two periods are not absolutely 
distinct, but instead express different articulations between the divided sub-
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ject to the “eternally lost,” “sublime object,” the Lacanian object (a). The 
articulation between Žižek’s construction of Lacanian psychoanalysis and 
his political ideology is crucial. Because an effective critical “division of la-
bour” operates between Lacanian psychoanalysis and theories of ideology, 
critical reception of his work has grasped alternatively at its politics, or its 
Lacanian theory, without fully connecting the two.4 In the postmarxian pe-

        4. My position develops the insights of Sharpe into the antinomies that plague Žižek’s 
position (Sharpe, 2001a; Sharpe, 2001b). By demonstrating that the poles of the “antinomies 
of Slavoj Žižek” correspond to two distinct periods, I resolve Žižek’s apparent self-contradic-
tions into technical (as opposed to descriptive) antinomies, that is, opposite conclusions from 
identical premises. I then demonstrate that the latent philosophical assumption upon which 
this antinomic structure rests is that of “intellectual intuition”. That is, I show how a critical 
solution to the antinomy is possible. Postmarxian critics of Žižek include Laclau’s exasper-
ated claim that Žižek regresses to a Lukácsian Marxism devoid of concrete programmatic 
suggestions (Laclau, 2000b: 195-206), combined with the allegation that Žižek’s Lacanian 
dialectics effect a reduction of the social field to an allegory of the psyche (Laclau, 2000a: 
288-296). For Daly, a reconciliation between deconstructive pan-textualism and the psycho-
analytic category of enjoyment is possible once the Real is recast as the fantasy accompani-
ment of textual formations (Daly, 1999: 87) (which is psychoanalytic terms means, once the 
Real is domesticated for deconstructive consumption by being reduced to the Imaginary). 
Thus Žižek is to be criticised for not noticing that (with Laclau and Mouffe) the universal 
grows from the particular, enabling a democratic “extension” of nationalism (Daly, 1999: 
89). (Žižek’s actual position is that the particular subverts/supports the universal, sufficiently 
indicating the limits of Daly’s “radicalism”.) Glynos endorses some of the most problematic 
aspects of “Žižek’s anti-capitalism” on the basis of an uncritical acceptance of the thesis 
of a “deep structural homology” between capitalism and hysteria (Glynos, 2001: 78). Late 
capitalism is therefore (by inference) the descent into perversion, leading to an effort to cast 
Žižek’s proposal for a social “cure” as an ethical opposition to capitalism. Glynos explains 
that “if the dynamic logic of capitalism serves as one of Žižek’s central targets, it is because 
it relies upon a certain sort of subjectivity”—literally so, for in this perspective, desire is the 
motor of capitalism (Glynos, 2001: 86-88). Glynos is not alone: Soto-Crespi claims to detect 
(following Žižek) a homology not only between surplus value and “surplus enjoyment,” but 
also between the psychic operations of alienation (lack) and separation (loss), and the eco-
nomic functions of commodification and exploitation (Soto-Crespo, 2000). Donahue, like-
wise endorses Žižek’s “late Marxism” as a critical expression of the postmodern condition 
(Donahue, 2001). Thus, for supporters and critics of Žižekian postmarxism alike, “the Real” 
designates the homology between social subjectivity and political economy, something to 
be deplored or explored, according to theoretico-political preference. Butler’s postmarxian-
feminist critique of Žižek is a major statement of feminist suspicion towards the category of 
the Real and its link to the “phallic” signifier (Butler, 1993: 196-211, 216-220; Butler, 2000: 
140-151). While I am critical of Butler’s position on psychoanalysis, as canvassed in detail 
in Chapter Three above, her position on Žižek exposes the political (as opposed to theor-
etical, which I believe she misrecognises) stakes in the “Real of sexual difference”. In briefest 
compass, Lacan’s “formulae of sexuation” appear to be symbolisations of the two possible 
logical stances towards totality: inconsistency and completeness (“masculine”); consistency 
and incompleteness (“feminine”). There is absolutely no justification for assigning sexes to 
these logical operations—a position which, as Butler proposes, necessarily encourages the 
notion that natural biological differences in reproductive organs form the zero-degree of 
human difference. That this is not exactly what Lacan states (Copjec, 1994b: 201-236), has 
not prevented the conservative wing of Lacanian theory from developing what can only be 
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riod of radical democracy, following Lacan, this relation is a disjunction. In 
the period of “Pauline Materialism,” this becomes an identity of subject and 
object. The hinge between the two periods—the moment of the break—is 
the encounter with the metaphysics of the philosopher of German Romanti-
cism, F. W. Schelling, in Žižek’s The Indivisible Remainder (1996) and The Abyss 
of Freedom (1997). 

In the Lacanian terms developed by Žižek, an identical subject-object 
appears as an identity of the “subject before subjectivation” and the “sublime 
object of ideology” in the moment of the political decision. This effectively 
makes the subject the “creator of the totality of contents” (Lukács) of the en-
tire social field—an idealist position that involves an explicit rehabilitation of 
the discredited doctrine of “intellectual intuition” pioneered by Schelling. I 
contend that it is this impossible desire that keeps Žižek within the “event ho-
rizon” of the historicist problematic despite his recent rejection of postmarx-
ism, trapped in the paradoxical position of denouncing postmodern politics 
whilst launching joint declarations of tendency with Laclau and Butler.

called a “sexual difference fundamentalism”. Note that my brief is against the “Real of sexual 
difference,” not the category of the Real, whereas Butler conflates the two without realising 
that it is only the later Lacan who makes sexual difference into the stake of the Real. Note 
also that the assumption that Žižek somehow “represents” the masculine position and Butler 
the feminine is inaccurate: Clemens demonstrates that, in Lacanian terms, the opposite is 
true (Clemens, 2003: 113-132). Žižek’s reliance on the politically-suspect positions of Las-
chian social psychology (the dethroning of paternal authority in the decline of the nuclear 
patriarchal family leads to the rise of the incomparably more ferocious “maternal superego” 
and the “pathological narcissist” of late capitalism), combined with dismissals of the NSM as 
mere cultural displacements of class antagonisms, support the suggestion that a reactionary 
cultural agenda is latent in the Žižekian Real. For Porter, the notion of a non-ideological 
reality is a contradiction in terms, and so Žižek’s Real can only mean a “non-place” (a uto-
pia of disalienation, maintained as the necessary-impossible ethical standard that generates 
the imperative to engage in ideology-criticism) (Porter, 2002). Herbold combines Butler’s 
arguments with a variant of this “there’s no such thing as a non-ideological reality” argu-
ment to propose that Žižek’s reliance on patriarchal theories vitiates his ideology-critique 
by gendering the non-position “outside ideology” (Herbold, 1995: 112). Thus, for Žižek’s 
feminist and postmodernist critics, the Real is some-thing, although disagreement exists as 
to whether this is ultimately nature or utopia. 
For the Lacanian critics—for whom the Real is a relation irreducible to a worldly referent, 
whether a natural object or a social space—Žižek’s politics are irrelevant or “inconsistent” 
with psychoanalytic neutrality. From this perspective it is questioned whether psychoanalysis 
can make a meaningful contribution to social theory (Bellamy, 1993) and whether psycho-
analytic categories have any really extra-clinical referents (Nicol, 2001). While many psycho-
analytic thinkers salute Žižek’s popularisation of Lacanian psychoanalysis (Reinhard, 2001), 
deplore its criticism of the postmodern dispersion of the subject (Flieger, 2001), express their 
fascination with its religious overtones (Moriarty, 2001; Wright, 2001), or try to align Žižek 
with the themes of Lacan et la Philosophie (is it philosophy? Anti-philosophy? Continental phil-
osophy? Or perhaps—incredibly—Anglo-American philosophy?), the common denomin-
ator is a withdrawal from analysis of Žižek’s politics. Thus the Lacanians invert the most 
frequent criticism of Žižek—that his cultural and political investigations are only illustrations 
for psychoanalytic propositions—into an implied or explicit endorsement of this practice.
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Three Centres of Gravity … and Death

The problems with Žižek’s ethico-political stance are rooted in a philosophi-
cal anthropology of the death drive as the “real kernel” of human existence. 
This anthropology secretes the metaphysics of “intellectual intuition,” or 
the notion of an identical subject-object of history, as its “philosophical un-
conscious”. In philosophical terms, the notion of an identical subject-object 
belongs to the problem of “intellectual intuition,” a possibility, according to 
Kant, excluded for humanity’s merely “discursive intellect” (Žižek, 1993: 18-
19, 38-39; Kant, 1993: 61-68 (B59-B72), 106 (B44), 228-30 (A83/B339-A287/
B343)). In intellectual intuition, instead of regulative fictions, the Ideas of 
reason become principles directly constitutive of phenomena, and correla-
tively, the subject capable of “intellectual intuition” can directly intuit the 
noumenal aspect of the object. For an intellect capable of “intellectual in-
tuition,” then, the Ideas of reason would immediately be objects of possible 
experience, forming a sensible nature, and so such an architect of the uni-
verse would effectively generate the forms of the world from its intentional 
positing of objectivity. In other words, such a subject “expressively” gener-
ates the social totality from the contents of its intentions. This idea, revived 
by Fichte in the form of the “identical subject-object,” transforms the finite 
human into a demi-god able to mould sensible nature into a moral world or-
der, in conformity with the Ideas of the subject. What German philosopher 
Dieter Henrich calls “Fichte’s original insight” into the supposed possib-
lity of intellectual intuition (Henrich, 1982), formed, according to some in-
terpretations, the basis for Schelling’s philosophy. Intellectual intuition was 
rehearsed in the twentieth century in the form of Lukács’ Hegelian Marx-
ism, which found in the proletariat an “identical subject-object of history” 
(Lukács, 1971: 149). 

For Žižek, the Lacanian “Real of enjoyment”, explains the openness 
of the historical process and replaces Laclau and Mouffe’s category of the 
“field of discursivity” as the explanation of why discursive totalities cannot 
become “structural eternities”. The subversion of symbolic structures by the 
force of desire (dynamised in the final analysis by the death drive) explains 
the “restlessness” of the subject within every discursive structure. Instead of 
the “end of history” characteristic of, for instance, Alexandre Kojève’s inter-
pretation of Hegel (Kojève, 1980), in Žižek’s Lacanian dialectics the agonic 
process of social struggle is endless. 

To anticipate somewhat, the basic Lacanian idea of the death drive 
can be summarised under the Freudian heading of the “absence of an idea-
tional representation of the drives”. Because a direct representation is miss-
ing, contingent empirical objects are “elevated to the dignity of the Thing,” 
functioning, through sublimation, as substitute-representations constitutive 
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of the libidinal goals of the subject (Lacan, 1986).5 In Žižek’s social theory, 
these material objects are ideological rituals (connected to master signifiers), 
by which individuals are interpellated as subjects. 

Žižek theorises the logical zero-degree of human subjectivity, the mo-
ment between two master signifiers, as the zone “between the two deaths” 
(between symbolic death, where the absence of any master signifier equals 
the non-existence of social identity, and real, natural death). This is graphi-
cally captured in the “sublime” image of Eastern European rebels in 1990 
“waving the national flag with the red star, the Communist symbol, cut out, 
so that instead of the symbol standing for the organising principle of the na-
tional life, there was nothing but a hole in its centre” (Žižek, 1993: 1). “It is 
difficult to imagine,” Žižek adds, supporting the claim that the death drive 
replaces Laclau and Mouffe’s field of discursivity, “a more salient index of 
the ‘open’ character of a historical situation ‘in its becoming’” (Žižek, 1993: 
1). At the risk of labouring the point, the hole in the flag figures the absence 
of the ideational representative of the drives, the “void” of the “Thing” (the 
id, or drives), contingently filled by various master signifiers (red stars, radi-
cal democracy, The American Way of Life…). 

Despite the exasperation Žižek seems to generate in his critics, the rela-
tion between the “hole” of the death drive and the “political symbol” of the 
master signifier maintains the unity of his theory, preventing his complex 
synthesis from collapsing into a competing multitude of inconsistent posi-
tions. According to Žižek, his work contains:

three centres of gravity: Hegelian dialectics, Lacanian psychoanalytic 
theory, and contemporary criticism of ideology. … The three theoretical 
circles are not, however, of the same weight: it is their middle term, the 
theory of Jacques Lacan, which is—as Marx would say—“the general 
illumination which bathes all the other colours and modifies their 
particularity” (Žižek, 1991a: 3). 

I conjecture that there is a functional distribution of theoretical roles 
amongst these “three centres of gravity,” into, respectively, historical dialec-
tics, the unconscious subject and postmarxian politics. This distribution can 
be related to the Lacanian theory of the three registers: the Symbolic order 
of the signifier (Hegelian dialectics); the Real of enjoyment structured by fan-
tasy (Lacanian psychoanalysis); and, the Imaginary order of ideological mis-
recognition (postmarxian theory). Why, then, does the middle term define 
the “specific gravity” of the rest of Žižek’s theoretical ensemble? My claim is 
that the death drive forms a supplementary fourth centre of gravity, which 
ballasts the Žižekian problematic, forms the very “substance” of Žižek’s 
work, links Žižek’s “three centres of gravity” into a theoretical configuration 
and centres his research on the problem of the subject-object relation. Inso-

        5. See (Žižek, 1994c: 87-112) for Žižek’s commentary.
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far as the death drive is coextensive with the Real of enjoyment (Žižek, 1989: 
132), and this is located in the slot marked “Lacan,” Žižek can legitimately 
claim that his work consists of three components, but that one part deter-
mines the specific gravity of the other parts. The category of the Real over-
determines Žižek’s entire theoretical ensemble, leading Žižek to successively 
(and dangerously) identify the Real with the dialectical concept of the histori-
cal violence that founds a social totality, the psychoanalytic hypothesis of the 
death drive as a disruptive “third domain” between nature and culture, and 
the postmarxian hypothesis of ineradicable social antagonism. 

According to Žižek, psychoanalysis explains how the multiplicity of so-
cial antagonisms generating postmodern struggles for cultural recognition 
are actually “a multitude of responses to the same impossible-real kernel” 
(Žižek, 1989: 4). He enlarges on this proposition:

The subject is constituted through his own division, splitting, as to the 
object in him; this object, this traumatic kernel, is the dimension that we 
have already named as that of “death drive,” of a traumatic imbalance, 
a rooting out. Man as such is “nature sick unto death,” derailed, run off 
the rails through fascination with a lethal Thing (Žižek, 1989: 181). 

The “lethal Thing,” Žižek’s “kernel of the Real,” stimulates/cataly-
ses constant, but incomplete, efforts to symbolise the unnatural nature at 
the centre of human existence. According to him, this core is “radically 
non-historical: history itself is nothing but a succession of failed attempts to 
grasp, conceive, specify this strange kernel” (Žižek, 1989: 5). In keeping with 
all philosophical anthropologies, therefore, Žižek postulates an ahistorical 
foundation for the unity of the concept of Man:

In this perspective, the “death drive,” the dimension of radical negativity, 
cannot be reduced to an expression of alienated social conditions, it 
defines la condition humaine as such: there is no solution, no escape from it; 
the thing is not to “overcome,” to “abolish” it, but to learn to recognise 
it in its terrifying dimension and then, on the basis of this fundamental 
recognition, to try to articulate a modus vivendi with it (Žižek, 1989: 5). 

The death drive, in other words, is the anthropological basis for the (neg-
ative) unity of the “human condition”. Interpreting the “discontents of civi-
lisation” as a “hole” in every symbolic order, Žižek makes the death drive 
into the basis of everything from political revolutions to cultural styles. The 
“kernel of the real” is therefore also the theoretical kernel of Žižek’s work—
it is not a speculative annex, but its fundamental basis—as demonstrated by 
the overdetermination, by the Real, of Žižek’s “three centres of gravity”. 

That the category of the Real overdetermines Žižek’s interpretation of 
Lacan is clear: his Lacan is the “third period” Lacan of the Real as a hole 
in the Symbolic field—the Lacan of the logic of fantasy, identification with 
the sinthome, the incompleteness of the Other and the mysteries of the Bor-
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romean knot (Žižek, 1989: 131-136). It is also the Lacan of an increasingly 
strident insistence on the “Real of sexual difference” as the deadlock struc-
turing every symbolisation. For Žižek, the concept of the Real is also cru-
cial to preventing his Lacanian dialectic from relapsing into the speculative 
metaphysics of intellectual intuition.

The problem is, however, that the conceptual architecture of Žižek’s 
synthesis secretes a philosophical unconscious that relies upon “intellectu-
al intuition” as its fundamental structure. The moment we have made the 
“Real kernel” of human nature into the root of both social antagonism and 
the historical process we risk a philosophical anthropology where the He-
gelian thesis of the “substance as subject” designates a “vanishing,” “re-
pressed” moment of identity between the subject and object. Žižek’s social 
theory and cultural anthropology is therefore constantly menaced by a re-
lapse into the supposition of an identical subject-object of history.

Lacan: The Real of Enjoyment

Žižek’s fundamental strategy for evading an identical subject-object of his-
tory is to insist on the permanent alienation of subject from object. Accord-
ing to him, the gap between Symbolic and Real, historical social formations 
and human nature never closes, and so no society is ever the direct expres-
sion of the “subject of history,” just as there is no form of social antagonism 
that directly manifests the “kernel of the Real” in social relations. Indeed, 
Žižek’s Lacanian dialectic seems to reject any philosophical anthropology 
of an “identical subject-object of history,” where the Hegelian dictum of the 
“substance as subject” entails the alienation-expression, by the “subject of 
history,” of the social totality. 

Žižek’s energetic denials of speculative metaphysics are apparently sus-
tained by the Lacanian inverse proportionality between subject and object, 
because the mutual exclusion (and paradoxical imbrication) of symbolic de-
sire and the “Real of the drives” generates a permanent unruliness in the 
subject, effectively preventing any final reconciliation of subject and object. 
I am convinced that, despite Žižek’s “non-metaphysical” orientation to dia-
lectical theory, it is fundamentally the Lacanian relation between the “di-
vided subject” and its “eternally lost object” that maintains the separation 
of subject and object, and prevents the emergence of an “identical subject-
object”. The subject of desire is alienated from the structure and separated 
from an eternally “lost” object, condemned to a futile quest for complete-
ness. The self-identity of the Lacanian subject is as impossible, from this per-
spective, as the identity of subject and object. So long as Žižek sticks to the 
Lacanian subject, he avoids metaphysical relapse.

To grasp how the relation between Symbolic and Real works in Žižek’s 
dialectics, then, we need to attend to some theoretical propositions of La-
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canian psychoanalysis, for my contention will be that, at a certain point, 
Žižek’s position involves a significant revision of basic principles. Freud ar-
rived at the concept of the death drive as a regulative hypothesis designed 
to account for the phenomena that could only be explained by the cate-
gories of repetition compulsion and traumatic re-enactment (Freud, 1984: 
269-340 especially 295). Yet, in the characteristic slippage from regulative 
hypothesis to constitutive principle that vitiates many of Freud’s anthropo-
logical insights, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” moves inexorably towards 
the “death instinct” and a speculative discussion of the government of ne-
cessity within the “living substance” (Freud, 1984: 316-317). Before long, we 
are on the terrain of the speculative opposition between construction and 
destruction (life and death), proper to Schopenhauerian philosophy (Freud, 
1984: 322). The “elemental” struggle between speculative principles as di-
rectly constitutive of the subject’s acts is precisely what a regulative hypoth-
esis does not license, as this cannot constitute empirical reality, but only pro-
vide an ideal focus for the convergence of theoretical categories.

Now, as is well known, the hypothesis of the death drive is a central 
component of Lacan’s return to Freud. Lacan’s revision of the concept of 
the death drive transforms Freud’s biological instinct into a denatured drive 
and thereby restores its status as a regulative hypothesis. The Lacanian sub-
ject is not only divided in the Symbolic through “lack” (alienation)—the 
“lack” of a proper signifier—but also decentred in the Real through “loss” 
(separation)—the “loss” of an ideational representative of the drives.6 The 
category of “lack” (alienation) is based on Lacan’s identification of the dis-
tinction between the “subject of the statement” and the “subject of the enun-
ciation”. The Lacanian subject—radically distinct from the conscious ego, 
or “subject of the statement”—is identified with the “subject of the enunci-
ation” as a “fading” in discourse that results from the permanent split be-
tween the irreducible temporality of the enunciation and the synchronic net-
work of propositions into which the statement is inserted (Fink, 1995a: 36-41; 
Žižek, 1991a: 155; Lacan, 1998: 26). The effect of the insertion of the human 
individual into language is not only the generation of an unconscious sub-
ject, however, but also the evacuation of libidinal satisfaction from the body, 
leaving only rem(a)inders in the form of the erogenous zones.7 Phenomeno-

        6. The Lacanian subject maintains a tenuous link with the material existence of the hu-
man subject as a natural being, but refuses any direct access to natural need and biological 
instinct as a delusive immediacy. The human being’s entry into language involves not only 
the division of the subject into consciousness and the unconscious, but also the bending of 
the instincts into the repetitive motion of the drives. This aligns the satisfaction of the drives 
with the concept of a “primal scene” or traumatic encounter with a master signifier and 
suggests that the drives are “warped” into their circular path by the action of this signifier. 
Lacan’s revision of the concept of the death drive transforms Freud’s biological instinct into a 
denatured drive and thereby restores its status as a regulative hypothesis.
        7. Symbolically-constructed desire aims for this “real object” as that which lies “beyond” 
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logically, the unconscious “subject of desire” is alienated into language and 
forced to seek, through a series of substitute-objects, for an eternally lost “ob-
ject”. This (logically) second operation of “loss” (separation) invokes the fig-
ure of the “death drive,” for despite the “montage” of a multiplicity of drives 
(oral, anal, scopic, invocatory), these can be regulatively totalised through 
their identification in the last instance with the generative cycle of sex and 
death. The libidinal satisfaction of the drives is conceptualised by Lacan as 
“enjoyment”—the “only substance known to psychoanalysis” (Lacan)—and 
theorised as structurally distinct from “substanceless subjectivity”—hence La-
can’s recasting of the cogito as disjunctive. Jacques-Alain Miller figures this 
paradoxical relation of “internal exclusion,” between divided subject and 
object (a), as “extimacy,” designating the impossibility of an irruption into 
the Symbolic Order of the “Real of enjoyment,” or libidinal object of the 
drives, in any form other than hallucination (Miller, 1994).8

The Lacanian conception of the death drive, as the absent cause of the 
compulsion to repeat, is a regulative fiction and not a substantive entity (i.e., 
a biological instinct) (Fink, 1995c: 232-239). A repetition compulsion implies 
a “fault” in the differential process of signification—something that “resists 
symbolisation” and “returns to the same position”—and licenses Lacan’s 
topological interpretation of the death drive as “Real” (Žižek, 1989: 132). 
The Real of enjoyment therefore designates a remainder, a surplus enjoy-
ment that escapes the network of the signifier and fastens to a signifying for-
mation, rendering it porous. As Žižek explains:

The Real is therefore simultaneously both the hard, impenetrable kernel 
resisting symbolisation and a pure chimerical entity which has in itself no 
ontological consistency. … This is precisely what defines the notion of 

the metonymic object of desire. The drive, by contrast, accomplishes its goal—the achieve-
ment of satisfaction through repetition—in the structurally missed encounter with this “real 
object” (Lacan, 1998: 177-181). Drive and desire, therefore, work at cross-purposes, and it 
follows (somewhat paradoxically) from the endless rotary motion of the drive that the drive 
is this “object,” that is, in the final analysis, the libido as object-cause of desire, the object (a) 
(Lacan, 1998: 197-199). Consequently drive, identified by Lacan with sexuality and death 
(Lacan, 1998: 199), thrives on the paradoxical satisfaction of the missed encounter, while 
desire only exists when it can pursue the metonymic object of desire that is effectively a 
screen concealing the object of the drives. The collapse of this linguistically mediated screen 
threatens the annihilation of desire, registered by Lacan as the “aphanisis,” or eclipse, of the 
divided subject before the approach of the object (a) (Lacan, 1998: 207-208, 216-219). Collo-
quially, for psychoanalysis, we might say that “getting what we really want” would represent a 
catastrophe, namely, the extinction of desire, the inability to “want anything anymore”. The 
Lacanian divided subject is therefore elementally social: were the subject whole, undivided, 
able to “get off” on itself—equivalent to the coincidence of the divided subject with the ob-
ject of the drives—this would represent the implosion of the subject’s relation to language, 
equivalent to a psychotic break.
        8. Lacan explains this conception of psychosis as a linguistic disorder, caused by the inva-
sion by the Real into an imperfectly formed Symbolic Order, in Seminar III (Lacan, 1993). 
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traumatic event: a point of failure of symbolisation, but at the same time 
never given in its positivity—it can only be constructed backwards, from 
its structural effects (Žižek, 1989: 169). 

In Žižek’s postmarxian period, the Real receives a materialist defini-
tion, because it is identified with the traumatic event of a missed encounter 
and with political contingency (which Žižek figures as a “surplus”), and with 
“Real-impossible” structural contradictions in the social formation (which 
Žižek describes as a “substance”). As Žižek explains, “the Real is an ‘entity’ 
which must be constructed afterwards so that we can account for the distor-
tions of the symbolic structure” (Žižek, 1989: 162), something that does not 
exist, but nonetheless exercises a structural causality (Žižek, 1989: 163). The 
Real is simultaneously posed and presupposed by the Symbolic as its “absent 
cause”: the Real possesses both “corporeal contingency” as the substance of 
(pre-symbolic) enjoyment and “logical [in]consistency,” as a series of disrup-
tive effects in the symbolic texture (Žižek, 1989: 171). 

While Žižek sustains the relation of mutual exclusion between Lacanian 
subject and object, the Real, as an absent cause, remains an “empty grave,” 
a structural impossibility. More recently, however (and perhaps with some 
warrant from the later Lacan), the death drive is transformed from a hypoth-
esis unifying certain analytic categories, to a distinct domain animating the liv-
ing substance, that is, the place (and not the logical zero-degree) “between the 
two deaths”. This necessarily involves the transformation of the Real from 
a regulative hypothesis into something directly constitutive of phenomenal 
reality—that is, into a speculative principle. “The place ‘between the two 
deaths’,” Žižek affirms, is “a place of sublime beauty as well as terrifying 
monsters, is the site of das Ding, of the real-traumatic kernel in the midst of 
the symbolic order” (Žižek, 1989: 135). It must not be thought that this do-
main is the empty space beyond the Limit, the depopulated space of a purely 
theoretical unity (regulative ideas as “concepts without objects”). Instead, for 
Žižek, Lacan’s later work licenses a systematic exploration of the Beyond and 
its intensive population with uncanny monsters and sublime heroes. The chief 
exhibit in this bestiary is the “excremental” figure of the Žižekian “saint,” 
whose most important attribute is that he or she is a subject who has become 
an object—that is, an undivided subject who is simultaneously an object in 
the Real (Žižek, 1997a: 79; Žižek, 2000e: 374-375). The suspicion that this odd 
character is nothing less than a postmodern (i.e., abject) version of the identi-
cal subject-object will be confirmed in the course of this chapter. No wonder, 
then, that Žižek claims that in Lacan’s (read, Žižek’s) final work, the Real ap-
proaches what formerly was the Imaginary (Žižek, 1989: 162). It does so, I sug-
gest, because the emergence of fantastic entities is precisely the index of the 
step from the legitimate employment of reason into transcendental illusion.9

        9. Žižek defends Hegel from the Kantian accusation that dialectics is a protracted relapse 
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The Hegelian Performative

Nonetheless, Žižek categorically denies that the Hegelian “speculative iden-
tity” of the “substance as subject” entails regression to the pre-modern meta-
physics of expressive totality posited by an identical subject-object, or “cos-
mic spirit,” along the lines of Charles Taylor’s influential reading of Hegel 
(Žižek, 1993: 29-33, 125-161; Žižek, 2000h: 70-124; Taylor, 1975). On lines 
consistent with contemporary “non-metaphysical” dialectics, Žižek produc-
es a non-teleological interpretation of the “negation of negation” as ground-
ing every identity in its quasi-transcendental conditions of possibility and 
impossibility (Žižek, 1989: 176-177; Žižek, 1991a: 30; Žižek, 1993: 120-124; 
Žižek, 1994c: 190).10 Seeking to defend Hegel from the allegation that dia-

into pre-Critical metaphysics on the grounds that Hegel is actually a more consequent Kant-
ian than Kant, for instead of plunging into speculations regarding the noumenal beyond, 
what Hegel does is to disperse the supposition of an inaccessible absolute truth. (Hegel dis-
perses the inaccessibility of absolute truth, not the illusion of a final Truth—hence the claim of 
the Logic to conceptualise the very Being of God qua Logos.) This is the significance of Žižek’s 
repetition of the Hegelian proposition that “the supersensible is appearance qua appearance” 
(Žižek, 1989: 193-199). The notion that truth forms a standard of knowledge beyond the phe-
nomenal field is a postulate, revealing that this impossible standard is an effect of the decision 
to limit knowledge, and so with this recognition “Truth is already here” (Žižek, 1989: 191). 
Žižek can therefore bring together Hegelian dialectics and the Lacanian registers to suggest 
that this impossibility, paradoxically located within the symbolic field, but only cognisable 
by means of a self-reflexive “shift of perspective,” is what Lacan means by the Real. The 
Real—especially the object (a)—is a “mere semblance” that adds nothing to the phenom-
enon, consisting of a non-existent anamorphic object “that can be perceived only by a gaze 
‘distorted’ by desire” (Žižek, 1991b: 12). It is worth noting that Žižek’s Hegelian solution to 
the division between noumenon and phenomenon, Truth and knowledge (absolute Truth, as 
opposed to relative truths), is the opposite of contemporary scientific conceptions of dialect-
ical processes. Where Žižek tries to save Truth by sacrificing knowledge—by discovering an 
object that does not exist for an objective gaze (Žižek, 1991b: 12)—materialist dialectics saves 
knowledge by sacrificing Truth (Bhaskar, 1991: 15). In question is not Žižek’s description of 
the subjective logic of the object (a), but its linkage with Hegelian metaphysics in the service 
of a social theory and political strategy. 
        10. The non-metaphysical dialectics developed by Klaus Hartmann and followers re-
sponds to the metaphysics of “cosmic spirit” with two critical moves: the elimination of meta-
physical explanations and the introduction of contingency into the structure of the dialectic, 
considered as a category theory. Hartmann’s works in translation are relatively limited (Hart-
mann, 1966; Hartmann, 1972; Hartmann, 1988). The English-speaking non-metaphysical 
school includes—directly—Terry Pinkard’s reconstruction of the Phenomenology (Pinkard, 
1994) and the Logic (Pinkard, 1989), Richard Winfield’s investigation of the Philosophy of  Right 
(Winfield, 1988), Alan White’s analysis of the post-Hegelian (Schellingian) criticism of Hegel’s 
ontology (White, 1983)—and indirectly—Robert Pippin’s reconstruction of Hegelian social 
philosophy (Pippin, 1989; Pippin, 1999) and Robert Williams’ studies on the theory of recog-
nition (Williams, 1992; Williams, 1997). Tony Smith has applied non-metaphysical dialectics 
to a reconstruction of the logic of Capital (Smith, 1989). Žižek is explicitly influenced by Pip-
pin (Žižek, 1993: 265 note 12), but his theory of ethical life is very close to Williams’ contention 
that mutual recognition involves the dynamism of the identity and difference of the Other, 
that is, the Other is recognised, but not known, or known, but not recognised, instigating the 
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lectics produces an expressive totality driven by the historical teleology of 

dialectics of the struggle for recognition as a permanent feature of ethical life (Williams, 1997). 
According to the non-metaphysical school, a metaphysical explanation involves proposing a 
suprasensible entity as the explanatory ground for a phenomenon: the phenomenon “x” is 
only possible if “Φ” exists. By contrast, a category theory reconstructs the intelligibility of a 
domain of social practice (including natural science) by producing a systematic arrangement 
of interlocking categories as the explanatory conditions of possibility for the intelligibility of 
the phenomenon: the phenomenon “x” is only intelligible if the category “Φ” is employed 
(Pinkard, 1989: 15). That is, Hartmann interprets Hegel as a “transcendental ontology” para-
doxically “devoid of existence claims” (Hartmann, 1988: 274). In the light of this research, it 
emerges that Taylor’s is the “Fichtean” interpretation of Hegel initially promoted by Hegel’s 
rival, the theological philosopher Schelling (Pinkard, 1989; White, 1983). This is a somewhat 
forced reading of Hegel. As Hartmann recognises, the “non-metaphysical” interpretation of 
Hegel is forced to discard the philosophies of nature and history as “speculative” in the bad, 
Kantian sense. Further, for Kant, post-critical metaphysics divides into two camps: theology 
(or special metaphysics) concerns metaphysical entities as explanatory grounds; ontology (or 
general metaphysics) concerns existence claims for being as the ground of phenomena. Kant, 
for instance, claims in the metaphysical exposition of the transcendental categories of space 
and time to have deduced the existence of space and time as aspects of being. This is a meta-
physical ontology on Kant’s terms. The difference between pre- and post-critical metaphys-
ics is that for Kant, a metaphysical ontology can only be inferred from the transcendental 
examination of human rationality—not deduced from the divine rationality or the structure 
of nature independently of human knowledge. After Kant, metaphysical ontology remains, 
but only as a postulate of reason and not as a foundational claim. White concedes that Hegel 
retains a general metaphysics or metaphysical ontology, but defends the proposition that 
this is an inference from the immanent examination of rationality—that is, a post-critical 
ontology (White, 1983: 15). Pinkard demonstrates that, from a consistent non-metaphysical 
perspective, this is unnecessarily defensive (Pinkard, 1989; Pinkard, 1994). Nonetheless, both 
are compelled to accept that Hegel does sometimes lapse into expressive conceptions of to-
tality and teleological constructions of the dialectic. The idea of dialectical rationality as a 
“transcendental ontology” is useful, however, because it focuses attention on the infamous 
“logical hierarchy” in Hegel in a way that explains the dialectical sequence of categories 
without reference to an externally imposed teleology. The interpretations offered by both 
Pippin and Pinkard sharply differentiate between a transcendental and speculative argu-
ment. While the transcendental argument can supply the necessary and universal conditions 
of possibility, a speculative argument supplies a better explanation, but not the only possible 
explanation. Dialectical theories are therefore retrospectively justified in precisely the same 
way that scientific theories are. Once Hegel is grasped as a post-critical “completion” of the 
Kantian programme of demonstrating the universal and necessary conditions of possibility 
for experience, it becomes clear that “Hegelian dialectic is no mysterious form of logic that 
transcends or is an alternative to ordinary logic. It is a strategy of explanation for a philo-
sophical program that attempts to reconcile most of the major dualisms in the history of phil-
osophy. … [B]ecause Hegel took himself to be engaged in something like the Kantian “sci-
ence of reason,” he was mistakenly led to see his dialectic as providing not only explanations 
of the possibility of categories but also derivations of the necessity of that set of categories” (Pin-
kard, 1989: 6). Pinkard’s non-metaphysical reconstruction of dialectical category theory as an 
“explanation of possibility” has significant implications for the conception of the “negation of 
the negation”. In this context, then, “contradiction” and “negation” are discursive operators 
for ordering categories systematically, as opposed to logical operators for making formal 
inferences. Dialectical contradiction, in the context of constructing a systematic theory of 
categories implies that a category, considered as a general principle that unifies a the divers-
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social reconciliation, Žižek performs a “Hegelian critique of Marx” (Žižek, 
1993: 26). He affirms that:

“Substance as subject” ultimately means that a kind of ontological “crack” 
forever denounces as a semblance every “worldview,” every notion of the 
universe qua totality of the “great chain of being”. … In short, “Hegel as 
absolute idealist” is a displacement of Marx’s own disavowed ontology 
(Žižek, 1993: 26). 

The “lack” in the structure—the inconsistency of every totality, the ex-
istence of social antagonism—prevents any automatic social reproduction 
that might exclude the dimension of political subjectivity. On Lacanian 
lines, Žižek proposes that what Marx lacks (and Hegel supplies) is a concept 
of the hysterical subject as correlative to the inconsistency of the social struc-
ture. Provocatively proposing that Hegel is the original postmarxist (Žižek, 
1989: 5-6), Žižek reads “substance as subject” as a Hegelian anticipation of 
Althusser (Žižek, 1993: 139-140), whom Žižek interprets as a partial rectifi-
cation of the Marxian ontology of social reconciliation. “Substance as sub-
ject,” therefore really means the permanence of alienation, interpreted after 
Lacan as castration. As a result, Žižek regards the dialectical process as gov-
erned by contingency and driven by the “Real kernel” of the death drive:

The absolute negativity which “sets in motion” dialectical movement 
is nothing but the intervention of the “death drive” as radically non-
historical, as the “zero-degree” of history—historical movement includes 
in its very heart the non-historical dimension of “absolute negativity” 
(Žižek, 1989: 144). 

Žižek insists that every dialectical totalisation brings a rem(a)inder that 
renders the totality incomplete. This is the Lacanian equivalent of Derrida’s 
celebrated shift from the “restricted economy” of classical dialectics to the 
“general economy” of the signifier. Hence, the inclusion of the death drive 
within the process of dialectical negation implies a breach in the “restricted 
economy” of the dialectic, breaking with historical teleology and expres-

ity of a manifold, contains a “contradiction” between what it inherently is qua category (a 
unifier of a manifold) and what it is explicitly (the moment of unity alone). By unfolding the 
moments of unity, difference and unity-in-difference, a series of interconnected categories 
can be developed that represent “determinations” (specifications) of some category, whereby 
the category is expanded from an abstract simplicity to a concrete complexity. Because, for 
Hegel, determination is negation, the three moments of categorical reconstruction (abstract 
unity, abstract difference, concrete unity-in-difference) develop the “negation of the nega-
tion”. Yet, in the non-metaphysical perspective, this is not a unique and necessary rational 
exfoliation of being from thought, but instead a contingent (hypothetical) reconstruction of a 
field of knowledge that “explains possibility” through this sequence of quasi-transcendental 
categories. The “negation of the negation” is not teleological in non-metaphysical dialectics. 
This does not negate the force of Althusser’s criticism of “expressive totality” as a condemna-
tion of vulgar Hegelian metaphysics, whose real object, however, may very well have been 
Stalinism (Jameson, 1981: 34-39).
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sive totality. Therefore, Žižek claims, dialecticians need to learn to “count 
to four,” by locating the dialectical triad (thesis, antithesis, synthesis) in the 
fourfold matrix that includes “the non-dialecticisable excess, the place of 
death … supposedly eluding the dialectical grasp” (Žižek, 1991a: 179). The 
means for this transformation is the death drive, which restructures the dia-
lectical triad from “thesis, anti-thesis, synthesis” to “Imaginary, Real, Sym-
bolic” (Žižek, 1993: 120-124); following cothinker Mladen Dolar, “the im-
aginary balance changes into a symbolically structured network through a 
shock of the Real” (Žižek, 1989: 183). The inclusion of the “supplementary 
fourth” element of the death drive into the dialectical triad so transforms 
Hegel that Žižek’s Lacanian dialectics becomes, for several commentators, 
completely unrecognisable (Dews, 1995: 236-257; Gasché, 1994: 213, 278-279 
note 214). This is not a problem for Žižek, however, who avers that “the only 
way to ‘save’ Hegel is through Lacan” (Žižek, 1989: 7). 

The effect on dialectics is startling: dialectics becomes a “squared to-
talisation,” a meta-narrative of a historical sequence of failed integrations, 
enabling Žižek “to discern the strange ‘logic’ that regulates the process by 
means of which the breakdown of a totalisation itself begets another totalisa-
tion” (Žižek, 1991a: 99). In other words, dialectics becomes the philosophy of 
an impossible existential quest for a complete identity, instead of the histori-
cal master narrative of the ascent to absolute knowledge (Žižek, 1991a: 61-
68; Žižek, 1993: 171). Instead of a linear evolution, history is cyclically struc-
tured by an endless series of incomplete political revolutions.

Žižek’s paradigmatic critical intellectual is Hegel, whose Phenomenology 
of Spirit is interpreted as “an ‘existential dramatisation’ of a theoretical po-
sition whereby a certain surplus is produced: the ‘dramatisation’ gives the 
lie to the theoretical position by bringing out its implicit presuppositions” 
(Žižek, 1991a: 142). Indeed, Žižek praises Hegel as “the most sublime of hys-
terics,” because Hegel managed to articulate the dialectical logic govern-
ing the permanent disjunction between enunciation and statement (Žižek, 
1989: 191). In hysteria, an impeded traumatic kernel is converted into a so-
matic symptom: 

[And] a homologous conversion is what defines the “figures of 
consciousness” in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit … In “dramatising” 
his position, the subject renders manifest what remains unspoken in it, 
what must remain unspoken for this position to maintain its consistency. 
Therefore every “figure of consciousness” implies a kind of hysterical 
theatre (Žižek, 1991a: 142). 

The “elementary matrix” of Žižek’s ideology-criticism is exactly this 
process of dramatising theoretical “figures of consciousness”—“a problem 
disappears when we take into account (when we ‘stage’) its context of enunciation” 
(Žižek, 1991a: 145)—as indicating a subjective position of enunciation in re-
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lation to a “form of life”. The hysteric (the critical intellectual) exposes the 
castration of the master by disclosing that the truth of subjects’ adherence 
to the master signifier is not grounded upon its ultimate rationality, but in-
stead on the secret yield of libidinal satisfaction (“enjoyment”) that sustains 
their allegiance. Žižek’s Lacanian dialectics is designed to expose the con-
tingency of every master signifier and its dependence upon the libidinal in-
vestments of the subject (Žižek, 1993: 2). 

Instead of teleological metaphysics, then, Žižek interprets Hegel as sup-
plying a “logic of the signifier” (Žižek, 1991a: 74-100; Žižek, 1994c: 47-50) 
that coincides with the concept of a “Hegelian performative”. Dialectics, 
Žižek insists, reveals the radical contingency of every performative inaugu-
ration of a new social order. The “Hegelian performative” designates the 
moment in which the subject, whose hegemonic articulation succeeds in 
founding a new social order, acts as a “vanishing mediator” in the historical 
process (Žižek, 1991a: 195-215). Dialectics therefore disperses the mirage of 
historical teleology by revealing the repressed historical violence that founds 
every social totality. In the aftermath of the traumatic event of inaugura-
tion, the historical violence of social institution is “gentrified,” transformed 
from the radical negativity of social antagonism into the political positivity 
of a differential structure (Žižek, 1991a: 195-215). The means for this is the 
ideological fantasy of a harmonious society, or “social fantasy,” which “clos-
es the gap” between the chain of signification and the master signifier. But 
what exactly is this “repressed violence,” and in what way is this cyclical the-
ory of history supposed to be dialectical?

As Žižek explains, it is generally supposed that Hegel converts Fichte’s 
speculative equation, “I = I” into something like “the absolute subject = the 
expressive totality of society and history”. Not so, Žižek claims: “Hegel con-
verts the Fichtean I = I into the absolute contradiction Spirit = Bone … the 
subject is posited as correlative to an object which precisely cannot be con-
sidered as the subject’s objectivisation” (Žižek, 2001c: 88). But what exactly is 
this foreign body that prevents the emergence of an expressive totality? 

Everything hinges, according to Žižek, on the dialectical circle of “pre-
supposing the positing” and “positing the presuppositions”. Every performa-
tive speech act requires the existence of an institutional or conventional back-
ground, with the implication that an inaugural declaration (for instance, the 
Declaration of the Rights of Man) must necessarily misfire. The paradox is 
that an institutional background is a presupposition of a declarative speech 
act, yet in order to inaugurate a new social order, this background must be 
posited by the declaration itself. For Žižek, this implies the existence of “im-
possible” performatives—pure inaugural declarations—that coincide with 
the creation of new social orders and new master signifiers. The corollary is 
that the performative status of the declaration is “originally repressed,” ap-
pearing as a constative (Žižek, 2001c: 96-99). In other words, the “stain on 
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the mirror” correlative to the subject, the foreign body that resists incorpo-
ration in an expressive totality, is nothing other than the act of positing an 
expressive totality! This act, the act of a subject capable of generating forms 
of objectivity from “the absolute self-transparency of a pure performative,” 
is what is “originally repressed” as a traumatic deed of self-positing (Žižek, 
2001c: 88). Thus, the identical subject-object is the “originally repressed” 
ground of the division between subject and object, enunciation and state-
ment, which necessarily appear phenomenally as opposites. Is it necessary 
to add that this “solution” to the problems of the philosophy of reflection is 
“Fichte’s original insight,” served up by Žižek as Lacanian dialectics? 

Postmarxism: Hegemonic Dialectics and Political Subjectivity

We have seen that Žižek relies upon the Lacanian relation of inverse pro-
portionality between subject and object for his claim that “saving” Hegel 
through Lacan prevents a return to metaphysical dialectics. Yet Žižek also 
affirms that in the Act of social inauguration, subject and object coincide 
in the figure of a “headless subject,” a “saint” possessed by the death drive. 
This completely cancels any inverse proportionality between subject and ob-
ject, invoking instead the Romantic demigod capable of an act of “intellec-
tual intuition”. Likewise, we have seen that Žižek conceptualises the histori-
cal process as an endless dialectical sequence, in which the subject appears 
as phenomenally estranged from the structural “substance”. Every dialecti-
cal totalisation results in a non-dialectical remainder, he claims, thus squar-
ing the circle of a Lacanian dialectics. But this non-dialectical remainder 
turns out to be nothing other than the originally repressed act of an identi-
cal subject-object. 

We therefore have to ask whether an endless dialectical progression, 
based on a quest for self-identity that departs from an original fusion and 
returns to an impossible unity, is not, after all, a repetition of the Hegelian 
“struggle to the death for pure prestige,” recast in the language of psychoa-
nalysis.11 In Žižek’s opening intervention into the postmarxian field (Žižek, 
1990: 249-260) he proposes, in a variation on the “substance as subject” mo-
tif, to read postmarxism not only as political competition, but also as social 
division. Žižek distinguishes the social reality of the antagonistic fight—a 
political competition between apparently symmetrical opponents—from 
the Real of social antagonism—where the radically asymmetrical antago-

        11. For Alexandre Kojève, for instance, the lesson of the existential reading of Hegelian-
ism was the interpretation of the “end of history” not as a determinate historical terminus, 
but as the abandonment of the search for a divine guarantee for human rationality (Kojève, 
1980). The Kojèvian “sage” combines existential resoluteness in the teeth of the “mineness” 
of death with the dialectical recognition that the quest for identity culminates in the spiritual 
substance of universal ethical life, thus celebrating the lack of metaphysical supports for so-
cial institutions as a personal conquest with general implications. 
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nists, master and slave, engage in a fight to the death for social recognition 
(Žižek, 1990: 253). He aligns this opposition with the distinction between 
conscious subject-positions (the social reality of the antagonistic fight as po-
litical competition) and the unconscious subject (hegemonic dialectics as the 
Real of social antagonism). Žižek can then propose that the division in the 
subject leads to an unconscious drive to annihilate the other, who appears 
before the subject as an object blocking self-identity. As Žižek subsequently 
explains, the divided subject encounters the other as embodying their lost 
“sublime” object, with the consequence that the subject is driven by the 
phantasmatic desire for wholeness to destroy the corporeal body of the oth-
er, so as to recapture the subject’s “lost” object (Žižek, 1993: 68-69). 

Žižek’s interpretation of hegemonic politics through the master-slave di-
alectic, as something like the “elementary matrix of intersubjectivity,” gen-
erates significant problems, compounding his uncritical acceptance of the 
transposition of concepts drawn from the psychology of individuals onto 
the field of political agency. Strictly speaking, the master-slave dialectic is 
not a form of intersubjectivity at all, because instead of having reference to 
a shared universality, the master is the universal, while the slave is “noth-
ing,” a singularity. In Hegel’s discussion, therefore, the master-slave dialec-
tic is the transcendental genesis of the field of intersubjectivity, not its para-
digmatic form (Hegel, 1977: 111-119; Hyppolite, 1974: 168-177; Pinkard, 1994: 
55-62). Worse still, Žižek lacks the dialectics of servile labour that enables 
Hegel to make the transition from the master-slave dialectic to the opening 
form of intersubjectivity, the “unhappy consciousness” (Hegel, 1977: 119-138; 
Hyppolite, 1974: 190; Lukács, 1975: 480-481, 537-567). Not only does this 
mean that for Žižek, the social formation is regarded as entirely constituted 
by the master’s universal—literally, the “master’s signifier”—and hence, the 
social formation is an expressive totality, but there is no way to get from the 
“dialectics” of universal and singular to hegemonic politics. Instead, Žižek’s 
social theory can only generate the perspectives of total revolt or servile 
complicity: this is a “dialectics” incapable of elaborating increasingly com-
plex forms of ethical life. In this optic, history appears as an endless cycle of 
overthrows, generating no progress, which can be modelled on the Lacani-
an “formulae of sexuation”—the “Real of sexual difference” between mas-
culine and feminine (Žižek, 1993: 45-80)—that is, an eternal opposition be-
tween fixed principles, “master-masculine” and “slave-feminine”. 

Perhaps these considerations explain Žižek’s extraordinary indifference 
to the critical Hegelian distinction between the “absolute negativity” of “the 
natural negation of consciousness … which remains without the required 
significance of recognition” (Hegel, 1977: 114) and the “radical negativity” 
of self-consciousness, which generates a continuous movement of transcend-
ence in quest of self-reflexivity through mutual recognition. Žižek employs 
“absolute negativity,” or “abstract” negation, as if it were equivalent to “rad-
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ical negativity,” or “determinate” negation, because, for him, the “absolute 
negativity” of the death drive dynamises the historical process, by energis-
ing the “radical negativity” of the “substanceless subjectivity” of the uncon-
scious subject. It is not the desire for recognition, but the drive to annihilate 
the other, that supplies the fundamental dynamism, if not of progress, at 
least of “the eternal return of the same,” namely, the endless cycle of politi-
cal revolutions. Yet, if desire is the desire of the Other, while drive is a pure 
desire, desire of desire itself, then on this dialectical schema, drive will be the 
return of desire into itself—conditional upon the recognition of the “non-
existence,” that is, the contingency, the inconsistency, of the Other. But this 
is precisely the schema whereby Reason, taking itself as an object, finally re-
turns from the long exile of the Spirit into Hegel’s “end of history,” once it 
realises that rationality is not resident in God or Nature, but is the product 
of intersubjective consensus. 

Žižek’s reliance on the Hegelian dialectic to develop a social theory, 
then, implies that the struggle for recognition (the master-slave dialectic) 
is finally a desire for self-identity, that is, for the coincidence of subject and 
object. According to Hegel, “the object of Desire is … the universal inde-
structible substance … the Notion of Spirit” (Hegel, 1977: 110)—that is, the 
universal medium of intersubjective community, in which “I” is “we” and 
conversely (Hegel, 1977: 110). And as we shall discover, the “universal Truth” 
that Žižek will deliver himself of consists exactly in the revelation that the 
highest deed of self-reflexive subjectivity is the production of a new master 
signifier, whereby the subject who refuses to give way on their desire indeed 
arrives at the “spirit of community”. There is surely no warrant for this in 
Lacan. What is lost in Žižek’s translation of psychoanalysis into spiritual di-
alectics is the relation of mutual interference between desire and drive, and 
therefore the counter-finality dominating the Lacanian conception of the 
“dialectic of desire”. For Lacan, the self-reflexive culmination of the dialec-
tic in an identical subject-object is structurally impossible as a social act. For 
Žižek, by contrast, the articulation of an “impossible,” performative contra-
diction turns out to disclose the Absolute itself, in a “vanishing” moment of 
social inauguration. 

Radical Negativity: The Philosophical Anthropology of the Death Drive

Despite Žižek’s denials, then, the major elements of the metaphysical inter-
pretation remain in position: an expressive relation between theoretical ide-
ologies and cultural formations, combined with the agency of the subject, 
as “vanishing mediator” in the generation of discursive totalities, implies a 
theory where the social totality is the alienation-expression of a “subject of 
history”. Again, Žižek’s explicit anthropology appears to refuse this conclu-
sion, while in actuality relying on the structure of “intellectual intuition” for 
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its truth-claims.
Žižek employs the concept of the Real of enjoyment as a hole in the 

Symbolic field to present a post-structural anthropology that departs from 
Lévi-Strauss.12 Instead of the Symbolic field delineated by structural anthro-
pology, which exhibits the closure characteristic of a centred structure, he 
conceptualises the socio-symbolic field as decentred, perforated by a hole at 
its centre. This hole is the Real of social antagonism, and at the centre of 
the structure we find not an ahistorical governing principle, but instead an 
empty signifier, a zero-symbol that is the site for political contestation and 
contingent articulations. Although Lévi-Strauss’ two tribal moieties seem to 
inhabit different discursive universes, “the very splitting into the two ‘rela-
tive’ perceptions implies a hidden reference to a constant”—not, Žižek anx-
iously assures us, “to the objective, ‘actual’ disposition of buildings, but to a 
traumatic kernel, a fundamental antagonism”—which happens to be ideol-
ogy as the social “zero-institution” (Žižek, 2001c: 221). The modern political 
Left and Right, Žižek adds helpfully, behave as do these two moieties. The 
struggle for hegemony, then, “is … precisely the struggle for how this zero-
institution will be overdetermined, coloured by some particular significa-
tion” (Žižek, 2001c: 222). 

At the same time, this is a post-structural anthropology, in that the root 
of social divisions is not some positively existing characteristic of human na-
ture, but instead the “negative essence” of the signifier. Social antagonism is 
an expression of the Real of social difference (whose root, Žižek proposes, is 
sexual difference), which can ultimately be explained through the very exist-
ence of difference per se, as a difference that retroactively appears to pre-exist 
every differential signification (Žižek, 2001c: 223). This difference “in-itself” 

        12. (Žižek, 2000c: 112-113; Žižek, 2001c: 221-222). According to Žižek, “a tribe is divided 
into two subgroups, “those who are from above” and “those who are from below”; when we 
ask an individual to draw … the plan of his village (the spatial disposition of cottages), we 
obtain two quite different answers, depending on his belonging to one or the other subgroup. 
Both perceive the village as a circle, but for one subgroup, there is, within this circle, another 
circle of central houses, so that we have two concentric circles, while for the other subgroup, 
the circle is split in two by a clear dividing line. In other words, a member of the first group 
(let us call it “conservative corporatist”) perceives the plan of the village as a ring of houses 
more or less symmetrically disposed around the central temple, whereas a member of the 
second (“revolutionary antagonistic”) subgroup perceives the village as two distinct heaps 
of houses separated by an invisible frontier. The central point of Levi-Strauss is that this 
example should in no way entice us into cultural relativism, according to which the percep-
tion of social space depends on the observer’s group membership: the very splitting into the 
two “relative” perceptions implies a hidden reference to a constant—not to the objective, 
“actual” disposition of buildings, but to a traumatic kernel, a fundamental antagonism that 
inhabitants of the village were unable to symbolize, to account for, to “internalize” and come 
to terms with; an imbalance in social relations that prevented the community from stabil-
izing itself into a harmonious whole. The two perceptions of the village’s plan are simply two 
mutually exclusive attempts to cope with this traumatic antagonism, to heal its wound via the 
imposition of a balanced symbolic structure” (Žižek, 2001c: 221-222).
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forms the core of Žižek’s anthropology. As we have seen from Žižek’s (post-)
structural anthropology, the only certainty is that social division exists. But 
once social division (pure difference) is grasped as certain knowledge, we 
have arrived at the (absolute) Truth. Indeed, it is by means of the basic ma-
trix of self-reflexive inversion that Žižek can denounce the effort to occupy 
a neutral metalinguistic position of enunciation while at the same time pro-
ducing a theory of the Truth of ideology. Žižek correlates the shift from the 
desire for a neutral-universal stance to recognition of its impossibility with 
the move from desire to drive, Symbolic to Real (Žižek, 1994d). This sug-
gests a phenomenology of ideology, whereby the subject strives towards the 
limits of subjectivity, without for a moment abandoning the valorisation of 
subject-centred descriptions of experience characteristic of Žižek’s rejection 
of science for philosophy (Resch, 2001). Such a position is grounded in ideal-
ist assumptions regarding the primacy of thinking over materiality, so that 
“logical inconsistency” gradually, but inevitably, supplants “corporeal con-
tingency” as the basic definition of the Real (Resch, 1999).

Žižek accepts the postmodern criticism that ideology-critique implies 
a privileged position of enunciation from which the agent can denounce 
ideological mystification, but proposes that nonetheless we must not re-
nounce the concept of an extra-ideological reality (Žižek, 1994d: 17). Ac-
cording to Žižek:

“I am a replicant” is the statement of the subject at its purest—the 
same as in Althusser’s theory of ideology, where the statement “I am 
in ideology” is the only way for me to truly avoid the vicious circle of 
ideology (Žižek, 1993: 41).

Robert Pfaller shows how Žižek equates an ambivalent self-reflexivity 
with non-ideological truth, implying that the subject, by manifesting their 
grasp of the impossibility of non-ideological subjectivity, nonetheless man-
ages to “vanishingly” enunciate a non-ideological proposition (Pfaller, 1998: 
225-246). This “vanishing” form of (non-)subjectivity is theorised by Žižek 
as “subjective destitution,” the “place between the two deaths” occupied by 
those sublime heroes (who are equally abject monsters) reduced to automata 
of the death drive. According to Žižek, then, the performative contradiction 
inherent in the self-reflexive claim to a “universal ideology” is less an index 
of delusion than a testimony to truth—as Pfaller shows, Žižek relies upon 
the claim that the “liar’s paradox,” qua impossible statement, is self-reflexive-
ly inverted into the enunciation of an impossibility (Pfaller, 1998: 233-234). 
Thus, just as “the supersensible is appearance qua appearance,” the non-
ideological is ideology as ideology. That is, the moment a universal stance 
is conceptualised as merely relative, only the result of subjective positioning 
“in ideology,” we have already grasped the truth of ideology by self-reflex-
ively enunciating a performative contradiction. Žižek can therefore main-
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tain that “stepping out of … ideology is the very form of our enslavement to 
it” (Žižek, 1994d: 6), while conducting the criticism of ideology: non-ideo-
logical objectivity is a limit condition of subjectivity (“subjective destitution”), 
whose existence can be self-reflexively inferred from within ideology. 

The circular character of Žižek’s position generates a link between the 
“leap of faith” and “absolute knowledge,” reminiscent of Lukács’ “wager on 
communism” before writing History and Class Consciousness. It is therefore not 
surprising that Žižek’s constant polemical denunciations of “historicism,” 
for its lack of recognition of the “non-historical kernel of human existence,” 
are laced with bold claims to have adopted a “dogmatic” stance, so that, 
for instance, we are informed that “Marxism and psychoanalysis are ‘infal-
lible’ at the level of their enunciated content” (Žižek, 1994c: 183). To claim 
that Žižek remains within the gravitational field of historicism will perhaps 
generate consternation, for the dominant tendency in criticisms of Žižek is 
to take a position for or against his supposed anti-historicism. Crusader for 
Cartesian certainty, defender of the cogito and supporter of the Truth-Event 
of militant materialism (the October Revolution), Žižek has produced nu-
merous critiques of “postmarxian historicism” and “postmodern sophism” 
(Žižek, 1993: 1-5; Žižek, 1996b: 214-218; Žižek, 2000c: 112-114; Žižek, 2001c: 
80-81). In opposition to the historicist tendency of radical democratic post-
marxism, Žižek has from the beginning proposed that “over-rapid histori-
cisation makes us blind to the real kernel that returns as the same through 
diverse … symbolisations” (Žižek, 1989: 50). His position is that it is impos-
sible to entirely contextualise a phenomenon: the dissolution of every event 
into its socio-historical context implies the positioning of the analyst in the 
“view from nowhere,” the god’s-eye position of pure, neutral metalanguage 
situated “above” the historical texture. The apparently modest perspectival 
relativism of the historicist therefore masks an extraordinarily immodest 
claim to perfect neutrality, to possess the “master’s gaze, which viewing his-
tory from a safe metalanguage distance, constructs the linear narrative of 
‘historical evolution’” (Žižek, 2001c: 80). Žižek connects the metanarrative 
of legitimation that supports historicism with the fundamental operation 
of ideology (Žižek, 1991a: 130) and regards deconstruction as the “highest 
expression” of contemporary historicism, because its endless recontextu-
alisations engage precisely such a metalinguistic claim (Žižek, 1989: 153-
155; Žižek, 1991a: 87-90). What historicism overlooks is the eternal return 
of the same of difference itself in every historico-symbolic text, conceptualised 
psychoanalytically as “lack” (the absence of a presence) (Žižek, 2000c: 114; 
Žižek, 2001c: 223). 

The problem is that this definition of the Symbolic as based in a pure, 
non-conceptual difference, besides having surprisingly Deleuzian overtones 
(Deleuze, 1994), coincides with Žižek’s definition of the Real, collapsing 
“lack” into “loss,” Symbolic into Real—and subject into object.
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II.

Against the conceptual background of Žižek’s Hegelian tendency to close 
the gap between subject and object, it should not be surprising that despite 
the brilliance of his Lacanian interpretation of ideological interpellation, 
several small, but significant, revisions lead to a reversal of the Lacanian 
“agency of the letter” into a Hegelian “agency of the subject”. Žižek’s exten-
sion of the Althusserian concept of ideological interpellation is a powerful 
Lacanian reformulation of the process of subject formation. By introducing 
an unconscious dimension to the Althusserian subject, Žižek can explain the 
hidden dependence of the subject on libidinal investments that are denied 
in conscious discourse. My contention is, however, that Žižek’s exposition 
of the Lacanian graph of desire as an extension of the theory of interpella-
tion drifts subtly from Althusser and Lacan towards Hegel and Schelling. 
We therefore have to examine this discursive inversion—which determines 
Žižek’s theoretico-political impasse—very closely in the next sections. I in-
vestigate the accuracy of Žižek’s interpretation of the Lacanian “Graph of 
Desire,” in the light of the influence of the historicist problematic of Laclau 
and Mouffe on his work. Then, I propose to clarify the opposition between 
the Althusserian-Lacanian “agency of the letter” and the Hegelian “agency 
of the subject” by means of Lacan’s matrix of the four discourses (Bracher, 
1994: 107-128; Žižek, 1998c: 74-113). I claim that Žižek’s reformulation re-
places the Lacanian discourse of the master with a hysterical discourse on 
interpellation. 

Beyond Interpellation: The Lacanian Interpretation of Althusser

The Lacanian interpretation of Althusser involves two significant rectifica-
tions to the concept of ideological interpellation. (1) Althusser’s imaginary 
relation to the real conditions of existence becomes less important, in inter-
pellating the subject, than the role of an ideological “master signifier” (for 
instance, “God,” or “Communism”), which is held to form the horizon of 
expectations for the subject by totalising every chain of signification. (2) The 
material rituals of ideological practice are considered to be effects of an un-
conscious repetition-compulsion, generated by the trauma of interpellation, 
so that the unconscious dimension in ideology is rooted less in its subject-
centred character, than in the existence of psychic division and intrapychic 
conflict. 

The Althusserian vignette of “hailing,” however, involves the paradox 
that individuals recognise themselves as the object of an interpellation before they 
have acquired the minimal self-identity constitutive of subjectivity. The La-
canian interpretation of Althusser accepts the force of this paradox, name-
ly, that the subject’s entry into language happens by means of the interven-
tion of an initially meaningless command. This interpellation primordially 
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wounds the subject, permanently dividing the subject between an ineffable 
singular existence and an anticipatory social identity that is structurally in-
complete. The nature of this wound is the absence of the “ideational repre-
sentative of the drives”: the drives cannot be directly represented in the psy-
che, only appearing through delegates, suggesting to Lacan the model of a 
“hole” that is contingently filled by substitute objects. 

Adapting Lacan’s notion to the theory of ideology, Mladen Dolar sug-
gests that the interpellation of subjects proceeds by means of the introjection 
of the ideological command as an uncomprehended alien object—a mean-
ingless material voice, a blind authoritarian gaze (Žižek, 1996a)—that is only 
retroactively accepted as the locus of Meaning (Dolar, 1993: 75-96). Žižek pro-
poses that “belief is an affair of obedience to the dead, uncomprehended let-
ter,” and expands upon this apropos of “Kafka as critic of Althusser”:

Of course, in his theory of Ideological State Apparatuses, Althusser gave 
an elaborated, contemporary version of this Pascalian “machine”; but 
the weak point of his theory is that he or his school never succeeded 
in thinking out the link between the Ideological State Apparatuses and 
ideological interpellation … The answer to this is, as we have seen, that 
this external “machine” of State Apparatuses exercises its force only in 
so far as it is experienced, in the unconscious economy of the subject, 
as a senseless, traumatic injunction. … That leftover, far from hindering the 
full submission of the subject to the ideological command, is the very condition of it 
(Žižek, 1989: 43).

The persistence of an enigmatic ideological interpellation in the uncon-
scious tends to hystericise the subject, thus instigating an existential ques-
tioning with the potential to undermine the ideological interpellation itself. 
The after-effects of this traumatic process of division between the signifier 
and enjoyment continue to resonate in the unconscious, which is “struc-
tured like a language,” composed of introjected representations, leading to 
a variety of “formations of the unconscious,” ranging from everyday para-
praxes to hysterical symptoms. Lacan’s conception that “the unconscious is 
structured like a language” depends upon the distinction between the signi-
fier (the Symbolic Order that consists of differences without positive terms) 
and the letter (the material support of signification that is inherently mean-
ingless). For Lacan, the unconscious is composed of letters which function as 
objects in the drives (Fink, 1995c: 223-229; Žižek, 1994c: 173). These letters 
are the depository of the subject’s unconscious identifications to a sequence 
of introjected master signifiers, considered not as elements of the chain of 
signification, but as objects lodged in the unconscious (Fink, 1995a). Paradig-
matically, these letters are objects (a) (Lacan, 1974: 83-100). According to La-
can, the object (a) is both the object in desire—the phantasmatic substance 
of the desired object, which is always the desire of the Other, that is, the de-
sire to be desired by the Other—and the cause of desire—a void in the sub-
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ject that converts the linearity of instincts into the circularity of drive. The 
unconscious therefore consists of a chain of master signifiers that simultane-
ously function as objects (a), material letters in the combinatory of the un-
conscious. Hence, the Lacanian subject is both divided between the master 
signifier (meaning) and the object (a) (being) (Žižek, 1996b: 79), and decentred, 
because of the non-coincidence of the metaphorical master signifier with the 
object (a) as metonymy of an impossible desire. If the master signifier is the 
“metaphor of the subject,” substituting in discourse for the material exist-
ence of the subject, and this master signifier is also the metonymy of the de-
sire of the subject, then whenever the subject designates an object of desire in 
a chain of signification governed by this master signifier, they constitutively 
absent themselves from this discourse even as they indicate that their “real” 
object lies perpetually beyond the horizon of what they are speaking about. 

Following Dolar, the object (a), or “sublime object of ideology,” is the ob-
jectival aspect of the master signifier—its material existence as a letter—and 
it functions as the “rigid designator” within, or “objective correlative” to, 
the signification governed by the master signifier (Žižek, 1989: 95-100). Ap-
proximately, the sublime object—the Lacanian object (a)—is the phantas-
matic “referent” of the master signifier, the impossible desire that the master 
signifier “fixes” into position as a sublime “beyond” to the ideological field, 
while the “subject before subjectivation” is the vanishing “final signified” of 
the master signifier (Žižek, 1991a: 27). An ideological interpellation, intro-
jected into the psyche of the subject as a meaningless command, instigates 
a compulsion to repeat the senseless material rituals of ideology. The force 
of ideological interpellation depends effectively on the lodgement of a frag-
ment of the state machine within the subject, in the form of a senseless, trau-
matic stain, a dead letter, an unintelligible command to obey. 

By means of this conceptual apparatus, Žižek claims to theorise “enjoy-
ment as a political factor,” that is, the material rituals of ideological prac-
tices as effects of a repetition-compulsion. Because the master signifier is an 
object for the drives, there is a libidinal satisfaction in the repetition of the 
rituals associated with ideological practices: the acting out of the material 
aspect of the symbolic ideological ritual gratifies the libidinal investments 
of the subject. For Žižek, the paradigmatic instance of this libidinal invest-
ment is the Fisher King from the Grail legend, whose performative incom-
petence exposes a senseless repetition-compulsion, that is, an enactment of an 
ideological ritual lacking the master signifier. This “enjoyment,” the libidi-
nal investment in the material ritual, shorn of the formal screen of perfor-
mative signification, is externalised as the suppurating wound in the Fisher 
King’s thigh (Žižek, 1989: 76-84; Žižek, 1993: 145-199). The basic idea is that 
we are held to the ideological mystification not just because it “explains” the 
“real conditions of existence” from a subject-centred perspective, nor even 
because the ideological master signifier totalises the discursive field and en-
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ables meaning to emerge, but because we “get off” on, obtain libidinal sat-
isfaction from, the stupid material ritual. The Althusserian thesis that ide-
ology consists precisely of such institutional rituals and material practices 
(“kneel down and you shall believe”) exposed, for instance, the mode of op-
eration of the Stalinist regimes, as well as the most effective path towards 
generalised resistance (Žižek, 1993: 229; Žižek, 1994c: 59-65), and can be ap-
plied to commodity fetishism, where we persist in mystified practices despite 
formal knowledge of the mechanisms of exploitation (Žižek, 1989: 11-53). 

The Lacanian “Graph of Desire” 

In Chapter Three of The Sublime Object of Ideology, Žižek provides a virtuoso 
exposition of the “Graph of Desire” as a Lacanian extension to the Althus-
serian theory of ideological interpellation (Žižek, 1989: 87-129). Despite my 
fundamental agreement with Žižek’s intentions, I want to draw attention to 
two aspects of Žižek’s demonstration that introduce a shift towards an iden-
tical subject-object. The first is Žižek’s understatement of the unconscious 
Symbolic Law, which leads him to treat the unconscious as consisting exclu-
sively of libidinal enjoyment, neglecting to stress the fundamental genera-
tive role of the prohibition of incest. The second is Žižek’s substitution of the 
agency of the subject—who is supposed to “anticipate” their interpellation in 
an act of decision—for the Lacanian agency of the letter—where the subject 
has their name effectively imposed on them as an alien destiny. The main 
stake in Žižek’s discussion is his demonstration that “beyond” the dispersed, 
multiple subject-positions occupied by the agent, there lies not only the logi-
cal quasi-transcendental of the empty (“barred,” or unconscious) “subject 
before subjectivation,” but also the materiality of the object of the drives and 
the unconscious libidinal investments of the subject. In general, in the post-
marxian field, Žižek’s concepts of the “subject before subjectivation” and the 
“sublime object of ideology” depend upon the category of the Real of enjoy-
ment as the hidden support for, and subversion of, the Symbolic field. On 
this basis, Žižek aims to theorise “enjoyment as a political factor,” that is, the 
hidden dependence of the reigning master signifier upon a now “vanished” 
intervention of the “subject before subjectivation,” whose current hysterical 
posture is sustained by a secret yield of enjoyment gained from their subjec-
tion. The aim of this analysis will be to liberate the subject from the illusion 
of the existence of a “sublime object of ideology” and to force recognition 
of the world-constituting power of the subject qua vanishing mediator in the 
historical process. By employing the Lacanian “Graph of Desire,” Žižek 
therefore aims to demonstrate why enjoyment is the truth of ideology and to 
explain how it is possible for the critical intellectual, on the basis of this rev-
elation, to preserve critical distance from the master signifier. 
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FIGURE: The completed form of the Graph of Desire (Žižek, 1989: 121; Lacan, 1977: 313). 

In the lower “level” of the Graph of Desire, the vector running from 
the “Signifier” to the “Voice” represents the diachronic dimension—or syn-
tagmatic axis of selection—of a differential chain of signification. The syn-
chronic dimension of the process of anchoring—or paradigmatic axis of 
combination—is represented as an equivalential chain running from the 
divided subject, , to the Ego-Ideal, I(O). (This vector travels through the 
strictly unconscious upper “level” of the Graph of Desire, discussed below.) 
What Lacan designates as the “effect of retroversion” indicates that the in-
tervention of a master signifier fixes the meaning of the chain of significa-
tion: “the point de capiton represents, holds the place of, the big Other, the 
synchronous code, in the diachronous signifier’s chain” (Žižek, 1989: 103). 
The retroactive result of the intervention of the master signifier is symbolic 
identification, I(O), which stands both for an Imaginary Other and for the 
Ego-Ideal that is the locus of the symbolic identification of the subject. The 
intersections of the diachronic chain and synchronic field—where S2 is re-
placed by s(O), the meaning of the locution, and S1 by O, the Other, that is, 
locus of the code, or “treasury of the signifier”—define at once the minimal 
differential articulation, S2—S1, and the equivalential relation created be-
tween these terms by the operation of the master signifier. The point i(o)—
or ideal ego—is the locus of the metonymic object—the object that meto-
nymically designates the object of desire. The point e—or ego—denotes the 
“me” of intersubjective discourse. The ego is constituted through the imag-
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inary misrecognition of a differential (decentred) subject-position as a cen-
tred identity. Lacan refers to the loop travelling through the points , e, O, 
s(O), i(o), and I(O), as the “chatterbox,” because this represents an ego-dom-
inated discourse wherein the subject, trying to express themselves, primari-
ly makes an effort to realise an ideal that is supported by an imaginary self-
conception (Lacan, 1989a: Seminar of 6 November 1957). Less prejudicially, 
it is the circuit of rational discourse, for “apart from being the circuit of the 
transmission of information … it is the locus of the concrete discourse of the 
‘speakingbeing’ trying to make themselves understood” (Dor, 1997: 200). 

It cannot be over-emphasised that for post-Althusserian theories of ideol-
ogy, the circuit of rational discourse is all there is. For postmodernism, the chain of 
signification is a chain of “floating” subject-positions, articulated within the 
horizon of action of a political conjuncture, totalised by means of a political 
symbol. According to Ernesto Laclau, for instance, a dispersed ensemble of 
subject-positions (gay, black, worker, etc.) attains its relative unity through 
the exceptional position of one of the subject-positions (for instance, radical 
democrat), which acts as a universal equivalent and thereby homogenises 
the otherwise heterogeneous sheaf of identities. Žižek opposes the postmod-
ern reduction of the subject to a dispersed multiplicity of subject-positions, 
lent a merely imaginary unity by a political symbol. The thrust of Žižek’s 
argument is, however, that the “subject before subjectivation” and the “sub-
lime object of ideology” cannot be reduced to a question of the identity of the 
agent. In the Lacanian terms developed by Žižek, this debate can be ex-
plored by means of the following question: given that the Lacanian “Graph 
of Desire” consists of two analytically distinct “cells,” or levels, why is there a 
second level, “beyond” the interplay of Imaginary identity and Symbolic identification? 

The opposition between the signifier and the letter—and the persist-
ence of the letter in the unconscious—provides the basis for the Lacanian 
explanation of why there is something more than the “circuit of rational dis-
course”. The lack of a final signifier in the process of interpellation implies 
the incompleteness of identity—leading to quest for a guarantee in the Real 
for the singular existence of the subject. The subject experiences their lack of 
a final signifier as the loss of an object, paradigmatically, the loss of fusional 
unity with the mother correlative to their entry into language. Bruce Fink 
refers to this eternally lost object—the object (a)—as a rem(a)inder from the 
entry into language, and it can be described (approximately) as the uncon-
ditional demand for an impossible fullness (Fink, 1995a: 60-61). The exist-
ence of a phantasmatic, or “sublime” referent of the master signifier explains 
“why Lacan developed his graph of desire apropos of … a drama of failed inter-
pellation” (Žižek, 1989: 120): in “alienation,” the subject loses its fusional uni-
ty with the mother and enters language under the sign of an incomprehensi-
ble master signifier; in “separation,” the master signifier is experienced as a 
contingent placeholder for a lost plenitude that the subject desperately seeks. 
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The subject of desire is the void of an empty placemarker in discourse—
the logical space occupied by successive (incomplete) identities. At the same 
time, these identities, successively adopted by the subject, are bound into a 
relative unity by the characteristic stance that the subject takes up towards 
these identities—in short, by the way that the subject “gets off” on various 
subject-positions, by the characteristic libidinal investment that the subject 
makes in an identity. Hence, every interpellation-subjectivation is haunted 
by the possibility for the emergence of a hysterical question, addressed to the 
master signifier: “is that it?” As Žižek explains:

the only problem is that this “square of the circle” of interpellation, this 
circular movement between symbolic and imaginary identification, 
never comes out without a certain leftover. After every quilting of the 
signifier’s chain, which retroactively fixes its meaning, there always 
remains a certain gap, an opening which is rendered in the third form of 
the graph by the famous Che Vuoi?—“You’re telling me that, but what do 
you want with it, what are you aiming at?” (Žižek, 1989: 111). 

The (hystericising) question—“Che Vuoi?” “What do you want?”—is ex-
perienced by the subject as an unbearable anxiety. Anxiety—the only emo-
tion that never lies (Lacan)—bears witness to the dimension of the death 
drive, the dimension of the Real of enjoyment. It is critical to stress that the 
anxiety generated by the enigmatic (non-)reply of the Other points beyond 
identity: the hysterical question is not “what am I,” but “what do I want,” 
not just a question of the incompleteness of identity, but primarily of the 
libidinal investments that subvert every identity. “The hysterical question 
opens the gap of what is ‘in the subject more than the subject’ of the object in 
subject which resists interpellation-subordination of the subject, its inclusion 
in the symbolic network” (Žižek, 1989: 113). Hence, the hysterical question, 
by highlighting the contingency of the master signifier, refers to the failure 
of interpellation, to the inability of the subject to fully assume their symbolic 
mandate. According to Žižek:

This is the dimension overlooked in the Althusserian account of 
interpellation: before being caught in the identification, in the symbolic 
recognition and misrecognition, the subject () is trapped by the Other 
through a paradoxical object-cause of desire in the midst of it, through 
this secret supposed to be hidden in the Other: ( ◊ a)—the Lacanian 
formula of fantasy (Žižek, 1989: 44).

For Žižek, this “what does the Other want from me?” indicates the Sym-
bolic dimension of desire, as opposed to Imaginary demand (Žižek, 1989: 
112). Desire, defined by Lacan as what in demand is irreducible to need, is 
borne by the signifier and takes the form of an enigma, for it is ultimately 
the desire of the Other. 

The subject is always fastened, pinned, to a signifier which represents 
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him for the other, and through this pinning he is loaded with a symbolic 
mandate, he is given a place in the intersubjective network of symbolic 
relations. The point is that this mandate is ultimately always arbitrary: 
since its nature is performative, it cannot be accounted for by reference 
to the “real” properties and capacities of the subject. So, loaded with 
this mandate, the subject is automatically confronted with a certain Che 
Vuoi?, with a question of the Other (Žižek, 1989: 113). 

Žižek’s explanation is consistent with Lacan’s explication of the Graph 
of Desire apropos of Shakespeare’s Hamlet (Lacan, 1989b), which Lacan inter-
prets as the drama of the reluctant adoption, by the subject, of an arbitrar-
ily imposed symbolic mandate. The subject can only enter the Symbolic (the 
social field) by means of a retroactive identification that results in an anticipato-
ry (Imaginary) self-identity—an anticipation that can only be ratified in the 
“future anterior” as what the subject discovers itself as “having meant”. The 
fractured dialectic of alienation into an anticipatory, imaginary identity and 
retroactive, symbolic identification with an enigmatic signifier, determines 
the perpetual undercurrent of anxiety that pertains to the existence of the 
subject. The subject enters the social field, then, by assuming a symbolic 
mandate, and, since the reply of the Other is necessarily enigmatic, what 
the subject finds upon thus entering the Symbolic Order is automatically the 
disjunction between their anticipatory identification and the enigmatic (non)
confirmation in the reply of the Other. This disjunction marks out the space 
of the question mark, Che Vuoi?

( ◊ a): “Divided Subject Desperately Seeks Lost Object …”

The completed form of the “Graph of Desire” illustrates the final form of the 
libidinal economy of the Lacanian subject. Paradigmatically, the two lev-
els of Lacan’s graph represent the permanent gap between the enunciation 
and the statement (Lacan, 1998: 138-139), recast by Žižek in terms of the il-
locutionary force (the performative dimension) and the locutionary content 
(the constative dimension) of that speech act by which a person assumes a 
social mandate (Žižek, 1989: 113; Žižek, 2001c: 69-110). The two resulting 
levels of the graph (meaning and enjoyment) articulate the different aspects 
of the perforation of the Symbolic Order by “a pre-symbolic (real) stream 
of enjoyment—what happens when the pre-symbolic ‘substance,’ the body 
as materialised, incarnated enjoyment, becomes enmeshed in the signifier’s 
network” (Žižek, 1989: 122). As Žižek summarises, the general result of the 
insertion of the human body into the realm of the signifier is that:

by being filtered through the sieve of the signifier, the body is submitted 
to castration, enjoyment is evacuated from it, the body survives as 
dismembered, mortified. In other words, the order of the signifier (the 
big Other) and that of enjoyment (the Thing as it embodiment) are 
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radically heterogeneous, inconsistent; any accordance between them is 
structurally impossible (Žižek, 1989: 122).

The second stage of the Graph is unconscious and the line passing from 
“Enjoyment” to “Castration” represents an unconscious chain of significa-
tion that persists beneath the conscious articulations of the subject. This sug-
gests the existence of an unconscious positioning of the subject, at the level 
of the enunciation, with respect to the field of the Other and the objects of 
unconscious desire. To grasp what Lacan means by the discontinuous line of 
unconscious signification, it is worth noting that he considers paradigmat-
ic a dream of Anna Freud, aged two years old (recounted by Freud), which 
connects the subject to a string of objects denied her during the day. Without 
hesitation, Lacan locates the surname at the symbol S(Ø) and the forbidden 
objects at ( ◊ D), the symbol for the drives (Lacan, 1989b: Seminar of 3 De-
cember 1958). The signifier of the incompleteness of, or lack in, the Other, 
appears at the intersection of enjoyment and the signifier: 

as soon as the signifier is penetrated by enjoyment, it becomes inconsistent, 
porous, perforated—the enjoyment is what cannot be symbolised, its 
presence in the field of the signifier can be detected only through the 
holes and inconsistencies of this field, so the only possible signifier of 
enjoyment is the signifier of the lack in the Other, the signifier of its 
inconsistency (Žižek, 1989: 122).

Correlative to this inconsistency of the signifier stands the inconsistency 
of the social—the unconscious recognition that the symbolic social structure 
is “crossed-out by a fundamental impossibility, structured around an impos-
sible/traumatic kernel, around a central lack” (Žižek, 1989: 122). This incon-
sistency in the field of the social prevents any closure and implies that the 
subject is not radically alienated in the structure as a mere bearer of struc-
tures. On the right hand side of the intersection of enjoyment and the signi-
fier stands the formula of the drive, ( ◊ D), indicating the incompleteness of 
the evacuation of enjoyment from the body. The drive and its satisfactions—
obtained in the endless circuit around the object (a)—are inscribed on the 
body as the erogenous zones and designated by D, symbolic demand (as op-
posed to natural need). Žižek interprets ( ◊ D) as the formula of sinthome: 
“a particular signifying formation which is immediately permeated with en-
joyment—that is, the impossible conjunction of enjoyment and the signifier” 
(Žižek, 1989: 123). 

Žižek’s proposition is that fantasy is the means by which the gap between 
the upper and the lower levels of the “Graph of Desire” is closed. As Žižek ex-
plains, “fantasy … is a construction enabling us to seek maternal substitutes, 
but at the same time a screen shielding us from getting too close to the ma-
ternal Thing” (Žižek, 1989: 119-120). For Žižek, this supplies “the key” to the 
loop of enjoyment, the unconscious circuit of the second stage of the graph: 
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instead of imaginary identification (the relation between imaginary 
ego and its constitutive image, its Ego-Ideal) we have here desire (d ) 
supported by fantasy; the function of fantasy is to fill the opening in 
the Other, to conceal its inconsistency. Fantasy conceals the fact that 
the Other, the symbolic order, is structured around some traumatic 
impossibility, around something which cannot be symbolised—i.e., the 
real of jouissance: through fantasy, jouissance is domesticated, “gentrified” 
(Žižek, 1989: 123). 

Fantasy appears as the response to the dreadful enigma of the desire (or 
lack) in the Other and, at the same time, fantasy constructs the frame within 
which it is possible to desire. As the subject’s response to the intolerable anxi-
ety provoked by the incompleteness of the Other:

fantasy functions as a construction, as an imaginary scenario filling out 
the void, the opening of the desire of the Other: by giving a definite answer 
to the question “What does the Other want?” it enable us to evade the 
unbearable deadlock in which the Other wants something from us, but 
we are at the same time incapable of translating this desire of the Other 
into a positive interpellation, into a mandate with which to identify 
(Žižek, 1989: 115).

In other words, we reconcile ourselves to our social position by means of 
a fantasy of participation in a meaningful whole: indeed, “society as a Cor-
porate Body is the fundamental ideological fantasy” (Žižek, 1989: 126). By 
virtue of the role of fantasy in linking the empty enunciation of the Law to 
its concrete statement in a particular master signifier, in the final loop of the 
synchronic arc, the divided subject rejoins the Ego-Ideal through the detour 
of the unconscious structure:

First we have S(Ø): the mark of the lack of the Other, of the inconsistency 
of the symbolic order when it is penetrated by enjoyment: then ( ◊ a), 
the formula for fantasy; the function of fantasy is to serve as a screen 
concealing this inconsistency: finally, s(O), the effect of the signification 
as dominated by fantasy; fantasy functions as “absolute signification” 
(Lacan); it constitutes the frame through which we experience the world 
as consistent and meaningful (Žižek, 1989: 123). 

Fantasy defends the subject from the pure desire characteristic of the 
death drive, by constructing the frame for reality, within which symbolically 
mediated desire becomes possible. Fantasy is the key to the conversion of a 
contingent, retroactive identification into an apparently necessary, anticipa-
tory identity—but it must not be forgotten that fantasy is in the last instance 
an illusion, masking the radically disjunctive character of the dialectics of 
symbolic identification and imaginary identity. To reduce the unconscious 
to fantasy alone represents a grave error, for it obscures the fundamental con-
flict—between a Law of prohibition and the objects of the drives—active in 
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the unconscious psychic economy. Such a reduction would effectively make 
the unconscious into a unity, transposing the self-identity of the classical sub-
ject into the register of the unconscious. 

Political Strateg y and Social Identification

Žižek’s motivations for introducing the “agency of the subject” into his La-
canian dialectics are clear: the ambition of ideology criticism is to replace 
conformity to the existing structures with identification with the new social 
order. If ideological interpellation represents an imposition, governed by the 
dialectics of retroactive identification, then how is the subject supposed to 
swap acceptance of existing domination for a proleptic identification with 
liberation? The Althusserian conception of a political struggle between and 
within the ideological state apparatuses might have supplied the key to this 
question. Žižek, however, having conceptualised the unconscious as rotating 
solely around the ideological sinthome, cemented by (the old) social fantasy, is 
in a position where his answer to this question has to involve supplying the 
subject with an entirely new unconscious. 

Žižek suggests that fantasy, as “a screen masking a void,” is fundamen-
tally meaningless and therefore cannot be demystified through the standard 
leftwing procedures of ideological criticism (historical contextualisation and 
institutional analysis of “who benefits”). The social fantasy cannot be re-
duced to a differential chain of signification structured by “nodal points,” or 
master signifiers, because these are supported, in the final analysis, by “the 
non-sensical, pre-ideological kernel of enjoyment” (Žižek, 1989: 124). For 
Žižek, nationalism occupies the place of the unconscious Thing that sup-
plies the centre of gravity and hidden support for democracy (Žižek, 1993: 
222). Nationalist enjoyment, Žižek claims, is the inherent opposite of the 
neutral-universal liberal democratic framework, “in the sense that the very 
project of formal democracy opens the space for fundamentalism” (Žižek, 
1993: 221). Once again, we see Žižek’s tendency to align formal universality 
with the (pre-)conscious discursive field and to make this dependent upon a 
non-universalisable singularity in the Real. Indeed, in the paradigmatic in-
stances of neo-Nazi racism and ethnic nationalism, Žižek criticises leftwing 
“discursive idealism” for actually reinforcing these identifications (Žižek, 
1993: 202-208). By discursively identifying the inconsistency behind ideol-
ogy, the Left effectively highlighted the yield of stupid enjoyment gained 
through material rituals, and in the absence of institutional reconstruction, 
this acted to promote these ideologies (Žižek, 1993: 209-211). 

Because every discursive field is ultimately sutured by a real kernel of 
enjoyment—because every ideological meaning is supported by an institu-
tional ritual—Žižek develops what might be called, slightly ironically, the 
“two tactics of postmarxian radicalism in the democratic revolution”. These 
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tactics are to “search and destroy,” or, as Žižek explains, the interpretation 
of symptoms and the traversal of the fantasy:

One is discursive, the “symptomal reading” of the ideological text, 
bringing about the “deconstruction” of the spontaneous experience of its 
meaning—that is, demonstrating how a given ideological field is a result 
of a montage of heterogeneous “floating signifiers,” of their totalisation 
through the intervention of certain “nodal points”; the other aims at 
extracting the kernel of enjoyment, at articulating the way in which—
beyond the field of meaning but at the same time internal to it—an 
ideology implies, manipulates, produces a pre-ideological enjoyment 
structured in fantasy (Žižek, 1989: 125). 

Assuming that politics provides an extra-clinical instantiation of these pro-
cedures—an assumption that rests upon the dubious analogy between party 
and analyst, and depends on a highly tendentious interpretation of the “dif-
ference” between Lenin and Kautsky on class consciousness (Žižek, 2001d)—
what happens then? The leftwing political problematic involves not only forg-
ing new symbolic identifications, but also a reconfiguration of the subject’s 
basic relation to ideological fantasies in general, without which ideological 
struggle degenerates into mere manipulation. Take for instance the Marxian 
“fundamental fantasy,” expressed in Marx’s Economic and Philosophical Manu-
scripts of 1844, of communism as disalienation in a harmonious society. By con-
trast with the postmarxian demand to completely abandon all utopias (Sta-
vrakakis, 1999: 99-121),13 psychoanalytically-informed leftist commentators 
have suggested that “traversal of the fantasy” means recasting utopia as an in-
determinate teleological judgement, that is to say, its retreat from foundation 
to a horizon (Copjec, 1996: xxv-xxvi; Homer, 1998). Socialist politics retains 
the vision of communism as a regulative goal and not a social blueprint.

Žižek’s answer to this problem is “subjective destitution”. For Žižek, the 
reduction of the subject to an “excremental remainder” reveals the elemen-
tary matrix of subjectivity: “if the Cartesian subject is to emerge at the level 
of the enunciation, he must be reduced to the ‘almost nothing’ of disposable 
excrement at the level of the enunciated content” (Žižek, 2000h: 157). This 

        13. The postmarxian position is that the subject has to accede to their castration, to the 
human condition of lack. Translated into contemporary theory, this means recognition that 
the empty place of power cannot be permanently occupied by a social force claiming to in-
carnate universality, that is, acceptance that parliamentary elections are the final horizon of 
radical politics (Stavrakakis, 1999: 134-136). For Stavrakakis, developing these sentiments to 
their final conclusion, the problem is utopia: traversal of the fantasy means rejection of every 
utopia, especially communism (Stavrakakis, 1999: 99-121). Lumping together the dreams of 
fascist conquerors with the hopes of the oppressed in “one reactionary mass,” Stavrakakis 
advocates a post-utopian politics that (surprise!) bears a suspicious resemblance to liberal 
democratic parliamentarism. This implies a post-ideological condition that is not post-polit-
ical—surely a contradiction in terms, redolent of the liberal multiculturalist desire to reduce 
political conflict to the management of neutralised differences.
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picturesque description supports two distinct strands of argument in Žižek’s 
work. “Subjective destitution,” as the desolation of narcissism and the dis-
closure of the contingency of identifications, means the revelation, to the 
subject, that every ideology is to some extent arbitrary, and the correspond-
ing recognition that the sublime beyond, menaced by the social antagonist, 
never existed. This is equivalent to the Lacanian ethical stance of “not giv-
ing way on one’s desire,” as a persistence in the struggle for the Cause, de-
spite a radical renunciation of the richness of wish-fulfillment dreams of 
plenitude (Žižek, 1989: 120). On these lines, Žižek says that traversal of the 
fantasy means the “loss of loss,” the recognition that the object (a) is an ob-
ject that exists only in fantasy and that the Other is also lacking (a final an-
swer) (Žižek, 1989: 122). 

Žižek, however, in line with the broadly Lukácsian variant of “anti-his-
toricism” he espouses, also wants an anti-scientific and post-ideological sub-
jectivity, “beyond fantasy,” but not necessarily beyond utopianism. There-
fore, he introduces a third stage, which is effectively the double negation of 
the starting point in symptomatic analysis:

 First, we had to get rid of the symptoms as compromise formations, 
then, we had to “traverse” the fantasy as the frame determining the 
coordinates of our enjoyment: … i.e., our access to “pure” desire is always 
paid for by the loss of enjoyment. In the last stage, however, the entire 
perspective is reversed: we have to identify precisely with the particular 
form of our enjoyment (Žižek, 1991a: 138). 

For Žižek, the traversal of the fantasy brings the subject to the pulsion of 
the death drive around the ideological sinthome. “Going through the fanta-
sy” is, for Žižek, therefore strictly correlative to identification with a sinthome 
(Žižek, 1989: 124), as “the truth about ourselves” (Žižek, 1989: 128). Identi-
fication with the sinthome means identification with the singular marginal-
ised element that sustains the dominant ideology—for instance, identifica-
tion with the persecuted Jew or immigrant worker—and its elevation to a 
new universal. This relatively innocuous looking New Left politics of sympa-
thetic identification makes a class politics impossible (as the most oppressed 
are not necessarily in the best position to change the system) and implies a 
decision grounded in Truth, correlative to an act in the Real. Indeed, it fol-
lows ineluctably from Žižek’s postulates that traversal of the fantasy involves 
a step beyond sociality. The consequence is not subjective realignment, but 
the step into psychosis. This is such a significant step that Žižek hesitates on 
the lip of this conclusion from some time.

III.

Now that we have an accurate understanding of the meanings of the sym-
bols in the second stage of the Graph of Desire, we are in a position to grasp 
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the significance of a slight, but crucial, omission in Žižek’s exposition. In 
brief, while many Lacanians identify the symbol S(Ø) with the Symbolic 
Law (as an empty enunciation, a non-fungible “No!”) (Fink, 1995a: 57-58; 
Zupančič, 2000: 140-169), Žižek associates it only with the dimension of the 
incompleteness of the symbolic order. What Žižek has done is to make the 
“loop of enjoyment,” the second stage of the Graph of Desire, rotate solely 
around the ideological sinthome (for instance, the racist enjoyment of ethnic 
ultra-nationalism), supported by the ideological fantasy, which as an uncon-
scious sequence of material letters is immune to every interpretive demys-
tification. The consequences are serious, because this makes the Žižekian 
unconscious the exclusive domain of a non-universalisable, singular enjoy-
ment, which is supported by unconscious fantasy. The Žižekian subject is 
therefore a “Dr. Jekyl and Mr. Hyde” monster: on the surface, a defender of 
rational universality, but beneath this veneer, a secret devotee of obscene na-
tionalism, vicious anti-semitism and/or patriarchal sexism. Because of the 
way Žižek has structured this subject, there is no way to get beyond the os-
cillation between democratic politics and obscene enjoyment, except by dis-
pensing completely with the unconscious. The entailment of Žižek’s position 
is therefore that challenging the reigning “social fantasy” means a move-
ment beyond the Symbolic Law. Not surprisingly, his position is plagued by 
a series of antinomies—political reversals, ethical hesitations and theoretical 
uncertainties—that betray the existence of an identical subject-object, locat-
ed in the upper level of the Graph of Desire.

Symbolic Law versus Superego Enjoyment

Žižek’s exposition of the “graph of desire” substantiates his claim that be-
yond identification-interpellation lie both the unconscious “subject beyond 
subjectivation” and the materiality of the drives. Hence the significance of 
Žižek’s contentions that “the last support of the ideological effect … is the 
non-sensical, pre-ideological kernel of enjoyment” and that “an ideology 
implies, manipulates … a pre-ideological enjoyment structured in fanta-
sy” (Žižek, 1989: 124-125). This pre-ideological enjoyment, aligned by Žižek 
with the enjoyment of the mother (that is, with incestuous enjoyment, or fu-
sional unity with the mother), is connected in his work with the Lacanian 
concept of the Thing, that is, the id and the drives. As Lacanians have com-
mented, this puts the “id” back in “ideology,” with a vengeance (Lupton 
and Reinhard, 1993). By linking ideological subjectivity to the existence of 
extra-ideological enjoyment, structured by unconscious fantasy, Žižek hopes 
to explain the longevity of political systems that seem to lack popular legiti-
macy, and to develop a political strategy capable of confronting the aston-
ishing resilience of pro-capitalist ideologies. He also proposes to demarcate 
the space of effective anti-capitalist resistance from the “inherent transgres-
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sions,” the pseudo-radical diversions (for instance, racism), built-in to the 
structure of contemporary multinational capitalism. The problem is that 
Žižek’s interpretation of the unconscious subject in terms of a “pre-ideolog-
ical enjoyment” tends to neglect the strictly Freudian aspect of the uncon-
scious, namely, the prohibition of incest (as opposed to incestuous enjoyment), 
recast by Lacan as the “Symbolic Law”. The result of Žižek’s treatment is 
that the unconscious reduces to a singular (that is, non-universalisable, non-
dialecticisable) enjoyment, one that is impervious to discursive intervention 
because it is located before, or beyond, culture—surely a strange position to 
take for someone influenced by Freud’s “talking cure”. 

Under the influence of the historicist problematic of Laclau and Mouffe, 
Žižek proposes to theorise the “dependence of Law on the process of enun-
ciation, or … its radically contingent character” (Žižek, 1989: 37). While not 
formally incorrect, the conclusions Žižek develops from this interpretation 
conflate the necessity of the enunciation of the Symbolic Law (for every non-
psychotic) with the contingency of the statement which is its vehicle. Lacan’s 
“Nom du Père,” by contrast, with its deliberate homophonic play on the rela-
tion between the paternal “no!” (to incest) and the paternal name, highlights 
this analytic separation between the (necessary and universal) enunciation 
of a prohibition and the (contingent and particular) baptismal statement. In-
deed, according to Bruce Fink, Lacan not only analytically separates these 
two aspects into alienation and separation, but also aligns the dialectics of 
primary and secondary repression with these two logical moments. In alien-
ation, a non-displaceable “No!” (the incest prohibition), as an empty enun-
ciation without a statement whose matheme is S(Ø), is substituted for enjoy-
ment of the (m)Other, whereas in separation, the paternal signifier, whose 
matheme is S1, substitutes for the desire of the (m)Other. The mathemes of 
the Lacanian “graph of desire” can therefore be assigned a Freudian inter-
pretation, where S(Ø) stands for primary repression, in the advent of the in-
cest prohibition and the formation of the unconscious, while O, the Other, 
is the locus in which the Oedipal conflict is resolved by means of the pater-
nal name, S1, in the process of secondary repression and identification with 
the paternal image, or Ego Ideal. It follows that the opposition between the 
Symbolic Law and the Real of enjoyment is a division (a decentring) within 
the upper, strictly unconscious, “cell” of the “graph of desire” and not an op-
position between the upper and lower levels.

By contrast, Žižek tends to present the distinction between Symbolic 
Law and the Real of enjoyment as coextensive with the opposition between 
ideological meaning (lower level of the graph) and superego enjoyment (up-
per level of the graph). Žižek systematically maps this distinction onto sev-
eral case studies, meaning that the division between symbolic field and real 
enjoyment has many incarnations. These include: “enlightened cynicism” 
(Symbolic) and “ideological enjoyment” (Real) (Žižek, 1989: 28-33); “cyni-
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cal distance” (Symbolic) and “ethnic nationalism” (Real) (Žižek, 1993: 200-
216); “democratic politics” (Symbolic) and “bureaucratic enjoyment” (Real) 
(Žižek, 1991a: 231-252), and; the “official public law” (Symbolic) and its “sup-
plementary framework of illegal transgressions” (Real) (Žižek, 1994c: 54-85). 
Since the opposition between ideological meaning and superego enjoyment 
is aligned with the distinction between consciousness and the unconscious, 
his move has very serious implications. Indeed, a series of equivalences is 
created, which reproduces precisely the split between ideological meaning 
and unconscious enjoyment, Symbolic and Real, lower level and upper level 
of the Graph of Desire, at work in Žižek’s conception of the divided subject. 
At the highest theoretical level, however, this distinction takes the form of 
the opposition between “symbolic public Law” (Symbolic) and the “super-
ego transgressions” (Real) that support the Law (Žižek, 1994c: 54).

In so far as superego designates the intrusion of enjoyment into the field 
of ideology, we can also say that the opposition of symbolic Law and superego 
points towards the tension between ideological meaning and enjoyment: symbolic 
Law guarantees meaning, whereas superego provides enjoyment which 
serves as the unacknowledged support of meaning (Žižek, 1994c: 56). 

Implied in Žižek’s conception of the relation between superego enjoy-
ment (the enunciation) and ideological meaning (the statement) is the phe-
nomenalisation of the unconscious Symbolic Law (its replacement with the 
master signifier), and the conflation of primary and secondary identifica-
tions. Indeed, Žižek explicitly aligns the lower level of the graph (“the lev-
el of ideological meaning”) with the symbolic Law and on this basis claims 
to theorise the “predominance of the superego over the law” (Žižek, 1991a: 
241). The basis for this claim is the proposition that:

superego emerges where the Law—the public Law, the Law articulated 
in the public discourse—fails; at this point of failure, the public Law is 
compelled to search for support in an illegal enjoyment. Superego is the 
obscene “nightly” law that necessarily redoubles and accompanies, as its 
shadow, the “public” Law (Žižek, 1994c: 54). 

Žižek’s condensation—“public Law,” as a collapse of Symbolic Law into 
public legality—indicates exactly the conflation at work in his fundamen-
tal insight. According to Žižek, in filling out the contents of the universal, 
the master signifier necessarily stages a sequence of exclusions, which, in-
stead of undermining the reigning ideology and/or legal framework, actu-
ally support it and legitimate forms of extra-legal coercion (Žižek, 1993: 46-
47). He claims that this obscene superego supplement “represents the spirit 
of community,” compelling the individual’s identification with group identi-
ty, despite (or because of ) its violation of the explicit rules of community life 
(Žižek, 1994c: 54). Žižek risks a second revision:

What holds together a particular community most deeply is not so much 
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identification with the Law that regulates the community’s “normal” 
everyday circuit, but rather identification with a specific form of transgression of the 
Law, of the Law’s suspension (in psychoanalytic terms, with a specific form 
of enjoyment) (Žižek, 1994c: 55).

Inverting the entire discussion of the role of the master signifier in the 
process of interpellation, Žižek now claims that identification happens not 
to the master signifier, but with its exclusions, or inherent transgressions. 
Claims to oppose “postmodern anti-Enlightenment ressentiment” and its cel-
ebration of particularism notwithstanding, Žižek makes the “loop of enjoy-
ment” supreme with respect to the Symbolic Law, so that the only effective 
resistance to power is a complete exit from the field of universality. 

For Žižek, the splitting of the Law into “Symbolic Public Law” and an 
obscene superego supplement is a consequence of modernity, for the ad-
vent of a neutral-universal law implies the repression of the “authoritarian-
patriarchal logic that continues to determine our attitudes” (Žižek, 1994c: 
56). According to this account, Kant is the decisive marker of the modern 
splitting of the political field into a formal, empty universality (democracy, 
autonomy) and the prohibited Thing that supplies its unacknowledged sup-
port (the national Thing, the supreme good), because formal democracy and 
Kantian autonomy are both constituted by the evacuation of the locus of the 
supreme value (of the empty place of power, of the supreme good) (Žižek, 
1993: 220-222). Kant both designates the space of the National Thing (the 
ideological supreme Good) and prohibits the crucial step into nationalism. 
Indeed, “filling out the empty place of the Thing by the Nation is perhaps 
the paradigmatic case of the inversion which defines radical Evil” (Žižek, 
1993: 222). Žižek’s claim is that nationalism occupies the place of the un-
conscious Thing that supplies the centre of gravity and hidden support for 
democracy. Nationalist enjoyment, Žižek claims, is the inherent opposite 
of the neutral-universal liberal democratic framework, “in the sense that 
the very project of formal democracy opens the space for fundamentalism” 
(Žižek, 1993: 221). Once again, we see Žižek’s tendency to align formal uni-
versality with the discursive field and to make this dependent upon a non-
universalisable singularity in the Real. This connects with the claim that: 

It is a commonplace of Lacanian theory to emphasise how this Kantian 
moral imperative conceals an obscene superego injunction; “Enjoy!”—
the voice of the Other impelling us to follow our duty for the sake of duty 
is a traumatic irruption of an appeal to an impossible jouissance … The 
moral Law is obscene insofar as it is its form itself which functions as a 
motivating force driving us to obey its command—that is, insofar as we 
obey moral Law because it is law and not because of any positive reasons: 
the obscenity of moral Law is the obverse of its formal character (Žižek, 
1989: 81). 
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Despite explicitly acknowledging the inadequacy of every representa-
tion of the Law, Žižek cannot resist the temptation to draw conclusions from 
the representation (S1) regarding the relation represented (the moral law, 
equals the Symbolic Law). From Žižek, then, we learn that the moral law is 
supported by meaningless, obscene enjoyment (Žižek, 1989: 80-81) and that 
the obscene, perverse dimension of Kantian moral formalism finally ap-
pears in fascism (Žižek, 1989: 82). 

By contrast, Žižek’s cothinker Alenka Zupančič, demonstrates that the 
Kantian moral law, which can be aligned with the Lacanian Symbolic Law, 
is distinct from the superego because it is “beyond the master signifier,” ex-
isting as an unconscious “enunciation without statement,” and manifest only 
as affect (anxiety, respect) (Zupančič, 2000: 140-169). According to Zupančič, 
the matheme of the moral law is therefore also S(Ø), indicating that this 
“enunciation without statement” is an empty injunction to “do your duty,” 
experienced by the subject as an unbearable anxiety (“respect,” in proximity 
to dread). Thus, according to her account, the pressures to conform to group 
identifications, emanating from the superego agency—which for psychoan-
alytic theory are sometimes associated with criminal acts, for instance, with 
“ethnic cleansing”—are always counter-balanced by the existence of moral 
conscience. Consequently, the path towards resistance to regimes that vio-
late human rights runs through universality, and the subject can legitimately 
be held responsible for their acts. 

Political Impasse

Žižek is on the horns of a dilemma. The supremacy of the “non-universalis-
able singularity” of unconscious enjoyment—paradigmatically, that is, the 
secret dependence of democratic politics on nationalist enjoyment—dictates 
a politics torn between the alternatives of total capitulation or catastroph-
ic rupture. On the one hand, democratic politics, discursive universality, 
public legality, and so forth, are all lent their “ontological consistency” by 
the hidden ballast of the “national Thing,” which Žižek equates with a re-
pressed “ethico-political Act” of social inauguration, and describes as “the 
Political” (as opposed to mere everyday politics) (Žižek, 2000h: 187-191). Dis-
cursive formations are therefore relatively stable, because they are support-
ed by the permanently vanished “political Act/national Thing/the Politi-
cal,” which persists as a kernel of enjoyment, structured by an unconscious 
fantasy that somehow subsists beyond institutional relations. On the other 
hand, the “Political/Act/Thing,” the “kernel of the Real,” has exclusively 
sinister connotations, because Žižek aligns it with bureaucratic idiocy, il-
legal transgressions, racist jouissance, partiarchal sexism, and so forth. The 
ballast of democratic politics therefore turns out to be the dead weight of 
nationalist enjoyment, and so-called “ethnic cleansing” is revealed as the 
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“repressed truth” of liberal democracy (Žižek, 1993: 208). Worse, the na-
tionalist fantasies that structure this hideous enjoyment are at once tena-
cious—they can apparently easily survive the destruction of the institutions 
that called them into being (Žižek, 1993: 209)—and so nebulous that we are 
enjoined not to fight them directly, but instead to promote alternative insti-
tutional arrangements altogether … which would no doubt have their own 
secret fantasy support. Žižek’s vision of modernity is relatively grim, then, 
and certainly lends little credibility to his claim (Žižek, 1989: 7), to defend 
the Enlightenment from the depredations of postmodern skepticism. To the 
contrary: Žižek reads like a late Romantic denunciation of modernity. Thus, 
on the surface of things, we have Enlightenment universality and modern 
liberty … but beneath this veneer, the ghosts of the past and totalitarian jou-
issance reign supreme; by day, the modern subject is a perfect Dr Jekyll, but 
at night, a veritable Mr Hyde.

Grasping the democratic horn of the dilemma, it seemed that Žižek 
would opt for a politics of “enthusiastic resignation” to democratic inven-
tion (Žižek, 1990: 259)—including issuing Churchillian apologies for lib-
eral parliamentarism (Žižek, 1991b: 28)—accompanied by the ethical strat-
egy of “maintaining the gap” between politics and “the Political” (Žižek, 
1991a). Turning aside from the foundation of the political field in the “na-
tional Thing” or the “revolutionary Act,” leftwing theory would accept the 
consequences of human finitude, supplementing its politics with an ethical-
ly-based repudiation of the utopian fantasy of social harmony. Postmarxism, 
he claimed, defends the “inherently ethical” stance of eternal mourning for 
its historical defeats: the Left must return to and re-mark the trauma of the 
Lost Cause, and, by means of “empty” symbolic gestures, mark its impossi-
bility (Žižek, 1991a: 273). Renouncing the lethal fascination with gestures of 
political institution, characteristic of, for instance, classical Marxism, post-
marxism would remain on the field of hegemonic struggles marked out by 
the boundaries of liberal democracy. Eschewing the desire for a foundation-
al political Act, the Left has to endlessly repeat the gesture of the missed en-
counter, acting as the perennial “vanishing mediator” in the victory of lib-
eral democracy, within the field of the nation state (Žižek, 1991a: 271-273). 
Eternal bridesmaid, the Left is incapable of proposing a new social order 
and must “enthusiastically” resign itself to the role of loyal opposition. Be-
ginning from such assumptions, however, it is equally elementary for Žižek 
to deduce that multicultural tolerance, political liberties, struggles for cul-
tural recognition and even radical social reforms are all secretly support-
ed by the unconscious enjoyment gained from compliance in deed (if not in 
words) with nationalistic rituals. Even radical reforms, in other words, are 
nothing but the “human face” of the obscene enjoyment generated by the 
capitalism-nationalism nexus. For instance, Žižek follows this logic to arrive 
at the classic ultra-left position that “the neo-Nazi skinhead’s ethnic violence 
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is not the ‘return of the repressed’ of the liberal multiculturalist tolerance, 
but directly generated by it, its own concealed true face” (Žižek, 2000h: 205). 
Instead of conceptualising the political field as struggles for hegemony, tra-
versed by a shifting balance of forces (within which, reforms represent con-
cessions, not tricks), Žižek describes politics in terms reminiscent of base-and-
superstructure reductionism.

To appreciate the cruelty of Žižek’s dilemma, it is worth considering the 
paradigmatic instance of the distinction between symbolic field and “ob-
scene enjoyment,” the division between democratic politics and nationalist 
enjoyment. The implication of Žižek’s historicist position—the foundational 
role of the dominant ideology combined with the expressive conception of 
totality—is that democratic politics and nationalist enjoyment are inextrica-
bly bound. Thus, for instance, ultra-nationalism in Eastern Europe, Žižek 
wrote during the break-up of former Yugoslavia, “is returning to the West 
the ‘repressed’ truth of its democratic desire” (Žižek, 1993: 208). According 
to Žižek (and quite plausibly), “a nation only exists as long as its specific en-
joyment continues to be materialised in a specific set of social practices and 
transmitted through national myths that structure these practices” (Žižek, 
1993: 202). For Žižek (not so credibly), “the national Thing functions … 
as a kind of ‘particular Absolute’ resisting universalisation, bestowing its special 
‘tonality’ upon every neutral, universal notion” (Žižek, 1993: 206-207). So, 
while Žižek provides an insightful analysis of the psychological mechanisms 
driving ethnic nationalism—“the late Yugoslavia offers a case study of … 
a detailed network of ‘decantations’ and ‘thefts’ of enjoyment” (Žižek, 1993: 
204)—the logic of his position determines that this concludes with the “spec-
ulative identity” of democratic politics and ethnic cleansing.14

Žižek’s dilemma generates constant zigzags in his politics. Indeed, the 
stance of “enthusiastic resignation” is penetrated by ambivalence regard-
ing liberal parliamentarism—indeed, it leads to an abstentionist position re-
garding the nationalist fantasy—and so a reversal into its opposite becomes, 
once catalysed by the horrors of the break-up of Yugoslavia, virtually inevi-
table. While many indices of this transformation exist—the Leninist party 

        14. Once again, Žižek is probably correct to assert that the imperialist intervention in 
Bosnia facilitated, rather than hindered, the process of ethnic cleansing, culminating in the 
reactionary solution of “ethnic cantonment”. This is an empirical question, linked to the 
economic, political and military interests of the Western nations involved in the break-up 
of former Yugoslavia. Žižek elevates this into an a priori assertion, linked to the expressive 
conception of nationalist enjoyment as the inherent obverse of democratic politics. As with 
Lukács, this philosophical flattening of the political terrain can only lead to the collapse of 
democratic politics into liberal parliamentarism, leading to the search for “real democratic” 
alternatives (council communism, soviet power), as if the entire historical experience of the 
Bolshevik Revolution could be circumvented with a better grasp of psychoanalytically-en-
hanced Hegelianism.
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(from fetish to analyst) (Žižek, 1995);15 Stalinism (from perversion-instrumen-
talisation to tragic instrument of historical progress) (Žižek, 1989: 142-145; 
Žižek, 1991a: 170-173; Žižek, 2000h: 194, 379); Lenin (from Jacobin terror-
ist to decisionist “Master”) (Žižek, 2000e)—the role of the Jacobin regicide 
is exemplary. This is because the “Jacobin paradox”—the problem of how 
to hold open the “empty place of power” in societies characterised by dem-
ocratic invention, without inadvertently occupying (and thus, filling) this 
locus—is the conundrum of modern politics. As Žižek shifts back and forth 
between democratic politics and a direct assault on the “kernel of the Real,” 
the Jacobin regicide travels the distance from being denounced as an “emp-
ty acting out” (Žižek, 1991a: 256), to its dramatic endorsement as a radical 
decision, expressing absolute freedom (Žižek, 2000h: 192). But even suppos-
ing that such a judgement were valid, how on earth would such a leap “into 
the Real” be accomplished?

 For Žižek, only the “authentic Act” disturbs the reigning ideological 
fantasy and discloses the truth of the social totality (Žižek, 2000h: 369-392). 
Therefore, for Žižek, identification with the sinthome, the commission of an 
ethico-political Act and traversal of the fantasy are equivalent. As Žižek ex-
plains, the archetypal Act is a political revolution (Žižek, 2000h: 375). Yet, 
it follows from Žižek’s construction of the opposition between Symbolic Or-
der and the Real that this must happen “in the Real,” through the unilat-
eral declaration of a new social order. The consequences of conceptualising 
the distinction between hegemonic politics and the Act of institution of the 
“Political Thing” on these lines are relatively alarming—Žižek’s exemplars, 
for instance, are increasingly drawn from fantasy and terrorism—and gen-
erate a constant vacillation between democratic politics and quasi-religious 
militarism.

Žižek defends his stance by means of the distinction between “acting 
out” and the “passage à l’acte,” or Act. While “acting out is still a symbolic 
act … addressed to the big Other … a ‘passage to the act’ suspends the di-
mension of the big Other, as the act is transposed into the dimension of the 
Real” (Žižek, 1991a: 139). This distinction valorises what for many analysts 
indicates catastrophe, and neglects Lacan’s distinction between “acting out” 
as impotent protest and the performative legitimacy of the symbolic act. For 
Žižek, quite explicitly, “the ‘passage to the act’ entails … an exit from the 
symbolic network, a dissolution of the social bond” (Žižek, 1991a: 139). By 
becoming an incarnation of the object (a)—that is, an embodiment of an un-
conditional demand—subjects “separate” from the social field and liberate 
themselves from every master signifier (Žižek, 2001c: 69-105). Needless to 
say, however, there can be no question of performative felicity in the context 
of the complete dissolution of conventional authority (Austin, 1962). Hence 

        15. Compare this with (Žižek, 2001g).
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Žižek’s belief that the political Act involves an “impossible,” unilateral per-
formative, an inaugural declaration spoken in opposition to every existing 
convention (Žižek, 2001c: 96-99). Not surprisingly, as this aspect of Žižek’s 
theory becomes central, the rhetoric of a “suicidal” and “psychotic” (Žižek, 
1991a: 101) Act increases in stridency (Žižek, 1996b: 32-39; Žižek, 2000f: 151-
156; Žižek, 2000h: 374-381). 

Grasping the “political Act” horn of the dilemma, then, leads Žižek to-
wards ambiguous references to the Khmer Rouge and Shining Path (Žižek, 
1993: 224-225), coupled with the adoption of a Year-Zero-style rhetoric 
(Žižek, 2000e: 127), culminating in the advocacy of a militaristic, quasi-re-
ligious community, “beyond democracy”. Is it necessary to add that this 
dichotomy—liberal parliamentarism or revolutionary totalitarianism—ac-
cepts, in advance, the legitimacy of the Right’s construal of the political field? 
Contra Žižek, breaking the “Denkverbot” on revolutionary politics does not 
have to involve abandoning the notion of totalitarianism (Žižek, 2001b)—a 
gesture that can only fuel the worst sort of suspicions. Instead of an openness 
to the new social movements, Žižek’s position is perilously close to an ultra-
left refusal of the difference between capitalist democracy and military dic-
tatorship, redolent of the politics of Third Period Stalinism.

Despite the elaborate conceptual apparatus that makes such deduc-
tions possible, Žižek’s programmatic contributions display a certain “pov-
erty of philosophy”. Žižek’s political impasse springs from the opposition 
between the democratic universal and nationalist singularity, leading to an 
oscillation between an “enthusiastic resignation” that smacks of cynical ac-
ceptance, and an ultra-left, voluntarist refusal of democratic politics. While 
Žižek’s concept that nationalist enjoyment sustains parliamentary reform-
ism indicates the importance of combining hegemonic politics with insti-
tutional reconstruction, he displays a supreme indifference to theories of 
alternative democratic forms, or indeed, to any theorisation of the institu-
tional forms of popular sovereignty. If the Thing supports democracy, then 
to destroy the Thing, we have to destroy democracy, and replace it with a 
religious community (Žižek, 2000h: 177). Hence the exemplary status of the 
otherwise unintelligible references to the Hegelian Monarch and the Hege-
lian “ethical” (sometimes, “religious”) community that pepper Žižek’s work. 
The Hegelian Monarch is the “democratic” solution to the Jacobin problem, 
that is, a formal head of state who serves as a “rubber stamp” for parliamen-
tary decisions. This must be interpreted as a form of plebiscitory presiden-
tial Bonapartism designed to protect democratic forms, while the “religious 
community” is the Hegelian organic totality beyond the nation-state (and 
therefore also beyond democracy). The oscillation between the advocacy of 
presidential Bonapartism and a religious commune determines the compass 
of Žižek’s “politics”. 
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Ethical Hesitations

Žižek’s political vacillation is repeated on ethical terrain, as the hesita-
tion between an ethics of desire, linked to the prohibition on disturbing the 
Thing, and the plunge into the “suicidal act,” figured as an ethics of the 
Real. Žižek seeks to oppose a “spontaneous ideology of Lacanian psycho-
analysis,” according to which the endless metonymy of desire is the way to 
keep the lethal Thing at a minimal distance. This maintenance of the gap 
prevents the “danger of yielding to fascination with the Thing, and being 
drawn into its lethal vortex, which can only end in psychosis or suicidal pas-
sage à l’acte” (Žižek, 1996b: 96). According to the contemporary prolongation 
of the “New Philosophy” into an “ethical ideology”—a perspective appar-
ently supported by conservative Lacanian interpretations of the ethics of 
desire—any act that aims to actually contribute to the good can only termi-
nate in radical evil; hence, the role of ethics is to prevent any militant ethics 
and denounce any redistributive politics (Badiou, 2001). 

By implication a Kantian ethics—involving the renunciation of the con-
tent of the Supreme Good for an ethics of universal duty—the “ethics of de-
sire” promotes an ethical variant of the politics of “enthusiastic resignation” 
that we have just examined. Žižek denounces this as the logic of the “spuri-
ous infinity,” the regulative ideal of the infinite perfectability of humanity 
which serves to mask an actual lack of empirical progress. This is, of course, 
arguably a complete misunderstanding of the concept of a regulative ideal, 
which does not at all imply an alibi for stagnation, but instead thinks the em-
pirical approach to a conceptual ideal as asymptotic. Indeed, Žižek himself 
recognises that the Hegelian replacement for the regulative ideal, namely, 
the Notion, is definitionally unrealisable, because the Notion is character-
ised by turning into its opposite, once empirical reality achieves the ideal. 
His opposition to the postulate of a gap between phenomenal ethico-politi-
cal striving and the strictly conceptual plane of regulative ideals is therefore, 
in actuality, grounded in other (highly metaphysical) considerations—as we 
will shortly see.

Žižek links the emergence of the modern subject to the advent of the 
nation state, through the event of the French Revolution, and especially, 
through Kantian philosophy, which he evidently regards (with Hegel) as its 
“highest expression”. As is well known, Kantian ethics involves a rejection 
of every particular Supreme Good as a legitimate justification for ethical ac-
tion, for a formal ethics of universality whereby the ethical basis for action 
is tested according to the principle of universalisability, and not against its 
ability to yield results in support of an ethico-political cause. Interpreting 
the problem of nationalism along these lines, Žižek argues that Kant both 
designates the space of the National Thing (the ideological Supreme Good) 
and prohibits the step into nationalism. Indeed, “filling out the empty place 
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of the Thing by the Nation is perhaps the paradigmatic case of the inversion 
which defines radical Evil” (Žižek, 1993: 222). The utopian fantasy of the 
content of the Thing—the harmonious society beloved of totalitarian ideol-
ogy—is to be opposed to the ethics of desire, which really means the main-
tenance of desire in dis-satisfaction. Reminiscent of Žižek’s own postmarx-
ian ethics from his radical democratic period of “enthusiastic resignation” 
(Žižek, 1991a: 270-273), this ethics characterises the political field in terms 
of the radically ambiguous relationship of the people to the national Thing, 
the kernel of the Real around which the life of the community revolves. But, 
asks Žižek, “how can we avoid recognising a reference to the contemporary 
political landscape, with its two extremes of unprincipled liberal pragma-
tism and fundamentalist fanaticism?” (Žižek, 1996b: 97). 

Thus, for Žižek, the only alternatives opened by the “spontaneous ide-
ology of Lacanian psychoanalysis” are political liberalism (supported by a 
psychoanalytically enhanced Kantian ethics) and its “inherent transgres-
sions,” ethnic nationalism, religious fundamentalism and so forth. In his re-
cent statement of an ethics “beyond the Good,” Žižek asks:

Is not Lacan’s entire theoretical edifice torn between … two options: 
between the ethics of desire/Law, of maintaining the gap, and the lethal/
suicidal immersion in the Thing (Žižek, 1997b: 239)? 

Whatever the case with Lacan, this certainly identifies the internal fis-
sure in Žižek’s work. When it comes to the decision, however, Žižek is for the 
“lethal/suicidal immersion in the Thing”. In his recent insistence that dia-
bolical evil and the supreme good are formally identical (Žižek, 1997b: 213-
241)—because they represent the moment of ethico-political institution—
Žižek aims, in his inimitably hyperbolic style, to oppose the deployment of 
Lacanian theory in support of an anti-radical ethics. By shifting the register, 
from Symbolic desire to the Real of the drives, Žižek hopes to open anoth-
er path to a radical ethics. The starting point for this new ethics is nothing 
less than the Kierkegaardian trope of a “religious suspension of the ethical” 
(Žižek, 2001c: 82), which Žižek also figures as a “Leftist suspension of the 
Law” (Žižek, 2000h: 223). A blatant contradiction, this position makes sense 
only if we accept Žižek’s assumptions: if discursive universality (and there-
fore everyday morality) is secretly supported by some venal enjoyment, then 
the only way to really defeat this racist/sexist/nationalist/etc. jouissance is to 
jump clear from the existing field of ethico-political universality altogether, 
in an ethico-politico-metaphysical “great leap forward”. Not surprisingly, 
then, this road travels by way of the adoption of a curious rhetorical com-
bination of messianic religious motifs and slogans reminiscent of Cultur-
al-Revolution-period Maoism. Hence, we have the proletarian chiliasm of 
“Pauline materialism” and the injunction to “repeat Lenin” (Žižek, 2001g), 
the advocacy of the “gesture of the authentic master,” the “irrational vio-
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lence” that founds a new, spiritual community through a “supreme crime” 
(Žižek, 2000e), and so forth. 

For Žižek, the consequences of his reconceptualization of the ethics of 
the Real are enormous: it “delivers us from guilt” and abolishes the objectiv-
ity of the distinction between Good and Evil (Žižek, 1996b: 98). If the origin 
of the ethical injunction—the moral law, and in the final analysis, the Other 
of the Symbolic Law—is itself incomplete, Žižek argues, perforated by the 
Real of enjoyment, then there exists no guarantee of the morality of the sub-
ject’s actions. This is certainly true: there exists no guarantee, no certainty, that 
the actions of the subject are ethically legitimate—and it is for precisely this 
reason that Kant developed a series of testing procedures, not to deduce eth-
ical maxims from pure concepts with apodictic certainty, as Hegel thought, 
but in order to rationally test the moral propositions that already exist in 
the field of the intersubjective debate over political affairs, moral problems, 
social questions, and so forth. Far from abolishing the distinction between 
ethical and unethical, right and wrong, a universal ethics leads us to accept 
that while most proposals for action are ethically legitimate (even though 
on other grounds we might disagree with them), there are some, branded 
somewhat archaically by Kant as “evil,” that are simply illegitimate. These 
are the moral maxims that fail the tests of universality. Žižek is apparently 
only incidentally interested in this aspect of the question, however, for sev-
eral other considerations are at work in this position, among them the He-
gelian trope of ethical progress as necessitating a “crime” against ethical life 
(a transgression of social norms). Although Žižek’s interpretation of Hegel is 
questionable,16 it is probable that the principal consideration at work here is 
his supposition that it is possible to aim, not for the inherent transgressions 
of an ethico-political field, but for the “foreclosed” “kernel of the Real” that 
sustains the dialectics of social norm and moral transgression. 

Žižek’s exploration of this lethal plunge—the correlative to the political 
Act—happens through the trope of “diabolical evil” (Žižek, 1997b: 213-241). 
For Kant, evil exists as radical evil, which designates not a special class of 

        16. The Hegelian dialectics of crime as a demand for recognition and the expansion of the 
law are superbly (and completely unambiguously, unlike Žižek’s unilateral “supreme crime”) 
covered in the work of Williams and Honneth. (Honneth, 1995; Williams, 1997). In Hegel’s 
own work, the role of Caesar in Rome, Socrates in Athens and Napoleon in Western Eur-
ope exemplify the “criminal” act that executes the “ruse reason” and leads to an expanded 
conception of ethical life. See (Hegel, 1956). These actions are justified in the light of a 
teleological conception of history: Hegel by no means condones unilateral violence or mere 
criminality, but instead suggests that certain universal conceptions were correct, despite their 
non-acceptance by the society of the time, and proposes that violence has historically been 
justified in their realisation. For a contemporary (neo-Hegelian) interpretation of the poten-
tial conflict between a universal ethical imperative and the concrete norms of social conduct 
in a given milieu, consult Agnes Heller’s useful reconstruction of the concept of ethical life 
(Heller, 1988; Heller, 1990; Heller, 1996).
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actions, but the root of the human condition in what we might call “patho-
logical narcissism,” that is, making the performance of ethical duty condi-
tional upon some narcissistic satisfaction. Kant rules out the human com-
mission of acts of “angelic good” or “diabolical evil” for the straightforward 
reason that in “diabolical evil,” the noumenal moral law becomes phenom-
enalised as an empirical action (Copjec, 1996: xvi-xx). What fascinates Žižek 
and cothinkers, however, is the interpretation of Kant’s discussion of regi-
cide, where “the state commits suicide,” as the locus classicus of the suicidal-
revolutionary act of “diabolical evil”. In this act, it is the King’s sublime body 
that is killed, through the formal act of execution. Zupančič, for instance, 
claims that Kant is “shaken” by this act of “diabolical evil” because “he is 
compelled by his argument to describe it in exactly the same words he used 
to describe and ethical act” (Zupančič, 2000: 85). Zupančič summarises: 
“diabolical evil, the highest evil, is indistinguishable from the highest good, 
and they are nothing other than the definitions of an accomplished ethical 
act” (Zupančič, 2000: 92). In terms of the structure of the ethical act, the 
difference between good and evil is irrelevant. Zupančič is simply echoing 
Žižek’s claim that “the good is nothing but the name for the formal structure 
of action” (Žižek, 1997b: 213-241; Zupančič, 2000: 92). 

Implied in Žižek’s conception of the ethical act—apart from its explic-
it moral relativism—are several consequences: the direct intrusion of the 
Symbolic Law into consciousness; the direct intervention of the noumenal 
realm into the phenomenal domain; and the obliteration of subjective divi-
sion in the “act of an undivided subject”.17 These conditions equal an iden-
tical subject-object. Žižek’s reflections on Copjec’s work, in a chapter sig-
nificantly entitled “The Unconscious Law,” might have launched a serious 
reconsideration of his “original insight,” with its implicit equation of the 
Symbolic Law with the lower level of the Graph of Desire (Žižek, 1997b: 213-
241). Instead, it formed a platform for the leap into the “abyss of freedom”. 
Before following Žižek into the “abyss of freedom,” though, where he will 
rehabilitate the doctrine of the identical subject-object, we have to observe 
the fall of the last barrier between Žižek and high metaphysics, namely, the 
collapse of the Lacanian relation of “aphanisis,” or inverse proportionality, 
between subject and object.

Theoretical Uncertainty

Perhaps Žižek’s best front cover is the dead octopus on The Indivisible Remain-
der (1996). The indivisible remainder in question is, of course, the uncanny 
“subject before subjectivation”—and presumably the graphic alludes to “the 
materialist subject as the point at which nature ‘runs amok’ and goes off the 

        17. There are some signs that Žižek has begun to retreat from the pseudo-problem of “dia-
bolical evil,” without, however, retracting the identical subject-object that is its correlate. 
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rails” (Žižek, 1996b: 73). This subject is the abyss of freedom that differenti-
ates humanity from nature, a radical negativity in relation to all existence, 
the void in the Symbolic field, the “vanishing mediator” in the historical 
process. Indeed, this might be regarded as Žižek’s fundamental theorem: 
“the ultimate ‘vanishing mediator’ between nature and culture is the death 
drive” (Žižek, 1991a: 207); and, as Žižek explains in a recent major work, “in 
Lacanese, the subject prior to subjectivisation is the pure negativity of the 
death drive prior to its reversal into the identification with some new master 
signifier” (Žižek, 2000h: 160). If this unconscious “subject before subjectiva-
tion” were to meet the light of day (appearing, for instance, as a repulsive 
dead octopus), it would open one baleful eye, fix the person with its dread-
ful gaze and pronounce the words of truth: “I am what is in you more than 
yourself; I am the death drive”. 

Or would it? On a second pass, the death drive is not the divided subject, 
but instead the object (a), the uncanny “extimate” thing within the “subject 
beyond subjectivation”. On this interpretation, the death drive is the trau-
matic kernel in the subject, and the divided subject, , is, in the last analysis, 
the subject divided as to the object (a), the Thing which both attracts and re-
pels the subject (Žižek, 1989: 180). 

The process of interpellation-subjectivation is precisely an attempt to 
elude, to avoid this traumatic kernel through identification: in assuming 
a symbolic mandate, in recognising himself in the interpellation, the 
subject evades the dimension of the Thing (Žižek, 1989: 181). 

Now the subject before subjectivation is the void in the Symbolic field, 
a subject that tries to avoid the encounter with the Thing that it is in the 
Real, namely, the death drive in its rotary motion around the object (a). All 
Symbolic identification happens not as a fundamental decision by the death 
drive to adopt an existential project, but instead as a decision by the empty 
“substanceless subjectivity” of the (unconscious) Cartesian subject to evade 
the anxiety and disgust provoked by the encounter with the “rotary motion 
of the drives”. 

In the recent account, then,  = death drive. In the initial theory, how-
ever, (a) = death drive.

 Between the two moments stands Žižek’s speculative philosophy of the 
Act. This metaphysics of the decision is explicitly posed as an exposition 
of “dialectical materialism,” that is, as isomorphic to the primordially re-
pressed historical violence which founds that social field explored in “his-
torical materialism” (Žižek, 1996b: 43). For Žižek, this means that the “ulti-
mate speculative identity” happens when the “authentic Act” of the subject 
suspends the existing Symbolic Order (coextensive with the social field, for 
Žižek) only to inaugurate a new “big Other” (Žižek, 1996b: 144). This is 
a metaphysical exploration of the problematic of the “great leap forward” 
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that we have already seen is the root of Žižek’s political zigzags and ethical 
hesitations. Žižek constructs a chain of equivalences: first, the speculative 
identity of the object (a) with the Symbolic Order (Žižek, 1996b: 143-147); 
then, the speculative identity of the subject with the Symbolic Order. The 
clear implication is that in the Act, the subject and object are “speculative-
ly” identical. Yet, this is “perhaps the hardest speculative nut to crack” for 
Žižek, and so he can only indicate that the Lacanian motif of creation ex ni-
hilo means that:

Although one has to be careful not to confound the Act qua Real with 
the performative gesture of the Master-Signifier, the two are nonetheless 
closely connected: the ultimate paradox of the process of signification, its 
“highest mystery,” is the fact that the Act qua Real … is simultaneously 
the “vanishing mediator” that founds the Symbolic Order. … In short, the 
Act qua Real and the Master-Signifier are not “substantially” different 
(Žižek, 1996b: 146-147).

In other words, the historical subject, via the “highest mystery” of the 
transubstantiation of the death drive, creates the totality of the Symbolic 
Order (social field). The “ultimate paradox” of Žižek’s theory is an identical 
subject-object of history.

IV.

According to the dustjacket of The Ticklish Subject, “Žižek argues for a radical 
politics … unafraid to make sweeping claims in the name of a universal hu-
man subject”. The concept of the unconscious subject as the “absent centre 
of political ontology” makes a lot of sense: central, as a universal, but consti-
tutively absent because unconscious, the subject is the lynchpin of political 
resistance and the basis for an ethical conception of socialism. The problem 
lies in the execution, where “in a typical Žižekian inversion, the spectral 
Cartesian ego is reborn, but this time as its exact opposite, the id” (Eagle-
ton, 2001: 50). To be precise, Žižek reconceptualises the id so as to attribute 
to it exactly the same properties (punctual unity, self-reflexivity, world-con-
stituting agency) formerly assigned to the Cartesian “unified ego,” the origi-
nal “identical subject-object” in modern philosophy. This is the metaphysi-
cal root of the “antinomies of Žižek” that we have just encountered. Žižek 
thematises his metaphysics under the heading of the “abyss of freedom” and 
the “decision-event of Truth,” and bases his claims to anti-historicism and 
anti-capitalism on the foundation of the world-constituting decision of the 
identical subject-object. Instead of a radical politics for the twenty-first cen-
tury, I suggest, Žižek’s metaphysical radicalism risks descent into irrational-
ity and relativism.
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The Abyss of Freedom

Žižek’s lugubrious speculations on the undivided subject as incarnation 
of the death drive are supported by the high metaphysics of the “abyss of 
freedom,” the encounter with the Romanticism of Schelling. According to 
Schelling’s Romantic theological fantasy, the rational world of the Logos 
emerges from a divine decision to abandon the insane and formless vortex of 
cosmic creation, and enter temporality as the immortal substance. Nature, 
Schelling proposes, is the Odyssey of Spirit, finally reaching consciousness 
in humanity. Unhesitatingly projecting this creation myth onto humanity 
via the doctrine of “intellectual intuition,” Schelling proposes that human-
ity is the “identical subject-object,” because humanity is a formal incarna-
tion of the divine substance (Schelling 1997). Žižek’s delight at this specula-
tive schema is evident. So is the fragility of his philosophical defense of this 
fantasy as rational solution to a serious cognitive problem. Straining cred-
ibility beyond the breaking-point, Žižek interprets Schellingian metaphysics 
as an anticipation of psychoanalysis, and recasts the divine decision as the 
contingent encounter with the Real of the drives, in the unconscious “choice 
of neurosis,” equivalent to the Kantian original decision upon a moral dis-
position (Žižek, 1997a). 

For Žižek, the drive is beyond the Symbolic Law (Žižek, 1997a: 78-79) 
and the rotary motion of the drives is a pre-symbolic antagonism (Žižek, 
1997a: 19). At a stroke, this re-naturalises the drives, returning them, against 
Lacan, to biological instincts. “At the beginning proper stands a resolution, 
an act of decision that, by way of differentiating between past and present, 
resolves the unbearable tension of the rotary motion of the drives”—that 
is, makes the transition from drive to desire (Žižek, 1997a: 15). Schelling’s 
pseudo-problem is that there is strictly no way to exit from the rotary mo-
tion of the drives unless the drives themselves are preceded by a mysterious 
“X” that “contracts” the drives. As we have seen, Schelling’s “solution” is an 
identical subject-object who, through “intellectual intuition,” posits both the 
totality and the distinction between subject and object. Let us once again ex-
amine why an advocate of Lacanian theory will encounter grave problems 
following Schelling.

 Formally speaking, Žižek is able to prevent the emergence of an iden-
tical subject-object by proposing that the “subject before subjectivation” 
(symbolised by the Lacanian matheme, ) is in a relation of inverse propor-
tionality with the “sublime object of ideology” (symbolised by the Lacanian 
matheme, object (a)), so that the approach of the object (a) means aphanisis 
(fading) of the subject, . The only “identical subject-object” is the fantasy 
relation (symbolised as ◊a), where the “losange,” ◊, designates a relation of 
“internal exclusion” or “extimacy” between  and (a). So long as Žižek sticks 
to the Lacanian orthodoxy, then, he is quite immune to any allegation that 
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he restores an identical subject-object. 
Žižek, as we have just seen, exhibits a certain resistance to the con-

sequences of crushing Lacanian theory in the speculative nutcracker. It is 
therefore left to Zupančič to make the full implications explicit. She claims 
the abolition of the division of the subject in the ethical Act—a subjectless 
act of a “full subject”—reveals the normal, pathological state of the divided 
subject by contrast with the Act. “The subject is ‘realised,’ ‘objectified’ in this 
act: the subject passes over to the side of the object. … In an act there is no 
‘divided subject’: there is the ‘it’ (the Lacanian ça) and the subjective figure 
that arises from it … [which] follows the logic of what Lacan calls a ‘head-
less subjectivation’ or ‘subjectivation without subject’” (Zupančič, 2000: 104). 
Less directly, Žižek states the same conclusion:

[T]he authentic act that I accomplish is always by definition a foreign 
body, an intruder which simultaneously attracts/fascinates and 
repels me, so that if and when I come too close to it, this leads to my 
aphanisis, self-erasure. If there is a subject to the act, it is not the subject 
of subjectivisation, of integrating the act into the universe of symbolic 
integration and recognition, of assuming the act as “my own,” but, 
rather, an uncanny, “acephalous” subject through which the act takes 
place which is “in him more than himself”. The act thus designates the 
level at which the fundamental divisions and displacements usually associated with 
the “Lacanian subject” … are momentarily suspended (Žižek, 2000h: 374-375 
emphasis added).

This means that the Kantian objection to the intrusion of noumenal 
freedom into the phenomenal domain (the subject as moral author of the 
world is a god; correlatively, the intrusion of the noumenal realm implies 
that suspension of the subject’s freedom, because this god manipulates all 
phenomenal events in line with a moral purpose) applies to the Act. For 
Kant, were God to intrude directly into the phenomenal world, humanity 
would become mere puppets of the Divine Will and not autonomous sub-
jects. For Žižek, “the highest freedom coincides with … a reduction to a 
lifeless automaton who blindly performs its gestures” (Žižek, 2000h: 375). 
Žižek therefore reinvents the doctrine of intellectual intuition by means of 
the claim that the punctual unity of the radical will is capable of unilaterally 
inaugurating a new social order.

Event of the Resolute Decision

As a consequence of the problematic of absolute freedom, Žižek’s “philo-
sophical manifesto of Cartesian subjectivity” (Žižek, 2000h: 2) necessarily 
leads to ethical decisionism and political voluntarism (Žižek, 2000h: 114-
115), cognitive irrationalism (Žižek, 1997a: 76) and the transposition of in-
dividual psychology (madness) onto social formations (Žižek, 2000h: 34-41). 
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These are condensed, for Žižek, through the figure of a “voluntarist deci-
sionism” combined with “Cartesian mechanism,” into a “materialist theory 
of Grace” (Žižek, 2000h: 116-119). This position, as archaic as it is irrational, 
cannot possibly found a radical politics for the twenty-first century. To the 
contrary: it has strong neo-conservative affinities.

Decisionism—as exemplified by Carl Schmitt (Hirst, 1999: 7-17)—
departs from a monological concept of subjectivity and postulates a pre-
discursive kernel that acts as the nucleus of decisions, without reference 
to ethical norms. On the basis of the theory of the “abyss of freedom,” it 
is impossible for Žižek to avoid an ethical decisionism that intensifies the 
problems of Heidegger’s theory of the “resolute decision” upon an existen-
tial project, elaborated in Being and Time (1927) (Heidegger, 1996: 233-277). 
Heidegger’s conception of “anticipatory resoluteness” through the recogni-
tion of the “mineness of death” is overshadowed in contemporary debates 
by Heidegger’s notorious Nazi entanglement. The major philosophical prob-
lem with Being and Time is not decisionism (Osborne, 1995: 168-175), however, 
but the transposition of the individual “resolute decision” onto the “histori-
cal destiny” of social collectives (Heidegger, 1996: 341-370 especially 352). 
As Žižek explains, the resulting neglect of the element of sociality means 
that the individual decision is ethically indifferent, while nations are treat-
ed as persons with a “destiny” (Žižek, 2000h: 11-22). Ethical decisionism 
might therefore not be Heidegger’s problem—but it certainly is Žižek’s, for 
Žižek supplements a theory of the “insane” decision, which results from the 
breaking of social bonds, with the postulate of a pre-symbolic kernel, in 
the form of a unitary will, that precedes the decision. This not only neglects 
the medium of sociality—an “inadequate deployment of the Mitsein”—it ac-
tively negates social existence and advocates the destruction of social norms 
and political legitimacy. On the basis of this theory, Žižek—the defender of 
Cartesian philosophical science against the onslaughts of the postmodern 
relativists—finds it difficult to discriminate between democracy and totali-
tarianism without resorting to a determination of social content that contra-
dicts the asocial character of the Truth-Event (Žižek, 2000e: 138-139; Žižek, 
2002: 39). 

In the light of his thesis of the death drive as the undivided will of an 
identical subject-object, Žižek seeks to integrate Alain Badiou’s concept of 
the Event of Truth into Žižek’s post-Althusserian problematic of ideologi-
cal interpellation (Žižek, 2000h: 128). Žižek salutes Badiou’s resurrection of 
the metaphysical dimension of “the politics of (universal ) Truth” (Žižek, 2000h: 
132) and opposes this to the postmodern dogma that “events do not happen” 
(Žižek, 2000h: 135). For Žižek, this Truth can only be the repressed histori-
cal genesis of Being in a contingent political act of social inauguration, that 
is, a violent revolution. According to Žižek, “the truth-event consists in the 
elementary ideological gesture of interpellating individuals” (Žižek, 2000h: 
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141). Yet, the entailment of this position is that there exists no neutral gaze 
that might discern the Event and arbitrate any claim:

Thus, there is no neutral gaze of knowledge that could discern the 
event in its effects: a decision is always-already there—that is, one can 
discern the signs of an Event in the situation only from a previous 
decision for Truth, just as in Jansenist theology, in which divine 
miracles are legible as such only to those who have already decided for 
Faith (Žižek, 2000h: 136).

Referring approvingly to Lukács (Žižek, 2000h: 137)—who claimed that 
real decisions precede knowledge of the situation and described his con-
version to Communism as a “Pascalian wager”—Žižek proposes that the 
decision precedes any undecidability. This stance of irrational faith enables 
Žižek to impatiently dismiss the question of how to arbitrate whether a so-
cial movement is “truly the Event, not just another semblance of an Event” 
(Žižek, 2000h: 138). Accepting Badiou’s anti-Enlightenment claim that re-
ligion is the formal model of political commitment, Žižek nonetheless feels 
compelled to ask how despite the fact that, today, religion is a pseudo-event, 
St Paul remains the philosopher of the formal conditions of the truth event. 
“Nonetheless, the problem remains of how it was possible for the first and 
still most pertinent description of the mode of operation of the fidelity to a 
Truth Event to occur apropos of a Truth Event that is a mere semblance, 
not an actual Truth” (Žižek, 2000h: 143). For Žižek, “from a Hegelian stand-
point, there is a deep necessity in this, confirmed by the fact that in our cen-
tury the philosopher who provided the definitive description of an authen-
tic political act (Heidegger in Being and Time) was seduced by a political act 
that was undoubtedly a fake, not an actual Truth-Event (Nazism)” (Žižek, 
2000h: 143). So—“what if what Badiou calls the Truth-Event is, at its most 
radical, a purely formal act of decision? [W]hat if the true fidelity to the 
Event is ‘dogmatic’ in the precise sense of unconditioned Faith?” (Žižek, 
2000h: 144). In other words, Badiou does not sufficiently vigorously reject 
the Enlightenment position that politics is based on the demystification of 
religious illusions.

Nonetheless, sensing the relativist void opening before his feet, Žižek 
claims that the Hegelian position on the “singular universal,” the element 
that embodies the void of the situation, is that it subverts the situation by “di-
rectly incarnating the universal” (Žižek, 2000h: 144). Hence, the problem-
atic of proletarian chiliasm, the moment of the identical subject-object in a 
total revolution, is linked to the expressive totality and the direct incarna-
tion of universality as the “solution” to the postmodern constellation. The 
truth-event is a Pascalian wager (Žižek, 2000h: 144), that involves a tempo-
ral loop (Žižek, 2000h: 144), which narrativises history as an evolutionary 
sequence, whereby the present is redeemed in the future thanks to the event 
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(Žižek, 2000h: 144). Which sounds like Žižek’s description of the fantasy. In-
deed, “is not the circular relationship between the Event and the subject … 
the very circle of ideology?” (Žižek, 2000h: 145).

The Decline of Symbolic Authority: Žižek’s “Anti-Historicism”

It is therefore not surprising that Žižek’s constant polemical denunciations 
of “historicism,” for its lack of recognition of the “non-historical kernel of 
human existence,” are laced with bold claims to have adopted a “dogmat-
ic” stance, so that, for instance, we are informed that “Marxism and psy-
choanalysis are ‘infallible’ at the level of their enunciated content” (Žižek, 
1994c: 183). To claim that Žižek remains within the gravitational field of 
historicism will perhaps generate consternation, for the dominant tenden-
cy in criticisms of Žižek is to take a position for or against his supposed an-
ti-historicism. Crusader for Cartesian certainty, defender of the cogito and 
supporter of the Truth-Event of militant materialism (the October Revolu-
tion), Žižek has produced numerous critiques of “postmarxian historicism” 
and “postmodern sophism” (Žižek, 1993: 1-5; Žižek, 1996b: 214-218; Žižek, 
2000c: 112-114; Žižek, 2001c: 80-81). In opposition to the historicist tendency 
of radical democratic postmarxism, Žižek has from the beginning proposed 
that “over-rapid historicisation makes us blind to the real kernel that returns 
as the same through diverse … symbolisations” (Žižek, 1989: 50). His posi-
tion is that it is impossible to entirely contextualise a phenomenon: the dis-
solution of every event into its socio-historical context implies the position-
ing of the analyst in the “view from nowhere,” the gods-eye position of pure, 
neutral metalanguage situated “above” the historical texture. The appar-
ently modest perspectival relativism of the historicist therefore masks an ex-
traordinarily immodest claim to perfect neutrality, to possess the “master’s 
gaze, which viewing history from a safe metalanguage distance, constructs 
the linear narrative of ‘historical evolution’” (Žižek, 2001c: 80). Žižek con-
nects the metanarrative of legitimation that supports historicism with the 
fundamental operation of ideology (Žižek, 1991a: 130) and regards decon-
struction as the “highest expression” of contemporary historicism, because 
its endless recontextualisations engage precisely such a metalinguistic claim 
(Žižek, 1989: 153-155; Žižek, 1991a: 87-90). What historicism overlooks is 
the eternal return of the same of difference itself in every historico-symbolic 
text, conceptualised psychoanalytically as “lack” (the absence of a presence) 
(Žižek, 2000c: 114; Žižek, 2001c: 223). The problem is that this definition of 
the Symbolic as based in a pure, non-conceptual difference, besides having 
surprisingly Deleuzian overtones (Deleuze, 1994), coincides with Žižek’s def-
inition of the Real, collapsing “lack” into “loss,” Symbolic into Real—and 
subject into object.

Žižek can salvage his position from relativism only on the basis of an ex-
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plicit advocacy of expressive totality, that is, by undermining the non-meta-
physical interpretation of Hegel. According to Žižek, there exists a structur-
al homology between liberal capitalism and hysterical subjectivity (Žižek, 
1993: 209-210). The basis for this assertion is the dubious theoretical identity 
between surplus value and “surplus-enjoyment,” grounded in the “structur-
al homology” between the self-transcending limit of capitalism and the rela-
tion between prohibition and transgression in psychoanalysis (Žižek, 1989: 
49-53). The result is that, as Jason Glynos demonstrates, the “logic of de-
sire is the motor of capitalism” (Glynos, 2001: 88). The substantive differ-
ences between the libidinal investments in the formation of social subjectiv-
ity, and the material basis in surplus labour-time for institutional relations, 
should warn us against any premature telescoping of the specificity of the 
ideological and economic. Žižek’s position risks collapse into an insipid (and 
conservative) functionalism that denies the coefficient of resistance in social 
subjectivity, by suggesting that forms of individuation are only functional for 
capital accumulation (or vice versa, for Žižek’s idealism). Žižek’s precious for-
malism, which makes every form of structural imbalance somehow secretly 
“the same,” licensing the collapse of structural regions into single generative 
mechanism, is exactly what Althusser criticised under the heading of “ex-
pressive totality” ( Jameson, 1981: 34-37). 

Žižek’s indifference to Marxist theory leads to his endorsement of Hardt 
and Negri’s baroque, Deleuze-inspired fantasia as a “new Communist Mani-
festo” (Hardt, 2000: dustjacket; Žižek, 2001d: 190-205), presumably on the 
basis that their exploration of the late capitalist desiring-machines of global 
empire supports his own conjecture that the flexible identities of the NSM 
correspond to “Spinozist late capitalism”. Indeed, for Žižek, the proposi-
tion that “Spinozism”—by which Žižek means Deleuze and Guattari’s An-
ti-Oedipus and Thousand Plateaus—is the “ideology of late capitalism” effec-
tively displaces postmodern culture from that role (Žižek, 1993: 211-219). For 
Žižek, the postmodern celebration of dispersed, multiple subject-positions in 
the processes of deterritorialised global capitalism, “far from containing any 
kind of subversive potentials … designates the form of subjectivity that corresponds 
to late capitalism” (Žižek, 1993: 216). The inconsistent modes of particularised 
enjoyment to which this “subject” surrenders are nothing but the operations 
of multinational capital. Hence, Žižek suggests, the alternatives of Althusse-
rian Marxism and Deleuzian postmodernism are only the critical and cel-
ebratory aspects of a single process of late capitalism. 

Unlike Lukács, for whom commodity reification was the mechanism of 
expressive unification of the capitalist totality, for Žižek (with Hegel), this 
mechanism is subjectivity. With the shift to late capitalism, perverse subjec-
tivity supposedly emerges as the universal mode of subjection. According to 
Žižek, the break-up of the nuclear family correlative to globalisation leads 
to a decline in paternal authority and its replacement by the ferocious “ma-
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ternal superego” (Žižek, 1991b: 97-104). This has potentially catastrophic 
results: because the father is connected to symbolic authority, society slides 
into a decline in symbolic efficiency where symbolic fictions are replaced by 
imaginary simulacra and the resort to the Real of violence (Žižek, 2000h: 
315). The autonomous critical subject is increasingly replaced by the “path-
ological narcissism” of a perverse subjectivity, which is paradoxically de-
pendent upon the very authority it disavows, a resentful conformist whose 
failed rebellion drives in the direction of self-punishment or sadistic venge-
ance upon others. In a revenge of the language on Lacanian hyperbole, 
then, we are presented with the spectacle of the “collapse” of a big Other 
who “does not exist” (Žižek, 2000h: 326). For Žižek, this signifies the col-
lapse of the Symbolic Order, and its fragmentation into a multiplicity of do-
mains of signification as belief in symbolic authority is destroyed by knowledge 
(Žižek, 2002). 

Žižek therefore accepts the decline of Oedipus and the emergence of mul-
tiple contingent identities, but rejects the narrative according to which this is 
a straightforward process of liberation: “the danger lies not in the remain-
ders of the past, but in the obscene need for domination and subjection en-
gendered by the new ‘post-Oedipal’ forms of subjectivity themselves” (Žižek, 
2000h: 360). Žižek’s position implies that political revolution is fundamen-
tally a restoration of Oedipal subjectivity and a redemption of the “big Oth-
er,” redolent of a religious “cure” for postlapsarian wickedness. From this 
position it is impossible to evade the slide into self-instrumentalisation. Just 
as the Stalinist presents themselves as the instrument of the historical proc-
ess destined to save modern culture from its descent into barbarism, Žižek 
opposes a redemptive universality “to come” to “globalisation-with-particu-
larisation” and its perverted subjectivity. 

Pauline Materialism: Žižek’s “Anti-Capitalism”

According to Žižek, the new “end of history” of the post-Communist glob-
al hegemony of American finance capital—the event-less reality of the New 
World Order—intensifies the depoliticisation characteristic of modernity. 
The result, Žižek suggests, is “postmodern post-politics,” which:

no longer merely represses the political, trying to contain it and pacify 
the “returns of the repressed,” but much more effectively “forecloses” it, 
so that the postmodern forms of ethnic violence, with their “irrational” 
excessive character, are no longer simple “returns of the repressed” but, 
rather, represent a case of the foreclosed (from the Symbolic) which, as 
we know from Lacan, returns in the Real (Žižek, 2000h: 198).

The deadlock of the contemporary world, then, is that the declining ef-
ficiency of symbolic authority and the post-political technocracy exemplified 
by the “global Third Way” of Anthony Giddens and Tony Blair, generate 
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the combination of depoliticised apathy and anti-political fundamentalism 
that means that violence is increasingly the matrix for the resolution of so-
cial conflicts. This leads Žižek to the classic ultra-left position that “the neo-
Nazi skinhead’s ethnic violence is not the ‘return of the repressed’ of the lib-
eral multiculturalist tolerance, but directly generated by it, its own concealed 
true face” (Žižek, 2000h: 205). 

Žižek’s effort to create an emancipatory politics capable of breaking 
through the supposed pseudo-dialectic of cynicism and violence leads him 
to declare himself a “Pauline materialist,” or ethical Marxist. As he ex-
plains, “the New World Order, as in medieval times, is global, but not uni-
versal, since it strives for a new, global order with each part in its allocated 
place” (Žižek, 2000h: 176). Therefore:

Today, more than ever, one has to insist that the only way open to the 
emergence of an Event is that of breaking the vicious cycle of globalisation-
with-particularisation by (re)asserting the dimension of Universality 
against capitalist globalisation. … [W]hat we need today is the gesture 
that would undermine capitalist globalisation from the standpoint of 
universal Truth, just as Pauline Christianity did to the Roman global 
Empire (Žižek, 2000h: 211). 

Žižek’s argument becomes increasingly incoherent from this point on-
wards. According to Žižek, and despite the assertion that capitalism re-
places the universal with “globalisation-with-particularisation,” there exist 
three universals today: the “Real universality” of international capitalism; 
the “Symbolic universality,” the reigning symbolic fiction of multicultur-
al tolerance; the “Imaginary universality” of the ideal of égaliberté (Žižek, 
2000h: 213). This invokes a new “concrete universality” of “reflexive moder-
nity,” distinct from the concrete universal of the twentieth century, involving 
a “postmodern, post-nation state” form of globalised life supported by the 
reigning fiction of multicultural tolerance (Žižek, 2000h: 214). This allows 
Žižek—with proponents of “reflexive modernity”—to interpret neo-fascism 
and religious fundamentalism as desperate defenses against the new, rootless 
“void of universality” (Žižek, 2000h: 217).

The postulate of an expressive totality of late capitalism enables Žižek to 
interpret cultural and intellectual phenomena as mere aspects of a unitary 
process. On these lines, postmodern theory, postmarxian politics, multicul-
turalism, human rights, political liberties and parliamentary democracy are 
nothing but the “human face” of “capitalist globalism”. Indeed, it licenses 
(for Žižek) practices of psychological labelling little different from the vulgar 
Marxist practice of premature class ascription. Žižek’s discourse is gener-
ously larded with psychoanalytic “invective,” so that highly respected inter-
locutors are described as “perverts” (Deleuze, Foucault, Butler) and “hyster-
ics” (Derrida, Laclau). Multiculturalism involves a condescending distance 
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towards the multiplicity of cultures that secretly relies upon a “neutral-uni-
versal” stance elevated beyond the militant particularisms—but this suppos-
edly neutral stance is in actuality precisely based on capitalist globalisation 
and the universalisation of the Western form of life, before which every oth-
er culture appears as a particular (Žižek, 2000h: 216). Postmodern politics 
becomes entangled in the “unprecedented homogenisation of today’s world” 
and a depoliticisation of social conflict, where “the price of this depolitici-
sation of the economy is the depoliticisation of politics … political struggle 
proper is transformed into the cultural struggle for the recognition of mar-
ginal identities and the tolerance of differences” (Žižek, 2000h: 218).

Žižek (quite correctly) criticises the situation where only the populist ex-
treme Right now criticises capital, while the radical Left occupies itself with 
the struggle for cultural recognition on the basis of capitalism (Žižek, 2000h: 
355). “Leftists support a strong State as the last guarantee of social and civil 
liberties against Capital; while Rightists demonise the State and its appa-
ratuses as the ultimate terrorist machine” (Žižek, 2000h: 356). Yet, beyond 
the remedy of a “Leftist suspension of the Law,” a suspension of the ethical 
in the name of a true universality to come (Žižek, 2000h: 223), Žižek is re-
markably reticent regarding concrete alternatives. Žižek’s opposition to the 
leftwing politics of enthusiastic resignation supposedly does not include hos-
tility to the reform agenda of postmodern politics: “I am pleading for a ‘re-
turn to the primacy of economy,’ not to the detriment of the issues raised by 
postmodern forms of politicisation, but precisely in order to create the con-
ditions for the more effective realization of feminist, ecological, and so on, 
demands” (Žižek, 2000h: 356). Yet, elsewhere, Žižek analyses the discursive 
form: “of course, …, but …,” as the discourse of disavowal. He claims the 
real question is “how are we to reinvent the political space in today’s condi-
tions of globalisation?” (Žižek, 2000h: 222). I suggest that Žižek has no real 
answers—hence the rhetorical question.

Based on his conceptualisation of the “Lacanian Thing” as secretly 
identical to the Cartesian ego, Žižek can only lurch between the poles of 
an antinomy. For the postmarxian Žižek of the radical democratic period, 
the death drive (the Thing) represents the dimension of radical negativ-
ity that cannot be reduced to an expression of alienated social conditions. 
Therefore:

it is not only that the aim is no longer to abolish this antagonism, but 
that the aspiration to abolish it is precisely the source of totalitarian 
temptation; the greatest mass murders and holocausts have always been 
perpetrated in the name of man as a harmonious being, of a New Man 
without antagonistic tension (Žižek, 1989: 5).

Indeed, this fantasy of the absolute crime that opens a New Beginning is 
sadistic. It is the fantasy that “it is possible to create new forms of life ex nihi-
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lo, from the zero-point”. From the vantage of Žižek’s radical democratic pe-
riod, it is “not difficult to see how all radical revolutionary projects, Khmer 
Rouge included, rely on this same fantasy of … the creation ex nihilo of a new 
(sublime) Man, delivered from the corruptions of previous history” (Žižek, 
1991a: 261). But, on the other hand, prohibition eroticises, and so there’s an 
irresistible fascination in the “lethal/suicidal immersion in the Thing” and 
“creation ex nihilo”—at least for the hyper-Marxist Žižek of the period of 
“Pauline Materialism”. Hence, in the “unplugging” from the New World 
Order by the “authentic psychoanalytic and revolutionary political collec-
tives” that Žižek now urges (Žižek, 2000e: 160), “there is a terrifying violence 
at work in this ‘uncoupling,’ that of the death drive, of the radical ‘wiping 
the slate clean’ as the condition of the New Beginning” (Žižek, 2000e: 127). 
This sort of “Year Zero” rhetoric may be meant as a provocation to the rel-
ativists, as a gesture of defiance towards the contemporary prohibition on 
thinking about revolution (Žižek, 2001b). Nonetheless, I suggest that this 
combination, of Leninist voluntarism and “irrational” Pauline materialism, 
does not resist the postmodern couplet of cynical distance and irrational 
fundamentalism, but repeats its terms. 
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Conclusion 
 
 

Theories of Structuration, Theories of Ideology

Postmarxism lives its desire for radical social transformation as an exile. As 
before, with the Romantics and then the New Left, the failure of revolution-
ary hopes generated in the 1960s (and briefly renewed in 1989) has led to 
aesthetic compensations for political marginalisation. The failure of revolu-
tion now necessitates a detour—more or less permanent—through ideologi-
cal manipulation, before it might once again be possible to return to mass 
politics: in a very familiar pattern, postmarxism seeks to transform politi-
cal subjectivity where once it strove to change the world. Theorising politi-
cal insurgency as a semi-divine force irrupting from a dimension “beyond” 
the “discursive formation,” postmarxism is quick to add that this stands no 
chance of global success. As befits a generation for which messianic aspira-
tions have cooled, the very best that can be hoped for is a localised shift in 
the balance of forces. Indeed, when postmodern anti-Enlightenment animus 
grips theorists of postmarxism, its positions resemble a “chemical wedding” 
of Structural Marxism with the “New Philosophy”. Despite the hypostati-
sation of contingency and the insistence on the openness of the historical 
process, one thing is absolutely certain, flowing from the constitution of the 
political field with an iron necessity: because identities are formed through 
processes of exclusion and subordination, every victory is at once a fresh de-
feat; every liberation is automatically a new enslavement. At once radically 
libertarian and deeply cynical, postmarxism postulates a fundamental sym-
metry between the emancipatory politics of the oppressed and the repressive 
politics of domination. Hegemonic politics is theorised in radically “Machi-
avellian” terms, as a neutral technology of manipulation and domination 
that the Left would be well advised to learn to control. Because all social 
formations are fundamentally constructed upon exclusion and marginalisa-
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tion, the real question becomes one of how to swap the leading personnel, 
rather than whether to transform the social order. 

At the same time, however, postmarxism has really tried to preserve the 
radical impetus of socialist politics within a transformed historical conjunc-
ture. Postmarxism secretes a deep desire for liberation, expressed as a radi-
cal disdain for everyday politics and the art of government, together with a 
privileging of “the political” as the moment of social antagonism and spon-
taneous plebeian rebellion. Many political positions oscillate between radi-
calised liberalism and an ultra-left refusal of everyday politics. A thoroughly 
progressive hostility towards every form of pseudo-natural domination ani-
mates the imprecations hurled at “essentialism,” mistakenly considered by 
postmarxism to be a legacy of a now obsolete Enlightenment rationalism, 
rather than the enduring form of ideological mystification. While the turn to 
social subjectivity as a principle of structuration is reminiscent of Romantic 
theories, in postmarxian theory the analysis of hegemonic politics is linked 
to the problems of specifically socialist strategy. The defense of “the politi-
cal” is aimed towards keeping alive exactly this strategic possibility in the 
context of postmodern culture and poststructuralist philosophy. The politi-
cal has the status of the “postmarxian Thing,” the forbidden and unnamed 
desire that animates the merely formal unity of a shared trajectory begin-
ning in Althusserian social theory. “The political,” as a moment of irruption 
and revolutionary openness, is counterposed to “the political field” of rou-
tine politics, characterised in modernity (for postmarxism) by democratic 
competition. From Laclau and Mouffe (“the political”), through Žižek (“the 
political Act”), to Butler (“resignification”), the post-Althusserian postmarx-
ists are searching for a principle of transcendence that might reactivate the 
moment of social inauguration. Postmarxism at once yearns for a univer-
sal revolution (“the political” as the moment of social inauguration) and de-
nies the validity of universality. It thereby organises the sabotage of its own 
programme and safeguards its unsatisfied desire. Accordingly, postmarxism 
is a protest politics designed to shift the new social movements to the left, 
but is not itself capable of generating new radical forms. Indeed, the recent 
rise of rightwing populism and religious fundamentalism exposes the reli-
ance of postmarxism on a radicalised variant of liberal political theory, one 
which valorises social particularity, cultural difference and localised demo-
cratic initiatives, whilst becoming increasingly allergic to the equivalential 
logic of social confrontation. As with all radical forms of liberalism linked 
to protest politics, then, postmarxism expresses a hysterical demand to the 
political masters designed to force them to fix their system. For the peren-
nial return and retreat of “the political” is the very locus of the postmarxian 
programme, dependent as it is upon the permanent deferment of the mo-
ment of “the political” for the effective sabotage of every “socialist strategy”. 
This movement is perfectly expressed by Laclau’s admission that radical 
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democracy finally consists only of “the introduction of state regulation and 
democratic control of the economy, so that the worst effects of globalisation 
are avoided” (Laclau, 2000c: 206)—a “radical” programme not too distant 
from the policies of Third Way social democracy.

Postmarxism is a deeply contradictory phenomenon. On the one hand, 
postmarxism preserves a radical impulse that leads it to position itself on the 
leftwing of politics and to resist the drift “beyond Left and Right” that af-
flicts mainstream political parties and social theories. On the other hand, 
the historicist problematic that informs postmarxism leads it to reject politi-
cal universality and engage forms of theoretical and moral relativism whose 
political implications are, at best, ambiguous, and at worst, reactionary. Af-
ter the collapse of Communism, some ex-Marxists embraced the “criticism 
of actually existing democracy,” announcing the perspective of “five hun-
dred years of reforms” and the gradual maturation of political subjectivity 
before any substantial social transformations might once again become pos-
sible (Aronson, 1995). Post-Althusserian postmarxism—as the radical wing 
of postmodern politics—announced, by contrast, an urgent programme of 
“radical democracy” and “democratic citizenship” as the “corrective to the 
liberal vision,” and declared that the very existence of “the political” was 
threatened by the imposition of the “New World Order” and its liberal-
democratic consensus (Mouffe, 1992d: 1-8). Yet, postmarxism’s hostility to-
wards universality, resonating with some of the most reactionary themes of 
the “New Philosophy,” leads its projected resistance to the New World Or-
der astray every time. During the 1990s, postmarxism hailed the irruption 
of new ethnic nationalisms, religious fundamentalisms and political partic-
ularisms as a veritable “return of the political”. Radically misreading this 
political conjuncture as a repudiation of universality (as it had strategically 
misread the late 1980s as a conjuncture of democratic advance instead of a 
political retreat before an ascendant neo-liberalism), postmarxism celebrat-
ed this “return of the repressed” as a break with the superficial consensus 
on “individualism, rationalism and universalism” (Mouffe, 1992d: 1-8). A 
decade later, and the leading theorists of postmarxism have discovered that 
without universality, there can be no resistance to domination—let alone 
a social alternative—for every modern demand for liberation expresses a 
claim on an empty (formal) universal. The titles of the contributions to Con-
tingency, Hegemony, Universality—“Constructing Universality,” “Competing 
Universalities,” “The Role of Universality in the Construction of Political 
Logics,” and so forth—should tell the story of a fundamental rethink, lead-
ing to a break with the historicist problematic. Until the underlying assump-
tions of historicism are theoretically confronted, however, every such effort 
to shift beyond political hermeneutics and ethical relativism only leads back 
into the charmed circle of ideology.
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TOWARDS AN ALTERNATIVE AGENDA FOR THEORETICAL  
RESEARCH

I have demonstrated that the postmarxian field, as defined by the political 
strategy of radical democracy, is governed by the historicist problematic, 
which acts as a theoretical unconscious limiting the ability of Laclau and 
Mouffe, Butler and Žižek to think social complexity and radical strategy. 
I have sustained the thesis that the historicist problematic is characterised 
by five key positions: the relativisation of theory, the foundational character 
of ideology, the expressive conception of history, an identical subject-object 
and a theory of social practice modeled on individual praxis. In Chapter 
One, I showed that postmarxism’s abandonment of the distinction between 
theory and ideology leads to a transposition of structures of ideological mis-
recognition onto theoretical formulations. In examining post-Fordism, the 
NSM and the history of Marxism, postmarxist theory betrays characteristi-
cally ideological structures of subject-centred descriptions, binary axiologies 
based on mirror relations and the occlusion of inconsistencies behind imagi-
nary histories. Chapter Two showed that the major theoretical statements of 
Laclau and Mouffe rely upon a latent, expressive totality of history, centred 
on the master narrative of the unfolding of the “Democratic Revolution of 
Modernity”. In Chapter Three, I proved that Butler’s theory of “performa-
tivity” depends upon a conception of social practice modeled on individual 
praxis. Finally, Chapter Four, I demonstrated the existence of an impossible 
desire to resurrect the doctrine of the “identical subject-object of history” in 
Žižek’s Lacanian dialectics, proposing that the theoretical advances in his 
work need to be systematically separated from his idealist speculations. This 
sequence was selected on the basis of choosing the theorist who best exem-
plified a particular aspect of the historicist problematic; while Laclau and 
Mouffe, Butler and Žižek all display symptoms of the influence of the entire 
matrix of the historicist problematic, this influence is unevenly developed, 
and cannot be said to somehow make them all “the same”. 

Indeed, there do exist real differences between Laclau and Mouffe, 
Žižek and Butler, and the best way to capture these is to reconsider the orig-
inal problem of the historicisation of Althusser’s “structural eternities”. Post-
marxian discourse theory is in search of a principle that might introduce 
historical transformation into the social formation, puncturing the struc-
tural necessity governing the totality with political contingency, and there-
by rendering the social formation open, or incomplete. Political contingen-
cy therefore acts in postmarxian discourse theory as a principle of rupture, 
whose privileged location is, according to postmarxism, to be encountered 
in the realm of ideology (the formation of social subjectivity in the field of 
discourse). The divergences between the major theorists of post-structural-
ism—Derrida, Lacan and Foucault—are the basis for the different princi-
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ples of rupture advanced by Laclau and Mouffe (“discursivity,” equals dif-
férance), Žižek (the Real) and Butler (the dialogical structure of power and 
resistance), respectively. 

The problem with all of the positions in the postmarxian field, however, 
is that they implicitly equate the transformation of social subjectivity with 
the historicity of social formations, thereby collapsing theories of structu-
ration into theories of ideology. HSS is the most egregious instance of the 
transposition of an innovative theory of ideology onto the entire social field, 
by means of a novel concept of discursive practice that cannot withstand se-
rious scrutiny. In actuality, postmarxian discourse theories are post-Althus-
serian theories of ideology, inflated beyond their capacity into theories of so-
cial structuration. By returning to the moment of Althusser’s “ISAs essay” 
and recontextualising this within the constellation of theoretical problems it 
sought to solve, it becomes possible to grasp the limitations of making politi-
cal subjectivity solely responsible for the transformation of social formations. 
Then it becomes possible to separate new insights into social structuration 
from the advances in the theory of ideology generated by postmarxism. 

The significant advances in the Marxian theory of ideology generated 
in the movement from Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory, through HSS and 
Socialist Strateg y, to The Sublime Object of Ideology, need to be separated from the 
question of structuration and shorn of their historicist assumptions. Žižek’s 
adaptation of Lacanian psychoanalysis not only stands at the end of this line 
of development (thereby benefiting from earlier breakthroughs), but seems 
the most promising from the perspective of the recognition of the role of the 
subject in social processes, and for an ethical basis for democratic socialism. 
Žižek’s theory of ideology represents a major breakthrough, and one that, I 
have suggested, consists of two tendencies in a complex theoretical configu-
ration. In Žižek’s early, radical democratic incarnation, he presented a La-
canian theory of social subjectivity within a grasp of the ethico-political field 
that accepted the terms of debate of the opponent. Žižek’s later, “Pauline 
Materialist” turn makes sometimes strident efforts to correct the political 
complacency of the early work, but in so doing inverts the theoretical con-
stellation into a Hegelian teleology. It is therefore not just a question of op-
posing Žižek’s early to the recent work, but rather of theoretically disentan-
gling the many strands of his thinking. 

At the same time, the insight that replacing labour as the model of so-
cial practice with a concept of discursive practice enables theorisation of the 
dialogical, or contested, existence of social relations, needs to be explored in 
depth. The concept of “discourse” as the selection and combination of dif-
ferentially-related structural elements need not be limited by a literalisation 
of what is effectively the theoretical metaphor of speech. The restriction of 
discursive practice to metaphor and metonymy, equivalence and difference, 
arbitrarily constrains the thinking of social processes and can only model 
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institutional formation at the cost of excessive abstraction. Once it is liber-
ated from the constraints of a theoretical formalism that reflects Laclau and 
Mouffe’s illegitimate transposition of ideological relations onto institutional 
structures, the concept of discursive practice can theorise the articulation of 
structural elements by social forces in the “field of social relations” (Poulant-
zas), within the horizon of action of a political conjuncture. Throughout my 
investigation, I have suggested an alternative agenda for theoretical research, 
seeking to radicalise and extend the historicised Structural Marxism known 
as Regulation Theory. Taking the historical bricolage of structural elements 
in a mode of social regulation as exemplary of a “hegemonic articulation,” it 
becomes possible to think the structural constraints and institutional syntax 
that regulate “discursive practices,” thereby moving beyond an exclusively 
linguistic conception of hegemonic articulation. Ideological discourses are 
one component of every hegemonic articulation, not the final horizon of all 
political strategy. 
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Endnotes 
1 Reprinted with permission from Return to Balhats, prepared by the 

Lheit-Lit'en Nation, 1992 (British Columbia, Canada). 
2 The Indian Act and other related issues are discussed in the Afterward 

to this essay 
3 This statement pertains to the legal status given by the Canadian 

government to aboriginal people, a topic discussed in the Afterword. 
4 Paper reprinted with permission from Native Issues Monthly, 1(3) 1993. 
5 The Department of Indian and Northern Affairs (DINA) was estab

lished by the Canadian Government to administer the federal Indian Act. 
6 See Cardinal 1969. 
7 Since the mid 1980s trial of several Brothers at Newfoundland's Mt. 

Cashel Orphanage literallythousands of cases of physical and sexual abuse 
have come to light. 

• 8 It ~ust be remembered that, even in the flurry of policy proclama-
tions, White Papers and Royal Commissions, the general perspective of the 
Canadian legal and political establishment may not have changed much. 
For example, in his 1991 ruling on the Gitskan Wet'suwet'un land claim 
case, B.C. Supreme Court Justice Alan McEachem not only denied the 
petition for aboriginal title; he also added a judicial addendum in which he 
~ticise~ the native peti.tioners for not having fully assimilated themselves 
into mamstream Canadian society 

9 Native Issues Monthly, 1(3) 1992, p.53. 
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April 10, 1993 

~sClo.sure~ Before we ask you about various aspects of your writing, we would 
like to mqwre where you see your work, including your writings with Ernesto 
Laclau, located within the current political environment of postmodemism, 
post-colonialism, feminism, etc.? 

~!al Mouffe: First, I want to explain what our idea was with Hegemony and 
So~~list Strategy and then on the basis of that make references. When we began 
wr1~g Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, which was the beginning of the 80s, it 
was m the context of what was perceived as some kind of double crisis of 
socialism. On one side there was the crisis of Marxism, which as more theoreti
cal questioning of the theory of Marxism was linked to the critique of what was 
happening in the Soviet Union and really existing socialism. But the main 
aspect was the critique of Marxism as a theory. Next to that were also the so
called crisis of the welfare state, the crisis of social democracy, the emergence 
of the new movements. So there was some kind of feeling that the socialist 
project in both the social democratic and its Marxist form was in crisis and 
needed to be reformulated. And that is very much the kind of issue we wanted 
to address in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. 

We intended to address it at two levels. In terms of theoretical approach, 
we felt, for instance, that there were many important new theoretical develop
ments, particularly around post-structuralism which were important and 
needed to be taken into account in the reformulation of a critical theory. And 
the center point of that objective was the critique of essentialism; that was at the 
center of our reflection. We wanted to bring to bear the critique of essentialism 
on the reformulation of the socialist project. Of course we also wanted to take 
account of the emergence of what were called the new movements and try to see 
how, for instance, the merits of feminism and the critique of traditional models 
~f socialism brought by feminism were important, and we wanted to bring that 
Into the reformulation of the socialist project. So, in a sense, our aim was to 
address the challenge the new movements were posing to the socialist project 
an4 to reformulate that socialist project in a way which was theoretically sound 
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and, also that would make room for a series of new democratic struggle which 
had not so far been incorporated into the socialist project. Obviously there was 
a relation between the theoretical and the political aspects because we consid
ered that in order to make room for feminism and other new movements it was 
necessary to challenge the essentialism of Marxist theory. We thought that it 
was not only a question of adding feminist demands or demands around 
sexuality and race to the list of already existing demands, but that in fact there 
was a need to reformulate the theory in order to make room for those demands. 

So, it is in that context that we began to work on Hegemony and Socialist 
Strategy, and we ended up in fact advocating the need to reformulate the 
socialist project in terms of "radical and plural democracy". So, in a sense, this 
work can be seen as post-Marxist. We insisted that it was post in the sense that 
it was going further than Marxism. But it was posf-Marxist also, insisting on the 
fact that it was not anti-Marxist. It was an attempt to take account of what was 
important in the critique of Marxism. For instance, and this is something which 
I think is really misunderstood by our critics, we said that concerning the 
question of the critique of class and the critique of capitalist relations, there was 
still very important aspects in Marxism which needed to be taken into account. 
It was not that we ever wanted to get rid of the critique of class and replace that 
by the new movements. But we saw a need to articulate the struggle around 
class with the struggle around issues of gender, race, sexual orientation and the 
environment. So, it is not something which attempts to abandon the struggle 
around class at all. 

But we also in fact came to the conclusion that a project of socialism, as it 
was formulated, did not leave enough space for other democratic struggles. 
And that is why we insisted on the need to reformulate that struggle around 
radical and plural democracy in which the socialist goals would become part of 
that struggle-an important part but not the only one. We asserted the need to 
articulate all the struggles against relations of subordination in order to create 
a chain of equivalence among all the struggles. So, in a sense, this was an 
attempt to reformulate the identity of the Left both in terms of the kind of theory 
which was important, and here, I think post-structuralism was certainly the 
most important element in our critique, and from the point of view of politics, 
where the main influence on us was the new movements--feminism, the 
environment, and the struggle around other relations of subordination. So, that 
was how we came to Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. It was in order to 
answer those questions that we put forward the project of radi~ and plural 
democracy. 

disQosure: Can you specify what the project of "radical and plural democ
racy" is all about? 
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Mouffe: One.~g I want t~ insist on is that radical and plural democracy, as 
w~p~esented1t, didnotreqwreaRevolution witha capital Rora breakwith the 
p~~ples of modern democracy, because we consider that if one takes the 
pnncrples of modern democracy to be equality and liberty for all, there is no 
need to ~d more r~di~ principles to organize society. We felt that the 
problem WI~ our societies was not the professed ideals, but that those ideals 
were not put mto practice in those societies. As a result, the Left tended to see 
those ideals as shams~~ say 'th~e societies claim that they are equal but in fact 
they are not e.qual so;1etles. So let s get rid of our societies and build something 
completely different . That of course was what led to the idea of revolutions and 
the need to build something completely different from scratch. But we felt that 
it ~~ mu~ more important to try to transform society on the basis of its 
pnncrples instead ~f trying ~ build from scratch, because this was what really 
was shown to be disastrous m the case of the Soviet Union. 

So, the project of radical and plural democracy must be understood as a 
radicalization of the principles of liberal democracy, not as something which 
requires a break with liberal democracy. Of course, here I am referring to liberal 
democracy ~ a political system. I don't believe that liberal democracy, 
~de~tood m the way in which I use it, requires the component of economic 
liberalism. I think that one must distinguish in what we call liberalism between 
1) political liberalism, which is the aspect of liberalism which I will revindicate: 
the idea of pluralism, the idea of individual freedoms, the distinction between 
~e public. and ~e private, the rule of law, which are very important contribu
~ons ~f hberalism to modern democracy, and 2) the aspect of economic 
liber~m, which has to do with the economic system. And there is no necessary 
relation between the two. Of course, many Right-wing liberals insist that you 
cannot have modem democracy or pluralism without capitalism but that is 
something that I question because I think that there is no necessary relation. 

Our aim was to show that within the context of liberal pluralism and 
democracy, understood as a regime (and here I insist thatwith "a regime" I refer 
not just to a mode of government or set of institutions, but to a symbolic 
ordering of social relation, a way in which the political community as a whole 
is envisaged, expressing by that a series of normative views which espouse the 
principles of liberty and equality), we could in fact develop an immanent 
critique which, instead of rejecting the society on the basis of the fact that it did 
not put into practice the idea (which is in general the line followed by the Left), 
tries to force those societies to implement those ideas. That is whatl understand 
by "immanent critique". Or one could also say that it is a question of using the 
symbolic resources of modem democracy in order to develop it, to radicalize it. 
~e definition of radical and plural democracy consists in giving a specific 
Interpretation of the principles of liberty and equality for all because those 
principles can of course be understood in very different ways. Liberty can be 
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understood in very different ways, and so too with equality. This is a c~ntested 
question. In fact, the idea of radical and plural democrac_r tended to bnng m~re 
and more democratic subjects into the "we" and also widen the scope of social 
relations to which the principles of liberty and equality shall apply. 

One of the arguments we made in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, is ~at 
we can see the evolution of democracy over the last 200 years as an extension 
of those principles that all men are all free and equal, and that is what constitutes 
the specificity of what is called democratic revolu~on. But, of course, by "men" 
they only meant male, white and not even all white males because you ~ad to 
have some degree of property in order to become free. So, the evolution of 
democracy seems to be a widening of its scope in the sense that more. pe?ple 
were being included into the whole. This is in the sense that first the cntena of 
property were abandoned and mo~e men ~~re ~rought in and l~ter won_ien 
demanded their rights, and then with the Civil Rights movement m Amenca, 
for instance, the Blacks also became part of that movement for democracy. So, 
once those rights had been affirmed, they were claimed by more and more 

groups. 

That was one level of development which we can call "horizontal." B.ut 
there was also a "vertical development" which consisted in new areas of social 
relations in which the principles of equality were implem~ted in th~ sens~ that, 
for instance, they did not limit themselves strictly to the idea of .nghts m.~e 
political sphere but also to the idea of equali~ ~ economic relations. This IS 

what I consider to be the novelty of the socialist goal. And of course, the 
specificity of what we call the "Third Wave" of democratic revolutions was that 
relations which were still considered naturally unequal, as between the sexes 
and races also came to be con tested. So, the principles of equality were pushed 
into more areas of social relations. It is very much in that context that we 
presented the project of radical and plural democracy as ~ing to push even 
further the area in which equality should become the dommant value and also 
the multiplicity of subjects that will be taken into account .. And that is why we 
insist also on the idea of a "plural" democracy because it takes many more 
democratic struggles into account. 

So, the relation between our project and a liberal project consists not in 
rejecting liberalism completely because this had been the ~ig mistake .of the Left 
in general, particularly, of course, the Marxist Left:, that is, ~e~ be~ev;d that 
liberties \.Vere formal liberties, or what they called bourgeois liberties . And 
obviously this is something that the experience of the Soviet Union and 
dictatorships in many parts of the world proved to be wrong. When those 
liberties do not exist, they come to be valued as very important. So, we felt that 
those so-called formal liberties were not to be seen as they had been seen by the 
Left, usually as some kind of cover~up for bourgeois domination. There were 
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aspects in liberalism which had radical potential. And that is why I insisted on 
the need to distinguish between economic liberalism and political liberalism. 
The Left had to come to terms with that and revindicate instead of trying to 
reject those ideals. [They have] to try to disarticulate the connection that had 
been made between capitalism and liberal democracy and show that, in fact, 
one could perfectly struggle against capitalism and at the same time maintain 
a struggle for pluralist democracy. And that is very much what the project of 
radical and plural democracy is about. So it should be seen, if we think at the 
level of the political regime, that radical and plural democracy does not require 
a break with constitutional democracy. It is understood as one radical way to 
interpret its [modem democracy's] principles. And of course, we also recognize 
that there will always be other competing ways of understanding liberty and 
equality. · And that's what the political struggle is about. 

For instance, there is a neo-conservative way of understanding which 
tends to limit the idea of equality and limit the "we" and there is a neo-liberal 
way which very much insists on the centrality of market relations and capital
ism to the very idea of modem plural democracy. And there will always be a 
contest about that. So, liberal and plural democracy is, and this is a point I want 
to stress here, not some kind of completely radically different type of society. It 
is not that, for instance, at some point we will pass a threshold and we will no 
longer be in a liberal democracy. It is more of way thinking about politics, of 
understanding political struggle. It is not an end state. And, in fact, it means 
that there are obviously no guarantees. 

dis Closure: Now, if this is the case, then the question becomes how the thrust 
towards "radical democracy" can be keep course, without erring, or being co
opted? What are the dangers you see for the project of "radical and plural 
democracy"? 

Mouffe: Well, there are obviously no guarantees. 

disQosure: No guarantees that it, radical democracy, will be achieved? 
Mouffe: The problem is this. The very idea of achievement is something I want 
to put into question because it [politics] is an unending process. 

disCloswe: Collectively and individually? 

Mouffe: Yes. It is very important to understand the centrality of pluralism. I 
think it is a crucial idea in radical and plural democracy. It is what we could call 
a self-refuting ideal in the sense that if it could ever be achiev~d it ~oul~ self
destruct because it would cease to be pluralistic. Imagine a society m which, at 
some point, we will say that we have achieved radical democracy. Therefore at 
this moment we have achieved the end. 
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disClosure: You mean the end of politics? 

, Mouffe: Right. No more politics, no more possibilities for contestation, no 
pluralism. So the idea of radical and plural democracy implies that we accept 
the possibility of contestation, that we accept that conflict is part of the vitality 
of a modem pluralistic democracy which, of course, means it will always 
depend on the capacity of the radical democratic forces to maintain their 
hegemony. And we can never reach a stage in which we are sure that the 
conservative or nee-liberal interpretations are not going to be able to win over. 
I think that the idea of hegemony always implies that this hegemony can be put 
into question. Always. If not in actual struggle for counter-hegemony, at least 
the possibility of counter-hegemony. The idea of hegemony means there is 
always what one can call, after Derrida, the "constitutive outside". There is 
always an "exterior" to that hegemony and this idea is also linked to a point 
central to radical democracy. It is the idea that in order to construct a "we" it 
is necessary to distinguishitfroma "them". Thereisno "we"withouta "them". 
There is no consensus which is not based on some form of exclusion. So it means 
there will never be complete absolute consensus. The "them" can always, and 
will always, try to undermine the hegemony, even if we will arrive at the 
moment when the radical democratic forces have been able to establish their 
hegemony, and that is of course what radical democratic politics should try to 
construct. But we must understand that this is never an end state because it is 
always something which will be undermined by others because there will 
always be other interpretations. 

And, in a sense, that is the danger. Well, one of the dangers could be to try 
to establish guarantees because one must accept the possibility of contestation. 
Take the risks that this implies because the search for guarantees, the search for 
trying to find a way in which no danger can come, this for me is the big danger 
because this is a way in which you are going to try to close off the democratic 
process. 

So, I think that instead of trying to find a way to avoid the danger of being 
put into a counter-hegemony, we should understand that any attempt to fix the 
institutions at a given moment is what should be avoided because that is what 
will in fact be the end of a radical democratic form of politics. This is a very 
important point. That also, by the way, distinguishes our project of radical and 
plural democracy from other understandings of radical democracy. 
For instance, I am referring to the understanding which is put forward by 
Habermas and people around him, because they also speak of radical democ
racy. But theirs is the aim of creating a consensus without exclusion, a situation 
of undistorted communication. Even if Habermas recently recognized this or 
some kind of regulative idea that we will never reach. Bu the [Habermas] thinks 
we will not reach it because there will always be some empirical impediment 
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to reaching it. What he does not understand is that the very ideal of a society 
in which there will be an absolute rational consensus is not an ideal of a 
pluralistic democracy. So, in a sense, those forms of radical democracy aim, 
even if they recognize that they will never achieve it, for a society in which there 
will be perfect harmony. And that is what we put into question. 

dis Closure: Hannah Arendt has been a very influential theorist and social critic 
on the condition of the "public sphere". Can you speak about the relationship 
or influence of her work on your ideas about "radical and plural democracy"? 
And who are the other major theorists who have influenced your ideas on 
democracy? 

Mouffe: The question concerning Arendt and the "public sphere" depend 
upon the interpretations one gives. [In fact] one of the dominant interpretations 
of Arendt is the one which has been given by Habermas. And I definitely 
believe therefore that the critique will work in this case because there is no 
public sphere which is completely free of relations of power and domination. 
I think that is an argument that we must abandon. 

The public sphere is always created by the exclusion from that public 
sphere of things which we do not want to bring to bear on the public sphere. 
That is important. It seems that many of the ways in which Arendt is 
understood are conducive to an understanding of radical democracy which is 
different from the one that we propose precisely because of the fact that it does 
not acknowledge sufficiently the importance of conflict and antagonism. For 
instance, I think that in Arendt there is much importance given to the idea of 
plurality. She is one of the political philosophers who insisted on that. But I do 
not find that idea of plurality adequate because it is a plurality without 
antagonism. 

I think she not aware enough of the fact that pluralism necessarily implies 
the possibility of conflict and antagonism. It is too much an idea of some kind 
of happy pluralism in which people have different aims. But she does not 
acknowledge the conflict between those aims enough. And, by the way, I would 
say the same about many contemporary liberals like John Rawls, who ins~t 
very much on what they call the "fact of pluralism" and the need for Its 
acknowledgment. But I think that the dimension of conflict, what we could call 
the tragic dimension of pluralism of value, is something which is not acknowl
edged by liberals. This is the problem with Arendt's understanding. 

disOosure: We want now to shift your ideas to "other" contexts (post-colonial 
ones, if you will), and ask about some of the concrete possibilities and applica
tions of your project for a "non-Western" world. In a theoretical project such 
as yours, where notions of difference and specificity are paramount, how 
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important is it to consider differences between ''Western" and "non-Western" 
contexts? Do you see distinction, where they exist, as fundamental to the 
process of building a "radical and plural democracy"? 

Mouffe: Well, one thing I will start by saying is that in order to radicalize the 
principles of modem democracy, you must have the basis of democratic 
institutions. You cannot radicalize something that does not already exist. In 
that sense, I do not think that the idea of revolution has become completely 
obsolete because I think that in countries where there are no democratic 
systems, where you have either totalitarian and authoritarian systems, the very 
first step is to establish democracy. And that of course might have to take a 
violent form or the form of revolution. That is not necessarily so, but one must 
not exclude that possibility. So the idea of radical democracy does not ~p~y 
that the idea of revolution must be definitely abandoned. What I am saying is 

that where the institutions of pluralism and democracy already exist, there is no 
need to have a revolution in order to begin the process. What must be done is 
to try to radicalize those principles. But where those institutions do not exist, 
obviously, there is a need first to establish those institutions. And that 
obviously might be the case for many or a certain number of non-Western 

countries. 

Another point I want to make concerning that, which may lead to many 
other questions about radical and plural democracy, is that it is a way to think 
about politics and the Left project from a non-vanguardist perspective. In that 
way it is of course very critical of the Leninist conception in which there were 
some people who knew what people were supposed to do and were able to tell 
them to do so. This [radical democracy] is something which starts much more 
from the grassroots in the sense that it must in each place start from the 
movement that already exists and try to articulate those movements instead of 
trying to impose already worked out institutions or ideas on ~e movem~t or 
society. And that is why I think, for instance, there are a senes of que~tto~s 
which a radical democratic theory should in fact refuse to answer because it will 
imply that we know best about how society should be organized. I~ ~t 
these issues should be Left to the different movements to find the ways m which 
they want to organize society. 

We wanted to present a way to think about politics but also leave lots ~f 
space for people to organize in the different ways in which they want to do it. 
And that is why the project of radical and plural democracy is also very 
historically specific. It is going to take different forms in the United States, 
South Africa, Britain, and even in France and Italy because in some places 
unions are going to play more important roles because of the tradition, or in 
other places the gay movement is going to play a more important role. There 
must not be one single answer to apply to all societies. 
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I also think that the very understanding of democracy might be different 
according to different historical and cultural contexts. The way in which it is 
going to dominate in liberal democratic societies is very much influenced by a 
certain tradition which in the West is the Judeo-Christian culture. This 
[tradition] is also w hat has created a certain conception of the individual which 
is linked to an understanding of the difference between the public and the 
private, and individual rights. It seems to me that it need not necessarily be the 
same in African countries, for instance, where there is more of a community 
form. And I don' t think that liberal democratic institutions are the panacea for 
the rest of the world. 

I think it is also very important as democracy spreads to other contexts that 
there be new forms of understanding, new institutions, which are more 
adequate for the expression of dem ocratic demands. For instance, I am 
particularly thinking of African societies in which forms of communities are 
different from the ones existing in the West. There should be ways in which 
interests are represented. I don't think, for instance, that the kind of represen
tative democracy, the parliamentary system, dominant in the West is necessar
ily adequate for those contexts. I think that democracy should take different 
forms. The democratic ideals should take different forms, adapting themselves, 
emerging in different ways according to the different historical and cultural 
contexts. 

disaosure: What happens when the people are told that notions such as 
"equality, liberty and democracy" did not exist in their languages? I am 
thinking about the former French colonial Empires. What happens, moreover, 
when these people go to elections to cast their ballots to move to "democracy" 
and it backfires? 

Mouffe: Are you are thinking about the situation in Algeria? 

disQosure: That is just one example. People [in Algeria] were moving towards 
a sort of European framew ork where people suddenly make "choices". It was 
hard on people. So, it took all theirtime toimplementtheEnlightenmentproject 
for the first time and, for the first time, there was "consensus." And at the same 
time "plurality" was at work. 

Mouffe: Yes, but if one takes the case of Algeria, which is very complicated and 
I actually don't have any answer for that because ... 

disCosure: ... actually, just keep it general without actually citing Algeria 
because it hasn't only happened there. 
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Mouffe: Yes, but you asked what were the reasons that it backfired. Usu~y 
it is because the leaders realize that the results of the ballot box were not going 
to be the ones they wanted. So, they were ready to have elections only as ~ong 
as those elections were going to produce the results that they wanted. This, of 
course, is something which is going to discredit the democratic process with the 
people who voted and then were denied the results of their elections. And I am 
particularly worried about the present situation with respect to the Arab ~orld, 
for instance, because I think we are living at a moment when the very idea of 

democracy has become discredited. 

I think that the Gulf War was an extremely negative moment because the 
idea of democracy and rights were undermined. That war took place in the 
name and in defense of human rights and, of course, the reaction against that 
is a discrediting of those ideas because they are now perceived as mere ideology 
on the basis of [which] powerful countries impose their own interests, particu
larly when people see that they don't do ~e same when it is questioned in [the 
case of] Israel expelling Palestinians. So it has become very much a cover. But 
what I am saying here is that liberalism is a very impo~t ~dea which m~st be 
appropriated by the Left and fought for. I am also. reco~g that th~se ideas 
are very often used as a cover for the simple purswt of their CW este.rn] mteres~. 
But that should not mask the fact that nevertheless there is also radical potentlal 
there. And that is what the whole question of hegemonic struggle is about you 

see. 

I don't think one should leave the idea of democracy and rights to the 
Right-wing. That has been, for too long, the tendency of the Left. That is, to say 
that democracy and liberalism are only Right-wing ideas. This is dangero~ 
because these are very important ideas thatneed to be re-articulated, appropri
ated by the Left, not Left to the Right because of their consequ~nces in ~e ~ab 
world which I know a little about because I have been following the situatton 

I I • 

in Algeria. For a series of reasons, such as the Gulf War, the c~~p d etat m 
Algeria, people don't believe in democracy anymore because this IS seen as a 
way, a discourse, which the Western world is using but does not at all want to 

put into practice. 

disClosure: Would there be some long or short-term strategies that "radical" 
democracy can provide so that people would not see democracy as something 
that is discredited but rather as something than can be strengthened and 
reinforced? What are some of the elements to make it work? 

Mouffe: We thought that there were no guarantees. It is a question of how able 
the democratic forces are to implement a hegemony. Obviously this is difficult 
enough in our societies in which those ideas are more or less accepted by 
everybody. And, of course, it is even more difficult in societies in which, as you 
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were saying, have been told that this was something that was imported and was 
therefore not part of their tradition, which, by the way, I think was wrong, 
because the idea of democracy is something that can be found in many different 
cultures. But, of course, it takes different forms and that is why I think it is very 
important·not to believe that the very specific form that it takes in the West is 
necessarily the only one. Because if you don't find it you say, "well those 
countries don't have a tradition of democracy the~fore the solution for them is 
to import the Western conception,". That is the big danger because it is going 
to create lots of problems. 

First, I think Western traditions will probably not be suited to the condi
tions in those societies. Second, they might very easily be seen as imports and 
as imperialistic. So, it is going to create a reaction which is, by the way, what 
happened in Iran. It was a reaction to the Shah's attempt to import Western 
democracy. This is in fact something which tends to create a reaction against 
it, leading to the complete rejection of the very idea of democracy. What can you 
do if you live in Iran and are committed to the idea of radical democracy? I think 
the answer would be to try to highlight democratic elements in Islamic culture 
and try to articulate them and put them to the fore, to start from their tradition 
and tty to develop and radicalize the democratic elements of that tradition. 
That is something I often discuss with people who know the Moslem world. 
There are many different interpretations of Islam and there are some interpre
tations which are really democratic interpretations. So what is important is to 
try, instead of coming with imported ideas about the Western understanding 
of democracy, to start from their tradition and build from there. I think that is 
what is needed and what a radical democratic understanding of politics 
implies! You start from your tradition and develop from there and you don't 
try to import ideas because this is completely opposite to a democratic under
standing [of politics]. 

disClosure: How can one actually take local tribalism, which may be another 
form of the democratic tradition, or ethnic diversities and pluralities, that one 
finds in many parts of Africa, Latin America and ex-Yugoslavia and tum those 
traditions into starting points for "radical and plural democracy"? To follow 
your logic, should they be interrogated for democratic elements and on that 
basis build? Can you please clarify this issue? 

Mouffe: Yes, yes... One thing that p robably relates to that is that a radical 
democratic understanding of politics requires not only that we start from the 
tradition but also, for instance, it needs to go through and not against the 
existing forms of community. For instance, I think that nationalism is some
thing that should not be considered as archaic or something to be overturned. 
It is starting from those identities and, of course, trying to link those with 
democracy. That is the important point: to try to see how one can articulate 
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those strong identities, where they exist, instead of negating them and believing 
them to be something negative-a resurgence of the past, archaic, or something 
that must be overcome. No, [there is a need] to work through nationalism and 
not negate it because, I think, those are forms of identity which are important 
for people and which should not necessarily be an impediment to democracy. 
I don't think that a strong sense of belonging to an ethnic group or nationality 
is something that is contradictory to a commitment to radical democracy. 

Of course, the question is how that is articulated and how it is worked 
through democratically and in that sense you can see a very interesting 
difference between what is happening in ex-Yugoslavia, in the case of Slovenia 
and Croatia. Croatia is using its [nationalism] in a profoundly authoritarian 
way. There is no freedom of the press, there is control and the aspect of tradition 
that is being emphasized is more the ustachi and there is really no critique of 
that. It is a Right-wing articulation of nationalism. 

In Slovenia, the case is completely different. In Slovenia, the people have 
a more Left-wing government and, for instance, in Slovenia they have very 
much tried to articulate Slovenian identity in terms of democratic forms. So, 
this is an interesting case because it shows you that in both cases they have 
insisted on their national identity but they have constructed it in different ways. 
And, I think, the whole question of radical democracy is to link those identities 
with the democratic institutions and forms, not to negate those identities but to 
articulate them with democratic issues. 

disClosure: Do you see "nodal points" as processes or temporo-spatial 
positions? 

Mouffe: The issue of nodal points is relevant to what we are discussing here. 
Let me first define the idea of nodal points. The idea is something which is 
borrowed from Lacanian psycho-analysis and it is, of course, linked to our 
understanding of the subject as not being something which is an essence 
already, existing independently from its inscription into social relations as it is, 
for instance, in much socialist theory or in liberalism. 

The subject is constructed in a multiplicity of subject positions. That, also, 
is a point which makes our idea different from any extreme forms of 
postmodemism, because we believe that [subjectivities] are always temporary 
forms of fixation. The subject is not that endless, constantly changing thing. 
There are forms of identification which, at a given moment, are temporarily 
fixed and they are fixed through nodal points: temporary articulations that fix 
the meaning either of subjectivity or politics, because nodal points are do not 
only refer to the subject. Let us say, in a given culture the "commonsense" is 
articulated in certain hegemonic forms. . 
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Nodal points must.also be understood in terms of articulation and hege
mony because the creation of hegemony is the fixation of a certain number of 
no.d~ points. For ~tance, in the case of the p rinciples of liberty and equality, 
pnncrples can be given rruu:iy different interpretations. But at a given moment, 
they are more or less w hat IS the most accepted interpretation, the one that we 
could call, with Gramsci, the "commonsense". And those are also the result of 
n~dal points: F~r instan~e, a nodal point will articulate a certain idea of equality 
WI~ a certain idea of liberty. For instance, if we had a nodal point that is 
articulated by a neo-liberal interpretation it would link the meaning of democ
racy with the existence of economic liberalism. And as I said, there is no 
nece~ re~ation. But at a given moment, there are always constructed 
rel~tions which are the result of political interpretations and those are nodal 
points. 

~,nodal points are temporary fixations which are the -result of political 
practice. ~d. of course, the hegemonic struggle consists in disarticulating the 
no~al points m order to reconstruct them in a different way. For instance, 
radical ~emocra~c types ~f politic are going to try to disarticulate the meaning 
of e~ualitJ:' and hberty which has been constructed through a neo-conservative 
or liberal interpretation in order to re-articulate them in different ways. So, 
there are always nodal points. They [nodal points] are not really processes in 
themselves, but the result of processes of hegemony. They are more some kind 
of temporal-spatial positions. They are the result of partial fixations which are 
the product of a given hegemony. But of course they are always temporary in 
the sense that there is always the possibility that they will be disarticulated since 
th~ are not totalized because there is always the possibility of further interpre
tations. 

For instance, if one accepts that liberty and equality are things for which 
there are no "true" interpretations, one cannot imagine, as analytic philoso
phe~ believe, that there could be a way, through very sophisticated methods, 
to fin~ out exactly what equality or liberty means. This is what an anti
~entialist critique puts into question. There is no such a thing as ;'the trueii 
Interpretations of liberty and equality. Liberty and equality are constantly 
a:>ntested concepts and this is something where we can never come to a final 
discovery of what it is. It does not mean, [however], that a hegemony cannot 
last_ for a long time and even come to a point where its meaning becomes so 

sedimented thatitlooksabsolutelynatural. [It] isonlytheresultof a very strong 
hege~ony. And it does not mean that this [hegemony] cannot be put into 
question. 

. That is why there are never any guarantees in politics that things are not 
going to be challenged. So, that is the idea of nodal points. They are temporary 
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fixations but always the process of political articulation and therefore never 
permanent. [There is] always the possibility of putting them into question. 

disOosure: Talk, if you will, about your use of "nodal points" as opposed to 
Lyotard' s "language games" in The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowl
edge. 

Mouffe: I think, one of the differences between our conception and that of 
Lyotard, his idea of language games, for instance, is that he insis~ on m~tiplici
ties and incommensurabilities. But it is seems to me, as something which does 
not make enough room for temporary fixations. It is as if the seamless web is 
constantly moving without realizing the results of politics. And, he [Lyotard], 
in fact sees that as something more democratic, something which is good. But 
I think that is a misunderstanding of politics which we put into question. But 
this is an important area where we follow Lyotard, in terms of the critique of 
essentialism and the idea that there is no one real or essential identity. [How
ever], it does not mean there is no identity because there are always also partial 
fixations. So this notion is important if one wants to think in terms of politics 
and hegemony. What is definitely missing in Lyotard is the possibility of 
hegemony. 

disOosure: What about the idea of "historic blocs"? 

Mouffe: Yes, of course. The "we" against the "them". He seems to believe that 
this is something to be avoided whereas we consider the need to articulate the 
democratic struggle. This is the main difference [we have] with people like 
Lyotard. But there are also other postmodemists who insist on the multiplicity 
of struggles and the importance of those struggles but do not acknowledge the 
need to create a chain of equivalence. They see that as some kind of danger for 
democracy. 

I [on the other hand], think this is a condition of democracy and certainly 
I • 

of politics· because politics is always about the construction of coll~cttve 
identities, of "we" as opposed to "them". Politics is about the construction of 
hegemony. The danger, it seems to me, with a position like Lyotard's ~that by 
not understanding the need to construct a hegemony of the democratic forces, 
we leave the terrain open for the right to do it. And then, of course, they are 
going to be able to impose their hegemony and we will not be in a position to 
fight back because of the insistence on the incommensurability of the demc:r 
cratic struggle and the need for each to follow his/her own movement. This 
puts u.S in a situation which is not favorable with respect to the Right because 
the Right usually understands very well the need to construct a hegemony. So 
I think it is important to understand this point. 
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disClosure: Can you speak about how, in environments where Lacanian 
theories are marginal, would there be other ways of thinking about the politics 
of "radical and plural democracy"? 

Mouffe: We, of course, in our work have been inspired by post-structuralism 
and by Lacanian psycho-analysis. But the critique of essentialism, which is after 
all what is important, can also be made from other points of view. And even 
people who would not be familiar with psycho-analysis, I think, can arrive at 
similar conclusions. For instance, they might have been inspired by post
Heideggerian hermeneutics. For instance, the work of Gadamer and his idea of 
"the fusion of horizons" could also lead to something along the same lines as 
whatlamproposinghere. Or,obviously,workinspiredbythelateWittgenstein 
can also lead to the critique of essentialism. So, the critique of essentialism is not 
only found in post-structuralism. In fact, I would argue that this is one of the 
trends we find in the most important current of contemporary philosophy. 

And there are others. I am thinking, for instance, of the work of Bill 
Connolly who is more influenced by Nietzsche and who has come to rather 
similar conclusions as ours in terms of the idea of the subject. So, there are many 
different ways, many theoretical points from which one can come to that same 
understanding. So, one does not necessarily need to come from psy~o
analysis in order to have that anti-essentialist understanding of the subject. 
There are many other theoretical spectrums from which one can make it. 

disClosure: Are there any other theorists who have had a strong influence on 
your thinking? You have already mentioned some, like Gadame:: Nietzs~e 
and Wittgenstein. Are there any others who are part of your theoretical 
horizon of understanding", so to speak? Who predominates? 

Mouffe: Yes, I would say that Wittgenstein and Gadamer are important. But, 
obviously, the main influences in our work were Foucault, Derrida, Lac.an, 
Sa~ure, and Barth es, to speak from the point of view of the post-structuralists 
spectrum. Yes, those are the most important ones because those are the ones 
who defined the specificity of the project. And of course, there is Gramsci. ~e 
was extremely important even if we ended up critiquing him. But there are still 
many important aspects of Grarnsci I will revindicate. 

So, Gramsci from the point of view of Marxism, and Althusser.to a certain 
extant. I was very much influenced by Althusser. In fact, chronologically, I ~as 
influenced by Althusser, and then by Gramsci and then by post-structuralism 
and Lacan. And that is what really constituted the theoretical framework of 
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. Then, in more recent wo~k, I ha:e .been 
working mainly with Wittgenstein. Also, to a certain extent with certain ideas 
of Gadamer. I am also interested in the work of Michael Oakshott. But these 
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[authors], I would say, do not have the same importance as the previous ones 
[simply] because the previous influences were the ones that determined the 
basic framework of our work. 

Note, for instance, my interest in Oakshott is more limited to certain aspects. In 
developing certain themes, I am interested in different authors but they will not 
play the same role because the main line of the project has already been 
established. At the moment, the most important influence is probably 
Wittgenstein. 

disClosure: What about Nicos Poulantzas, who is key to the Althusserian 
tradition? He also tried to theorize and problematize the "political" in a manner 
similar to what you are trying to do. Is there any influence here? 

Mouffe: No, I don't think so. There was much discussion with Poulantzas 
whom I knew quite well. But there was never a direct influence. We were both 
influenced by Althusser but then I became more interested in Gramsci and 
Poulantzas was very critical of Gramsci at that time. He interpreted Gramsci in 
a way I disagreed with. I had lots of polemics with him about that. But 
influence, no, because I tended to disagree more with him. We were interested 
in common subjects but giving different emphases. Well, except his very last 
book, which was in fact much nearer to me and to our [with Laclau] position on 
hegemony. So, who knows how he might have evolved after that. For instance, 
Political Classes was a work I had lots of disagreement with, but the very last 
Poulantzas [book], I felt we had a meeting point. 

disClosure: Could you perhaps be more specific about the influence of 
Althusser on your thinking, because there is a strong suggestion in certain 
critiques of your work thatyou,in fact,completelyrejectAlthusser. But it seems 
that on the basis of what you have said so far during this interview, you and 
Laclau are not interested in rejecting, but in building upon, past traditions. For 
example, in your discussion of the democratic tradition, did you not say that we 
should not reject tout court but rather build or reappropriate the most critical 
radical elements of other traditions? So, could you be more specific about 
Althusser's relationship to your work? 

Mouffe: Althusser was very influential in my evolution, not, I will say, on my 
current work because when we began to write Hegemony and Socialist Strat
egy, I had already become very critical of what I felt to be a strong theoretic ism 
inAlthusser. And by, thattime,IwasalreadymuchmoreinterestedinGramsci. 
But Althusser was important because I was his student. The moment I came 
across Althusser, I was a humanist Marxist working on Lukacs and I changed 
radically under the influence and became very critical of historicism and Hegel 
and was, in fact, for several years some kind of orthodox Althusserian, I would 
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say. Ibegan tounderstandMarxismasascienceanditisonlywhenILeftFrance 
to te~ch in Colombia that I began to realize that such an understanding of 
Marxism was an obstacle to political practice because it did not give enough 
room. for qu~tions about the importan~e of tradition, of the national popular 
practice which I felt were absolutely rmportant if one wanted to be active 
politically. That was when I turned to Gramsci because he provided better 
perspectives on political action than Althusser. Althusser was very much the 
int~llec~al who wanted to develop a very sophisticated theory but a theory 
which did not help me very much when I had to act politically and was in fact 
cutting me very much from the possibility of understanding the specificity of 
what was happening in Latin America and in Colombia in particular. 

I still believe that it [Althusserianism] was an obstacle to acting politically. 
On the other side, what does remain of the influence of Althusser is that it is 
through Althusser that I became interested in Derrida, Lacan and Foucault. 
And that is something which, probably, if I had remained a humanistic marxist, 
I would not have been able to do. I am where I am now because Althusser was 
~ery interested in me reading these theorists. So, I think this was a very positive 
influence. But it was sort of indirect because it was not so much his ideas but 
the way he opened me to access to other things which as a Marxist I would 
probably not have read because most marxists would not have read those 
theorists. So, what remains of Althusser's influence is the influence of 
post-structuralism because it is through Althusser that I got in touch with 
poststructuralism. 

Althusserian ideas such as over-determination are things Althusser bor
rowed from Lacan. So, I think that what remains of the influence of Althusser 
is what Althusser borrowed from post-structuralism. And of course, in my 
work on Gramsci, I was still very Althusserian in many senses because I was 
trying to maintain the idea of the determination in the last instance by the 
economy. But I was trying to provide some kind of non-economistic under
standing of the determination of the last instance by the economic. In fact, that 
was what, when I began to work on Gramsci, I thought that Gramsci could 
provide. So, I was still Althusserian in thinking of the determination in the last 
instance but I thought that Althusser did not really provide the solution and 
that Gramsci could provide a better solution to that same problem. 

Then of course, I came to the conclusion that there was no solution to that 
problem and that one had to abandon the idea of determination in the last 
instance by the economy for the very simple reason that it did not really make 
~e to speak of the economy as if it could exist independently of the 
ideological or political relations which constituted it. And that is where, of 
course, we moved to the understanding of different discourses. Once one 
~ccepts that there is no economy which could exist without political, legal, and 
Ideological conditions of existence, then the economy can not be seen as 
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determining in the last instance those things which in fact provide its conditions 
of existence. So, one has to think in different ways. That is the conclusion we 
came to in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy but it took some time to work 
through. And of course, that is also linked to the critique which I ended up 
making of Gramsci because I, in my previous work on Gramsci before Hege
mony and Socialist Strategy, still agreed with Gramsci on the idea that only the 
working class could provide the articulating principle of the new democratic 
hegemony. I was trying to bring in the new .movements and the importance of 
feminism and other struggles believing that there was some kind of necessary 
centrality of the working class. That is something which we abandoned in 
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. 

We came to abandon the idea that it was only the working class that could 
provide the articulating principle of a hegemony. Of course, it does not mean 
that in some countries it cannot be the working class. But in other countries it 
can be some other group and sometimes there is not even an articulating 
principle. Sometimes there is hegemony without an hegemonic center. For 
instance, it might in many cases be a situation in which no particular group is 
dominant. So, that is something I personally see as a break with my work on 
Gramsci before Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. At that point my work really 
became post-marxist because once you abandon the centrality of the working 
class you are obviously post-marxist. 

It does not mean I was rejecting everything of marxism. I still feel that there 
are many important concerns about the struggle around class which are post
marxism' s contributions to the formulation of a left perspective. In the same 
way, feminism insists on the importance of the feminist question. I see very 
much marxism as part of a wider project but not at all as providing the theory, 
the master theory. And of course, I feel the same way with respect to feminism. 
Feminism is one component in a much wider perspective on democratic 
struggle. 

disQosure: Are there any last comments? If there are not, there is one last thing 
we would like to ask you. One gets the impression from listening and talking 
to you that your view of radical and plural democracy is related to the 
Trotskyian notion of a "permanent revolution". Could you clarify the differ
ence for us? 

Mouffe: No, it abandons the idea of revolution. In societies like the USA or 
Western Europe, "permanent revolution" does not make sense because it 
means transforming completely the very basis of society and I do not think we 
need that. All the goals of radical democracy, and I would say even the socialist 
goals in terms of the democratization of the economy, can be done perfectly well 
within the current tradition. 
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This interoiew was conducted during a visit Sam Bowles and Herb Gintis made 
to the University of Kentucky to give the lecture "Economic Democracy and Democratic 
Organizations" as part of the 1993 Spring Social Theory Lecture Series sponsored by 
the university's interdisciplinary Committee on Social Theory. It is divided into three 
parts; the first dealing with concepts of the state and uneven geographical development, 
the second dealing with the recent resurgence of interest in the ideas of 11 civil society" 
and the 11 end of history11 and the third with economic and political transition in Eastern 
Europe. 

I. State, Power and Uneven Development 

Popke: I think a good way to lead this interview off is to refer to the institutional 
accommodations that you spoke of in Democracy and Capitalism. In the last 
chapter you outline three distinct possibilities for the future articulations of 
political and economic formations: "global-liberalism," which would entail the 
worldwide growth of markets and capital mobility so as to erode national 
sovereignty; "neo-Hobbesianism," which represents an expansion of hierarchi
cal institutions of authority in the political sphere; and "postliberal democ
racy," which combines decentralized control of productive forces with demo
cratic control of the economy. What can you say about contemporary conditions 
and their dynamics, given these three models? 

Bowles: Well, of these obviously the most vibrant power in the world today is 
global liberalism. The spread of free trade as an ideology and set of social 
policies is a powerful movement in the world today and it has found support 
in a lot of historically unprecedented places. It has found strong support among 
many Third World governments; as exemplified by Mexico's enthusiastic 
support of the North American so-called free trade agreement. So I think that 
global liberalism is the dominant tendency in the world today. It will pose the 
dominant challenge to the Left, which will have to address the issue of 
increased mobility of goods and services in the world. This will be a challenge 
to find ways of continuing to express the hopes and aspirations of working 
people in an arena in which capital is more than ever willing to use the threat 
of mobility against populist and democratic movements. 
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Volltext

Introduction

Radical Democracy as alternative to
Liberal Democracy

One  of  the  most  important  secular  political  movements  in  the  Middle  East,  the
Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) underwent a profound transformation in the 2000s,
following the capture of its leader Abdullah Öcalan in 1999. After a long period of a
‘national liberation struggle’ aimed at establishing its own state, the PKK changed its
course  towards  a  project  of  radical  democracy,  based  on  the  rejection  of  the  state
(Akkaya  and  Jongerden  2011).  The  PKK,  which  had  taken  its  orientation  from  the
revolutionary left in Turkey, was providing a new basis for radical politics in today’s
Turkey. In this article we will argue that the PKK reinvented itself ideologically through
this  transformation,  and  gave  shape  to  new  forms  of  politics  on  the  basis  of  an
exploration of the concept of democracy. In this article we explore the content of this
new project, and its practical implications. We will not discuss the organizational re-
structuring  related  to  the  PKK’s  new political  project,  since  we  have  discussed  this
elsewhere (ibid.).

1

Through this discussion, our study addresses a gap in Turkish and Kurdish studies.
Although the Kurdish question in Turkey has been studied considerably, the focus has
been on state discourse and security policy, with little attention devoted to the role of
the Kurdish agency itself, and in particular the PKK (Barkey and Fuller 1998; Yegen
1999; Heper 2007). Only few studies deal explicitly with the political ideology of the
PKK.1 Furthermore, works on the PKK tend to treat the PKK as an anomaly, rather than
making sense of it. In this article, we study the PKK’s political project as developed in
the first decade of the new millennium and try to understand how the PKK itself makes
sense of this project. In doing so, the present piece promises both to advance knowledge
related to our understanding of political life in contemporary Turkey, and to make a
critical contribution to contemporary discussions related to radical democracy.

2

The data for this article has been collected through a study of Öcalan’s defence texts
and his ‘prison notes’, along with key PKK documents, such as congress reports, formal
decisions and the writings of its cadre, such as Mustafa Karasu. The article is composed
of four parts. First, we trace the evolution of radical democracy as an important concept
in political philosophy on the basis of its foundations and the subjectivities which shape

it. Then, we take a closer look at the changes the PKK underwent after the arrest of

Öcalan, mainly considering its ideology. What the PKK refers to as “radical democracy”
will  be  elaborated  on  in  this  part,  with  the  political  projects  developed  within  the
context  of  radical  democracy  –  democratic  republic,  democratic  confederalism  and
democratic  autonomy  –  discussed  in  detail,  with  consideration  given  to  theoretical
implications. Third, the political dimension of these projects will be studied in answer to
the question of how they currently determining PKK strategy and day-to-day activities.
Finally, in the fourth part, this project of radical democracy and its political implications
will be discussed in terms of the contingencies they create in finding a solution to the
ongoing conflict in Turkey.

3
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Since the late 1970s, the understanding of radical politics within the framework of
Marxism has changed.This change focused on its approach to three important pillars of
politics; state, class and party, and radical political thought took the form of ‘politics
beyond  the  state,  political  organisation  beyond  the  party,  and  political  subjectivity
beyond class’ (Badiou 2002: 95-97).2 Within this understanding of radical politics,the
reformulation  of  ‘radical  democracy’  has  emerged as  the  main  alternative  to  liberal
democracies  of  the  West.  It  has  given  a  fresh  impetus  to  the  social  and  political
movements,  from  ‘liberation  movements’  in  Latin  America  to  anti-globalist
demonstrations in the US and Europe. In this sense we can talk about a wide spectrum
of radical views of democracy beyond the liberal version. In critical academia the most
well-known was the reconsideration of the concept of democracy in Ernesto Laclau and
Chantal  Mouffe’s  pioneering  study  Hegemony  and  Socialist  Strategy:  Towards  a
Radical Democratic Politics, first published in 1985. Laclau and Mouffe had sought to
spell out a left-wing alternative of radicalising democracy, deepening it in the light of
ever present conflicts and power.3

4

In the context of this article,  however,  our focus will  mainly be on the studies by
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2004, 2009), which provided a new momentum to
the  discussion  concerning  radical  democracy  because  of  their  emphasis  on  the
importance of political struggle.4 Hardt and Negri’s tripartite structure moves from an
analysis of the sovereignty in the age of globalisation – form what they call ‘Empire’
(2000),  ‘the  living  alternative  that  grows  within  the  Empire,’  through  ‘Multitude’
(2004), an ‘institutional structure and ... [the] political constitution of society’ – to what
they call ‘Common Wealth’ (2009)..This scheme can be summarised as an analysis of
sovereignty in the globalised world (Empire), of the revolutionary subject of the period
(Multitude)  and  of  its  political  project  of  ‘expanding  our  capacities  for  collective
production and self-governance’ (Commonwealth) (2009: xiii). It is this latter sense of
radical  democracy as developed by Hardt and Negri  that is  more meaningful  to the
Kurdish project, especially how they conceive representation and sovereignty.

5

Hardt  and  Negri  aimed  to  work  out  the  conceptual  basis  for  a  new  project  of
democracy. For them, democracy has remained an incomplete project throughout the
modern era, and they try to revitalize its liberating content as constituted in the idea of
popular  sovereignty  (the  word  sovereignty  derived  from  the  Latin  supremitas  or
suprema potestas, meaning ‘supreme power’), which may be defined as a power that
belongs to the people with no power above it. They identify several debates related to
the idea of  democracy today,  but  for  us the most  important are the debates on the
subversive characters of democracy and of representation.

6

The subversive character of democracy is related to the fact democracy has been an
incomplete project. Hardt and Negri argue that it was only through social struggle that
democracy started to include the excluded, such as “women, the propertyless and the
non-white.”  In a similar fashion,  democracy came to be discussed in the domain of
economy,  which  in  liberal  theory  is  not  governed  by  democracy,  but  markets.  This
extension of democracy can be referred to as the ‘subversive character of democracy’: it
allows its extension to all facets of society.

7

The second is  related  to  (political)  representation,  or  the  separation  of  sovereign
power from society that is embedded in the concept of representation: “When power is
transferred to a group of rulers, than we all no longer rule, we are separated from power
and government” (Hardt and Negri 2004: 244). Since the 18th century, this conception
of representation had come to monopolize the field of political thought to such an extent
that any contemporary project of democracy has to begin with a critique of the existing
forms of representation.  

8

To this end, Hardt and Negri, following Max Weber, discuss the different forms of9
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This would have to be democratic not in the false sense that we are fed every day
by politicians and the media with their pretenses of representation, but in the
active and autonomous self-rule of the multitude as a whole. (2009: 372)

representation  that  have  appeared  throughout  history.5  Referring  to  the  socialist
political representation, based mostly on the experience of 1871 Paris Commune, Hardt
and Negri state that this failed in a way similar to the liberal and constitutional model.
Thus they set about a search for new forms of representation that limit the separation
between the representative and the represented, and in so doing, simultaneously create
alternatives  for  the  state  based  on  the  separation  of  sovereign  power  from  society
(Hardt and Negri 2004: 245-6; 250-1). In this sense, they claim that the Multitude as
the ‘revolutionary subject’ of the period and its political project (Commonwealth) can
present new contingencies for inventing “different forms of representation or new forms
of  democracy  that  go  beyond representation”  (2004:  255).  Constitutive  of  this  new
concept of democracy the Multitude is conceptually distinguished from other notions,
such as ‘the people’, ‘the masses’, and ‘the working class’, and it can never be reduced to
a unity or a single identity.  Rather “in conceptual terms, the multitude replaces the
contradictory couple identity-difference with the complementary couple commonality-
singularity”  (2004:  218)  and it  is  “the  adequate  subject  which  can construct  a  new
community” (Çıdam 2010).6

In this line of discussion, Hardt and Negri elaborate on how in different struggles, the
rebellions of different singularities can be brought together as a form of revolutionary
assemblages,  beyond the  hegemonic  articulation posed by  Laclau and Mouffe.  They
discuss “the parallel coordination among the revolutionary struggles of singularities”
(Hardt  and  Negri  2004:  344).  However  these  parallel  struggles  of  identities  or
singularities  are  not  sufficient  for  a  revolutionary change:  there  needs to  be  radical
change in the forms of the organization and decision-making processes.In this sense,
the political organization of the Multitude should also be substantially different from
that of previous resistances, with democracy as not only an aim to be achieved but also a
fundamental  principle  according  to  which  the  whole  organizational  structure  is
governed. This democratic political organizational form will add another element to the
destabilizing and destructive activities of previous revolutionary activities which were
led by vanguard organizations; the project of constructing a new type of power. In this
new type of power, by which the multitude is capable of managing the common, there is
no place for taking control of the state apparatuses. Rather the multitude’s capacities for
democratic decision-making should be consolidated: “Making the multitude is thus the
project of democratic organising aimed at democracy” (2009: 363).

10

For  Hardt  and  Negri,  this  making  the  Multitude  based  on  “the  revolutionary
assemblages of different singularities” has the capacity to change the existing patterns
of both representation and also sovereignty. The existing concept of sovereignty is based
on one basic principle: ‘rule by ‘the one’, whether this be the monarch, state, nation,
people, or party’ (2004: 328). In this conception of sovereignty, the people, the nation,
united in a single body, plays the role of ‘unitary political subject’. In the democracy of
the  Multitude,  however,  there  is  no place  for  such sovereignty,  and the  consequent
challenge to all existing forms of sovereignty is at the same time a precondition of that
democracy.

11

In all these discussions, Hardt and Negri admit that this revolutionary process is not
spontaneous and must be governed – but certainly by new forms and tools:

12

Only through this form of self-rule can the dilemmas of vanguards, leadership and
representation that plagued previous revolutions be overcome.

13

In this respect, and contrary to contemporary standpoints on the right as well as on14
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Here is the conundrum we face: revolutionary politics has to start from identity
but cannot end there. The point is not to pose a division between identity politics
and revolutionary politics but, on the contrary, to follow the parallel revolutionary
streams of thought and practice within identity politics, which all, perhaps
paradoxically, aim toward an abolition of identity. Revolutionary thought, in other
words, should not shun identity politics but instead must work through it and
learn from it. (2009: 326)

Radical Democracy in Kurdish Context

the left, Hardt and Negri give importance to identity politics:

Hardt  and  Negri  define  three  important  tasks  in  this  working  through  identity
politics.  The first  is  to  make visible  the subordinations of  identity  which means re-
appropriating the identity; the second is to rebel against the structures of domination
using the subordinated identity as a weapon in the quest for freedom; and the third is to
strive for its own abolition (2009: 327-333). They see these three tasks as inseparable
and to be “pursued simultaneously, without, for instance, deferring the revolutionary
moment to some indefinite future” (ibid.: 337).

15

From here, we may indicate links to the PKK’s project for radical democracy, which
has envisaged these three different tasks of identity politics. In this project, and just as
in Hardt/Negri’s conceptualization of radical democracy the concept of struggle plays a
very crucial role – indeed, it is through struggle that subjectivity is created. Similar to
Hardt and Negri, the PKK returns to an early modern conception of democracy, with
Öcalan arguing that one of the promising elements of early socialist traditions was the
idea  of  constructing  democracy  from  below  and  the  rediscovery  of  the  idea  of  the
multitude, including different subject positions.7 The development of the Kurdish issue
as  a  field  of  struggle  for  freedom  and  equality  is  an  illustration  of  the  various
contradictions  and  the  plurality  of  the  social.  At  the  same  time,  the  history  of  the
Kurdish issue in Turkey shows us the difficulties the left had in articulating this struggle
through socialist strategies. The traditional left demanded the organization of struggle
around class, and in doing so, brushed aside the series of contradictions emerging in
and from the Kurdish issue (such as those of de-colonization, and language, cultural and
civil rights).

16

The PKK, which can be criticized for the lack of democracy in its own ranks, is at the
same time developing a program of radical democracy. This may be referred to as a
‘Jacobin  paradox’.  It  was  the  Jacobins,  responsible  for  the  reign  of  terror,  who
developed democracy as a political  project  (Žižek 2007).  The PKK is  Jacobin in the
sense that it  simultaneously uses violence as an instrument for the realization of its
political program of radical democracy.

17

During the 2000s, the PKK elaborated a new ideological framework promoting this
project of radical democracy. In doing this, the PKK made a kind of ‘salto mortale’ by
reinventing itself through a series of transformations and arguing that the nation be
defined not on the basis of ethnicity or language but on the basis of citizenship in a
democratic republic.8

18

The PKK’s  ideological  transformation towards a  project  of  radical  democracy  was
based on the defence texts written by Öcalan and submitted to the different courts in
which he his case was heard. These defences can be grouped into two: those submitted
to the Turkish courts, and those submitted to the European Court of Human Rights
(ECHR) in Strasbourg,  France,  along with one at  a  court  in Athens (concerning his
expulsion from Greece). The defences have been published in Kurdish and Turkish as

19
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well as in other languages.9 These defence texts were accepted in the consecutive PKK
congresses as the official party line. Initially the texts led to serious confusion in the
movement,  but  since  2005  the  ideological  and  organizational  structures  have  been
adapted to one another.

The first texts, submitted for the case in Imralı and then to the Court of Appeal in
Ankara, caused considerable unrest among PKK militants, since Öcalan did not take the
assumed position expected by the party and the Kurdish population. On the contrary, he
rejected claims for an independent state – previously a central aim of the struggle –
proposing a new, ‘truly’ democratic republic.In these texts Öcalan did not engage with
theoretical  or  ideological  considerations;  they  were  mainly  based  on  the  historical
background of the Turkish-Kurdish conflict in the twentieth century, in which Öcalan
stated that he had struggled in favour of a democratic republic, and thus not against the
Republic  (of  Turkey).  Öcalan  argued  that  Mustafa  Kemal,  the  Republic’s  founding
father,  had  also  intended  to  establish  a  democratic  republic,  but  was  confined  by
external forces. Of Öcalan’s defences, only this first one can be considered as a genuine
defence to his prosecution, although he argued that he was not concerned with the legal
issue of his case.

20

In his second group of defence texts, submitted to the ECHR, Öcalan deepened his
theoretical considerations. The first of the three volumes dealt mainly with a historical
analysis of civilization, starting in the Middle East, and focusing upon the Sumerians as
‘the earliest state-based’ society. Although Öcalan elaborated in later parts of the book
on other societies and periods, his main concern was to present the state as the ‘Original
Sin’ of humanity. This was surprising as he was, and is still, one of the political leaders
of a society which has been widely depicted as ‘the largest people in the world without a
state’.  Initially  it  created  a  kind  of  alienation  among  Kurdish  circles  (a
Verfremdungseffekt, in the Brechtian sense). However, Öcalan continued to elaborate
on his critique of the state, including the socialist experiments, arguing that liberation
cannot be achieved by means of state-building, but rather through the deepening of
democracy. In the second volume of his ECHR defence texts, Öcalan dealt intensively
with Kurdish society, history and specifically the role of the PKK. He places Kurdish
society in the history of civilization, presenting it  as a natural society or community
opposed to state-societies. The Kurdish society’s naturalness is attributed to an assumed
long standing and deep Neolithic culture among the Kurdish tribes.10 For Öcalan, class
(state) societies and modernization have caused destruction for the Kurds, and the PKK
has  become  the  locus  of  the  last  resistance  to  this  pernicious  process.  Within  this
framework, Öcalan tried to show the limits of the PKK and its deadlock, trapped in the
ideological-political constraints of the Cold War, which was continuing to condition the
PKK, even a decade after it ended. Through this work, he aimed to evaluate the history
of the PKK, addressing past mistakes.

21

In these defence texts, submitted to an Athens court and the ECHR Grand Chamber,
Öcalan transformed his theoretical considerations into a concept of radical democracy.
This idea of radical democracy was developed in three intertwined projects: democratic
republic,  democratic  autonomy  and democratic  confederalism.  These  three  political
projects  function as  a  ‘strategic  dispositif’:  ideas  and means through which Kurdish
political demands are (re)defined and (re)organized.

22

The concept of  the democratic  republic  comprehends a reform of  the Republic  of
Turkey.  It  aims at  the disassociation of  democracy from nationalism, and as such a
return to the “early modern conceptions of democracy” and their radical subversivity
(Hardt and Negri 2004: 240-251). Originally, in the eighteenth century, democracy was
formulated in terms of citizen’s rights and a rule of everyone by everyone. In the course
of the nineteenth and twentieth century however, modernity lost its content of radical
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democracy and acquired a cultural meaning, referring to a unique people (Jongerden
2007: 7-8). A vein in modern thought emerged which considered cultural homogeneity
a  requirement  for  the  modern  state,  an  inescapable  imperative  that  manifests  and
erupts in the form of nationalism (Gellner 1983). This ‘national’ condition of modernity
is exclusive and intolerant, dictating that people who do not have the ‘right’ cultural
characteristics  are  to  choose  between  assimilation  (genuine  or  superficial)  and
migration, while the options of the state range from assimilation to eviction and ethnic
cleansing, or genocide (Gellner 1997: 240). In Turkey, Kemalism was formulated as a
project  of  modernization  in  cultural  terms,  resulting  in  harsh  assimilation  politics
towards the Kurds. With his proposal for a democratic republic, Öcalan advocates an
understanding of democracy in terms of citizens’ rights.

Öcalan’s radical democracy of his later defence texts was embodied in the concept of
democratic  confederalism  which  he  borrowed  from  the  works  of  Murray  Bookchin
(1982, 1992, 1993,1996). Bookchin, who called his ideology communalism, suggests a
new  radical  politics  recognizing  ‘the  roots  of  democracy  in  tribal  and  village
communities’  (White  2008:  166)  and  ends  up  with  a  project  of  Libertarian
municipalism. In this project, he aims at creating local democratic structures such as
‘community  assemblies,  town  meetings  and  neighbourhood  councils’.  Avoiding  the
project of libertarian municipalism from becoming vacuous or being used for highly
parochial  ends,  Bookchin  suggests  the  principle  confederalism  as  ‘a  network  of
administrative councils whose members or delegates are elected from popular face-to-
face democratic assemblies, in the various villages, towns, and even neighbourhoods of
large  cities’  (Bookchin  1993).  For  Bookchin,  confederalism  as  a  principle  of  social
organization ‘is a way of democratizing the interdependence without surrendering to
the principle local control’.

24

Öcalan, influenced by the ideas of Bookchin, developed a similar understanding of
that principle of confederalism. In parallel to his historical analysis of civilization based
on the critique of the state, Öcalan condemned the failure of real socialism and national
liberation movements who were considered trapped in the ideas of the state and state-
making. Alternatively he elaborated on the protracted effects of the Neolithic society
whose communal values could not have been completely destroyed by the development
of  hierarchic  society  built  upon  the  state.  Those  communal  values  which  were
summarized  as  the  socialization  based  on  gender,  life  compatible  with  nature  and
society based on communality and solidarity underlie his conception of democracy in
the  form  of  democratic  confederalism.  On  the  basis  of  those  values,  the  project  of
democratic  confederalism  is  organized  at  four  levels  (Karasu  2009:  84-85).  At  the
bottom, the communes in the village and districts which are interrelated at the levels of
towns, cities and regions, are situated. Then the organization of the social groups such
as the women, youth etc. exists. Another level of organization occurs at the cultural scale
in terms of organization for different ethnic-religious-cultural identities. The fourth and
final  level  is  the  level  of  civil  society  organizations.  In  this  sense  the  democratic
confederalism, based on a kind of assemblies at village-districts, city and region levels,
refers to organisation of the whole society starting from the bottom-up (ibid.: 80). In
another  saying,  the  idea  of  democratic  confederalism  was  defined  as  a  model  for
‘democratic  self-government’.  “This  project”,  Öcalan  argues,  “builds  on  the  self-
government of local communities and is organized in the form of open councils, town
councils, local parliaments and larger congresses. The citizens themselves are agents of
this kind of self-government, not state-based authorities” (Öcalan 2008: 32).

25

In this sense Öcalan has continuously emphasized that this project has nothing to do
with  a  confederal  structure  as  ‘an  association  of  sovereign  member  states’.  On  the
contrary, democratic confederalism aims to consolidate and deepen democracy at the
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grassroots on the basis of communities. However there is also the need to reclaim the
juridical  and  political  procedure,  to  reshape  the  political  organization  of  a  country.
Therefore  the  model  of  organizing  the  people  beyond  the  state  should  define  its
relationship with the existing state or official authority. For this Öcalan first proposed
the democratic republic as the form of government through which the Kurdish question
can be solved, and then he developed the concept of democratic autonomy as a form of
relationship. In this sense, democratic autonomy refers to the type of relationship with
the state and in turn with its jurisdiction. In the Turkish context, it was presented as the
option  for  a  democratic  political  solution  to  the  Kurdish  question,  requiring
constitutional recognition of the Kurdish national identity.  However this recognition
was not proposed by the PKK as a way to draw a line between the Kurds’ democratic
confederal  system and the Turkish state.  Rather a nested relationship is  anticipated
which is stated in such way that “Democratic autonomy is a concept which defines the
relationship with the state… It can be (realized) even within a unitary structure or in a
structure of the states” (Karasu 2009: 260 and 275).

However this nested relationship does not exclude a kind of ‘unity’ among the Kurds
dispersed over different countries of the Middle East. Since Öcalan proposes to build
self-governing  bodies  throughout  Kurdistan,  and  wherever  there  are  Kurds  living,
democratic confederalism is to be considered the main mechanism for the unification of
Kurdistan and Kurds. The Kurdish liberation movement, Öcalan argues, should work
for the establishment of such a system of self-organization.

27

Consequentially  since  2005,  the  PKK  and  all-affiliated  organizations  have  been
restructured  on  the  basis  of  this  project  under  the  name  of  KCK  (Association  of
Communities in Kurdistan -Koma Civakên Kurdistan) which is a societal organization
presented as an alternative to the nation-state. The KCK has aimed to organize itself
from the  bottom to  the  top in  the  form of  assemblies.  “KCK is  a  movement  which
struggles for establishing its own democracy,  neither ground on the existing nation-
states nor see them as the obstacle” (PKK 2005: 175). In its status, called KCK Contract,
its main aim is defined as struggling for the expansion of radical democracy which is
based upon peoples’  democratic organizations and decision-making power. The KCK
contract sets forth a new mechanism of social  relations which transcends the statist
mentality. In this sense, the democratic confederalism as the main organizing idea of
the KCK is  valid  everywhere where the Kurds live,  even in  Iraq,  where Kurds have
constitutional rights including self-governing their region in a federal state structure. In
this project, there are two determining factors which are the notion of the democracy as
people’s  power  based  on  society,  not  as  a  form  of  government,  and  secondly  the
exclusion of the state and nation from this notion.

28

For Kurdish people, democratic confederalism as a form of political and social system
beyond the state is project for its own free life. It has nothing to do with the recognition
by  the  states.  Even  though  the  states  do  not  recognize  it,  the  Kurdish  people  will
construct it. If they recognized it, for example within a project of democratic autonomy,
it would be easier to construct a democratic confederal system which would be in the
end the product of Kurds’ own struggle (Karasu 2009: 216-217).

29

In  tracing  the  development  of  Öcalan’s  thought  in  general,  we  argued  that  three
intertwined concepts (democratic republic, democratic confederalism and democratic
autonomy) played a pivotal role. In all of these projects the concept of democracy has a
central importance and it has evolved from a notion based on a contradiction between
the democratic and republican tradition to a more radical conception of democracy. For
the  PKK,  democracy  represented  a  kind  of  antidote  to  the  central  character  of  the
Turkish republic, which was, and still is based on the French version of nationhood and
secularism. ‘The centrality kills democracy’ is a very basic idea of this approach (ibid.:

30
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Back to the Stage

86).
Now we will look at how these projects determined the political activities of the PKK

and all-affiliated organizations.

31

Regarding the political process, since the capture of Öcalan, the PKK and all-affiliated
organizations have undergone a  series  of  changes mostly  in  terms of  organizational
reconstruction. In this sense, the period between 2000 and 2004 can be considered as a
period of  ‘impasse and reconstruction’  during which the PKK had levelled down its
demands, ceased military activities, withdrew the majority of its guerrilla forces from
Turkey into Northern Iraq and consequently gave an impression of introversion. The
political activities of the PKK were confined to Öcalan’s case, whose sentencing made
Turkish officials to consider the PKK defeated and dissolving. Not unpredictably, the
partial success of the pro-Kurdish Demokratik Halk Partisi (DEHAP; the Democratic
People’s  Party,)  in  the  November  2002 election – when it  won 6.2  per  cent  of  the
popular vote in Turkey, thereby failing to reach the 10 per cent threshold but managing
to become the leading party in the Kurdish region – did not change the attitude of the
Turkish officials to Öcalan’s case, the PKK or the Kurdish problem in general.

32

Concurrently  with  the  US  invasion  of  Iraq  in  2003,  which  paved  the  way  for
recognition of Iraqi Kurdistan as a new centre of attraction among the Kurds, the PKK
experienced the greatest  split  it  ever faced.  The movement suffered a kind of  limbo
between 2004 and 2005, struggling to come to terms with the internal and external
developments. There was deadlock, created by the difficulties to advance in a period of
uncertainty. At the same time, with the local elections of 2004, the pro-Kurdish party
DEHAP lost  votes compared to 1999.  Some of  the Kurdish cities  were taken by the
ruling party, the Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AKP; the Justice and Development Party),
which swept to power in a wave of national populism.

33

Öcalan  and  the  PKK  tried  to  overcome  this  crisis  through  an  organizational
restructuring within the framework of the idea of democratic confederalism. Among the
organizational  steps  taken  in  this  period,  the  restructuration  of  all  PKK-affiliated
organizations under the umbrella of KCK and the establishment of a new pro-Kurdish
party, the Demokratik Toplum Partisi (DTP; the Democratic Society Party) in Turkey
were the most striking ones. On this basis, the movement has returned to the stage of
political  and  later  also  military  confrontations  since  2005.  The  Kurdish  movement
confronted  the  Turkish  state  with  civil  campaigns  openly  demonstrating  Kurdish
identity claims. In this regard, the campaign for the right of education in the mother
language (Kurdish)  and the  campaign for  Öcalan in  which more than three  million
Kurds in Turkey and Europe signed up to a petition stating that they ‘recognize Öcalan
as their political representative’, have been the most powerful signals of future Kurdish
identity politics.

34

With the election of 22 DTP deputies in the July 2007 national elections, Kurdish
politics became integral to Turkey’s political agenda. Later on, in south-eastern Turkey,
the  next  election  campaign  (conducted  nationwide  for  the  municipalities  in  March
2009) turned into a political contest between the AKP and DTP, with the DTP gaining
 the upper hand. The DTP won the local elections of March 2009 and nearly doubled the
number of municipalities under its control – to almost 100 Kurdish cities and towns,
including Diyarbakır and seven other important cities (Casier, Jongerden and Walker
2011). It has been argued that, the DTP should be taken as interlocutor, and “with its
incontestable success in the southeast at least should be accepted as the main player in
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the region” (Birand 2009; Ergin 2009). Some newspaper columnists even considered
the PKK and Öcalan as among the actors in a possible dialogue, suggestions rarely read
in mainstream Turkish press (Ozkök 2009; Akinan 2009). Thus, it would appear that
the  PKK not  only  reinvented  itself,  but  also  returned to  the  forefront  of  politics  in
Turkey.

But  more  importantly,  during  this  period,  Kurdish  politics  gained  supremacy  in
appropriating  the  space  which  refers  to  “the  potential  of  social  movements  to  alter
power structures in a given polity” (Gambetti  2009: 44).  This appropriated Kurdish
public space, mainly symbolized in Diyarbakir, was, maybe for the first time, combined
with nationwide Kurdish politics,  including the Turkish parliament in Ankara which
“marked the opening of differential political and social spaces within the territory of the
nation-state” (ibid.). In this sense, the municipalities under the control of pro-Kurdish
party since 1999 have formed a kind of self-ruling regional body. Gambetti calls this on
the basis of Diyarbakır’s case as “engaging in the city’s decolonization”.

36

Again during this period, the DTP started to voice more openly its political project,
the ‘Project for Democratic Autonomy’, very much in accordance with Öcalan’s concept
of democratic confederalism. For this purpose, ‘Democratic Society Congress’ was held
in Diyarbakir in October 2007 which recognized ‘democratic autonomy’ as a project for
Kurdish people in Turkey. This congress report called for radical reforms in Turkey's
political and administrative structure in order to ensure democratisation and to develop
problem-solving approaches for which the local level should be strengthened. Instead of
autonomy based on ‘ethnicity’ or ‘territory’, it suggested regional and local structures
which allow for the expression of cultural differences.

37

In this regard it proposed the foundation of 26 parliaments covering all regions of
Turkey.  The  report  also  called  to  change  the  definition  of  ‘nation’,  with  its  ethnic
emphasis, to ‘The nation of Turkey’, in order to find a shared sense of belonging.11 Later
on,  in  November  2007,  the  DTP held  its  second congress  in  which this  report  was
recognized officially by the name of ‘Democratic  Solution to the Kurdish Question -
Democratic  Autonomy  Project’.  This  very  important  development  concerning  the
Kurdish politics in Turkey showed explicitly the Kurds’  ascending identity demands.
This was also interpreted as a new era in the legal Kurdish politics in which the DTP
came to  play  an  important  role  for  the  policy  of  solution  whereas  the  former  legal
Kurdish  parties,  HEP,  DEP,  HADEP  and  DEHAP  all  of  which  banned  by  the
Constitution Court,  were  confined to  a  struggle  for  existence  against  the  policies  of
denial and annihilation.12

38

In the same congress the DTP adopted some important changes in party statutes in
accordance  to  the  concept  of  democratic  autonomy  aiming  at  the  formation  of
assemblies at each level of organization. Similarly the municipalities under the control
of the DTP took some steps towards the Kurdish identity politics amongst which the
‘multilingual municipality service’ sparked a heated debate. In 2007, mayor of the Sur
municipality in Diyarbakir, Abdullah Demirbas offered municipal services not only in
Turkish,  but  also  in  Kurdish,  Armenian  and  Syriac  (Casier  2010).  Because  of  this
multilingual project, the mayor was taken from office and his municipal council was
dissolved. He was also charged with ‘harming the public by abusing their position’ and
‘acting in contradiction with the Turkish letters’. However in the local elections of 2009,
Demirbaş was re-elected mayor with more votes than before.13

39

Apart from the legal party organization,14 the new Kurdish project set forth another
form  of  organization,  named  the  Demokratik  Toplum  Kongresi  (DTK;  Democratic
Society Congress),15 which has been founded on basis of the following argument:

40

Today we had some district and town councils, even if they are local and inadequate.
Since they are not well-founded, the Kurdish people bring their demands to the political
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party and reflect them through it to the state. But according to our project, the state
should  keep  its  relationship  with  the  Kurdish  people  through  this  congress.  If  the
Kurdish  people  assembled  under  the  same  roof  of  this  Congress,  they  would  be
interlocutor for a solution. And the state which came to an agreement with this body
relinquishes its old structure.16

This approach is based on Öcalan’s view of ‘democracy without the state’ in which he
argues for a compromise on a small  state with limited power. For him, the Kurdish
people  should  have  their  own  democratic  power  structure  in  their  region  and  this
‘democracy + Turkish state as a general public authority’ is a fundamental formula for a
solution (Öcalan 2004: 402).

42

The DTK was formed on this basis so as to forge a new political style, defined by the
direct and continual exercise of people’s power and since then it has been concerned
with the various forms of societal organizations, including the district-village, town and
city councils, women and youth associations, and the non-governmental organizations.
The spokesmen of the councils and the delegates elected at the district levels comprise
60 % of the congress whereas 40 % are representatives of NGOs. The DTP is also one of
the constituents which represent the political space. 600 delegates attended the first
(foundational)  meeting  of  the  Congress  in  October  2007  in  which  the  project  for
Democratic  Autonomy was  announced.  The  second meeting  was  held  in  September
2008 and it took a stand against the ground and air operation of the Turkish Army into
Northern Iraq. A third meeting held in 2009 just before the nationwide local elections
discussed the election strategy. The DTK held a fourth and fifth meeting in June and
December  2009 in  which it  proposed a  new constitution,  involving an autonomous
Kurdistan.17

43

Alongside  these  organizational  activities,  the  DTK  organised  an  international
symposium  and  various  workshops  on  ‘New  Economic  Policies’,  ‘Religious  Belief
Groups’,  ‘New  Constitution’  and  ‘on  Language’.  A  ‘Conference  on  Experiences  with
Negotiation  and  Conflict  Resolution’  was  held  discussing  how  to  create  dialogue
between parties in order to share experiences and ideas about peace processes, road
maps and other  related subjects.18In  its  final  declaration,  a  solution  of  the  Kurdish
question through dialogue was proposed. The international community was called to
make a  contribution to  the  dialogue process.  In  this  respect,  the  necessity  for  both
Turkish and Kurdish parties to confront the past was also emphasized.19

44

In the workshops the DTK presented autonomous local governments,20 education in
the mother tongue and recognition of the identity as common demands of the Kurdish
people.  The  workshop  on  language,  organized  in  collaboration  with  some  non-
governmental  organizations  in  June  2010,  suggested  a  project  for  the  protection  of
languages which are not (official) languages of instruction. It was recommended that
Kurdish and other languages should be the language of instruction. In this regard the
workshop  emphasized  that  non-state  actors  should  not  confine  themselves  to  raise
demands for official recognition of the Kurdish language but should also organize it by
themselves.21

45

In sum, we may conclude that since 2005, Kurdish movement in Turkey within the
framework  of  democratic  confederalism,  gradually  opened  up  a  political  and  social
space  for  the  Kurdish  identity.  While  going  through  such  a  process,  the  Kurdish
movement, which has governed a significant number of municipalities since 1999, has
been based on two main organizational forms, the legal party, the DTP and afterwards
the BDP and a wider congress, the DTK. They aimed at expanding the Kurdish identity
politics based on the concept of democratic confederalism and democratic autonomy.
Lastly,  the  DTK  proclaimed  that  it  will  construct  ‘Democratic  Autonomy’  from  the
bottom-up. Though admittedly vague in its content, this proclamation constitutes, on
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Conclusion

the  one  hand,  the  boldest  effort  ever  made  by  the  Kurdish  movement  to  forge  a
disengagement from the Turkish public sphere which brings with it an increased risk of
clashes. On the other hand, it can pose the question, could this be the framework of a
‘real’  solution?  In  the  last  part  of  the  article  we  will  discuss  this  in  relation  to  the
possibilities of a political solution for the Kurdish issue.

To conclude we will discuss the contingencies of this project of radical democracy and
its political implications for a solution to on-going conflict in Turkey. First we discuss
what this project has meant for the Kurdish movement in Turkey.

47

It is clear that the 2000s has been the most critical period yet for the PKK. The party
has experienced this critical period in different phases, which can roughly be divided
into  three  stages:  a)  shock  and  retreat  (1999),  b)  impasse  and  reconstruction
(2000-2004) and c) return to the stage (2005-today). Kurdish and leftist criticisms of
Öcalan’s new policies and the PKK during this period have ranged from accusations of
surrender  to  the  Turkish  state,  even  with  allegations  of  being  in  the  service  of  the
Turkish General Staff, to charges of a complete break with the movement’s past and its
aims, with the conclusion that they are saying farewell to the dream of an independent
united state.

48

What the PKK has experienced in this period was a comprehensive restructuration of
its organization, ideology and political-military struggle. Organizationally the PKK has
grown into a complex system of parties and institutions, as opposed to the Leninist style
of a pioneering party directly overseeing all its activities, as it previously did. Although
there  have  been  considerable  changes  in  the  organizational  structure,  the  devoted
militant body that is constituted by a group of ‘professional full-time revolutionaries’
continues to occupy the central role. The change at the organizational level towards a
more  complex  organizational  structure  –  or,  towards  a  multiplicity  of  interacting
institutions  –  is  a  reflection  of  this  evolving  praxis.  This  transformation  of  the
organizational  structure  addresses  a  new conception  which  is  ‘political  organization
beyond the party’.  

49

Though  it  has  been  argued  that  the  PKK  abandoned  its  original  position,  the
realization  of  an  independent  Kurdistan,  we  may  argue  that  the  party  creatively
inversed the original Leninist thesis. In 1914, Lenin argued that “it would be wrong to
interpret the right to self-determination as meaning anything but the right to existence
as a separate state” (Lenin 1914). Inversing this thesis, one could say it is equally wrong
to interpret the right to self-determination as having no other meaning but the right to
exist as a separate state. According to Mustafa Karasu, a leading PKK veteran, socialists
should not fixate so much on the state as its political project. The concept of the nation-
state, he argues, is not a socialist, but a bourgeois concept. The PKK’s project of ‘radical
democracy’, and more in particular the idea of democratic-confederalism, developing a
bottom-up democratic system beyond existing borders, aims to render borders flexible,
and in the long term irrelevant (Karasu 2009: 17-219). As a matter of fact, through its
political  projects  of  democratic-republic,  democratic-autonomy  and  democratic-
confederalism,  the  PKK  is  drawing  a  new  agenda  for  self-determination,  while
simultaneously going beyond the concept of the nation-state.

50

More importantly, during this period the PKK managed to assemble Kurdish identity
demands  into  a  project  of  radical  democracy.This  has  been  achieved  through  the
elaboration of new ideological and political approaches, which created opportunities for
the PKK to enlarge its scope of interest and activities, thereby creating more space for a
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After the painful period which Turkey experienced in the last quarter of the
twentieth century, a separate state could not be established on its soil, but a
separate political geography has been formed in its Southeast. (Bila 2004: 10)

Kurdish public sphere. In aiming at the transformation of society in all aspects rather
than capturing state power through armed struggle, PKK efforts now allow for a broader
field of operation.

The political-military struggle, meanwhile, shifted more and more in the direction of
a  political  struggle  in  which  the  DTP  (afterwards  the  BDP)  with  its  grassroots
organization  and  elected  representatives  (nationally  and  locally)  and  the  DTK  have
started to take the lead. Especially after the elections of 2007, 2009, and 2011 a more
powerful Kurdish public sphere emerged. A prominent Turkish columnist wrote as early
as 2004:

52

He could not be more right, but maybe did not foresee its concrete manifestation.
This  separate political  geography is  based on forms of  self-organization (democratic
confederalism) and the strong conviction and praxis to take one’s own fate in one’s own
hand. Since the election in 2009 this ‘separate political geography’ has been deepened
with the arrest of Kurdish politicians, followed by a political counter-campaign of the
Kurdish movement, including demands for bi-lingual public life within the framework
of the project for democratic autonomy. The Peace and Democracy Party (BDP) and the
Democratic  Society  Congress  sparked  the  discussions  on  a  "Bilingual  Life"  by
demanding the official recognition of Kurdish language in public life. They also started
to put their demands into practice, with municipalities changing the signboards of the
municipalities  to  Kurdish  and  Turkish,  and  local  shop  keepers  changing  their  sign
boards into Kurdish. The organization the whole society from the bottom has been on
the agenda of the Kurdish movement since 1999, with the take-over of an increasing
number of municipalities in the Kurdish region. On the basis of districts and towns, the
Kurdish  movement  has  formed  different  structures  of  self-government  producing
policies  for  the  local  needs.  Later  on  the  project  of  democratic  autonomy aimed at
enlarging and formalising these structures.22

53

In  the  meantime,  the  Kurdish  movement  also  tried  to  present  and  discuss  these
projects to both the Turkish and the global public opinion, with the organization of the
Mesopotamia Social Forum in 2009,23 bringing together organizations and movements
from the Middle East and several other countries in the city of Diyarbakır, and the DTK
organization of a workshop with Turkish journalists, academics, politicians and rights
defenders to discuss the project of ‘Democratic Autonomy’ in 2010. The organization of
all  segments  of  society  from  the  bottom-up,  under  the  principle  of  democratic
confederalism and autonomy, has been covering very different fields of social life and
required various activities.  All  these activities show that the PKK’s project of radical
democracy involves an active agency of people, in the form of a struggling force from the
local to the regional and global, and more importantly, it shows that it is a project that is
based on bottom-up democracy,  and cannot be simply considered a political  project
imposed from above. Through communes and people’s assemblies, it aims to surpass
the deadlock of representational democracy. In this sense, the democratic autonomy
project in the form of 26 autonomous regions as formulated by the Kurdish movement
presents a radical alternative which goes beyond the boundaries of the existing political
regime.  Above  all,  it  is  based  on  a  radical  conception  of  democracy  aiming  at  the
dissociation of democracy from nationalism by excluding state and nation from it and
considering democracy as an unrestricted and unmediated form of people’s sovereignty
rather than a form of government. Therefore this project for democratic autonomy goes
beyond the boundaries of the existing political regime as well the framework elaborated
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In sum, the Kurdish movement in Turkey which has developed a new project  for
radical  democracy  based  on  the  conception  of  ‘politics  beyond  the  state,  political
organisation  beyond the  party,  and political  subjectivity  beyond class’  can  have  the
opportunity to change the centralist tradition in Turkish political system as well as the
statist and class reductionist political thought in the Left in Turkey.

56

Akinan, S. (2009) ‘Güzel günler yakında mı?’ (accessed 9 April 2009).

Akkaya,  Ahmet  Hamdi  and  Joost  Jongerden  (2011)  ‘The  PKK  in  2000s:  Continuity  through
breaks?’ In: Marlies Casier & Joost Jongerden. Nationalisms and Politics in Turkey: Political
Islam, Kemalism and the Kurdish Issue. London & New York: Routledge.

Badiou, Alain (2002) Ethics: asn essay on the understanding of Evil. London – New York: Verso.

Birand, M. A. (2009) ‘Let’s hear the voice of the Kurds (II)’ (accessed 9 April 2009).

Barkey, H. & Fuller, G. (1998) Turkey’s Kurdish Question. Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield.

Bila, Fikret (2004) Satranç tahtasındaki yeni hamleler: Hangi PKK?, Ankara: Ümit Yayıncılık.

Bookchin, Murray (1982) The ecology of freedom: the emergence and dissolution of hierarchy.
California: Chesshire Books.

Bookchin, Murray (1992) Libertarian Municipalism: An Overview, Society and Nature,  vol.1,
No.1.

Bookchin, Murray (1993) The Meaning of Confederalism, Society and Nature, vol.1, No.3.

Bookchin, Murray (1996) From Urbanization to Cities: Toward a New Politics of Citizenship.
London: Cassell.

Casier, Marlies (2010) ‘Turkey’s Kurds and the Quest for Recognition. Transnational Politics and
the EU-Turkey accession negotiations’, Ethnicities 10 (1), pp.3-25

Casier, Marlies (2011) ‘Beyond Kurdistan? The Mesopotamia Social Forum and the appropriation
and re-imagination of Mesopotamia by the Kurdish Movement’.  Journal  of  Balkan and Near
Eastern Studies 13 (4), pp.417-432.
DOI : 10.1080/19448953.2011.621792

Casier,  Marlies,  Joost  Jongerden  and  Nic  Walker  (2011)  ‘Fruitless  Attempts?  The  Kurdish
initiative  and  the  containment  of  the  Kurdish  movement.’  New  Perspectives  on  Turkey  44,
pp.103-127.

Çıdam, Çiğdem (2010) ‘Antonio Negri’s Radical Critique of Contemporary Capitalism: Invoking
Love,  Revolutionizing  Politics  and  Theorizing  Democracy.’  Paper  presented  at  the  Annual
Meeting of Political Science Association Washington DC, September 1-4, 2010.

Ergin, Sedat (2009) ‘Politicians also subject to gravity’ (accessed 9 April 2009).

Gambetti,  Zeynep  (2009)  ‘Politics  of  place/space:  The  spatial  dynamics  of  the  Kurdish  and
Zapatista movements.’ New Perspectives on Turkey 41, pp.43-87.
DOI : 10.1017/S0896634600005379

Gellner, Ernest (1983) Nations and Nationalism, Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

Reassembling the Political: The PKK and the project of Radical Democracy https://journals.openedition.org/ejts/4615?lang=de

14 of 18 4/25/2021, 9:31 PM



Anmerkungen

1  Özcan 2006; Akkaya and Jongerden 2011;  Jongerden and Akkaya 2011; and recently, a book by
Cengiz Güneş (2012), based on his PhD dissertation dealing with the ideology of the PKK on the
basis of a critical analysis of Kurdish identity.

2  Newman accredited the anarchism ‘as the “unacknowledged referent” in this change for current
debates in radical political philosophy (Newman, 2010). In this article, Newman admitted also the
radical  nature of  certain form of  identity  politics  in many non-Western societies,  mentioning

Gellner, Ernest (1997) ‘The Turkish Option in Comparative Perspective.’ In: Sibel Bozdoğan and
Reşat Kasaba (eds) Rethinking Modernity and National Identity in Turkey. Seattle and London:
University of Washington Press.

Güneş, Cengiz (2012) The Kurdish National Movement in Turkey: From Protest to Resistance.
London & New York: Routledge.

Hardt, Michael and Antonio Negri (2000) Empire. Cambridge: Harvard University Press
DOI : 10.2307/j.ctvjnrw54

Hardt, Michael and Antonio Negri (2004) Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire,
New York: Penguin Press.

Hardt, Michael and Antonio Negri (2009) Commonwealth, Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press.
DOI : 10.2307/j.ctvjsf48h

Harvey, Neil (2005) ‘Inclusion Through Autonomy: Zapatistas and Dissent,’ NACLA Report on
the Americas  39, pp.12-45.URL: http://www2.fiu.edu/~hudsonv/Harvey.pdf  (accessed 12 June
2010).

Heper, M. (2007) The state and Kurds in Turkey. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
DOI : 10.1057/9780230593602

Jongerden, Joost (2007) The Settlement Issue in Turkey and the Kurds, Leiden & Boston: Brill.
DOI : 10.1163/ej.9789004155572.i-355

Jongerden, Joost and Ahmet Hamdi Akkaya (2011) ‘Born from the Left. The making of the PKK’.
In:  Marlies Casier  and Joost  Jongerden (eds).  Nationalisms and Politics  in  Turkey:  Political
Islam, Kemalism and the Kurdish Issue. London & New York: Routledge.

Karasu, Mustafa (2009) Radikal demokrasi. Neuss: Mezopotamya Yayınları.

Küçükaydın,  Demir  (2009)  Öcalan’a  Mektuplar,  2nd  ed.,  Köxüz  Digital  Yayınlar.  URL:
http://www.akintiya-karsi.org/koxuz/node/4758 (accessed 15 January 2013).

Laclau, Ernesto and Chantal Mouffe (1985) Hegemony and socialist strategy: towards a radical
democratic politics. London / New York: Verso.

Lenin, Vladimir Ilyich (1972 [1914]) ‘The Right of Nations to Self-Determination,’ in: Collected
Works, Moscow: Progress Publishers, Vol.20, pp.393-454.

Newman, Saul (2010) ‘The horizon of anarchy: Anarchism and contemporary radical thought’,
Theory and Event 13 (2).

Öcalan, Abdullah (2004) Bir halkı savunmak. Weşanên Serxwebûn.

Öcalan, Abdullah (2008) War and Peace in Kurdistan, Cologne: International Initiative Freedom
for Öcalan – Peace in Kurdistan.

Özcan,  Ali  Kemal  (2006)  Turkey’s  Kurds:  A  Theoretical  Analysis  of  the  PKK  and  Abdullah
Öcalan. Oxon: Routledge.

Özkök, Ertuğrul (2009) ‘Sanacaksınız ki karşı çıkacağım’ (accessed 9 April 2009).

PKK (2005) Partiya Karkerên Kurdistan PKK Yeniden Inşa Kongre Belgeleri.  Istanbul:  Çetin
Yayınları.

PKK (2009) Kürt Sorununda Çözüme Doğru Demokratik Özerklik. Weşanên Serxwebûn

Yeğen,  Mesut  (1999)  ‘The  Kurdish  Question  in  Turkish  State  Discourse’.  Journal  of
Contemporary History 34 (4), pp.555-568.

White, Damian F. (2008) Bookchin: A Critical Appraisal. London: Pluto Press.

Žižek, Slavoj (2007) Robespierre, Virtue and Terror. London: Verso.

Reassembling the Political: The PKK and the project of Radical Democracy https://journals.openedition.org/ejts/4615?lang=de

15 of 18 4/25/2021, 9:31 PM



specifically asserting a Kurdish cultural identity in Turkey, although he argued that any kind of
identity politics in many Western societies is no longer necessarily radical.

3 Laclau and Mouffe discussed the shortcomings of liberal democratic theory as well as of the
classical Marxist discourse in a way that “the task of the Left not to renounce liberal-democratic
ideology, but on the contrary, to deepen and expand it in the direction of a radical and plural
democracy’ (1985: 176).

4  Furthermore, the architect of the PKK’s program of radical democracy, its imprisoned leader
Abdullah Öcalan, is clearly influenced by the works of Negri and Hardt, in particular Multitude
(2004), and the works of Murray Bookchin.  

5 Hardt and Negri distinguish three forms of representation, appropriated, free and instructed
representation. Appropriated representation has the weakest link and the strongest separation
between  representatives  and  represented.  The  representatives  are  not  selected,  appointed  or
controlled  but  interpret  the  will  and  interest  of  the  represented.  In  free  representation  the
represented have a connection with the representatives, but their control is limited, for example
by  means  of  temporal  election.  The  third  one  is  instructed  representation,  in  which  the
representatives are bound to the instructions of the represented.

6 By singularity, Hardt and Negri mean ‘a social subject whose difference cannot be reduced to
sameness, a difference that remains different’  and, for them, ‘ the multitude is composed of a set
of singularities’ (2004: 99).

7  Öcalan, Prison Notes, March 9, 2005;Hardt and Negri 2004: 249.

8 Demir Kucukaydin, Öcalan’a Mektuplar, Köxüz Digital Yayınlar, 2009, 2nd ed.

9 The first group consists mainly of two defence texts, the main text, submitted to the court in
Imrali and an annex, submitted to the Court of Appeals in Ankara in 1999 and to a local court in
Urfa in 2001. These first texts were published under the names of Declaration on the Solution of
the Kurdish Question, and Urfa: The Symbol of history, divinity and wretched[ness] in the basin
of the Tigris-Euphrates. The second group of defence texts, submitted to the ECHR in 2001, to an
Athenian court in 2003 and to the Grand Chamber of the ECHR in 2004, consisted of two books
which together comprised three volumes. The first book (of two volumes) was published as From
Sumerian Clerical State towards People’s Republic I-II (2001), while the second book (and third
volume) was published as The Defence of Free Man (2003) – known in PKK circles as the ‘Athens
Defence’ – and Defending a People (2004 ). Lastly Ocalan submitted another text of defence to
the ECHR in Strasbourg concerning his case for the right of fair trial. In 2009 and 2010, this
defence text which  Ocalan defines as problematizing the capitalist modernity, was published in
Turkish in four volumes.

10 In discussion on ‘ambivalences of Modernity (2009: 83-100) Hardt and Negri point out Marx’s
debate on Mir, the Russian peasant community as an already existing basis for communism, and
similarly  arguments  by  Jose  Carlos  Mariategui  who discussed the  role  of  Andean indigenous
communities, the ayllus,  as the basis for commonwealth and resistance.

11   Nilüfer  Zengin,  ‘DTP Congress:  “Democratic  Autonomy”,’  Bianet,  31  October  2007.  URL:
http://www.bianet.org/english/local-goverment/102622-dtp-congress-democratic-autonomy
(accessed 15 January 2013).

12   ‘Demirbaş:  Çok  Dilli  Belediyecilik  Anayasa’ya  uygun,’FiratNews,  9  April  2007.  URL:
http://www.firatnews.com/index.php?rupel=arsiv&anf=nuce&nuceID=23190  (accessed  15
January 2013).

13  Tolga Korkut, ‘State Wants Kurdish-Speaking Employees, but Tries Kurdish Mayor,’ Bianet,
25  May  2009.  URL:  http://www.bianet.org/english/minorities/114727-state-wants-kurdish-
speaking-employees-but-tries-kurdish-mayor  (accessed  15  January  2013);  Erol  Önderoğlu,
‘Multilingual  Diyarbakir  Municipality  on  Trial,’  Bianet,  9  November  2007.  URL:
http://www.bianet.org/english/minorities/102799-multilingual-diyarbakir-municipality-on-trial.

14  In  December  2009,  the  Constitutional  Court  ruled  for  the  closure  of  pro-Kurdish  DTP
(Democratic Society Party) as it had done for the previous pro-Kurdish parties, and imposed a
political ban on 37 of its members, including its Co-chairs Ahmet Türk and Aysel Tuğlukwho were
deposed from their  duties  as  MPs.  However  the legal  Kurdish politics  proceeded on its  way,
almost undisturbed, through a new party, named Barış ve Demokrasi Partisi (BDP, the Peace and
Democracy Party). The DTP election success was underscored in similar fashion by the BDP in
national votes during 2011, which won 36 deputies.

15  In South Africa, there was a tradition of the organization in the form of the congress. ANC
(African National Congress), the South African Indian Congress, the Coloured People’s Congress
and the Congress of Democrats formed the Congress of the People in 1955. This was a congress of
all the people of South Africa and it adopted a document, named the Freedom Charter in which
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17 Afterwards, the DTK became a very prominent actor in Kurdish politics. Now it is a openly
organized congress having a council  of  101 members,  elected by 850 delegates,  of  which 300
members are elected party members such as the members of parliament, mayors etc., 500 elected
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18  ‘DTK “Uluslararası Çözüm Konferansı” düzenliyor,’  FiratNews.com,  2 January 2010. URL:
www.firatnews.com/index.php?rupel=nuce&nuceID=20003 (accessed 15 January 2013).

19   ‘Müzakere  Konferansı’nın  sonuç  bildirgesi  açıklandı,’  FiratNews.com,  28  February  2010.
URL:  http://www.firatnews.com/index.php?rupel=nuce&nuceID=22423  (accessed  15  January
2013).

20  ‘DTP’nin  Yerel  Yönetimler  Modeli  Netleşiyor,’  Haftaya  Bakış,  2-9  February  2008.  URL:
http://www.ekolojistler.org/dtpnin-yerel-yonetimler-modeli-netlesiyor.html  (accessed  15
January 2013).

21   ‘“Anadilde  Eğitim”  için  1  milyon  izma  Meclis’te,’  25  February  2011.  URL:
http://www.bianet.org/bianet/ifade-ozgurlugu/128164-anadilde-egitim-icin-1-milyon-imza-
mecliste (accessed 15 January 2013).

22 Zeynep Gambetti, ‘Alternatif bir sol proje: demokratik özerklik,’Birgün,  26 December 2010.
URL:  http://www.birgun.net/politics_index.php?news_code=1293360839&year=2010&
month=12&day=26 (accessed 15 January 2013).

23   ‘Mezopotamya  sosyal  forumu  için  çağrı,’  URL:  http://www.msf.web.tr/msf/en/who-are-
we.html (accessed 15 January 2013); see also Casier 2011.

24  Erhan Üstündağ, ‘Possible Solution for Kurdish Question suits EU Accession Process,’ Bianet,
1 July 2010. URL: http://www.bianet.org/english/english/123087-possible-solution-for-kurdish-
question-suits-eu-accession-process(accessed 15 January 2013).

25 Inclusion and autonomy do not  contradict  with each other as  a  lengthy quotation from a
geographically,  culturally  and politically  faraway context  gives  some insights:  ‘At  first  glance,
these twin demands for inclusion and autonomy seem to contradict each other. However, the
contradiction only arises if it is assumed that the two are mutually exclusive, a form of reasoning
that continues to block the full recognition of indigenous rights in Chiapas and around the world.
Until the 1980s, the political importance of cultural diversity tended to be subordinated to other
concerns related to matters of state formation and economic development. In Mexico and other
Latin American countries,  inclusion assumed adherence to a single national identity that was
decidedly non-indigenous. However, the long-term viability of indigenous autonomy may depend
more on its appropriation at the local level rather than on the revision of legal statutes. In this
regard, autonomy is best thought of as a marker of political identity rather than a legal concept’
(Harvey 2005: 16).
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Abstract: Ernesto Laclau’s post-Marxist discourse theory is increasingly utilised within media studies 
in order to investigate discourses circulating about, within, and through media. Discourse theory has 
proved itself to be a productive theoretical asset that can yield important empirical insights into the 
solidification and neutralisation of particular discursive regimes. Yet, the critical potentials of Laclau’s 
theoretical work have often been downplayed or neglected. Instead of offering a fully formed critical 
theory, Laclau has been relegated to offering a descriptive toolbox in which the underlying critical im-
plications have been either overlooked or forgotten altogether. This paper seeks to reflect on the po-
tentials and obstacles within Laclau’s work for critical media studies by engaging with the role of Marx-
ism, capitalism and critique. First, the paper addresses the relation between Marxism and post-
Marxism by arguing that rather than abandoning Marxism, Laclau actively situates his own work as a 
dialogue with and against this tradition. Second, the paper addresses the relation between Laclau’s 
analysis of so-called globalised capitalism and political struggle, which leads to a discussion of class 
relations and political economy. Third, the paper examines Laclau’s notion of ideology critique and 
argues that it must be seen as a simultaneously explanatory, normative and practical perspective. 
Based on these discussions, it is this paper’s contention that it is insufficient to simply appropriate 
discourse theory as a descriptive research format, but that it must rather be seen as underlined by a 
radical critique of existing structures of domination and capitalist subordination. The paper furthermore 
argues that there are parts of Laclau’s work that are problematic for this purpose and needs to receive 
further attention by future research. By providing an extended discussion of Laclau’s own work, this 
paper seeks to contribute to the critical application of discourse theory within the field of media studies 
and contribute to the on-going dialogue between Marxism, post-Marxism, and critical media studies.   

Keywords: Ernesto Laclau, post-Marxism, critique, discourse theory, capitalism, Marxism, critical media studies 
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1. Introduction: Laclau and Media Studies 

Ernesto Laclau’s (1990, 2005) post-Marxist discourse theory has slowly but surely made its 
entrance into the field of media studies during the last two decades (Dahlberg and Phelan 
2011). Throughout his many writings, Laclau (1979, 1990, 1996, 2014) developed a form of 
Marxism that does not rest on nor takes its point of departure in a priori class relations or 
economic base structures. Rather, Laclau developed, at times together with Chantal Mouffe, 
a political theory of signification that is often refereed to as discourse theory. Discourse theo-
ry stresses the fixation of meaning into particular regimes as the outcome of continuous and 
contingent discursive struggles taking place over time. By reconfiguring Gramsci’s (2005) 
notion of hegemony, Laclau (1990) has provided a rich theoretical corpus spanning both 
normative questions concerning the production of radical democracy (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985; see also Mouffe 2005, 2013) as well as a theory of populism and political transfor-
mation (Laclau 2005). Broadly construed, Laclau’s work can be characterised as an anti-
essentialist approach to meaning that approaches it as socially constructed and necessarily 
contingent, while awarding a primary position to the political as the precarious and incom-
plete ground of the social (Laclau 1990; Howarth 2000; Marchart 2007). As Howarth and 
Stavrakakis (2000, 7) have argued, discourse theory “takes its lead from interpretative meth-
ods of social inquiry in which emphasis is placed on understanding and explaining the emer-
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gence and logic of discourses, and the socially constructed identities they confer upon social 
agents”.  

During the last few years, a number of authors have mobilised parts of Laclau’s theory in 
order to investigate discourses circulating about, within, and through media (Dahlberg and 
Phelan 2011; Carpentier and Spinoy 2008). In the context of media and communication stud-
ies, this includes research on environmental activism (Askanius and Uldam 2011), Occupy 
Wall Street (Dahlgren 2013; Husted 2015), media professionals (Carpentier 2005), grass-
roots politics online (Schou, Farkas and Hjelholt 2015), right-wing extremist discourses 
(Kompatsiaris and Mylonas 2015; De Cleen 2015; Askanius and Mylonas 2015), documen-
taries on the war on terror (Mylonas 2012), and news media (Phelan 2009a, 2009b; Kumpu 
2016; Mylonas 2014), to name but a few recent examples1. Within this body of work, dis-

course theory has shown itself to be a productive way of investigating the construction and 
solidification of particular political discourses into hegemonic projects. Not only has this re-
search provided valuable insights into how cultural Others are produced as antagonised 
scapegoats (Askanius and Mylonas 2015), but it has also deconstructed how extremist and 
totalitarian logics work (Kompatsiaris and Mylonas 2015).  

Supplementing this first and foremost empirical strand of research, there has also been a 
trajectory that has sought to model Laclau (and Mouffe’s) discourse theory into a coherent 
theoretical framework that may be used for various kinds of empirical studies. In media stud-
ies, particularly Carpentier and De Cleen (2007, see also Carpentier 2010) have attempted 
such an approach2. While comparatively smaller in scope than the empirical studies, it seems 

that this approach has had considerable resonance within the field (see e.g. Kumpu 2016; 
Dahlgren 2011). These authors have sought to transform discourse theory into a systematic 
empirical framework named discourse-theoretical analysis (DTA) by coupling it with a qualita-
tive research format and rearticulating core concepts into so-called ‘sensitizing concepts’ that 
point the researcher towards ‘what to look for and where to look’ (Carpentier and De Cleen 
2007, 273).  

Taken together, the empirical and theoretical trajectories highlight the growing appropria-
tion of Laclau’s work within the field of media studies. They showcase how Laclauian dis-
course theory, albeit still occupying a marginal position compared to e.g. Norman Fair-
clough’s critical discourse analysis (Dahlgren 2011), is becoming an increasingly important 
approach. When reading this growing body of research, it is clear that discourse theory often 
provides an invaluable theoretical asset. Yet, at the same time, there is a relative absence of 
Marxist lines of critical inquiry. In being operationalised within the particularities of specific 
research contexts—activism, right-wing discourses, grassroots politics, and so on—the politi-
cal implications and ambitions of discourse theory itself often takes a backseat. Discourse 
theory provides a series of useful concepts, yet normative questions, conceived within the 
context of this theory, are rendered less central3. Thus, while a number of the authors dis-

cussed above do engage in critical interventions, Laclau is very rarely used as part of these 
critiques. His work is relegated to offering a descriptive-analytical toolbox instead of a norma-
tive-political one. This leads, in many instances, to a situation comparable to Fenton’s (2016, 
347) recent critique of the study of digital media and radical politics: ‘’We map and describe 

                                                
1 It should be stressed that the list of works mentioned here is in no way exhaustive and is limited to the last few 
years. I have furthermore chosen to focus on the (mostly) empirical translations of discourse theory, which means 
that studies combining theoretical and empirical research have been left out. The works collected in Dahlberg and 
Phelan (2011) are a good example of this combined empirical-theoretical approach (see e.g. Marchart 2011 or 
Fenton 2011). Finally, Laclau’s influence on Stuart Hall (and vice versa) should also be mentioned as an im-
portant dialogue between post-Marxist discourse theory and cultural studies (see e.g Bowman 2007; Phelan and 
Dahlberg 2011, 7-8).  
2 Outside media studies, authors such as Andersen (2003) and Jørgensen and Phillips (2002) have, albeit in 
different ways, attempted similar lines of theorising. The aim of these approaches have been to formalise the 
analytical categories found within discourse theory into coherent frameworks. In this regard, there has been a 
tendency to reduce discourses to ‘merely’ linguistic constructs, and the relation between discourse theory and 
Marxism has been systematically marginalised. 
3 This resonates with a broader concern levelled by Phelan and Dahlberg that “with some notable exceptions […] 
discourse theory is sometimes engaged with in a superficial way, consistent with what Hesmondhalg and Toyn-
bee […] suggests is the fragmentary and haphazard appropriation of social theory in media studies’’ (2011, 2).  
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how activists communicate and neglect […] the constraints that must be overcome and con-
crete feasible politics that must be developed in order to advance social change". The real 
challenge, according to Fenton, lies in the translation of such descriptions into the sphere of 
social change and political critique. This means developing a critical research approach that 
is simultaneously explanatory, practical, and normative, Fenton (2016) argues following the 
critical theory developed by Max Horkheimer (2002) and the Frankfurt School. In pursuing 
such a critical perspective, it remains of utmost importance not to depoliticise the political. As 
Fenton rightly asks: ‘’How can we begin to tackle the challenges posed to democratic politics 
if we do not talk about actual politics as part of our research? This problem is both conceptu-
al and practical. A politics requires a practice’’ (2016, 358). Though Fenton’s critique is 
framed in a slightly different context (the field of mediated activism and protest at large), a 
very similar line of critique can be developed in the case of Laclau and critical media studies: 
Where did critical politics go? Where did normative visions go? And, additionally, where did 
Marxist politics go? 

This paper seeks to reflect on and discuss the potentials and obstacles within Laclau’s 
work for critical media studies, with an emphasis on Marxism, capitalism, and critique. The 
paper attempts to provide a renewed Marxist reading of Laclau that engages with and 
against his theoretical project in an attempt to showcase potential dialogues across post-
Marxism and Marxist media studies. Within the field of critical Marxist media studies, exem-
plified by critical authors like Christian Fuchs (2008, 2011), there has sometimes been a ten-
dency to dismiss post-structuralist writers, such as Foucault, Butler, and (by extension) 
Laclau, for first and foremost being interested in de-essentialising essences and universal, 
while having no real politics, no idea about how society should or ought to be (see e.g. Fuchs 
2011, 29-43). While this critique may apply in part to the other mentioned authors, the case is 
different with Laclau. Yet, this line of argumentation has often been greatly obscured, due, 
perhaps, to a lack of engagement with Laclau’s own work, which has rendered potential in-
teractions between post-Marxist and Marxist media studies problematic.  

The basic argument developed in this paper will be that Laclau’s work must be understood 
and contextualised within a distinctly Marxist tradition that is genuinely critical in the sense of 
being simultaneously explanatory, practical and normative. It is my contention that if we wish 
to utilise Laclau’s work for critical media studies—which has rightly been suggested by a 
number of authors (Dahlberg and Phelan 2011) –, there is a need for a more open discus-
sion and engagement with Laclau’s own work and its critical potentials and obstacles.  

As Dahlberg (2011) has rightly argued: ‘’Given […] [the] capitalist hegemony, and its 
clearly detrimental effects (from immiseration to environmental devastation), discourse theo-
rists need to urgently prioritize the critical analysis of the current system, including […] the 
ways in which media-communication technologies are supporting its hegemony, so as to 
bring to the fore obscured alternatives’’ (Dahlberg 2011, 55). But how can such a critique of 
capitalism be mobilised using Laclau’s work? What would the role of Marxist politics be in 
such a critique? And what is the relation between crucial notions of contingency, political 
struggle, and normativity? By discussing these questions, this paper seeks to contribute to 
the growing body of work drawing on Laclauian discourse theory for critical media studies, 
while also adding to the on-going dialogue between Marxism, post-Marxism, and critical 
(media) research in a broader perspective (see e.g. Dahlberg 2014; Best 1999).  

2. Marxism and Post-Marxism: Thinking From Tradition 

Laclau arguably has what may be termed as an ambiguous relation towards Marxism, and 
(according to himself) he was never a ‘‘’total’ Marxist’’ (Laclau 1990, 178). At the same time, 
Laclau also underlines that he never “rejected Marxism. Something very different has oc-
curred. It’s Marxism that has broken up and I believe I’m holding on to its best fragments” 
(Laclau 1990, 201). In order to capture this ambiguous stance in-between being a “total 
Marxist” and rejecting Marxism altogether, Laclau frequently employs the notion of post-
Marxism in order to describe his own theoretical work, emphasising how this theoretical per-
spective was formulated as a response to actual political practices and activist struggles in 
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Argentina during the 1960s (Laclau 1990, 177-178, 197-198). From this perspective, it is no 
mere accident that Laclau and Mouffe (2014 [1985], xxi) open Hegemony and Socialist 
Strategy with the image of a crossroad: ‘’Left-wing thought today stands at a crossroad’’. It is 
precisely by thinking through and within this crossroad that the basic theoretical project of 
discourse theory is to be located. But how, then, should we understand the notion of post-
Marxism? And how does Laclau reflect upon his relation to Marxism within his own work? 
These questions will be discussed in this section. 

In 1977, in the introduction to his first book Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory, Laclau 
(1979 [1977], 12) argued that what was needed was a “theoretical reformulation of Marxist 
categories”, a reformulation that should provide the grounds for “the proletariat […] to present 
itself as a hegemonic force to the vast masses seeking a radical political reorientation in the 
epoch of the world decline of capitalism”. Though the revolutionary rhetoric employed in this 
early work is toned down during the course of Laclau’s work, its basic contents can to a large 
extent be traced throughout his writings. Approximately ten years later, in 1987, Laclau and 
Mouffe (1990 [1987]) explicate the intellectual context of their joint work very clearly in their 
response to Norman Geras’ (1987) critique of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: 

 
In our opinion, to rethink socialism […] compels us to undertake two steps. The first is 
to accept, in all their radical novelty, the transformations of the world in which we 
live—that is to say, neither to ignore them nor to distort them in order to make them 
compatible with outdated schemas so that we may continue inhabiting forms of 
though which repeat the old formulae. The second is to start from this full insertion in 
the present—in its struggles, its challenges, its dangers—to interrogate the past: to 
search within it for the genealogy of the present situation; to recognize within it the 
presence—at first marginal and blurred—of problems that are ours; and, consequent-
ly, to establish with that past a dialogue which is organized around continuities and 
discontinuities, identifications and ruptures (Laclau and Mouffe 1990, 98). 

 
In this response, which is in many ways emblematic of Laclau and Mouffe’s approach at 
large, they underline that their theoretical work is to be situated within (what they term as) “a 
rethinking of socialism”. According to Laclau and Mouffe, this rethinking requires two, overall 
steps. The first step concerns the development of theoretical concepts that can be used to 
understand and interpret social reality. What is called for here are theoretical ‘schemas’ that 
can be employed to adequately interpret existing conditions, rather than the reconfiguration 
of ‘outdated’ ones. This remark should first and foremost be seen as a critique of the Marxist 
tradition circulating during the 1960s and 1970s (see e.g. Laclau 1979, 12), with its reliance 
on what Laclau perceives as increasingly deterministic base-superstructure models (see also 
Laclau in Hansen and Sonnichsen 2014, 255).  

In this sense, this step serves as a way of rectifying what Laclau and Mouffe observe as a 
tendency within the Marxist tradition to insist on fitting social reality within pre-existing theo-
retical models that have been rendered increasingly problematic. It is within the context of 
this step that a number of the theoretical components of discourse theory—articulation, dis-
course, hegemony, logic(s) of difference/equivalence, empty signifier, and so on—are to be 
located. They are ways of accepting and approaching the conditions of the present situation 
through adequate conceptual means.  

The second step—the full insertion in the present to interrogate the past—should be read 
along the lines of a methodological imperative, holding at least a triple meaning. First, it can 
refer to a literal investigation of the historical conditions of emergence in which certain dis-
courses have been able to fixate meaning in the present. It can, in other words, mean histori-
cising the present. As Laclau has emphasised elsewhere, all discourses are characterised by 
what he terms radical historicity (Laclau 1990, 36), understood as the necessarily historical 
nature of all systems of meaning. Second, this step can also mean, in a sense not unlike 
Foucault’s (1991, 31) history of the present, an interrogation of the past that is based on and 
takes its point of departure in present struggles and problems: in other words, a way of inves-
tigating the past through the struggles of the present. And third, this step can be interpreted 
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in a self-referential manner as a description of the way in which any theoretical project must 
(in and of itself) be located within and through a historical tradition. To think the present—to 
phrase it somewhat differently—also means to think through the theoretical traditions of the 
past. The meaning of this third dimension—the thinking of the present through the traditions 
of the past—is important as it holds a number of implications for how the connection between 
Marxism and post-Marxism is to be approached.  

When Laclau discusses Marxism, it is often within the context of a so-called radical politi-
cal tradition of the West (see e.g. Laclau 1990, 179). This radical tradition, Laclau makes 
clear, includes several strands of intellectual thought, including Marxism and the Marxist tra-
dition. In my view, Laclau’s reliance on tradition as a central concept should first and fore-
most be seen as a way of displacing any focus on particular persons in favour of collective, 
intellectual endeavours. In this sense, whenever Laclau invokes Marxism, it is not so much 
the work of Marx, the person, as it is the collective intellectual tradition following Marx’s work. 
Thus, the radical political tradition includes (but is not limited to) Marxism, while the Marxist 
tradition includes (but is not limited to) the work of Marx.  

According to Laclau, it is precisely the radical tradition that should be revitalised. One way 
of doing this is by deconstructing the Marxist tradition. As Laclau argues elsewhere ‘’as far as 
I am concerned, the deconstruction of the Marxist tradition, not its abandonment, is what 
proves important. The loss of collective memory is not something to be overjoyed about. It is 
always an impoverishment and a traumatic fact’’ (Laclau 1990, 179). The loss of collective 
memory, the loss of tradition, is a traumatic fact according to Laclau. This also means that 
‘’one only thinks from a tradition’’ (Laclau 1990, 179, original emphasis). In this context, think-
ing from tradition implies a double movement in which the Marxist tradition is both something 
to be embraced and transformed: ‘’the relation with tradition should not be one of submission 
and repetition, but of transformation and critique’’ (ibid.). In the last instance, this leads us 
right back to the crossroad discussed at the beginning of this section. As Laclau (1990, 179) 
makes clear: ‘’Marxism’s destiny as an intellectual tradition is clear: it will either be inscribed 
as a historical, partial, and limited moment within a wider historical line, that of the radical 
tradition of the West, or it will be taken over by the boy scouts of the small Trotskyist sects 
who will continue to repeat a totally obsolete language—and thus nobody will remember 
Marxism in twenty years’ time’’.  

Laclau opts quite explicitly for the former of these two choices, the inscription of the Marx-
ist tradition within a renewed historical perspective. In choosing this trajectory, we can also 
begin to see how the notion of post-Marxism resurfaces. Framed in this perspective, post-
Marxism may be articulated as a way of historicising and de-essentialising the Marxist tradi-
tion by pushing contingency to the front. Or, in other words, an inscription of Marxist dis-
courses within a renewed radical tradition. In this sense, discourse theory seeks to take ‘’one 
step back’’ as Laclau puts it, in order to re-situate ‘’Marxist theory within a horizon of broader 
interrogations which—without necessarily denying the former in its totality—relativizes and 
historicizes its categories’’ (Laclau 1990, 162).  

This, in turn, seems to fully designate the transition from Marxism to post-Marxism: a tran-
sition that does not negate Marxism, but subsumes its categories as ‘’specific historical forms 
within a wider universe of possible articulations’’ (Laclau 1990, 166). As Laclau and Mouffe 
make clear, this literally means that their theoretical stance is both post-Marxist and post-
Marxist: It is both that which comes after Marxism, but it is also located within Marxism and 
the Marxist tradition (Laclau and Mouffe 2014, xxiv). This, we should be clear, is imminently 
not an abandonment of this tradition. Rather, it is a genuine attempt not to turn Marx’s work 
into an untouchable origin, “which contains within itself the seed of all future development” 
(Laclau and Mouffe 1990, 120), but instead engage actively with and against it. 

Is Laclau a “Marxist” then? In my view, this question does not really capture what is at 
stake within his work. Primarily because Laclau would surely object to the notion of “Marx-
ism” understood as a singular, enclosed, self-sufficient and objective trajectory of thought 
reducible to one particular system. If anything, Laclau’s work shows how Marxism has been 
and continues to be an enormously heterogeneous and historically contingent notion prone 
to multiple and often diverging developments and interpretations. What is important, and this 
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is precisely the claim I have tried to substantiate in this section, is the argument that Laclau 
does locate his own intellectual project within and against a Marxist tradition. This does not 
amount to saying whether or not Laclau was or was not a Marxist—whatever that may 
mean—but it does indicate that Marxism, understood as a certain political tradition of critical 
thought, plays a substantial role in providing the backdrop to Laclau’s work. Rather than an 
abandonment of the Marxist legacy, post-Marxism should in my view be conceived as an 
attempted dialogue or bridge between Marxist, post-structuralist and deconstructionist cur-
rents.  

If this is the case, then this has implications for the appropriation of Laclau’s work, both in 
the context of media studies, but also in a broader perspective. It means that Laclau’s theo-
retical enterprise cannot be thought apart from a certain intellectual and historical tradition4. 

Rather than merely a general theory of language, signification, and meaning that can be ap-
plied to this or that object of study, Laclau’s discourse theory is imminently political in its ori-
gins: It is conceived—through and through—as a way of revitalising a particular historical 
tradition, namely (but not included to) Marxism. To think with and through discourse theory, it 
seems to me, is also to think with and through Marxism—post and otherwise.  

3. Capitalism: Struggle, Class and Political Economy 

In the above, I addressed the question of Marxism and post-Marxism by arguing that Laclau 
does not approach his own work as an abandonment of the Marxist tradition. On the contra-
ry, I argued that Laclau quite explicitly frames his own work as an attempted renewal, revital-
isation and transformation of this particular intellectual horizon. According to Laclau, it is by 
deconstructing existing theoretical categories, reimagining new ones, and being fully inserted 
in the present that the radical tradition can (and must) be kept alive. This argument runs 
throughout his entire oeuvre. If, indeed, this is the case, then the argument raised at the be-
ginning of this paper—the somewhat absent presence of normative-political appropriations of 
Laclau’s work—also becomes all the more puzzling. 

Part of the reason for this relative absence may be that although Laclau does lay claim to 
a revitalisation of the Marxist tradition (a thinking through the cross-road of the Left), he de-
emphasises traditionally privileged Marxist concepts of capitalism, the economy, and class 
relations in his work. This displacement is often done through quite dense arguments, which 
do not, contrary to other parts of discourse theory, lend themselves to being operationalised 
easily within the context of empirical studies.  

In this section, I discuss Laclau’s (2005) conception of so-called globalised capitalism by 
interrogating its status as a theoretical construct, its relation to other central Laclauian con-
cepts, and its operationalisation as an empirical tool. A core part of this section, then, will not 
only be to tease out Laclau’s view on capitalism, but also, in a slightly more critical perspec-
tive, to problematise and scrutinise his arguments in order to bring forth the implications for 
critical media studies. This will lead into a discussion of class, materialism, and political 
economy that will highlight how Laclau’s displacement of these concepts does (once again) 
not amount to abandoning Marxism.   

3.1. Globalised Capitalism 

In 2005, Laclau characterized the current political regime as a “qualitatively new stage in 
capitalist history” (2005, 231). He named this new stage globalised capitalism and defined it 
as “a complex in which economic, political, military, technological, and other determina-
tions—each endowed with its own logic and a certain autonomy—enter into the determina-
tion of the movement of the whole” (2005, 230). According to Laclau (2005), the essence of 
this whole is heterogeneity rather than an “economic reality” (ibid.). Thus, in Laclau’s concep-
tion of globalised capitalism, it is not a self-sufficient and closed system, which unfolds from 

                                                
4 Another way of approaching this question—the intellectual tradition to which Laclau belongs—would be to com-
pare his work to other Marxists, such as e.g. Althusser, Žižek, Negri, and so on. Such an approach—which can 
partly be found in the works of Torfing (1999), Smith (1998), and Sim (2000)—is certainly productive, yet I wish to 
point towards the intellectual tradition of Laclau’s work as articulated within the work itself.  
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the internal tensions of an immanent logic (see also Laclau 1990, 55-57). Instead, Laclau 
offers a form of “capitalism [which] must be seen, in terms of its most fundamental and con-
stitutive features, as a system of power” (1990, 56). If this system of power does manage to 
(partially) stabilise at particular points in time, then this must be conceived as the result of 
contingent hegemonic struggles, rather than immanent laws entailed in any one of these par-
ticular determinations.  

Laclau’s notion of globalised capitalism should perhaps first and foremost be conceived as 
a response to a particular reading of capitalism, namely one that seeks to explain it in purely 
economic terms. The argument provided by Laclau is, rather, that the economy cannot be 
seen as the base determining each of the other determinations in the last instance. As he 
makes clear, “[w]e can no longer understand capitalism as a purely economic reality” (Laclau 
2005, 230). Instead, Laclau states that it “results from contingent hegemonic articulations” 
leaving “the relations between its component elements […] essentially unstable and con-
stantly displaced by historical contingent interventions” (2000, 292). This also means that 
there is “no last instance on the basis of which society can be reconstructed as a rational and 
intelligible structure” (Laclau and Mouffe 1990, 115, original emphasis), no unified ground 
instigating the social, no economy that acts as base.  

This take on capitalism—in which it is given as a heterogeneous whole that manages to 
stabilise through contingent, hegemonic projects of power—does not exclude that any one of 
these particular determinations may play a crucial or uneven role. While globalised capitalism 
does decentre the economy as the transcendental motor governing history—the unifying 
ground from which all other relations can be deduced—it does not deny the importance of 
the economy. In a response to Slavoj Žižek, Laclau actually argues that: “The truth is that the 
economy is, like anything else in society, the locus of an overdetermination of social logics, 
and its centrality is the result of the obvious fact that the material reproduction of society has 
more repercussions for social processes than do other instances. This does not mean that 
capitalist reproduction can be reduced to a single, self-defining mechanism” (Laclau 2005, 
237). According to Laclau, the economy has a centrality that “nobody seriously denies” 
(Laclau 2005, 237), yet this centrality is not an a priori ground from which the social can be 
founded. The centrality of the economy is, in other words, not a transcendental claim, but a 
historical one.  

From the perspective of this particular paper, three overall questions should be further 
elaborated vis-à-vis Laclau’s conception of capitalism: (1) What is the internal consistency of 
Laclau’s notion of globalised capitalism? (2) What is the role of media within such a concep-
tion? And (3) how does this particular perspective on capitalism influence Laclau’s wider the-
oretical project. Why does Laclau’s approach “need” globalised capitalism?  

First of all, the question of internal consistency. On this point, what is important to notice is 
the types of arguments used by Laclau when describing globalised capitalism. As argued 
above, he characterises this formation as a “new” stage, which can “no longer” be seen as 
purely economic, and so on. In this sense, everything about Laclau’s argumentation amounts 
to what can basically be seen as historical arguments. These arguments are, in other words, 
a way of characterising the current stage of capitalism: They designate a particular historical 
form of capitalism. In this sense, these arguments are not meant to describe the constitution 
of capitalism across time and space. Yet, at the same time, Laclau formulates these argu-
ments at a very high level of abstraction. Contra the appearance of his argumentation, it 
seems to me that Laclau does indeed not offer a fully-fledged diagnosis of this new stage of 
capitalism. Rather, he lays out a series of arguments or conditions that must be taken into 
account if such a diagnosis was to be made.  

As Laclau and Mouffe (2014, 126) argue elsewhere, “[p]lurality is not the phenomenon to 
be explained, but the starting point of the analysis”. A similar argument could be made in the 
context of Laclau’s conception of capitalism: Heterogeneity is not the phenomenon to be ex-
plained, but the starting point of the analysis. Laclau is, in other words, claiming that if one 
wants to understand the current stage of capitalism, one would have to think of it as a heter-
ogeneous set of autonomous determinations that have managed to create a (or, indeed mul-
tiple) particular form(s) of hegemony. Instead of diagnosis, we are offered the pre-conditions 
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for a diagnosis. And, at the same time, these pre-conditions are in and of themselves histori-
cal. In this sense, Laclau does not analyse the contents of capitalism as a hegemonising 
force, but diagnoses its form. If taken to its logical conclusion, then, globalised capitalism 
must basically designate a formalistic concept. If, however, this is the case, then how are we 
to understand the de-centring of the economy discussed above?  

In this context, Slavoj Žižek (2000a, 2000b), for example, has pointed out that Laclau’s 
notion of capitalism de-emphasises the specificity of capitalism as a particular kind of exploi-
tative logic. In being described as contingent and heterogeneous, any potential underlying 
and unified logic governing capitalism across the different determinations is lost in Laclau’s 
description. This argument is, in my view, a pretty consistent consequence of Laclau’s posi-
tion insofar as it denies the possibility of defining capitalism as a single, self-sufficient centre 
of power. Yet, unlike Žižek, the biggest problem with Laclau’s notion is in my view not to be 
located within the context of his particular description of this form, but rather vis-à-vis his ra-
tionales for emphasising this particular form. As discussed above, globalised capitalism 
emerges at a particular point in time according to Laclau: it is a historical construct. If this is 
the case, and globalised capitalism actually is a particular historical form of capitalism, then 
how are we to interpret his emphasis on the economy as important for the reproduction of 
social life? As shown above, Laclau actually affirms the centrality of the economy as funda-
mental for the reproduction of society. This, surely, must also be an historical argument. But 
if this is the case, then why is the economy placed on the same field as these other determi-
nations? It seems to me, to be quite clear, that there is an inconsistency to be found here: on 
the one hand, the economy is decentred on historical grounds, while, on the other, it is given 
a central position, also on historical grounds.  

The problem here is not that Laclau wants to go beyond a model that is grounded in a 
classic base/superstructure model. In my view, the problem is rather that his reason for want-
ing to go beyond this model is given as a quasi-historical argument, while it is in fact a theo-
retical or even ontological argument concerning the constitutive lack perforating any and all 
discourses, the need for a constitutive outside, and the impossibility of grounding the social 
in any ultimate or self-sufficient foundation. To put it somewhat differently, I think Laclau 
gives us a basically theoretical argument concerning the form of capitalism disguised as a 
historical argument. What is more, even as an historical argument, it seems to be underde-
veloped. What, for example, is the status of these determinations? Are they to be seen as 
discourses? Should they be considered as a kind of macro-discourses? And how can the 
limits of each of these particular determinations be observed? It seems peculiar that Laclau 
has to introduce reified theoretical totalities—technological, military and economic determina-
tions—into a style of theorising that is otherwise dedicated to dispensing with such totalities 
(such as, most famously, the notion of ‘society’).  

Second, how should media be conceived within this perspective on capitalism? To this ef-
fect, Laclau offers very few thoughts on the media as a specific site in which discourses are 
produced, transformed and sustained. Within the existing research on Laclau and media 
studies, however, some initial answers have been provided to this question. Phelan and 
Dahlberg (2011), for example, approach the relation between discourse theory and (what 
they term as) critical media politics as connecting by “a broad, open-ended conception of 
how the political and politics in contemporary societies are articulated through, and depend-
ent on, the convenient shorthand that we call ‘the media’” (Phelan and Dahlberg 2011, 5).  

In a broader, yet still media-oriented context, this resonates with Carpentier and De 
Cleen’s (2007) argument that within discourse theory, “media are seen not just as passively 
expressing or reflecting social phenomena, but as specific machineries that produce, repro-
duce and transform social phenomena” (274). Further unfolding this latter argument, these 
authors have suggested drawing on Torfing’s (1999, 212-213) tripartite division in which dis-
courses and media can be seen as interlinked in three distinct ways: as (1) discourses about 
the media (how media are articulated as occupying a particular role and function within so-
ciety), (2) discourses produced by the media (the content produced by the media), and (3) 
media as discourses (media as discursive constructs in and of themselves).  
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If this division is linked to the above discussion of globalised capitalism, these categories 
can be further unfolded. In the first instance (discourses about the media), the discourses 
must be understood as going across and between the different spheres of society. The ques-
tion here, then, is how media are given meaning and articulated within and across different 
determinations. In the second instance (discourses produced by media), what is at stake is 
basically the discourses produced by the media. This may both be given as a mediation of 
other spheres—e.g. politicians or citizen groups using particular media to voice particular 
discourses—but it may also reflect the contents created by a medium in and of itself. In the 
third instance, media are seen as discursive constructs in and of themselves. This entails a 
perspective on the media as not only mediating content, but also as institutions embodying 
certain discourses and holding a particular place within the broader function of society. In this 
regard, the media starts coming into view as a particular determination with its own autono-
my participating in the reproduction of globalised capitalism.  

If this tripartite function of media is accepted, then it does seem valid to state that the me-
dia play a fundamental role in mediating across and between different systems in society, 
while also constituting a discrete determination in and of itself. An important question, in this 
regard, is how particular discourses about the media influence the ways in which particular 
media are constituted. That is to say, how certain ideas about what media should or should 
not be, constructed within e.g. the political system based on particular forms of justifications, 
manage to hegemonise the type of media that are allocated economic resources.  

Finally, why does Laclau need the particular notion of globalised capitalism? In my view, it 
serves as an explanatory device used to ground his notion of populism and political struggle. 
If, for a moment, Laclau’s formal description of globalised capitalism as discussed above is 
accepted, then it simultaneously becomes clear that a critique of the existing order cannot 
simply be a critique of the economy. Contrary to classic Marxism—which views the simplifi-
cation of the social space into two antagonised camps as an inevitable feature of the internal 
dynamics of the economic system—a necessarily heterogeneous form of capitalism cannot 
produce such a priori points of antagonism. Laclau (2005, 150) writes that “there are no a 
priori privileged points of rupture and contestation” and that “there is no reason why struggle 
taking place within relations of production should be the privileged points of a global anti-
capitalist struggle” (ibid.).  

This also means that classes and class relations cannot be given a privileged role. If capi-
talism does not lead necessarily to a situation in which one class is put directly against an-
other, then one cannot expect struggle to emerge necessarily from class relations. Thus, 
because the economy is no longer the underlying ground instituting the social, a critique of 
the economy does not automatically lead to the transformation of society in its entirety. In this 
sense, political struggle must rather seek to unite a plethora of particular struggles—within 
and across each of the particular autonomous determinations—in a common struggle. It is at 
this point that we find Laclau’s (2005) theory of populism.  

To distil the argument made by Laclau (2005) to its bare essentials, populism cannot be 
deduced or seen as the product of any underlying essential conditions. Instead, political 
struggle must be located within the field of political demands articulated by contingent actors 
within certain historical conditions. If this is the case, then it also means that the impossibility 
of determining the grounds of society also leads to an impossibility of determining social 
struggles and their emergence. The challenge, then, to any populist movement—the con-
struction of a ‘people’—is how to unite a multiplicity of different demands, across different 
sectors of social life, under a common signifying practice (the production of an empty signifi-
er), a ‘common language’ (2005, 231). It is only through a heterogeneous struggle that a het-
erogeneous system can be transformed. Once again, heterogeneity is not the phenomenon 
to be explained, but the pre-conditions for the analysis.  

The important point here is that this inability to deduce the points of emergence of struggle 
goes hand-in-hand with Laclau’s diagnosis of the current political regime as a form of global-
ised capitalism. It is because “globalized capitalism creates myriad points of rupture and an-
tagonism—ecological crisis, imbalance between different sectors of the economy, massive 
unemployment, and so on—and only an overdetemination of this antagonistic plurality can 
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create global anti-capitalist subjects capable of carrying out a struggle worth the name” 
(Laclau 2005, 150). In the end, Laclau offers a double argument that links the current form of 
capitalism with the form of social and political struggle. This double argument is already pre-
sent towards the end of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. Summarising the main arguments 
of this book, Laclau and Mouffe (2014 [1985], 176) write: “Every project for radical democra-
cy necessarily includes, as we have said, the socialist dimension—that is to say, the abolition 
of capitalist relations of production; but it rejects the idea that from this abolition there neces-
sarily follows the elimination of the other inequalities”. What is important to notice here is how 
Laclau’s wider theoretical categories rest on his particular analysis of the capitalist system. 
This also means that in employing these theoretical categories for analytical or empirical 
purposes, there is a tacit acceptance of this particular analysis. It seems to me that the con-
sequences of this double argumentation are rarely reflected upon.  

3.2. What about Class and Political Economy in Laclau’s Work? 

One of the standard objections to Laclau’s work, and, indeed, post-Marxism as such, is that it 
leaves little to no room for neither the economy nor class relations (see Howarth 2000, 111-
115). As described above, this objection is reasonable insofar as Laclau does, however in-
consistently, de-emphasise the economy as the material ground of society. Yet, as I will dis-
cuss in this section, this does not necessarily lead to a complete disregard of neither the 
economy nor class relations.  

Most of Laclau’s objections to economic reductionism can more or less be transferred di-
rectly to his arguments concerning class and class relations. Laclau’s main argument in this 
respect is not (and this should be stressed) that there is no such thing as classes or class 
relations. Such an argument would be absurd. Rather, in an analogues fashion to his charac-
terisation of the economy, Laclau argues that class relations should be seen on the same 
terrain as a number of other differences (sexual, cultural, ethnic, and so on). Thus, in the 
same way that Laclau approaches the economy as one amongst other ”determinations”, 
class relations are also placed on the same level as other differences in the field of particu-
laristic social struggles: Classes are one area in which struggles may emerge, but certainly 
not the only one. And just as Laclau does not see the economy as the historical engine from 
which all other social phenomenon can be deduced, he also de-emphasises classes as the 
primary terrain causing social struggle.  

What is at stake in this argument can be further unfolded by reference to Žižek’s critique 
of Laclau. Žižek (2000b, 320, original emphasis) argues that his “point of contention with 
Laclau […] is that I do not accept that all elements which enter into hegemonic struggle are in 
principle equal: in the series of struggles (economic, political, feminist, ecological, ethnic, 
etc.) there is always one which, while it is part of the chain, secretly overdetermines its very 
horizon”. The one particular struggle overdetermining the others is, for Žižek, class struggle. 
Laclau (2005, 237-239) has responded specifically to this objection by stating that, up to a 
certain point, he agrees with Žižek in that social reality is never merely an undifferentiated or 
even horizon. However, according to Laclau, the unevenness of the social is precisely the 
outcome of hegemonic struggles. Rather than using class as an explanatory model, it is 
class relations—and their stabilisation within particular hegemonic projects—that should be 
explained. The question here is essentially, as Laclau (2005, 236) emphasises, a difference 
in terms of viewing class relations as transcendental, the secret particularism that necessarily 
determines all other particularisms, or as historical, the outcome of contingent hegemonic 
struggles that may or may not, at particular points in time, exert an influence on the social in 
various ways.  

Laclau’s arguments should be considered carefully insofar as they point to the fundamen-
tally pluralistic and heterogeneous composition of social reality. Yet, at the same time, they 
may also be problematised along two fronts. First of all, we should be careful not to view this 
perspective on class as (an implicit) legitimisation of the hegemonic neo-liberal order, which 
attempts to cover up exploitive class relations. Laclau’s decentring of class should not, in my 
view, be read as a neutralisation of class relations. On the contrary, discourse theory should 
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take a critical stance on any such attempt to neutralise or essentialise exploitive relations 
perpetuated by e.g. neoliberal media. Second, contrary to Laclau, I think the question of 
class and class relations remains much more open than what he sometimes makes it seem, 
both historically and theoretically (see e.g. Skeggs 2004; Wright 2015). Even if classes can-
not be seen as the primary historical motor of social change, this does not necessarily mean 
that they do not play a constitutive role in shaping how particular discourses are constructed. 
Wood and Skeggs’ (2011) edited volume on reality television and class is one, among many, 
reminders of this: Class still matters if we want to understand the media. Not only in relation 
to how particular classes are constructed in the discourses articulated by different media, but 
also in terms of the exploitation of labour entailed in the reproduction of particular media insti-
tutions, corporations, or devices.  

This leads to a second, widespread critique of discourse theory, which claims that it 
leaves little to no room for critical political economy. This has been discussed by a number of 
authors recently, who have attempted to combine political economy, critical media studies, 
and discourse theory (see Mylonas 2014; Dahlberg 2011, 2014; Phelan and Dahlberg 2011, 
2014; Best 2014). The typical critique of post-Marxism is that it discards political economy 
and renders any systematic engagement with the structural mechanisms embedded within 
capitalism impossible (Žižek 2000a, 2000b; Geras 1987). While part of this critique may stem 
from Laclau’s opposition to the classic Marxist conception of base and superstructure (as 
discussed above), what really seems to be at stake is actually an ontological question con-
cerning the ways in which discourse theory conceives materiality and materialism vis-à-vis 
how classic Marxism views these phenomena (as has been discussed by e.g. Mylonas 
2014).  

To put it somewhat oversimplified, discourse theory rejects any distinction between the 
discursive and the non-discursive (Laclau and Mouffe 2014 [1985], 93-94; Laclau and Mouffe 
1990 [1987], 100-101; Laclau 2005, 68). It rejects, in other words, the notion that only par-
ticular parts of social reality are discursive (e.g. language), while others are outside of dis-
courses (institutions, practices, and objects). All objects, insofar as they are constituted as 
meaningful objects, are objects of discourse and there is no external site outside the discur-
sive from which they can be given meaning: “Discourse is the primary terrain of the constitu-
tion of objectivity as such. By discourse, as I have attempted to make clear several times, I 
do not mean something that is essentially restricted to the areas of speech and writing, but 
any complex of elements in which relations play the constitutive role” (Laclau 2005, 68, origi-
nal emphasis).  

The argument here should not be read as a kind of idealism, in which social reality is re-
duced to mental representations. Discourses are not to be conceived of as linguistic or men-
tal constructs, as they always have a material character, being embedded within particular 
institutions, making use of and organising certain objects, and so on (Laclau and Mouffe, 
2014). Nor does discourse theory engage in a kind of anti-realism arguing that there is no 
world external to the mind or meaning. Objects do exist outside of discourses, Laclau and 
Mouffe (2014) maintain, yet insofar as these objects are constituted as meaningful objects—
by being positioned within a particular system of signification—they necessarily become ob-
jects of discourse: “The fact that every object is constituted as an object of discourse has 
nothing to do with whether there is a world external to thought, or with the idealism/realism 
opposition” (Laclau and Mouffe 2014, 94, original emphasis).  

If this is the case—and all discourses are necessarily material—then this also means that 
the economy does not constitute a “special” discourse. As Dahlberg (2011, 54) rightly ar-
gues, the economy is just as discursive and just as material as anything else that is discur-
sive: the economy does not provide the material ground from which all other parts of society 
are maintained or can be grounded. Not only does this break with the materialism advocated 
by traditional views of base and superstructure, but it also makes problematic any analytical 
framework that seeks to understand the economic system as a set of structural mechanisms 
given outside of discourses. It is against this backdrop that political economists tend to be 
sceptical about discourse theory, asking where does this theory leave political economy?  
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In the context of media studies, besides the suggestion to outright discard post-Marxism, 
current research has adapted two parallel solutions to the question of discourse theory and 
political economy. The first solution, mainly advocated by Lincoln Dahlberg (2011, 2014), 
consists in using discourse theory to engage in what he terms a radical political economy. 
Dahlberg suggests a form of political economy that takes (radical) contingency as its point of 
departure and asks how the economy—understood as the ‘’sphere of life associated with the 
hegemonic institutionalization […] of discursive systems associated with what is understood 
to be the material production and re-production of life’’ (54-55, original emphasis)—has come 
to constitute and neutralise itself as a discursive system.  

According to Dahlberg (2011), radical political economy seeks to bring forth the ways in 
which economic structures are used to legitimise the hegemonisation of particular media 
instead of others. Exemplifying this position, Dahlberg argues that such forms of political 
economy could scrutinise the ‘’legitimation and institutionalization of private media systems in 
contrast to public service media, or community media’’ (56). What is at stake here, then, is 
the discursive construction of the economy understood as a particular system of meaning. 
The aim is not to engage in critical political economy as it is understood within classic Marx-
ism, but rather to supplement this analysis with an investigation that seeks to understand 
how economic justifications and rationales are used to express the function of the economy 
and legitimise capitalist or neo-liberal discourses and media. In this context, Dahlberg (2014, 
268) makes clear that this should not be seen as an abandonment of critical political econo-
my, but rather a “supplement to other critical political economy critiques of capitalism’’.  

The strength of Dahlberg’s approach is that it manages, very carefully, not to go beyond 
the boundaries of Laclau’s ontological arguments. However, this particular integration of po-
litical economy within discourse theory provides less of an answer to how traditional political 
economy and discourse theory can be thought in relation to one another, and more a particu-
lar form of discourse theory emphasising economic discourses. Radical political economy, in 
this sense, becomes a particular subset of discourse theory, a form of discourse theory that 
is focused on economic justifications and rationales.  

A second path, shown by e.g. Yiannis Mylonas (2014, see also Best 2014), proposes to 
use discourse theory in parallel with the more established form of critical political economy. 
The main argument here is that there are, in fact, certain structural mechanisms that cannot 
be adequately explained within the boundaries of discourse theory. Rather than wanting to 
purely diagnose the economic system and its consequences in terms of (the social construc-
tion of) meaning, Mylonas (2014, 319) advocates a complementary approach, in which politi-
cal economy provides a parallel toolbox. Thus, he argues: 

 

Capitalism reaches crises due to ‘objective’ conditions (which have a discursive foun-
dation), relating to the fall of expected rates of profit, the changes in the composition 
of fixed and variable capital for the maximization of productivity, or to emerging con-
tradictions related to catastrophes capitalism produces, and also due to subjective 
reasons, related to antagonism between rival capitalists and social classes. Discourse 
is central in all these features, objective and subjective ones, but a strictly discursive 
approach to the analysis of capitalist crises would be reductionist. A synthesis of criti-
cal and post-structuralist traditions of research can broaden the understanding of the 
crisis’ complexity (Mylonas 2014, 319). 

 

In this approach, rather than an attempt to economise discourse theory, Mylonas advocates 
a ‘synthesis’ of different fields: He argues that discourse theory and critical political economy 
can offer complementary analytical strategies. In my view, the main advantage of this ap-
proach is that it allows us to take advantage of both the analytical categories provided by 
discourse theory and is able to analyse economic structures using Marxist concepts: Media 
both constitute particular discourses and are given as material economic structures, which 
are irreducible to discursivity. 

The main drawback here is that all of the potential problems avoided by Dahlberg—the in-
termeshing of incompatible ontologies—cannot be completely evaded. The question still re-
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mains, in other words, how to conceive of the materiality of the economy within Laclau’s on-
tology.  

These two paths—the economisation of discourse theory and the parallel integration of 
critical political economy and discourse theory—are not mutually exclusive, and in a certain 
sense the latter approach might even represent the kind of supplement advocated by the 
first. What they both share, however, is the premise that discourse theory is not (in any way) 
opposed to critical political economy and that it may, on the contrary, provide a solid supple-
ment to this trajectory. As Dahlberg (2011, 56, original emphasis) rightly emphasises, “dis-
course theory provides a contribution to critical political economy, rather than being an ene-
my of such’’. This also means that despite Laclau’s (partial) dismissal of the economy and 
class, discourse theory can indeed still provide insights that are helpful for political economy. 
If the construction of particular mediated discourses—whether about, through, or within me-
dia—are to be fully understood, the integration of critical political economy and discourse 
theory provides an exciting and necessary way forward.  

4. Critique: Back to the Hegemonic Struggle 

Up to this point, this paper has emphasised how Marxism plays a crucial role in framing 
Laclau’s work and his reflections on its intellectual trajectory. The paper has furthermore dis-
cussed and problematised Laclau’s notion of globalised capitalism with a focus on its conse-
quences for critical political economy and its wider influence on his theoretical work. Through 
this discussion, both potentials and inconsistencies facing a systematic engagement with and 
against capitalism within media studies have been highlighted. Section 4 turns towards the 
question of critique: How and in what way can discourse theory be operationalised as a criti-
cal approach in the context of media studies? And what are the conditions for utilising dis-
course theory? The basic argument developed in section will be to push Laclauian discourse 
theory further in the direction of a normative political agenda. Against accusations of relativ-
ism, the section will attempt to highlight a more nuanced perspective on Laclau’s work. 

One of the most productive ways of articulating the critical potentials of discourse theory, 
within the context of critical media studies, has been to frame it as a form of ideology critique 
(see e.g. Dahlberg 2011; Phelan 2016). It should be immediately noted that Laclau does not 
refer to the classic Marxist notion of ideology, understood as a form of false consciousness 
that “masks real economic relations of exploitation” (Phelan and Dahlberg 2011, 26; see 
Laclau 1990, 89-92). Such an understanding of ideology is fundamentally incompatible with 
Laclau’s ontological framework. According to Laclau, the problem with this particular way of 
conceptualizing idelogy is not only that it rests on an essentialist conception of the social, but 
also that it is rooted in a distinction between a true-false identity in which the “true identity” 
implies a “positive and non-contradictory” ground (Laclau 1990, 91). Seen from the side of 
Laclauian discourse theory, which sees the social as always perforated by a constitutive lack 
and a radical negativity that posits the identity of any given agent as given in the antagonised 
relation to a threatening other, this position cannot be maintained. There simply cannot be a 
“positive” and self-sufficient identity.  

To avoid these incompatibilities, Laclau (1990, 92) actively reconstructs the notion of ide-
ology to designate “those discursive forms through which a society tries to constitute itself as 
such on the basis of closure, of the fixation of meaning, of the non-recognition of the infinite 
play of differences”. Ideology, according to Laclau, implies a form of misrecognition, in which 
a particular discourse is perceived as positive, neutral or self-sufficient. It consists, in other 
words, in viewing a particular system as simply given, as something that cannot be other-
wise; “a desire for total closure by political projects” (Howarth 2000, 122, original emphasis). 
As Phelan and Dahlberg (2011, 27) neatly put it, ideology “is present when a particular dis-
cursive system, such as neoliberalism, is seen as ‘all there is’, its hegemonic logics having 
become so naturalised and sedimented that the political […] conditions of its initial discursive 
constitution are no longer socially recognized”.  

Ideology critique, then, consists in de-neutralising or de-essentialising that which appears 
as neutral. It is, as an opt-quoted passage by Laclau (1990, 92) reads, a “critique of the ‘nat-



305 Jannick Schou 
 

CC-BY-NC-ND: Creative Commons License, 2016. 

uralization of meaning’ and of the ‘essentialization of the social’”. Ideology critique, in this 
sense, is close to what Laclau, appropriating a set of concept from Husserl, terms reactiva-
tion. In opposition to sedimented discourses, which are structures that have managed to neu-
tralise themselves through a “routinization and forgetting of origins” (Laclau 1990, 34), reacti-
vation designates a retrieval or re-sensitisation towards the necessary contingency of any 
such discourse. Thus, “[r]eactivation does not […] consist of returning to the original situa-
tion, but merely of rediscovering, through the emergence of new antagonisms, the contingent 
nature of so-called ‘objectivity’. In turn, however, this rediscovery can reactivate the historical 
understanding of the original act of institution insofar as stagnant forms that were simply 
considered as objectivity and taken for granted are now revealed as contingent and project 
that contingency to the ‘origins’ themselves” (Laclau 1990, 34, original emphasis). 

Reactivation is, in other words, a re-politicisation of the contingency of the social: It is a 
way of de-objectifying (so-called) objectivity by bringing the always-necessarily exclusionary 
dimension back into view. It consists in bringing back the “original meaning of the social”, 
Laclau writes elsewhere, by “showing its political essence” (1990, 160). Here, however, es-
sence is not to be conceived as a particular a priori or transcendental content, but rather as a 
certain form through which social reality is instituted. In this sense, showing the political es-
sence designates an uncovering of the “moment of original institution of the social [that] is 
the point at which its contingency is revealed” (Laclau 1990, 34, original emphasis), which 
also showcases “the original violence, of the power relations through which that instituting act 
took place” (ibid.). 

Laclau’s re-constructed notion of ideology is not necessarily something that can or should 
be totally eradicated. Ideology is rather something that is integral to everyday life, and, as 
such, cannot be avoided. In this sense, the aim of ideology critique is “both [to] illuminate the 
political and social conditions that enable a particular ideological regime to sustain itself and 
to productively imagine how different (and better) forms of ideological attachment and identi-
fication might be made possible” (Phelan 2016, 282, original emphasis).  

If conceived in this way, Laclau’s conception of ideology begins to approach part of the 
critical terrain more familiar to classic Marxism. As has been discussed by e.g. Devenney 
(2004), this form of critique (and, indeed, Laclau’s wider political project) can be read as a 
critique of the instrumentalisation of knowledge, language, and the subject. Ideology critique 
can be seen as coming close to a critique of the fetishisation and neutralisation of social 
structures. To stretch the argument even further, Laclau’s ideology critique even resembles, 
though he would perhaps object to this comparison, part of the logic found in Lukács’ notion 
of reification5. It is a way of showing how that which appears as simply given is in fact the 
outcome of particular historical systems and political decisions.  

Connecting this discussion to the earlier tripartite division of media and discourses, ideol-
ogy can seen as working on three distinct levels in the context of the media: as ideological 
discourses about the media, i.e. discourses that position certain media as neutral, necessary 
or essential to the function of society; as ideological discourses distributed through the me-
dia, i.e. discourses that are articulated through the media claiming to be neutral or ahistorical; 
or as media taking on the appearance of neutral constructs in and of themselves. Coupling 
this with the radical political economic perspective discussed above (Dahlberg, 2011), it 
would furthermore be possible to show how such ideological claims have worked in conjunc-
tion with economic rationales and justifications concerning the supposed necessity of certain 
economic structures. It would, in other words, be possible to show how certain capitalist me-

                                                
5 As Beverly Best (2000, 47) notes in a footnote: ’’It does not seem to me that Laclau's use of the concept of sed-
imentation is much different, if at all, from the Marxist use of the concepts ‘reification’ or ‘fetishization’”. Though I 
agree with Best in that there are strong affinities between Laclau’s notion of sedimentation and more traditionally 
Marxist notions of reification, some important ontological distinctions should be made, namely Laclau’s insistence 
on a fundamental lack inherent to all discourses, the impossibility of grounding the social in any ultimate founda-
tion, and the inability to deduce processes of reification or fetishisation (sedimentation) from purely economic 
explanatory models. Thus, while the conceptual pair sedimentation-reactivation does resemble part of the logic 
found within Lukács’ (1971) notion of reification, it does not rest on the same ontological arguments. In this con-
text, Laclau particularly objects to the ways in which reification and false consciousness are linked within the work 
of Lukács (see Laclau 1979, 63, 125, 159; 1990, 68, 114; 1996, 80; 2014, 143-144, 157).   
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dia have attempted to neutralise themselves through economic justification or how particular 
discourses about the media—e.g. the relation between public service and capitalist media, or 
the relation between a commons-based Internet and one run by multinational media con-
glomerates—have attempted to essentialise themselves.  

What are the conditions for conducting this type of ideology critique? In this context, Dahl-
berg (2011, 44) has argued that the primary condition for this form of critique is to accept 
(radical) contingency as a necessity: “it is clear that a minimum implication of discourse theo-
ry for critique is a commitment to openness or radical contingency” (2011, 44, original em-
phasis). While I agree that a commitment to contingency is one particular condition, further 
criteria should be added based on Laclau’s work. At the very least, as far as I read Laclau, 
three additional arguments should be made:  

(i) While post-Marxism does entail the need for a continuous and self-reflexive scrutiny, 
this does not necessitate the abolishing of any and all emancipatory projects: on the contra-
ry. Thus, while Laclau (1990, 188) makes clear that it is necessary to engage systematically 
in “a critique of the fundamentalism of the emancipatory projects of modernity”, he also 
states that this “does not involve an abandonment of the human or political values of the En-
lightenment, but a different modulation of its themes”. The argument here is that while any 
project for the constitution of society cannot be grounded in an ultimate and fixed essence, 
this does not mean forfeiting any and all emancipatory projects. Rather, “[t]hose that for mo-
dernity were absolute essences have now become contingent and pragmatic constructions” 
(Laclau 1990, 188-189). As pragmatic constructs, political visions should not necessarily be 
left out, but located within concrete hegemonic struggles. In this sense, “the abandonment of 
the myth of foundationalism does not lead to nihilism […] [but] further radicalizes the emanci-
patory possibilities offered by the Enlightenment and Marxism” (Laclau, in: Marchart 2007, 
156). The deconstruction of tradition should not merely lead to an absence in the form of a 
“collapse of all radical tradition” (Laclau 1990, 193, original emphasis).  

(ii) Laclau (1990, 190) emphasises that political visions cannot be deduced from neither 
post-structuralism nor post-Marxism as theoretical systems: “the currents that have been 
called post-structuralist have created […] a certain intellectual climate, a certain horizon that 
makes possible an ensemble of theoretico-discursive operations”. This climate has allowed 
for a theoretical reformulation of Marxism beyond any stable and essential ground. Yet, by 
opening such theoretical perspective, it has simultaneously allowed for the “deepening of 
those political practices that go in the direction of a ‘radical democracy’” (Laclau 1990, 190). 
At this point, Laclau makes clear that theory cannot be equated with the production of a cer-
tain normative order, though it may help advance any such order through concrete practices. 
While this argument may appear minor, it also means that—contra e.g. Rancière’s (1999) 
conception of politics or Hardt and Negri’s (2004) notion of the multitude and “being-
against”—a political project for the Left cannot be directly inferred or deduced from discourse 
theory. There is no reason why political struggle, as it is conceived by Laclau, must be politi-
cal struggle for Left or progressive politics. Emancipation, equality, and justice are not nec-
essarily embedded within his theoretical categories.  

This also means that while Laclau does open (and, even, emphasise) the need to conjure 
up new radical and normative projects, discourse theory cannot provide resolute and a priori 
answers to ethical questions. It is, in other words, simply not possible to deduce a trans-
historical politics or ethics from discourse theory as an intellectual framework. The answer, 
then, to particular ethical questions—why X or Y is bad, evil or destructive—must rather be 
seen in their entire radical contingency, as acts of genuine decisions. Such acts of decision 
have an imminently practical aspect. They will always be situated within a terrain of compet-
ing discourses, competing attempts to hegemonise the social: “if the decision is one between 
structural undecidables, taking a decision can only mean repressing possible alternatives 
that are not carried out. In other words, that the ‘objectivity’ arising from a decision is formed, 
in its most fundamental sense, as a power relationship’’ (Laclau 1990, 30).  

As Laclau maintains, the contingency of the decision should not lead to pessimism: “if so-
cial relations are contingent, it means they can be radically transformed through struggle, 
instead of that transformation being conceived as a self-transformation of an objective na-
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ture” (Laclau 1990, 35-36, see also Laclau 2001, 14). This line of argumentation sometimes 
leads to a critique of Laclau (and Mouffe) for being relativist, as the foundation for making 
truth claims is made contingent and historical rather than essential. However, as Howarth 
(2000, 123) has forcefully argued, this type of “enlightenment blackmail”, in which “unless 
one has or invokes absolute foundations to defend a political project, then one has no ground 
whatsoever”, should not be accepted. Instead, any political project will have to compete 
against other historical hegemonic projects, and it is therefore “the actual proposals they 
[Laclau and Mouffe] (and others) put forward which must be evaluated and not the conditions 
of possibility for making any judgement at all” (Howarth 2000, 123).  

 (iii) Laclau has stated that the role of the intellectual should be recast following the Gram-
scian notion of ‘’organic intellectuals’’ (Laclau 1990, 195-196; Gramsci 2005 [1971]). Thus, 
according to Laclau (1990, 196), intellectuals should contribute by inventing languages, with-
out, however, taking the role of an authoritarian elite, instead emphasising the ultimately col-
lective aspect of social change.  

These three conditions go beyond merely accepting contingency: They require a political 
practice. With these added conditions in mind, it is feasible to construct a version of dis-
course theory that goes beyond merely de-essentialising, de-neutralising and critiquing es-
sences. It is, rather, a discourse theory that does not push normativity to the side, but locates 
it as a vital part of any critical project. As Laclau (1990, 193) emphasises, the deconstruction 
of social reality “paves the way for a retrieval of the radical tradition, including Marxism” 
(1990, 193). Thus, “[o]ne also needs to know for what one is fighting, what kind of society 
one wants to establish. This requires from the Left an adequate grasp of the nature of power 
relations, and the dynamics of politics. What is at stake is the building of a new hegemony. 
So our motto is: ‘Back to the hegemonic struggle’” (Laclau and Mouffe 2014 [1985], xviii-xix).  

If we accept this imminently practical slogan—back to the hegemonic struggle—then re-
search cannot simply critique the closure of meaning. Research must, rather, engage in a 
systematic and normative critique of subordination and oppression, which explicitly and 
openly attempts to forge new political projects that revitalise the radical tradition. Back to the 
hegemonic struggle is imminently a call for political practice through research that takes 
normative questions seriously.  

5. Conclusion: The Implications of Ernest Laclau’s Approach for Critical Media 
Studies 

In this paper, I have covered considerable ground, spanning multiple questions and discus-
sions. Yet, these different intersecting readings have all been fuelled by the same underlying 
aim, namely to emphasise the fruitfulness of engaging, both affirmatively and critically, with 
Laclau’s work in the context of critical media studies. If one refers to compressed versions of 
discourse theory, limited to a few selected concepts, one risks reducing Laclau’s arguments 
by decontextualising them from their originally intended context. This paper has, in an oppo-
site way, tried to highlight how engaging with Laclau’s work can be productive. While this 
effort should certainly not be seen as exhaustive, it may provide a constructive starting point 
for further discussions. In this final section, I will briefly explicate three main implications for 
critical media studies based on the arguments presented in this paper. 

First, I showed how Marxism and the Marxist tradition play a crucial role for Laclau (sec-
tion 2). Rather than being limited to a marginal position or a purely negative point of criticism, 
it is my contention that Marxism—understood as a heterogeneous intellectual tradition privi-
leging emancipation and the systematic critique of exploitation, alienation and subordina-
tion—constitutes the primary historical backdrop to discourse theory. Critical media research 
should take this Marxist dimension into account when approaching and utilising Laclau’s 
work. This does not only entail a certain normative-critical position, but also provides an op-
portunity to think across and develop constructive dialogues with other forms of Marxist criti-
cal media studies. In this sense, discourse theory is open to engaging with and appropriating 
core concepts from other strands of research, as long as the basic ontological arguments are 
kept intact (see also Torfing 1999, 290-292).  
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Second, I argued that Laclau’s theoretical perspective on political struggle (populism) was 
bound up with a particular take on (globalised) capitalism and class relations (section 3). By 
critically discussing this relation from several perspectives, I attempted to show some of the 
problems and ambiguities contained within these notions. One potential road for future re-
search could be to begin incorporating, in a more direct manner, class analysis and political 
economy in conjunction with discourse theory. As I have discussed in this paper, the emer-
gent literature on the connection between discourse theory and political economy shows 
great promise in this area (Dahlberg 2011, 2014; Mylonas 2014). Research along these lines 
may begin to deconstruct the ways in which class relations influence the production of dis-
courses or how particular forms of labour have been justified by drawing on economic justifi-
cations and rationales.  

Finally, I discussed the question of discourse theory and ideology critique (section 4), a 
theme that has been re-actualised by a number of critical media scholars (Phelan 2016; Phe-
lan and Dahlberg 2011; Dahlberg 2011). My main argument here was that ideology critique is 
not just a critique of the essentialisation, neutralisation, and routinisation of the social, but 
that it must be conceived within the context of an emancipatory rethinking of the social. It 
seems to me that this argument pushes Laclau further than what is usually attempted within 
the context of critical media studies. What is at stake, in my view, is not just an embedded 
form of normativity within the theory itself (Critchley 2004; Marchart 2004), but an intentional 
political sensibility. According to Laclau (1990, 1996), any emancipatory project can never be 
based on an ultimate foundation or ground. Rather, it will have to remain a contingent and 
pragmatic construct perforated by a constitutive lack that should be continuously and self-
reflexively scrutinised. Yet, keeping this in mind, I still maintain that the formulation of such 
projects is an integral part of Laclau’s political and theoretical work. Pushing this point even 
further, returning in an almost cyclical manner to the first of the three arguments presented, 
this emancipatory project should be located within a socialist/Marxist trajectory, as a revitali-
sation of a historical and radical tradition. If conceived in this light, discourse theory may 
begin to come into view as a genuinely critical theory that is simultaneously explanatory, 
practical and normative. In an era dominated by capitalist media and neoliberal hegemony, 
such critical theories are urgently needed.  
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Radical democratic theory
and migration: The Refugee
Protest March as a
democratic practice

Helge Schwiertz
University of Hamburg, Germany

Abstract
In dominant discourses, migrants are mostly perceived as either victims or villains but rarely as
political subjects and democratic constituents. Challenging this view, the aim of the article is to
rethink democracy with respect to migration struggles. I argue that movements of migration are
not only consistent with democracy but also provide a decisive impetus for actualizing democratic
principles in the context of debates about the crisis of representation and post-democracy.
Drawing on the work of Jacques Rancière, Étienne Balibar and Ernesto Laclau and Chantal
Mouffe, I develop a theory of radical democracy as practice, which, starting from the proposed
notion of ‘democratic difference’, goes beyond the fixation on democratic regimes and focuses on
contentious practices of enacting democratic principles. I articulate these theoretical concepts by
analysing how refugees in Germany have managed to break out of a marginalized position and have
challenged their denial of rights through a protest march.
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Introduction

In his much-quoted article, Jacques Rancière (2004) poses the question, ‘who is the

subject of the Rights of Man?’ At first glimpse, ‘the Rights of Man turned out to be the

rights of the rightless’, the rights of victims ‘who were unable to enact any rights or even

any claim in their name, so that eventually their rights had to be upheld by others’
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(p. 297). In Hannah Arendt’s reflection on the Rights of Man, these rights are either a

tautology, as when men already have rights as the citizens of a state, or they are void,

when these rights are not protected by any status as a citizen (Arendt 1973). In his article,

however, Rancière gives this assumption a crucial twist as he writes: ‘the Rights of Man

are the rights of those who have not the rights that they have and have the rights that they

have not’ (2004, 302). In this sense, the subject of the Rights of Man is not a mere victim

who is incapable of claiming these rights. This subject rather emerges through what

Rancière calls political subjectivation, which bridges the gap between written rights that

are inscribed in the existing social order and ‘the rights of those who make something of

that inscription, who decide not only to “use” their rights but also to build such and such

a case for the verification of the power of the inscription’ (p. 303). This understanding of

a politics of rights, as the ‘active capacity to claim rights in the public sphere’ (Balibar

2008, 530), leads to the core of radical democratic theories. According to these

approaches, democracy is not simply synonymous with the national institutions of rep-

resentative democracy. Democracy is understood as a never-ending and always-

contested process, and therefore democratization should be understood as an infinite

challenge.

In this article, I challenge victimization approaches to migration by taking a perspec-

tive of radical democratic theory to analyse the struggles of migration against repressive

migration regimes. How do migrants and refugees manage to organize themselves and

build political movements despite their deprivation of rights in dominant regimes, and

how can we conceptualize their protests using democratic theory? To respond to this

question, I develop a theory of radical democracy as practice, drawing on the work of

Jacques Rancière, Étienne Balibar and Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, arguing that

this enables a perspective which conceives those fighting for equality and freedom not as

simply victims and objects, but as political subjects and as a demos of democracy (see

also Schwiertz 2019).

However, from the standpoint of nation states and imagined national communities,

migration and democracy seem to be opposed to each other (Miller 2016). Migrants are

not seen as part of the democratic people: the demos as the collective subject of repre-

sentation, decision-making and rights is closely identified with the ethnos, an imagined

community of belonging and heritage (Balibar 2004, 8–9). This is not only obvious in the

recent rise of anti-migrant movements and discourses of a so-called refugee crisis or an

immigrant invasion in Europe and America. To a greater degree, migrants are principally

excluded as non-citizens and framed as a problem in the hegemonic institutionalization

of democracy. Because of this methodological nationalism, this othering of migration is

also reproduced in research and theory (Abizadeh 2008; Anderson 2019). And indeed, in

the context of established democratic regimes, migration leads to real, serious problems –

particularly and above all for migrants themselves. In the context of racist and nationalist

structures, the exercise of cross-border freedom of movement leads to a profound depri-

vation of rights. Even after years of residency, many are not approved as citizens. These

forms of ‘differential inclusion’ (Mezzadra and Neilson 2013, 159–66) in the nation state

are not only a problem for migrants but also contradict democratic principles of equality

and freedom. But how can we think of a democracy that is compatible with migration

movements?
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In the following, I argue that movements of migration are not only consistent with

democracy but also provide a decisive impetus for actualizing democratic principles, if

we rethink democracy beyond a fixation on national democratic regimes. To this end, I

develop a theoretical approach that views democracy primarily as conflictual practice of

enacting democratic principles. I argue that the reflection of the political, as radical

contingency and contestability, is one building block in the foundation of radical dem-

ocratic thought, but also that this reflection is not sufficient to conceptualize its specif-

ically democratic aspect (Tambakaki 2019). Building on the concept of ‘political

difference’ – which distinguishes this very contingency and contestability of the political

from ordinary politics (Marchart 2007) – I propose the concept of ‘democratic differ-

ence’. With the concept of democratic difference, I distinguish established regimes of

democracy from a fundamental principle of the democratical of equality and freedom for

all, which can be repeatedly enacted in opposition to established regimes as well as

hierarchies and domination in diverse social fields. Democratic practices are therefore

central to my approach because they bring this principle of the democratical into play by

articulating rights, creating publics and producing the subjectivities of a demos.

I therefore contribute to debates on variants of radical democracy (Tønder and

Thomassen 2005), by proposing my approach of a theory of radical democracy as

practice as an alternative to the often-criticized concepts of radical democracy as a

strategy of hegemony in the sense of Laclau (Kioupkiolis 2011) or a political regime

of agonism as proposed by Mouffe (Matijasevich 2019). However, I still build my

approach within a framework of antagonistic social theory, developed in particular by

Laclau and Mouffe (2001). In this vein, radical democracy aims at repeatedly demon-

strating the contingency and contestability of any social order in concrete disputes. Yet,

in my view, it can neither be reduced to an institutional order that is as open as possible,

nor to a practice of questioning existing orders. Rather, democratic practices demonstrate

the contingency of existing orders and challenge them by describing hierarchies and

relations of oppression as such and delegitimizing them by referring to democratic

principles in diverse ways. While the protesting refugees do not explicitly describe their

movement as democratic, their reference to humanity and rights articulates democratic

principles and can therefore be understood as an actualization of democracy.

By combining this reflection of contemporary political theories of democracy with an

analysis of refugee protests, I bridge the bodies of literature on radical democratic theory

(Celikates 2019; Chambers 2004, 2013; Kioupkiolis and Katsambekis 2014; Schwiertz

2019; Schaap 2021; Tambakaki 2019; Tønder and Thomassen 2005; Trend 1996; Volk

2018) and migration movements (Ataç et al. 2015; Marciniak and Tyler 2014; Schwiertz

2019, Forthcoming; Steinhilper 2018; Stierl 2018; Swerts 2017). In doing so, I focus on

refugee protest in Germany (Odugbesan and Schwiertz 2018) and in particular on the

political manifestation of the Refugee Protest March from Bavaria to Berlin in 2012,

which is insightful for the scope of this article for three reasons. First, the protest march

can be seen as a paradigmatic case for highlighting key aspects of the theory of radical

democracy as practice. It reveals that the democratical can be enacted despite the mar-

ginalizing mechanisms of hegemonic border and democratic regimes, and indeed chal-

lenging them. In this vein, the refugee protest demonstrates how existing laws and

regimes are challenged in the name of (human) rights, how borders and boundaries are
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crossed, how new public spaces and stages of dispute are created and how new sub-

jectivities emerge that we could designate as a radical democratic demos. Second, this

case is insightful because it reflects categories of democratic theory as well as the nexus

between migration and democracy; refugees point out how we can rethink and practice

democracy beyond national communities and states. Third, it gives an important com-

peting view to current discourses on migration, which frame refugees as a threat or a

burden, but above all else as anonymous masses and objects of control.1 In this vein, the

Refugee Protest March was a crucial event that has been insightful for the political

subjectivity of migration struggles and that can be seen as a key moment for the emer-

gence of a new wave of refugee protest in Germany and other European countries since

2012–2013 (Ataç et al. 2015). This political movement had great public visibility at the

time, but since then has been disregarded in the context of the discourse on the ‘refugee

crisis’ from 2015 onwards.2 When the protests of migrants and refugees are addressed,

they are often described as a fight for their rights, as a particular struggle for migrant

rights. However, if we include a more comprehensive political context, this perspective

can be broadened. In this vein, the Refugee Protest March demonstrates how refugees

and migrants not only stand up for their rights but also for a general principle of universal

rights – how they combine specific demands with more radical claims that contest

existing democratic regimes by rearticulating principles of the democratical from the

bottom up.

The aim of this article is to rethink democracy with respect to migration struggles. To

this end, in the first section, I develop a theory of radical democracy as practice, which

focuses on contentious practices of actualizing democratic principles in specific con-

flicts. In the second section, I outline the political context of established democratic

regimes and migration regimes that assign migrants and refugees a subordinate and

relatively excluded position. In the third section, I analyse how refugees manage to

break out of this marginalized position by articulating insights from the Refugee Protest

March using the aforementioned approach of radical democratic theory, thereby elabor-

ating on some of its key concepts. The protesting refugees in Germany are deprived of

their rights, but – in Rancière’s words – at the same time, they are acting as if they

already have the rights they are fighting for.

The democratic difference and the theory of radical democracy as practice

To open up an alternative perspective of democracy, I use this section to develop a theory

of radical democracy as practice based on the idea of ‘democratic difference’. To build

this approach of radical democratic theory, I combine key concepts from Laclau and

Mouffe, Rancière and Balibar. All three works contribute crucial insights that can also

help to compensate for some of the shortcomings of the other approaches. First, I discuss

the work of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, since they have significantly shaped the

approach of radical democracy and have shown how an imaginary of equality con-

structed during democratic revolutions can remain effective in contemporary society.

Laclau and Mouffe’s theoretical approach, however, focuses primarily on those political

contexts and collectivities that are hegemonic or want to become hegemonic, so that

there is less room for subaltern subjectivities that cannot be assigned to a hegemony

4 Philosophy and Social Criticism XX(X)



project. Second, I therefore refer to Jacques Rancière (1999, 2006), whose concept of

democracy also refers to a principle of equality, but who has developed not so much a

comprehensive social theory as a focused description of subjectivation in democratic

practices. This focus makes Rancière’s theory particularly suitable for an analysis of

migrant struggles and, in general, the enactment of political subjectivities from below.

However, his approach equates ‘politics’ with ‘democracy’ and focuses especially on

political moments, while I argue that it is important to analytically and normatively

distinguish between politics and democracy and also to consider longer term processes.

Third, I draw on concepts of Étienne Balibar (2004, 2014), whose work is useful when

examining to what extent democratic interventions enact citizenship and how they can be

inscribed in institutions. While Balibar therefore offers important additional insights

regarding the power relations in which democratic practices operate, his works cannot

replace the systematic social–theoretical analysis by Laclau and Mouffe or the nuanced

notion of political subjectivation in Rancière’s work.

That said, the next step is to introduce these concepts and then, building upon them,

present my approach of radical democracy as practice, which I develop based on what I

propose calling the ‘democratic difference’. However, I do not want to compile the

different and in part contradictory concepts of these authors in an eclectic fashion.

Following the methodological approach of articulation, further elaborated by Jason

Glynos and David Howarth (2007), I rather combine these concepts by rendering them

compatible based on a set of shared premises – namely the radical contingency and

contestability of the political – and then reinsert them into my theoretical framework,

which I outline in the second part of this section.3

Hegemony & Socialist Strategy, published in 1985 by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal

Mouffe, is probably the most important book concerning radical democratic approaches.

By deconstructing different kinds of Marxism, Laclau and Mouffe develop their theory

of discourse and hegemony, which stresses the plurality of social conflicts beyond mere

class antagonism. Constitutive for this theory is their consideration of the ‘openness of

the social’ (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, 95). Identities and orders are not constituted

positively, but negatively by the demarcation from an outside: by a fundamental antag-

onism. No society has a lasting foundation; every form of socialization is contingent and

contestable. This assumption of contingency and contestability is fundamental for the

post-foundational political thought of radical democratic approaches (Kioupkiolis 2011;

Marchart 2007). There could always be an alternative to the established political order,

although these alternatives are excluded or cannot even be comprehended in the domi-

nant discourse.

Laclau and Mouffe describe the ‘democratic revolution’ as the most considerable

struggle against dominant political orders (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, 152). Through the

democratic discourse and its ‘egalitarian imaginary’, previously accepted relations of

subordination could be rejected as relations of oppression and domination. This is

obvious in feminist and civil rights movements, for example. These movements con-

tested the subordination of women and people of colour – perceived as ‘natural’ and self-

evident in dominant discourses – by rejecting these subordinations as relations of oppres-

sion. This practice of radical democracy is still effective in contemporary society, and we

can extend this emancipatory and abolitionist perspective to current migration struggles
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(Mezzadra 2020). By appealing to the imaginary of equality, de facto inequalities can

become visible and contested (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, 160).

Jacques Rancière’s conception of democracy also refers to this principle of equality.

But contrary to Laclau and Mouffe, Rancière does not develop such a complex theory of

the social. He focuses more on events and ruptures, on particular moments of democratic

practice, for whose analysis his approach is particularly revealing. For Rancière’s con-

ception of democracy, it is important to understand his distinction between politics and

the police. By referring to Foucault, Rancière defines ‘the police’ as the hierarchical

order of society that puts everybody in a specific place: ‘[It] is an order of the visible and

the sayable that sees that a particular activity is visible and another is not, that this speech

is understood as discourse and another as noise’ (Rancière 1999, 29). Hence, the purpose

of ‘politics’ is to question this police order, by constructing a political stage on which a

prior unseen wrong becomes visible. This political practice is what Rancière calls

democracy. In addition to Laclau and Mouffe, his approach is particularly insightful for

describing how democratic collectives emerge. They do not rely on essentialist identity

politics, like the imaginary of a pre-existing national people, but on the transformation of

established identities in the democratic process. In this vein, the demos of democracy is a

non-essentialist subjectivity that is constituted only in a political antagonism.4

Key in this respect is Rancière’s concept of ‘political subjectification’ (Rancière

1992, 1999, 35–36), as an act through which ‘those who have no part’ (Rancière

1999, 30) emerge as political subjects and demonstrate that they must be counted as a

part of society despite their differential exclusion. It turns hierarchized identities – for

example, as workers, women or migrants – into political subjects that challenge the

hierarchy. In this sense, Rancière stresses the point that any political subjectivation is

a ‘disidentification’ because it challenges the socially established distribution of roles

and associated ascriptions (p. 36).5 For Rancière, however, this political subjectivation is

not only a negative process that depicts the contingency and contestability of the societal

order (which is referred to as ‘the political’ in post-foundational thought) (Marchart

2007). Political subjectivation is actually an emancipatory practice closely linked to his

concept of democracy: a political act that creates the active ‘democratic subjectivity’

(Chambers 2013, 35). Therefore, the core of Rancière’s approach to radical democracy

consists of political struggle of ‘the part of those who have no part’ (Rancière 1999, 30) –

this makes it particularly appropriate for analysing the democratic struggles of migra-

tion. Although his very specific conceptualization of politics is insightful, I do not follow

Rancière (1999, 101) in equating politics and democracy, so that the latter remains a

distinctive term with a particular normative content.

Finally, I want to broaden the radical democratic perspective using the concepts

defined by Étienne Balibar. For his approach to democracy, Balibar often refers to

Rancière (Balibar 2004, 2008). However, he criticizes Rancière on three points and at

the same time delineates three aspects of his theory, which I have also adopted for my

approach to radical democracy: First, Balibar takes issue with the fact that Rancière

overestimates the principle of equality over that of liberty. Balibar, in turn, emphasizes

the interrelation of equality and freedom, which he summarizes with his notion of

‘equaliberty’ (2014). Second, Balibar stresses the point that Rancière overlooks the

institutional dimension of democracy (Balibar 2008, 526). Going beyond Rancière, with
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Balibar, we can analyse how radical democratic interventions could be written into

democratic institutions. Since political institutions, as a solidified practice, are also a

product of democratic struggles, there is a continuous need for democratization. In this

sense, radical democracy aims at the infinite democratization of democracy – or rather,

the combinations of institutions that call themselves democracies but tend to become

oligarchies (Balibar 2008, 528). This also helps us to resist the temptation of concep-

tualizing a pure politics that is supposedly uncontaminated by the police order, as

Samuel Chambers (Chambers 2013, 75) critically comments on some interpretations

of Rancière’s work. Third and closely related to the previous point, Balibar criticizes

the fact that Rancière omits the relevance of citizenship.

For Balibar, migrant struggles play a crucial role in transforming citizenship: they can

expand and at the same time reconstitute citizenship (Balibar 2004, 31–32; Isin 2008).

On the one hand, migration is important for searching new forms of citizenship beyond

the national state because the latter legitimizes itself, among other things, through

institutionalized racism. The relative disenfranchisement of the other, non-citizens and

migrants, shows national citizens ex negativo the importance of their rights: ‘national

citizens can be persuaded that their rights do in fact exist if they see that the rights of

foreigners are inferior, precarious, or conditioned on repeated manifestations of alle-

giance’ (Balibar 2004, 37). On the other hand, it is precisely migration as a social

movement in the broader sense that challenges the forms of nationalized demoi and

citizenships that are at the core of established democratic regimes. For Balibar, the

struggles of the Sans Papiers in France demonstrated that citizenship is not simply

granted ‘top-down’, but rather that citizenship arises from a struggle; that citizenship

is constituted ‘bottom-up’ (pp. 49–50).

Drawing on, I propose integrating the concepts by Laclau and Mouffe, Rancière and

Balibar described above into a theory of radical democracy as practice, which is built

upon their shared post-foundational assumptions. Key to this socio-theoretical perspec-

tive is the ‘political difference’: the difference between the established order and insti-

tutions of ‘politics’ on an ontic level and the radical contingency and contestability of

‘the political’ on an ontological level (Marchart 2007; Mouffe 2005). Based on this

concept of political difference between established forms of ‘politics’ and ‘the political’,

I propose the concept of ‘democratic difference’, arguing that radical democracy is not

limited to revealing ‘the political’ and to demonstrating that everything could be differ-

ent, but beyond that articulates democratic principles of equality and freedom in practice.

The concept of ‘democratic difference’ shows how traditional ideas of democracy are

split. Distinguishing between established regimes of ‘democracy’, on the one hand, and

the principle of the ‘democratical’, on the other, allows us to rethink democracy as a

contentious practice of actualizing equality and freedom. On the one side of this dem-

ocratic difference, I define democratic regimes as the real-existing democracies estab-

lished by state constitutions. They are highly ambiguous entities that institutionalize

rights and modes of participation and thus preserve them beyond certain political con-

testations. However, they also limit and exclude the democratical, in a political order that

Rancière (1999, 2006) describes as ‘post-democracy’. The democratical, on the other

side, refers to a more general democratic principle of equality and freedom for all, which

Balibar (2014) names ‘equaliberty’. In contrast to the political, however, the
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democratical cannot be located on an ontological level. Rather, it is based on normative

principles that are themselves contingent and the result of social conflicts and a history of

democratic revolutions from Paris to Haiti and back. These democratic revolutions, as

described above, established an imaginary with the principles of equality, freedom and

solidarity, which still serve as a reference point for struggles today (Laclau and Mouffe

2001). ‘Democratic difference’ thus describes the tension between particular democratic

regimes, on the one hand, and the polemic universalism of the democratical, on the other

hand: Potentially emancipatory movements arise out of this gap between real-existing

institutions that call themselves democracies, and an idea of democracy that is never

fully realized, but can be aspired to everywhere and at any time.6

However, I do not necessarily suggest a political strategy of hegemony based on the

democratic difference, which implies a quest for an alternative hegemonic project that

would constitutes a new sovereign entity (Kioupkiolis 2011). Nor do I seek to propose an

alternative model of democracy, as for example, Mouffe’s (2000, 2005) concept of

‘agonism’, which would offer an approach to radical democracy that is very close to

liberal regimes of democracy and that has been criticized for limiting democratic prac-

tices (Matijasevich 2019; Singh 2019). My approach rather focuses on radical democ-

racy as practice.7 I argue in favour of going beyond a concept of democracy understood

merely as a political practice that demonstrates the openness of the social or as a socio-

political order that is as open as possible. In my view, democracy is more than a regime

in which contingency and contestability is relatively little suppressed and is kept visible,

so that diverse political projects can struggle to articulate the democratical. Instead, I

understand radical democracy as a particular political practice, namely as a contentious

practice that strives to enact the democratical of equality and freedom for all in diverse

political spaces.

Democratic practices can actualize the democratical in conflict with democratic

regimes and, in addition, can initiate democratization in potentially all fields of society.

However, the democratical can never be institutionalized perfectly. Real existing democ-

racies never fully meet principles of the democratical; they are always ‘democracies to

come’ (Derrida 2005). For this reason, the actualization and institutionalization of the

democratical is always potentially contested in democracies. Radical democracy aims to

reignite this contestation again and again to regenerate the democratical in democracies

anew. ‘In a crucial sense, democracy is never something that you have, that you can

claim to possess [ . . . ]; it is only something that you collectively create or recreate’

(Balibar 2008, 526). Radical democracy should be seen as a specific political practice, as

a struggle for the regeneration of the democratical principle in diverse political spaces. In

democratic practices, this ‘anarchic principle’ (Rancière 2006, 76) of equality and free-

dom is enacted by traversing the boundaries of private and public spheres, producing a

public stage to depict a certain wrong. In this process, political subjects emerge as a

demos that is not limited to any pre-established, ethnic form of a people as a nation.

This theoretical perspective of radical democracy as practice leads to a point of

view that conceives those fighting for equality and freedom as political subjects regard-

less of their citizenship status. In doing so, the perspectives, demands and desires

expressed in migration struggles prove to be decisive for the actualization of democracy.
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Before I analyse these struggles in more detail, I briefly outline the migration regimes

(i.e. the police order) against which the democratic practices of refugee protest evolve.

Migration regimes and refugee protest in Germany

‘Struggles of Migration’ (Ataç et al. 2015) are in an antagonistic position vis-à-vis

migration regimes in the Global North and repeatedly provoke change in these regimes.

In Europe, there has been a tendency to shift towards a neoliberal policy of ‘migration

management’, which has emphasized the usefulness of specifically qualified migration

and accordingly provides for selective immigration opportunities and limited residency

rights (Geiger and Pécoud 2010). Since the turn of the 21th century, and with great delay

in view of the country’s migration history, Germany has officially described itself as an

immigration country. However, the precarization of residency status and illegalization

remains as the most far-reaching technologies of governing migration denying migrants

their rights. Through ‘differential inclusion’ in host societies, migrants are not com-

pletely excluded but are relegated to a subordinate position and made into disenfran-

chised subjects (Mezzadra and Neilson 2013). Even when opportunity structures and

footholds exist for (pro-)migrant movements in Germany, the society in the country is

deeply marked by an anti-migrant hegemony (Kasparek et al. 2017): depriving non-

citizens of their rights and deporting them is largely common sense among civil society

and the state, even if rights are granted gradually. Thus, figures of ‘good’ or ‘useful’

migration appear as exceptions that prove the rule of migration as a ‘problem’. Closely

linked to this are various forms of racism that permeate the entire society, which are

concentrated in state institutions and are promoted by them. Migrants and refugees thus

find themselves in a situation in which host societies are structurally hostile to them.

The German migration regime encompasses a broad range of laws that result in the

legal denial of rights. Those who are undergoing asylum proceedings or have the status

of ‘toleration’ (Duldung), which is only a temporary suspension of deportation according

to the German Residence Act, must live under unbearable conditions in collective

accommodation centres. They are also forbidden from leaving their assigned county

or state on the basis of a residential obligation called the Residenzpflicht, which was

introduced in 1982 to preserve state authorities’ access to migrants and deter their

movement. The German migration regime forces asylum seekers into compulsory col-

lective accommodation centres, prohibits them from working (which makes them depen-

dent on food packages and vouchers), excludes them from educational opportunities and

threatens them with deportations. It creates a system of isolation and hardship that

encourages ‘voluntary return’, that is, the ‘self-deportation’ of refugees (Ulu 2013). The

mode of the deprivation of rights and illegalization, with the ever-present threat of state

sanctions, is a key governmental technology of European migration policy. In this

context, migrants are perceived as victims and villains – but not as political subjects

(Bojadžijev and Karakayalı 2010). However, movements of migration demonstrate the

opposite.

We can see this in the refugee protest movement that emerged in Germany and other

European states in 2012, with protests also taking place in France, the Netherlands,

Sweden, Hungary and Austria (Ataç et al. 2015; Odugbesan and Schwiertz 2018).
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Starting from a hunger strike by Iranian asylum seekers in the Bavarian town of

Würzburg, various local struggles joined forces to form a broad and self-organized

movement that aimed to break refugees’ isolation and stop the deprivation of rights.

After weeks and months of permanent demonstrations in various German cities, refugees

and their supporters organized a protest march from Würzburg to the German capital city

Berlin, across the Federal Republic, to stop deportations, end the compulsory collective

accommodation in camps and abolish the Residenzpflicht (Ulu 2013). In the following

section, I analyse public statements and actions by the Refugee Protest March; therefore,

the focus is on the visible politics of migration, which I describe as democratic practice.8

The democratic practices of the Refugee Protest March

From the beginning on, activists explicitly positioned themselves antagonistically to the

dominant democratic and migration regime in Germany. In their call for the Refugee

Protest March, the initiators stated that they ‘will NOT respect the laws that do not

respect us as human beings’.9 In this vein, the refugees aimed to fight against the law

in the name of fundamental rights they claimed as human beings. After a few days of

marching, they reinforced this declaration by stating:

With our presence we are proving how many failures are embodied in the laws. Laws, which

once drove us to escape from another geographical place and which are slowly destroying

us, by neglecting our humanity. On this part of earth, where human rights are proclaimed,

we by our protests are proof of the farce of this democratic system.10

By insisting on their human rights, the protesting refugees stated that their subjectiv-

ity showed a tension between inhumane laws and their humanity. On the one hand, they

therefore questioned the existing democratic regime of the Federal Republic of Germany

because of its institutionalized discrimination and exclusion. On the other hand, the

conflict required for their humanity and equal rights can be associated with a different

vision of democratic practice. With the protest march, bus tours, the squatting in public

places, demonstrations and hunger strikes, the refugee protest created a different political

subjectivity, as well as a stage on which they enacted a different version of democracy.

Therefore, their struggles are insightful for reflecting on democracy and democratic

theory. For this reason, I have analysed them from a perspective of democracy in this

section, describing the formation and the course of the protest march until its arrival in

Berlin.

The protest movement started with the suicide of Mohammad Rahsepar, an Ira-

nian refugee who killed himself in his room in a refugee camp in the Bavarian town

of Würzburg on 29 January 2012. For his fellow residents, it was obvious that the

deplorable living conditions in the isolated camp had driven him to suicide. When

they marched into the centre of Würzburg to start a permanent demonstration, it was

the beginning of the longest and most radical self-organized refugee protest in

Germany ever (Jakob 2016). From day one on, the refugees went on a hunger strike

to demonstrate the injustice of German migration policy. In light of the forced

residence in camps and the suicide of Mohammad Rahsepar, they wrote, ‘If the
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German state perhaps approves of such inhumane living conditions, we will from

now on prefer going to our deaths in public’.11 This drastic statement shows the

resoluteness of the refugees and their struggle for self-determination and autonomy

in the face of heteronomy, which is a key element of many migrant self-

organizations. Because most of the demands had not been heard after 80 days of

political struggle, two of the protesting refugees intensified the hunger strike by

sewing their lips shut. Their demands were proclaimed many times, but they were

not perceived in the police order of ‘the visible and the sayable’ (Rancière 1999,

29). As the protesting refugees stated, ‘We are the voice of all asylum-seekers that

demand their rights. We have shouted loudly, but nobody has heard us. Now we

have sewn our lips shut, because everything has been said’.12 With Rancière (1999),

we can understand this situation as a form of ‘disagreement’ (la mésentente), in

which the shouts of the refugees had probably been heard as sounds, but not under-

stood as a message in the dominant discourse. They were ‘constrained to speak from

within the discourse of immigration’ (Chambers 2013, 119), and therefore political

decision makers did not perceive them as political interlocutors. However, instead of

accepting this position and passively enduring their oppression by the everyday

disciplinary mechanisms of the migration regime, they actively exposed themselves

to the threat of repression on their own terms. Through corporeal protests of hunger

strikes and lip sewing, they turned their vulnerability into a political intervention, a

strategy that Butler has designates a ‘deliberate exposure to power’ (Butler 2016, 12;

Rajan 2019). As Banu Bargu (2017, 128) puts it, such acts of corporeal protest are

juxtaposed against the fundamental norm of self-preservation in modern subjectivity,

creating a ‘counter-subjectivity’ by prioritizing the struggle for a just life over

simply survival according to the status quo.

Inspired by the radical protests in Würzburg, refugees in other German cities started

similar permanent demonstrations. In the following months, they joined forces and

called for a protest march to Berlin. As the refugees hit the trail in Würzburg on 8

September 2012, they declared:

We are starting this journey to prove it to ourselves, to the rest of the asylum seekers, to the

civilians and to the government itself that our oppressed bodies next to each other have the

power of leading us to our rights.

By placing our each step on the ground, we will not only show our disrespect for a piece

of paper that restricts the borders we can enter, but also by ignoring that we will remind

everyone that everything that is written and passed as a law is not necessarily a good thing.

These acts of unauthorized movement can be seen as elements of democratic practice

that challenge the laws of dominant democratic and migration regimes in the name of

rights and principles of the democratical. With the protest march, they broke their

isolation and upended the unrecognized and marginalized position of refugees by

attempting to create a political stage. On this stage, they acted out the deprivation of

rights they experienced and, at the same time, they constituted themselves as political

subjects with rights:
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It is no more possible that through isolating the asylum seekers, the crimes of the racial

Apartheid system are covered up, since we have crossed the walls of the asylum seekers’

camps and we are actively taking part in the public arena and this is where the subjects, the

asylum seekers, regain their subjectivity.

Through rejecting the isolated, silenced and invisiblized position of refugees forced to

live in camps and by literally occupying public space, the protesting refugees ‘regain

their subjectivity’. The protest march thereby induced a ‘political subjectivation’, in

which a new collective subjectivity emerged out of a process of dis-identification, of

escaping the marginalized social position assigned to them. This political subjectivation

should be understood as a practice of radical democracy; it challenges the dominant

police order that assigns the refugees to a subordinate position by collectively breaking

out of this very order to some extent. Their struggle and their reminder that not every law

is ‘necessarily a good thing’ can be interpreted as a reference to the radical contingency

of the given social relations – that everything could be different. It could also serve as a

critique of the dominant democratic and migration regimes, against which they fight for

their public visibility, political subjectivity and rights and thus enacting the democratical

of ‘equaliberty’ (Balibar 2014). By stressing their humanity and rights, by articulating

this ‘egalitarian imaginary’, they reject their subordination as an illegitimate form of

oppression (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, 152).

After 5 days of walking, the refugees crossed the internal German border from

the state of Bavaria, where they had been forced to stay due to the Residenzpflicht,

to the state of Thuringia. All of them conscientiously broke the Residenzpflicht law

at this moment. Some of the refugees even went a step further by publicly tearing up

the residence documents that contained the discriminatory rules. Then, they sent

these torn documents to the Federal Office of Migration and Refugees to ‘let them

correct the failures’ and give them new documents, which would not contain any

deprivation of rights including residency or camp obligations, as well as prohibitions

on working and reliance on food packages and vouchers. The subordinate position

given by the police order of the migration regime was symbolically torn and

rejected; the geographically limited space of the residency obligation was overcome.

Drawing on Balibar’s work (2004), it could also be pointed out that they enact

themselves as insurgent citizens despite their lack of status and, furthermore, as

democratic constituents that question the detached sovereignty of the administrative

state.

Five days after this political act of border crossing, the self-declared ‘coordinating

committee of the striking and protesting asylum seekers in Germany’ published a state-

ment that on the one hand expressed their concrete demands and on the other hand

articulated a positioning of radical democracy:

We, the striking and protesting asylum seekers in Germany, that have been protesting for six

months and are now marching for hundreds of Kilometers in order to achieve our legitimate

demands announce that:
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1. We will abolish the deportation law, since we believe that the location of

residence of every human being is solely determined by his or her own deci-

sion and not by the political and economic relationships of powers that show-

case freedom and equality in their international display windows.

2. We have broken the limited traveling range (Residenzpflicht) law and we will

take any necessary step to abolish it altogether, since we believe that the

freedom of movement and travel is one of the most basic rights of every human

being.

3. We will abolish the obligatory lodging of the refugees in camps (Lagerpflicht)

and we will completely remove the very philosophy that endorses such a

horrible invention because obligation of living in camps is a clear instance

of torturing and we can no longer tolerate the catastrophic consequences that

ensue from such a life.

With this statement, the striking refugees rendered the wrong of migration policies

visible that affected them every day, and they claimed and constituted a ‘part of those

who have no part’. They demonstrated that, as a discriminated group of refugees, they

were part of a de facto ‘people of inequality’ and at the same time, as human beings,

part of an ideal ‘people of equality’, and out of the gap between these two peoples,

they subjectified themselves as a ‘political people’, as a demos of radical democracy

(Rancière 1992).

Aware of the fundamental disagreement between their claims and the dominant police

order, they did not participate in the institutional processes of the established democratic

regime. This was in part because of their non-citizenship status but also because of their

political positionality that questions the legitimacy of these institutions. Based on their

experience of disenfranchisement and of political struggles, they expected almost noth-

ing from the government, seeking instead to find their rights on their own: ‘No this is not

a request, since we are not hoping to be seen and heard by the closed eyes and ears of you

politicians. These lines are instead an announcement of the strong determination of the

asylum seekers who do not want to be crushed by the inhumane laws anymore’. With

their declaration, the striking refugees went beyond simply addressing demands to the

state. In the limited space of constitutional power of the German state, they emerged as a

‘constituent power or counterpower’ (Balibar 2014, 117; Celikates 2019). It is not only

about changing the established refugee law but about establishing the rights of refugees

and all migration subjects: ‘At least stay here so we can create our right, not change the

right’ – one of the refugee activists shouted to his comrades upon the arrival of the

protest march in Berlin. They emerged as a supplementary political subject that could not

be reduced either to a marginalized identity of refugees or to an idealized subject of civil

and human rights. In the words of Rancière, they therefore appeared as ‘in-between’

subjects: ‘between several names, statuses, and identities; between humanity and

inhumanity, citizenship and its denial’ (Rancière 1992, 61).

After the arrival of the Refugee Protest March in Berlin, the striking refugees were

still facing a long and intensive struggle in the streets and in public places. A struggle

that had been both physically and mentally demanding and that had resulted in deporta-

tion for some refugees. But it had also been a struggle that empowered numerous

Schwiertz 13



refugees and that made visible their subordinate position as well as their forceful

demands (From the Struggles Collective 2015). Even though the protests were met with

massive repression and only a small number of their goals could be achieved, a heigh-

tened awareness of the possibilities of political subjectivity and democratic practices of

refugees has remained. Moreover, the refugee protest not only initiated a fight for

migrant rights but also the re-enactment of democracy and citizenship from below.

According to Balibar, we can learn from these struggles that ‘reactivate the idea of civil

disobedience, recalling to us that, with all the risks it carries, it forms an essential

component of citizenship and contributes to its refoundation in moments of crisis, when

its principles have been put into question’ (2014, 49).

All in all, the Refugee Protest March can be described as a radical democratic

practice, in particular with regard to three aspects: as an actualization of the democra-

tical, as an appropriation and expansion of the public sphere and as a reclaiming and

enactment of rights that consequently initiates political subjectivation. First, the refugees

expressed a fundamental critique of the democratic regime and laws in Germany, while

at the same time invoking principles of equality, and thus actualizing the democratical.

Most explicitly, they refer to the concept of the humane, which is not a symbol for ‘bare

life’ (Agamben) or an object of humanitarian aid. Instead, it is a radical democratic

concept to challenge the inhumane laws and orders that could be related to the long

history of abolitionist vistas of the human (Mezzadra 2020). With Balibar, we can stress

the point that equaliberty means that human beings ‘emancipate themselves, that no one

can be liberated by another, that the right to politics is unlimited and is exercised every-

where there is submission to an authority that claims to treat individuals or collectivities

as minors’ (2014, 308). Second, the refugees moved away from the segregated space of

camps and the position of invisibility assigned to them into the public sphere of cities’

centres, and finally, at the end of the march, into the public sphere of the political centre

of the Federal Republic of Germany – the capital, Berlin. In this way, they transgressed

the mostly invisible borders and boundaries of the migration regime in Germany in a

process of enlarging the public sphere (Rancière 2006, 55), demonstrating that the reality

they live is not just their own personal problem, but a political one. At the same time,

their reference to city centres and the capital demonstrates that democratic practices are

not developed in a vacuum, but to a certain extent relate to existing democratic regimes

and their institutions. Third, the Refugee Protest March revealed democratic practice

insofar as it is accompanied by political subjectivation through which a ‘radical demo-

cratic subject’ (Chambers 2013, 9) is created. The refugees dis-identify themselves from

a marginalized position as recipients of aid and as followers of orders, a discriminated

identity as refugees. Instead, they constitute a political subjectivity, that of protesting

refugees who seek to claim a legitimate position.

Finally, I would like to point out two aspects that made the interventions of the

Refugee Protest March – and especially the subsequent developments – appear in a

broader social context, and which at the same time suggested a revision of theoretical

approaches to radical democracy: specifically, the importance of relatively invisible

politics and the relations of solidarity. First, analyses of radical democratic theory often

focus on publicly visible interventions and rights-claiming, and in so doing tune out the

less visible aspects. Elsewhere, I have therefore analysed case studies of long-standing
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migrant self-organizations to show that visible politics of representation and rights are

inextricably linked to relatively invisible policies of sociabilities and empowerment,

which is why the latter must be increasingly included in theories of radical democracy

(Schwiertz Forthcoming). In this article, I have likewise focused on relatively visible

politics. However, even in the rather short-term Refugee Protest March, personal rela-

tionships among activists, processes of mutual learning and empowerment and the

relationships between non-citizens and supporters played a major role, as the protest

camp set up after the arrival in Berlin vividly showed (Ünsal 2015).

Second, the radical democratic theories’ focus on public interventions may entail that

relations of solidarity, both within and beyond groups, are not sufficiently taken into

account (Karaliotas and Kapsali 2020). This aspect also reveals crucial challenges of the

refugee protest. On the one hand, the protest did not succeed in establishing durable

cohesion as a protesting group. During the protest march, the decisive actors were able to

establish strong group cohesion, starting from the common background of ongoing

asylum procedures in Germany and their origins, mostly in Iran, and especially from

contexts of the democratically oriented movements there. In the context of the protest

camp in Berlin, however, the composition of the protest group became more heteroge-

neous. The resulting differences, especially with regard to residence status and gender

(Langa 2015; Ünsal 2015), could not be sufficiently bridged – partly in connection with

the divisive effect of dominant power structures – such that despite repeated efforts, it

was impossible to create an encompassing ‘chain of equivalence’ (Laclau and Mouffe

2001) between different positions and thus establish relationships of solidarity among

the refugees. On the other hand, solidarity beyond the group of refugees is also crucial

for understanding what democratic practices can achieve. The refugee protest was thus

not only able to work with a closer group of supporters without any history of forced

migration. The solidarity of large segment of the population during the peak phase of the

protest in 2012–2013 was also decisive in the protest’s impact. At the same time, this

dimension of broader societal solidarity also explains the limits to the effectiveness of

refugee protests. Hence, an even broader and more stable support among the population

seems to be crucial to push through the fundamental demands for a stop to deportations,

an end to housing in camps and the abolition of the Residenzpflicht.

Conclusion

The main concern of my article has been to relate migration and democracy in a different

way, rather than as simply opposites. At first sight, however, the political practice of the

Refugee Protest March did seem to oppose democracy, particularly in two ways: On the

one hand, refugees as non-citizens are not counted as part of the democratic people of the

Federal Republic of Germany but are relegated to an outsider position as foreigners; on

the other hand, they positioned themselves in opposition to the established democratic

institutions by fundamentally questioning their legitimacy. In this context, radical dem-

ocratic theory and my proposed notion of ‘democratic difference’ open up a more

complex perspective: Although the refugees opposed the democratic regime of the

Federal Republic, at the same time, they actualized the democratical of equality and

freedom in their struggle for rights, and thus relate themselves to democracy. In this vein,
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I have intended to point out that it is important to understand migrant struggles as part of

democracy and that much can be learned from them about how democracy can be

renewed in the post-democratic age. In this sense, I conceptualize the Refugee Protest

March not only as a protest event but also as a negotiation of democracy that is signif-

icant for the entire society.

However, in dominant discourses, the voices of migrants, the voices of the refugees in

camps, have rarely been heard until now. No position for speech or self-determination

has been designated for them in the democratic regime of the Federal Republic of

Germany. This is true in both the formal sense, since they have no voting rights, and

informally, since their demands are ‘not heard’ in the sense of Rancière’s concept of

disagreement. This deprivation of rights creates a barrier to the struggles of refugees, and

at the same time they have to break the law to claim their rights. The room for manoeuvre

for migration movements is thereby not determined by the movement itself, but is shaped

by the established democratic regimes. The protesting refugees are relatively dependent

on certain liberties, which are de facto granted by democratic regimes. Furthermore, they

depend on being able to articulate their claims in an already established democratic

discourse to a certain extent. However, as refugees are not counted as a part of the demos

in the dominant democratic regime, their struggles disrupt this counting of the police

order. Through actions such as the permanent demonstrations in German downtown

areas and the Refugee Protest March described in this article, refugees break out of their

isolation and their ‘invisibility’ in the camps, appear in public, claim their rights vis-à-vis

existing laws and generate a form of political subjectivity indicative of radical democ-

racy. In this context, the contribution of radical democratic theory is to see migration not

as a problem for democracy but to problematize and rethink the established institutions

and theories of democracy based on democratic practices – in this case, those of migrant

struggles. Furthermore, these struggles politicize human and civil rights. They emerge

out of a specific situation, and they therefore develop particular rights claims. At the

same time, migrant struggles involve a form of rights-bearing that enact a universal

principle of rights. As they struggle to improve their situation by striving to become

free and equal subjects, they actualize these democratic principles for all. They raise

demands for specific rights as migrants, for example, regarding their asylum proceedings

and the legalization of their residency status, and at the same time make a more radical

claim, through their performative practice of constituting themselves as political subjects

with rights.

I have highlighted this aspect by introducing the concept of ‘democratic difference’,

the distinction between regimes of democracy and a principle of the democratical, which

is the base of my approach of a theory of radical democracy as conflictual practice. This

approach offers an alternative to concepts of radical democracy as a strategy of hege-

mony or a political order of agonism, in which the participation of marginalized groups

like refugees remain somehow questionable, insofar they are not included in hegemonic

projects or acknowledged as political interlocutors. Based on the theoretical approach of

radical democracy as conflictual practice and the analyses of the Refugee Protest March,

I have attempted to present an alternative understanding of democracy that could con-

tribute to debates on how to rethink democracy and its relationship to migration. This is

particularly relevant in the context of the crisis of political representation and the rise of
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post-democracy, as well as the terrifying return of nationalism. While dominant dis-

courses and the literature about migration have primarily described refugees either as

threats or victims for a long time, this article has understood refugees as political subjects

and constituents of radical democracy. To take such a perspective, it is necessary to

question essentializing notions of the demos and citizenship. Movements of migration in

particular undermine these notions. By crossing national borders and boundaries, they

point to ways to create the conditions of a post-national democracy, in which the demos

is not determined by nationality but by political practices of enacting ‘equaliberty’

(Balibar 2014).

These theoretical reflections of migration struggles and democracy could also be

related to other spaces of contention outside the boundaries of established democratic

regimes, while focusing on different issues. We could, for example, understand queer-

feminist struggles as practices of radical democracy that question the patriarchal and

heteronormative character of democratic regimes and the broader society. In this vein,

anti-racist interventions, labour struggles, disability rights movements, right to the city

alliances or school strikes against climate change and so on could all be perceived as

democratic practices related to their specific emphasis. Understood in this radical man-

ner, democracy is ‘not the name of a political regime but only the name of a process’

(Balibar 2008, 526), a struggle for equality and freedom for all, acted out first and

foremost by the concerned subjects themselves.

Acknowledgements

I would like to thank the reviewers, Samuel A. Chambers, and my former colleagues at the Institute

for Migration Research and Intercultural Studies (IMIS), University of Osnabrück, and especially

Helen Schwenken for her great support and the funding of proofreading by Matt Rees. A prelim-

inary version of the article was presented at the Radical Democracy Conference at The New

School for Social Research and I would like to thank everyone involved.

Notes

1. Being aware of the dichotomous categorization of refugees and migrants, I use the term

‘migrants’ in a comprehensive sense. However, I use the term ‘refugee’ when it is relevant

to analyse social ascriptions or legal categories, as well as the self-designation of the protest-

ing refugees.

2. In the following years, refugee protest marches with similar repertoires emerged in other

countries (Ataç et al. 2015), and refugee activists from Germany co-organized a European

protest march from Strasbourg to Brussels in 2014, building on the experience of the ‘Marche

européenne des sans papiers et migrant.e.s’ in 2012 (see Swerts 2017).

3. By emphasizing the centrality of conflicts and power relations, radical democratic theory

distinguishes itself from aggregative models of democracy, which, following Joseph Schump-

eter, see the function of democracy in the bundling and mediation of individual interests, as

well as from deliberative theories of democracy such as those of Jürgen Habermas, which

strive for reasonable consensus (Mouffe 2000, 81–93).

4. From the perspective of radical democratic theory, the subject of political practices does not

precede those practices but is formed in their course. Therefore, and in line with post-

structuralist approaches, radical democratic theories do not refer to an essentialist, rational
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and autonomous subject but to a subjectivity within social structures and processes (Schubert

2020). However, in contrast to the concept of subjectification in the works of Louis Althusser,

Michel Foucault or Judith Butler, my approach of radical democracy does not stress the more

or less voluntary submission to dispositives of power that form subjects and empower them to

act, but rather conceptualizes the contention against dominant orders itself as political sub-

jectivation. Nevertheless, Butler’s (1997) notion of performative practice – reproducing power

relations, but with a twist – comes close to Rancière’s notion of an unconventional affirmation

of democratic principles in a dispute.

5. While in Disagreement the French term subjectivation is translated as ‘subjectification’, I join

Chambers (2013, 98–101) and others in using the term ‘political subjectivation’.

6. Reflecting the rightful critique of universalism, developed especially in decolonial

approaches, the post-foundational concept of a polemical universal that does not disregard

its particular foundations and primarily has a subversive effect (Singh 2019). Furthermore,

references to migrant struggles, which in their transnational movements and histories have

expressed a connection to the Global South in the North, can contribute to developing a theory

of democracy beyond Eurocentrism.

7. The theory of radical democracy as practice is based on a praxeological understanding of

society that is neither determined by structures nor by the actions of autonomous subjects.

Rather, structure and agency are conceived of being in a reciprocal relationship via the

concept of practice. In line with post-structuralist practice theory, approaches of radical

democracy stress the aspect of performativity (Butler 1997), which means that every social

practice reproduces and transforms the social at the same time.

8. Elsewhere I have pointed out that the relatively invisible politics of mutual aid, care and

empowerment, which I cannot address in the context of this article, are an integral part of the

radical democracy of migrant organizing as well (Schwiertz Forthcoming). Nadye Ünsal

(2015) has discussed similar issues, focusing on the distinction between refugees and sup-

porters within the movement and analysing the intersection of residence status, racism and

gender relations; analysis by the refugee activist Napuli Langa (2015) has related divisions in

the movement to imperialist power relations. Like most analyses (see Steinhilper 2018), these

texts refer primarily to the protest camp on Oranienplatz and the occupation of an old school

building after the arrival of the Refugee Protest March in Berlin (for more on the subsequent

course of the refugee protests, including in other cities, see From the Struggles Collective

2015).

9. The following quotations are, unless otherwise stated, from the website refugeetentaction.net.

The website is now offline, but the statements have been archived by the author and are

available upon request.

10. Translation by the author.

11. http://gustreik.blogsport.eu/allgemein/erste-pm (Translation by the author).

12. http://gustreik.blogsport.eu/allgemein/vierundzwanzigste-pressemitteilung-der-hungerstrei

kenden-iranischen-fluchtlinge-in-wurzburgbayern/ (Translation by the author).
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A democratic struggle can autonomize a certain space 

within which it develops, and produce effects of 

equivalence with other struggles in a different political 

space. It is to this plurality of the social that the 

project for a radical democracy is linked, and the 

possibility of it emanates directly from the decentred 

character of the social agents, from the discursive 

plurality which constitutes them as subjects, and from 

the displacements which take place within that 

plurality. The original forms of democratic thought 

were linked to a positive and unified conception of 

human nature, and, to that extent, they tended to 

constitute a single space within which that nature 

would have to manifest the effects of its radical liberty 

and equality: it was thus that there was constituted a 

public space linked to the idea of citizenship. The 

public/private distinction constituted the separation 

between a space in which differences were erased 

through the universal equivalence of citizens, and a 

plurality of private spaces in which the full force of 

those differences was maintained. It is at this point 

that the overdetermination of effects linked to the 

democratic revolution begins to displace the line of 

demarcation between the public and the private and to 

politicize social relations; that is, to multiply the spaces 

in which the new logics of equivalence dissolve the 

differential positivity of the social: this is the long 

process which stretches from the workers' struggles of 



the nineteenth century to the struggle of women, 

diverse racial and sexual minorities, and diverse 

marginal groups, and the new anti-institutional 

struggles in the present century. Thus what has been 

exploded is the idea and the reality itself of a unique 

space of constitution of the political. What we are 

witnessing is a politicization far more radical than any 

we have known in the past, because it tends to dissolve 

the distinction between the public and the private, not 

in terms of the encroachment on the private by a 

unified public space, but in terms of a proliferation of 

radically new and different political spaces. We are 

confronted with the emergence of a plurality of 

subjects, whose forms of constitution and diversity it is 

only possible to think if we relinquish the category of 

Subject' as a unified and unifying essence. 

〜  Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. Hegemony 

and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic 

Politics. Second edition. London and New York: Verso 

imprint of New Left Books. 2001. Page 181. 
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Abstract The critique of human rights has proliferated in critical legal thinking

over recent years, making it clear that we can no longer uncritically approach human

rights in their liberal form. In this article I assert that after the critique of rights one

way human rights may be productively re-engaged in radical politics is by drawing

from the radical democratic tradition. Radical democratic thought provides plau-

sible resources to rework the shortcomings of liberal human rights, and allows

human rights to be brought within the purview of a wider political project adopting

a critical approach to current relations of power. Building upon previous re-en-

gagements with rights using radical democratic thought, I return to the work of

Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe to explore how human rights may be thought as

an antagonistic hegemonic activity within a critical relation to power, a concept

which is fundamentally futural, and may emerge as one site for work towards

radical and plural democracy. I also assert, via Judith Butler’s model of cultural

translation, that a radical democratic practice of human rights may be advanced

which resonates with and builds upon already existing activism, thereby holding

possibilities to persuade those who remain sceptical as to radical re-engagements

with rights.
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Introduction

Critical engagements with human rights have dominated much of critical legal

thought throughout the past number of years. The conclusion appears to have been

reached, albeit not always by the same means, that we can no longer uncritically

accept human rights in their current, liberal form. What follows from this

conclusion, however, is more contested. What can we do with human rights after

critique? How do we approach rights when we no longer worship at their altar? One

proposal is that after the critique of human rights it may be possible to reclaim their

potential for radical politics by using radical democratic thought. In this article I

advance that such thought is of use because it provides plausible resources to

address the shortcomings of human rights within liberalism, and allows human

rights to be brought within the purview of a wider political project adopting a

critical approach to current relations of power. In doing so I return to the work of

Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe to build upon already existing accounts of rights

in radical democratic terms and assert that their work can be productively employed

to reimagine human rights as a site for antagonistic hegemonic activity to challenge

regimes of power and as ideals which are fundamentally futural, drawing us into a

never-ending striving for them within the wider context of work for radical and

plural democracy. However, the productive possibilities that radical democratic

thought offers re-engagements with human rights do not end with theoretical re-

engagements. I assert that radical democratic resources can also be drawn upon to

productively think through a more radical practice of human rights.

In fleshing out more of what it might mean to imagine a radical democratic

practice of human rights I propose that the model of cultural translation found in the

work of Judith Butler can be developed as a bridge to link the theorisation of human

rights beyond liberalism using radical democratic resources with the contemporary

politics and practice of human rights. A concept with palpably radical democratic

underpinnings, cultural translation allows the tenets of Laclau and Mouffe’s radical

democratic thought to be brought to bear on human rights practice. Cultural

translation is advanced as useful in providing a lens through which human rights

may be re-read and a framework to direct engagement in human rights politics.

Indeed, foundations of such an approach can already be detected in contemporary

human rights activism. What cultural translation offers, therefore, is potential for

activists to consciously think through their practice as one of cultural translation and

link it to a wider project for radical democracy. Use of cultural translation in this

way seeks to address scholars and commentators who remain sceptical as to the

possibility to radically re-engage human rights; offering a persuasive way to

facilitate a radical practice of human rights which stems from radical democratic

theoretical resources addressing the limitations of liberal human rights and also has

clear resonances with contemporary activism. Accordingly, the possibilities which

radical democratic thought offers to radically re-engage human rights after their

critique are furthered through engagement with cultural translation which helps

advance a persuasive radical democratic practice of human rights.
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Liberal Human Rights: Critique

Human rights have a long pedigree within liberalism and liberal thinking, stemming

in their development from the work of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century liberal

and natural law theorists such as Hobbes and Locke (Shapiro 1989, pp. 80–150;

Moyn 2012, pp. 21–24). By virtue of this pedigree human rights enshrine liberal

protection of the individual from oppressive state interference, and foreground a

particularly liberal approach to personhood. The subject of liberal human rights is a

bounded individual who possesses their life, liberty and security as property which

should be protected from external interference, in doing so reflecting the wider

imperatives of a capitalist economy (MacPherson 1962, pp. 2–4). Critical

engagements with human rights have highlighted the way in which such a

perception of liberal subjectivity enshrined within human rights forecloses wider

relations of intersubjectivity and embodiment which characterise our existence as

subjects. For example, Anna Grear has demonstrated how the unitary subject of law

foregrounded within liberalism serves to advance ‘an abstract, socially de-

contextualised, hyper-rational, wilful individual systemically stripped of particu-

larities, complexities and materiality’ (2007, p. 522). Costas Douzinas has also

critiqued the atomisation of liberal human rights discourse, stating that

human rights, as a special type of recognition, come into existence and can be

exercised only in common with others… Rights do not find their limits in

others and community, as liberal theory claims. On the contrary, if the

function of rights is to give rise to reciprocal recognitions, they presuppose the

existence of others and of community. (2000, pp. 286–287)

In this respect, human rights problematically further bounded, as opposed to

intersubjective, ideas of the individual which are conceptually one-dimensional and

cohere with liberal, capitalist regimes.

This critique of the bounded and atomised individual underpinning liberal human

rights has also been linked to critique of the concept of the ‘human’ which has come

to drive the idea of rights in the modern period. Human rights in contemporary

liberal discourse are presented as inalienable rights that all possess by virtue of their

basic humanity. Not only is the human subject a bounded individual, in being

presented as a largely taken-for-granted concept, the ‘human’ within liberal human

rights forecloses how, as Wendy Brown has highlighted, rights do not just attach to

a natural human subject ‘but rather produce and regulate the subjects to whom they

are assigned’ (2004, p. 459). A related critique has been levelled by Sokhi-Bulley

(2012) who characterises rights as tools of governmentality, where individuals

govern themselves through rights. Human rights cannot be perceived as possessions

of a pre-existing human subject, but are a fundamental part of creating such subjects

and restrictive ideas of the ‘human’. Many critical engagements with human rights

have highlight the gendered, Western and ableist parameters of the liberal idea of

humanity which human rights have served to reinforce throughout most of the

twentieth century, and have sought to rework such ideas (Bunch 1990; Mutua 1995;

Lloyd 2007). The ‘human’ in liberal human rights discourse has been critiqued,
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therefore, in its foreclosing of relations of power governing which lives can be

perceived as human and in encouraging subjects to encounter themselves and others

through dominant discourses of ‘humanity’.

Indeed, liberal human rights can be problematised more generally as operating to

reify existing regimes of power, rendering human rights impotent in staging a more

radical challenge for those on the margins. In the modern period human rights have

become increasingly tied to state and have, it has been argued, been co-opted by

state agendas and their maintenance of power relations beneficial to dominant elites.

Zigon (2014), for example, has asserted that human rights are fundamentally limited

‘as a language for radically progressive politics’. Zigon (2014) elaborates that,

‘every repetition of rights language further solidifies this necessary link between

rights and the state-systemic-matrix’. For Zigon, while strategic usage of rights by

radical politics may have short term utility,

in the long run the historically accumulated limitations this language carries

with it significantly decreases possibilities for imagining, articulating, and

ultimately acting in ways to address these issues, abuses, and injustices that go

beyond the current configuration of the state-systemic-matrix. (2014)

Following such critique, the intertwining of contemporary human rights discourse

and the state has been perceived as restricting human rights to operate within the

given order of institutional power. The language of human rights and key human

rights concepts such as ‘equality’ and ‘liberty’, in this view, retain an interpretation

which coheres with current relations of power and offer limited possibilities to be

used in a way that facilitates more than a limited shift in such relations.

A further problematic element of liberal human rights in the modern period has

been the way in which the politics of human rights often closes off political debate

and engagement through an excessive pursuit of consensus. In Douzinas’ terms,

‘rights belong to the consensual domain of politics’ (2007, p. 107). For example, the

creation of treaties and key international human rights documents are frequently

described in terms of consensus achieved through reasoned dialogue and discussion

between states and their conflicting interests, values and cultural perspectives

(Cerna 1994, pp. 740–742; Merry 2006, pp. 42–44; Morsink 1999). The legitimacy

and authority of the international human rights framework is bolstered by the fact

that its treaties, conventions and other declarations have been consensually

produced (Donnelly 2013, pp. 57–60). At the local level human rights are also

often viewed as facilitating consensual outcomes between competing parties

through rational discussion or, indeed, through forced consensus where human

rights serve to close down political debate (Ignatieff 2001, p. 300). This focus on

consensus in liberal human rights has been critiqued as obscuring key elements such

as the messiness and unpredictability of the politics of rights, the ineradicable nature

and importance of political disagreement and the performativity of the practice of

rights (Zivi 2012, pp. 24–42).

It is such critiques that have led some critical thinkers to abandon the discourse

and practice of human rights in radical politics aiming towards radical social

transformation. Seminal amongst these has been David Kennedy’s advancement of

moves away from human rights, asserting, amidst other concerns, that human rights
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occupy the field of emancipatory possibility to the detriment of other, more

valuable, emancipatory strategies (2002, p. 108). For Kennedy,

even very broad social movements of emancipation – for women, for

minorities of various sorts, for the poor – have their vision blinkered by the

promise of recognition in the vocabulary and institutional apparatus of human

rights. They will be led away from the economy and toward the state, away

from political/social conditions and toward the forms of legal recognition.

(2002, p. 110)

However, not all have followed the same approach as Kennedy; many critical

engagements with human rights have indeed sought to retain the discourse of rights

albeit in a slightly reconceptualised form (Douzinas 2000, 2007; Wall 2012; Zivi

2012). One strand of thinking which has recognised the limitations of liberal human

rights but has nevertheless sought to re-engage the discourse of rights in radical

politics has been that which draws from radical democratic resources.

The radical democratic tradition can be understood as a diverse collection of

thought emerging from the work of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in response

to the crisis affecting Western left-wing politics and thinking, especially the Marxist

tradition, in the latter half of the twentieth century (Laclau and Mouffe 1998, 2001,

pp. vii–xix). Marking a fundamental break from both liberal and socialist

interpretations of democracy, radical democratic thought sought to launch a non-

essentialist project based upon the openness of the political and the social, founded

on articulation as a political practice, challenging the essentialism and foundation-

alism of Marxism, and dedicated towards widening and deepening the remit of

liberal democratic principles such as liberty and equality (Laclau and Mouffe 1998).

Laclau and Mouffe’s Hegemony and Socialist Strategy employed Gramscian theory,

liberal democratic discourse on rights and citizenship, poststructuralism and

psychoanalysis to develop a political theory that spoke to the specificity of

contemporary political antagonisms and that highlighted the anti-democratic

elements within socialism as well as liberalism (Mouffe 2005b, p. 10). The overall

contribution of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy contained a theoretical aspect,

contributing to the critique and revitalisation of Marxist theory using engagements

with Gramsci’s concept of hegemony; and an interlinked political aspect, offering

the left a project that dismantles the ontological privilege of ‘class’ and links

workers’ struggles with other social movements, for example, those against racism,

sexism and homophobia, in hegemonic politics (Laclau and Mouffe 1998, 2001, p.

xviii). Following the work of Laclau and Mouffe radical democratic thought has

developed in a range of directions using a variety of diverse resources (see Connolly

1998, 2005, 2006; Norval 2006, 2007; Rancière 2004a, 2006).1

Amongst other attempts to address the shortcomings of liberal human rights,

those using radical democratic thinking stand out as particularly useful in offering a

variety of inter-related tools and resources to rework human rights beyond their

liberal limitations, but also the possibility to link such re-engagements with human

rights to a radical critique of power within a wider project for radical democracy.

1 For further exploration of contemporary radical democratic thought see Thomassen (2010).
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Viewing human rights through the lens of radical democratic theory, therefore, not

only offers resources for human rights to be radically reimagined, but also allows

human rights, so reimagined, to become part of broader attempts to rework liberal

democracy and its restrictive relations of power more generally. While by no means

a fully developed body of thought, attempts can be detected in critical literature to

reconceptualise and reclaim rights through the use of radical democratic theory.

Two of the most substantiated accounts can be found in the work of Samuel

Chambers and Jacques Rancière. Chambers’ work seeks to reinvigorate the

discourse of rights by displacing it from the terms of liberalism and moving it

towards more radical potential using Laclau’s writings on universality in particular

(for example, Laclau 1996). The salience of Laclau’s work for Chambers lies in the

possibility to ‘interpret rights as empty signifiers that mediate the gap between

universal and particular’ (2004, p. 197). Rights in this view signify the absent

fullness of the universal about which Laclau speaks, but only the particular political

demands—the hegemonic articulation—of a group or groups can fill the empty

universal with a temporary, particular content (Chambers 2004, p. 197). Chambers

states, therefore,

what I am suggesting here is not simply that Laclau’s political reinterpretation

of the relation between universal and particular can give us a better way of

understanding the role of rights in contemporary politics… but also that the

viability of hegemonic politics today depends upon the discourse of rights.

(2004, p. 197)

Similarly, Rancière has utilised radical democratic resources to rethink human

rights and the democratic possibilities they offer. Critiquing what he sees as Hannah

Arendt’s depoliticisation of rights via her identification of the human with mere life

(zoë) and the citizen with the good life (bios politikos) (Arendt 1951), Rancière

articulates the ‘human’ of human rights as a contested and litigious name which is a

condition of possibility for politics (2004b, pp. 299–300). In contrast to the liberal

tradition which he characterises as a police order, Rancière conceives of the political

in terms of impurity and the staging of a dissensus in which those who are deemed

to lack the ‘human’ of human rights make themselves heard, invoking the litigious

name of the ‘human’ to assert a fundamental equality, to politicise the division

between those qualified for participation in politics and those deemed not. Rancière

understands the politics of human rights in a radical democratic vein as a creative

democratic politics of contention and disruption, challenging social exclusions in

the name of the open-ended principle of equality which acquires its particular

contours only through dissensual contestation (Ingram 2008, p. 413).

These works are significant in gesturing towards a future for human rights

beyond liberalism and for human rights to link into wider attempts to radicalise

democracy. My discussion below seeks to pick up the conversation between radical

democratic theory and human rights and articulate more of how drawing from

radical democratic recourses holds potential to address the shortcomings of liberal

human rights. I assert that further possibilities exist to productively rethink human

rights in radical democratic terms by returning to resources offered in the work of

Laclau and Mouffe. In doing so I aim to build upon the accounts of Chambers and
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Rancière; following their introduction to the potential to reimagine human rights

using radical democratic theory, much remains to be considered of the specific

resources within radical democratic thought which allow us to do so. Laclau and

Mouffe’s work demonstrates points at which the work of Chambers and Rancière

may be departed from, or the ideas they advance productively considered in a

slightly different way. Returning to Laclau and Mouffe also allows us to explore

more of a significant question which remains after Chambers and Rancière; how

human rights, radically re-engaged, may figure within a wider project for radical and

plural democracy.

Radical Democratic Resources for Re-engaging Human Rights

In this section I foreground three key elements of Laclau and Mouffe’s work which

can be highlighted as useful in re-engaging liberal human rights: critical

engagement with power and liberalism; the utility of antagonism; and the idea of

futurity. While these elements interlink with discussion initiated by Chambers and

Rancière, returning to the work of Laclau and Mouffe allows us to expand

consideration of them: how they can help reimagine human rights in productive

ways, and how human rights politics can be thought to become part of a wider

project for radical democracy as initially imagined by Laclau and Mouffe. In

drawing from Laclau and Mouffe in such a way discussion is also taking their own

work in a new direction, bringing it into conversation with human rights and

identifying human rights as potentially a key site for contemporary radical

democratic activity in a way not specifically explored in Hegemony and Socialist

Strategy.2

The first element I wish to engage in Laclau and Mouffe’s work is perhaps the

central kernel of radical democratic thought itself; a critical relation to power and

liberalism. This has significant implications for how we can view liberal resources

and ideas such as human rights. At a fundamental level the radical democratic

project can be considered ‘radical’ because it involves issuing a profound challenge

to existing relations of power and liberalism’s reifying of such relations. Laclau and

Mouffe’s concern begins with a critical approach to power, including, but not

limited to, economic power within existing liberal democracy. Their project for

radical democracy aims to achieve a transformation of social relations through

democratic politics, widening and deepening the remit of liberal democratic

principles such as liberty and equality towards radical pluralism (Laclau and Mouffe

1998, 2001, p. 160).3 Laclau and Mouffe’s radical democracy involves both a

commitment to and a radicalisation of the key tenets of liberalism and liberal

democracy. They outline that

2 While Laclau and Mouffe do employ liberal democratic discourse on rights in their rethinking of the

political and the social, they do not directly engage in a project to reimagine rights in radical democratic

terms.
3 For more on this meaning of pluralism see Mouffe (2005a, p. 7).
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the problem, with ‘actually existing’ liberal democracies is not with their

constitutive values crystallized [sic] in the principles of liberty and equality for

all, but with the system of power which redefines and limits the operation of

those values. (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, p. xv)

The radicalisation of democracy that they advance consists of ‘a profound

transformation of the existing relations of power’ within the context of liberal

democracy (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, p. xv). This denotes moves from liberal

pluralism towards a deeper, more radical pluralism which extends beyond mere

liberal assimilation and inclusion; moves from the possessive individualism of the

liberal subject towards a view of the subject which is more relational; and

challenges to liberal regimes of power through hegemonic politics.

This fundamental element of Laclau and Mouffe’s work holds foundational

potential for re-engaging with liberal human rights. As outlined above, a key reason

for the critique of human rights in their liberal form is that they reinforce existing

restrictive relations of power as opposed to facilitating challenge of them. Presently

the challenge which human rights pose to existing regimes of power is considerably

limited given the commitments they demonstrate to individualism, capitalism and

state-led agendas. However, when we view liberal human rights through Laclau and

Mouffe’s thought we can see that human rights need not be discarded straight away

because of their liberal commitments and current attachment to restrictive power

regimes. As Illan Wall states, echoing radical democratic sentiment, ‘to simply cede

human rights to the liberal tradition is to fail to understand the significance of the

democratic tradition in human rights’ (2012, p. 3). Rather, human rights may be

viewed as one liberal discourse which stands to be reworked, which can be re-

engaged in the context of a critical relation to power in order to make the values it

espouses more concrete and thereby advance a more meaningful realisation of the

key values of liberal democracy.

This is something that is not possible to assert from all writers in the radical

democratic vein. Rancière, for example is highly sceptical of attempts to maintain

liberalism or its resources in any form (see Chambers 2013, pp. 10–14). From

Laclau and Mouffe’s perspective, however, the principles such as equality, dignity

and liberty which liberal human rights are built upon are not problematic in and of

themselves. Rather, it is the way in which these principles are interpreted and

employed within liberalism and its restrictive regimes of power which is

objectionable. Bringing human rights into conversation with Laclau and Mouffe’s

thought allows us to re-evaluate human rights as a part of modern liberal democracy

currently hindering more radical possibilities but a liberal discourse which may be

productively reworked if we can expand the values that rights represent in a way

that facilitates radical pluralism. Thus, returning to the central kernel of Laclau and

Mouffe’s thought allows us from the outset to make an argument against

abandoning human rights as too engrained within liberalism, and to begin to

consider ways in which human rights may be a resource capable of reworking to

challenge, as opposed to reify, already existing relations of power.

A second element within the work of Laclau and Mouffe which can be advanced

as holding productive possibilities to re-engage human rights relates to the ideas of
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conflict and antagonism and their role within politics. Another key problem with

liberal human rights outlined above is their attachment to discourses of consensus,

often foreclosing the productive possibilities that sustained conflict offers demo-

cratic human rights politics. Resources can be found in radical democratic thinking

to re-engage human rights politics beyond consensus to allow more radical

possibilities to emerge through a return to the value of conflict in democratic

politics. Laclau and Mouffe regard as dangerous the idea that consensus is a

desirable political aim that will eradicate all power struggles (2001, pp. xiv–xv).

One of the most significant and defining tenets of their project for radical democracy

is a commitment to the democratic utility, and indeed ineradicable nature, of

antagonism. This is a value which necessarily emerges from experiences of radical

political pluralism advanced in contrast to liberalism’s mere inclusion or

assimilation and is central to the hegemonic politics they advance. Laclau and

Mouffe’s antagonism challenges objectivist accounts of social conflict which view

antagonism in the sense of agents with fully constituted identities and interests

clashing with one another in a way which requires resolution. On the contrary, they

assert that antagonism can never be resolved without the elimination of the political

itself. The relationship between antagonism and democracy in this view is not one

of equivalence or opposition, rather antagonism poses the question of the demos

itself, and the project of radical democracy embraces and incites an infinite series of

contingent contestations as part of hegemonic politics.

The idea of conflict or contest is a radical democratic resource central to

Rancière’s re-engagement with rights. Rancière’s approach is powerful in

highlighting human rights as a possible vehicle to facilitate the political in staging

a disruption of rational, consensus-based politics and their limited potential for

radical social transformation. In Rancière’s terms human rights can facilitate

politics proper in the sense of staging a ‘division put in the ‘‘common sense’’: a

dispute about what is given, about the frame within which we see something as

given’ (2004b, p. 304). In addition to staging radical moments of conflictual

disruption where those previously outside the remit of the ‘human’ speak (as

gestured towards in Rancière’s account), the value of conflict and antagonism in

radical democratic thinking can be used productively, returning to Laclau and

Mouffe, to conceptualise human rights in terms of antagonistic hegemony more

generally; one space for hegemonic politics which sustains antagonism in

democratic politics and feeds into a wider project for radical democracy. In order

to move human rights beyond liberalism the politics of human rights may be viewed

as fundamentally hegemonic, as about constantly contesting what their key values

mean and the relation between rights and dominant regimes of power. This allows

us to come to view human rights as inherently about contest: a conflictual exercise

in which the content and remit of rights is constantly made and remade through

hegemonic politics within contexts of power. Linking into Mouffe’s own work, as

opposed to a destructive, unproductive contest, this hegemonic contest can be

perceived as taking the form of agonism where those engaging in such politics do so

as adversaries (see Mouffe 2005a, p. 20). While all may be committed to the

concept of human rights and the broad values they espouse, indefinite contest may,

and must, take place over the particular significations of rights in specific contexts at
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specific times. Thus, rather than viewing the politics of human rights as about

seeking consensual outcomes, the vision of hegemonic politics that Laclau and

Mouffe advance can aid re-imagination of a human rights politics which is

fundamentally dissonant, reflecting the ineradicable nature of social conflict more

generally, encouraging hegemonic contest as a means of opening discussion on what

the values of liberal human rights mean, and what they could potentially be

conceived to mean anew.

The final resource which Laclau and Mouffe’s work can be perceived as offering

for a productive addressing of the limitations of liberal human rights is potential for

disrupting how the temporality of human rights and their politics is perceived.

Laclau and Mouffe’s thought may be drawn upon to direct towards a futural sense of

human rights which reflects the futural character of democracy more generally.

Within their work radical democratic politics consists of a striving towards a

complete, fully inclusive and ideal democracy which remains ‘to come’, a self-

refuting idea which ‘should be conceived as a good that only exists as good so long

as it cannot be reached’ (Mouffe 2005b, p. 8). The horizon for radical democracy in

this view is the (impossible) realisation of democracy itself. Rather than a flaw,

however, it is the promise of such realisation which sustains democracy and

democratic politics. Here Laclau and Mouffe are indebted to Jacques Derrida and

indeed acknowledge the foundational influence of Derrida’s work on their concept

of radical democracy (2001, pp. xi–xii). Radical democracy is ‘to come’ in

Derrida’s sense that,

democracy remains to come; this is its essence in so far as it remains: not only

will it remain indefinitely perfectible, hence always insufficient and future,

but, belonging to the time of the promise, it will always remain, in each of its

future times, to come: even when there is democracy, it never exists, it is never

present, it remains the theme of the non-presentable concept. (Derrida 2005,

p. 306)

This futural conception of democracy employed in context of Laclau and Mouffe’s

work holds two possibilities for human rights. Firstly, as a democratic practice

aiming towards realisation of key democratic ideals such as liberty and equality,

human rights can be characterised as a site for working towards a radical and plural

democracy to come. In addition, secondly, human rights can be characterised as

equally futural as democracy itself; an unfinished project whose complete

achievement remains just out of grasp and which is spurred on by that which it

excludes—the alterity always haunting human rights. The concept of futurity

gestured towards here fundamentally differs from liberal perspectives. Liberalism

may agree that human rights remain a futural concept to be constantly strived

towards, but the perspective on futurity that we can gather from Laclau and Mouffe

is more radical in that it involves maintaining a critical relation to power, to that

which is excluded from any hegemonic idea or discourse, and using this to drive a

futural politics.

Disruption of the temporality of human rights is found in Chambers’ radical

democratic revision of human rights. Considering the work of Ernesto Laclau and

Judith Butler on universality, Chambers engages with the themes of formalism,

278 K. McNeilly

123



futurity and hauntology in Laclau and Butler’s discussions which he reads as

highlighting the untimeliness of democracy to come (2003, p. 163). For Chambers,

we can think of rights in radical democratic terms as ‘ghostly rights’ which

‘suggests the need to theorize [sic] a concept of rights through the logic of the ghost,

while it also implies a reconsideration of rights as themselves spectral’ (2003,

p. 163). However, while a useful formulation, this may move from the value of the

futural too soon without fully engaging with the productive possibilities it offers for

re-engaging liberal human rights. Conceptualising human rights as inevitably futural

involves conceiving the values human rights promote as values that can never be

fully realised or achieved, in fact such a result would cause rights to lose their raison

d’être. This conception should push us towards a never-ending democratic striving

for these values and the conception of our lives together that they promote within

wider democratic contexts. The essence of human rights politics accordingly

becomes not the positivisation of rights, nor work to secure measurable human

rights compliance, but the promise of a new, better and radically plural world that

rights represent which must remain self-refuting. This futural element directs

attention towards the possibilities which human rights offer; the promise of

complete realisation of liberal democracy’s key ideals and of alternative ways of

living and being together which address the shortcomings of current liberal regimes.

It is this futural promise which allows human rights and their politics to be used in

working towards radical social transformation. In this way the politics of human

rights viewed in a futural way may fit with a wider politics of democracy to come;

human rights emerge as a micro-location for democratic activity towards completely

achieved radical and plural socio-political relations which always remain just out of

grasp and so may form one site for struggle towards a radical and plural democracy

which always remains to come.

Thus, from the above, the work of Laclau and Mouffe can be returned to in order

to further foreground the value of radical democratic theorising for addressing the

shortcomings of human rights in their current liberal form, and can be used to add

to, even at times move in a slightly different direction from, the discussion of rights

in radical democratic terms initiated by Chambers and Rancière. We can see how

Laclau and Mouffe’s work offers productive theoretical resources to radically re-

engage human rights in a new way beyond liberalism—re-engagements with power

and liberalism as well as the concepts of antagonism and futurity—and, thinking

Laclau and Mouffe beyond themselves, human rights may even become a site for

activity striving towards radical and plural democracy. However, in articulating

more of the uses of radical democratic resources to re-engage human rights one

notable omission in work to date also requires addressing: the lack of discussion on

the way in which human rights can be practically approached in radical democratic

terms. Little tangible detail has been outlined as to what a radical democratic

practice of human rights would look like. How can the human rights politics be

thought and consciously approached in radical democratic terms?

This question is crucial for activists, but also for scholars or commentators who

remain sceptical that human rights can be productively re-engaged after their

critique. Those unconvinced about the utility of or the way in which human rights

can be radically reimagined require theoretical re-engagements which hold potential
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to redress the shortcomings of liberal human rights, but also an approach which can

demonstrate a persuasive way to radically practice human rights. I assert that the

radical democratic resources outlined above can offer both, and the latter can be

teased out through development of Judith Butler’s concept of cultural translation

which may offer a useful bridge between Laclau and Mouffe’s radical democratic

theorising and the practice of human rights. In analysis below Butler’s concept of

cultural translation is foregrounded as underpinned by fundamentally radical

democratic elements and can be brought into conversation with rights to offer a lens

through which universal human rights concepts may be re-read and a framework to

engage in human rights politics in a radical democratic manner. Indeed, these are

tools that resonate with already existing work seeking to utilise human rights to

challenge restrictive regimes of power, and so the bridge of cultural translation,

grounded in both radical democratic theorising and holding potential to build upon

already existing activist work, holds possibilities to persuade those sceptical about

the radical potential of human rights and furthers the utility of radical democratic

thought after the critique of rights.

Thinking a Radical Democratic Practice of Human Rights

Cultural Translation and Its Radical Democratic Foundations

Cultural translation emerges as a model in Butler’s work interlinked with her

thoughts on universality (1996, 2000, 2004, pp. 25–39). For Butler, any universal is

never fully complete due to its inevitable formation within particular cultural

locations (see Butler 1996). Competing accounts of the universal, also articulated

within culture, exist at any one time and come into translational dialogue with one

another in the model of cultural translation (Butler et al. 2000, pp. 37–38, 162–164).

Cultural translation can be thought of as a practice whereby the unfixity of any

universal concept is foregrounded and constantly reworked through translational

dialogue between its current form and that which it excludes or forecloses,

represented in the competing universal. The result of this translational dialogue is

the subversion of the existing universal by revealing what is excluded from it, and

its reworking on the basis of its own alterity (Butler et al. 2000, pp. 11–43).

However, when competing universals come into translational dialogue the

current universal will not merely integrate or include the demands made upon it to

create a ‘truer’ universal, but both must change in order to apprehend the other

(Butler 1996, p. 48). In this view, universality is a process which takes place within

hegemonic and contingent cultural negotiations (Butler et al. 2000, pp. 3–14). Any

universal can never be all-encompassing or complete, it ‘belongs to an open-ended

hegemonic struggle’ (Butler et al. 2000, p. 38). The result of translational dialogue

between competing universals is the creation of a new universal which speaks to the

limits of the former but which can never be fully complete, inclusive or settled, and

so becomes the new, dominant universal which is open to challenge from that which

it excludes. This translational work is not a straightforward or predictable process; it

may or may not succeed in enhancing the claims of those at the limits of current
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hegemonic discourses. However, feeding into Butler’s wider ontological project,

cultural translation appears as a useful model to challenge dominant paradigms

based upon the claims of those on the margins.

Why is cultural translation being advanced here as capable of development to

provide a useful link between the radical democratic theory and practice of human

rights? The answer is that a commitment to the key elements of Laclau and

Mouffe’s radical democratic thought explored above can be perceived underpinning

this model. While by no means a radical democratic theorist per se, radical

democratic elements can be found in Butler’s work (see Lloyd 2008; Schippers

2008; MacKenzie 2008). In particular, Moya Lloyd highlights cultural translation as

central to Butler’s radical democratic commitments, stating that ‘reading her at her

most radical, democratic transformation for Butler can and will occur only when…
subjects ‘‘exist […] in the mode of translation, constant translation’’’ (2008,

pp. 37–38 citing Butler 2004, p. 228). Moreover, Butler herself elaborates that

cultural translation is directed towards the assertion of ‘new normative schemas that

would imply a rigorous critique of misogyny, homophobia, and racism in an effort

to articulate a social and political world characterized [sic] by interdependency,

equality, and even radical democracy’ (Butler et al. 2012, p. 2 emphasis added).

Fitting with Laclau and Mouffe’s work, the practice of cultural translation is a

means of challenging hegemonic (liberal) power regimes towards more inclusive

and less restrictive possibilities and aims to do so through the facilitation of

sustained contestatory dialogue taking place in the form of translation. The model

emerges from a perception of universality as a site of contest and is a way of moving

currently static, liberal conceptions of the universal toward endless conflictual

reworkings (Butler et al. 2000, p. 37). The contest that takes place in cultural

translation is a fundamentally hegemonic contest. As Angela McRobbie states,

cultural translation can be conceived of as ‘the space for renewed hegemonic

politics better able to ‘‘shatter the confidence of dominance’’’ (2004, p. 507 citing

Butler et al. 2000, p. 179). Cultural translation also demonstrates a fundamental

commitment to futurity, opening democratic engagement with the universal as a

‘not yet’ in a context where, as Butler recognises, democracy too must be

unknowing about its future (Butler et al. 2000, p. 41). The new discourse emerging

from contestatory translational dialogue evades liberal notions of final resolution

and assimilation, the ongoing work of cultural translation being to strive towards a

radical pluralism which rejects absolute synthesis and retains the critical force of

alterity. Butler stresses universality as necessarily open-ended and views the task of

democratic politics as being to maintain the universal as a site of permanent crisis,

never to be settled (Butler et al. 2000b, p. 747).

Cultural translation thus appears as a means of encouraging engagement with

universal concepts in a way that is fitting with a radical democratic commitment to

antagonistic, and futural, hegemonic politics challenging dominant power regimes

in a radical democratic sense. Engaging in practices of cultural translation involves

undertaking contestatory political activity which shatters ideas of fixity without

certainty about what will come, but doing so in order to work towards the promise

of an ideal form of the political and social which is always self-refuting. This

unrealisability should not deter political engagement, but appears as the very
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practice of radical politics itself (Butler et al. 2000, p. 268). Given these radical

democratic underpinnings, I assert that cultural translation stands to be developed to

provide tools for a radical democratic practice of human rights.

Tools of Cultural Translation for a Radical Democratic Practice of Human
Rights

It is possible to bring the model of cultural translation into productive dialogue with

human rights in order to envisage two tools which can help bridge the gap between

the radical democratic theory and practice of human rights. Expanding Butler, what

I see cultural translation as holding potential to provide is a lens through which

human rights may be re-read anew and a framework which may be employed to

direct engagement in human rights politics in a radical democratic way. Both these

tools will be considered in turn and the way in which they resonate with already

existing human rights activism. I assert that these resonances may be built upon in

order to encourage contemporary activists to consciously think of their work in

terms of cultural translation and link it into a wider radical democratic project.

The first element which cultural translation can be thought to provide for a

radical democratic practice of human rights is a lens through which rights may be

re-read. This can be seen as a necessary first step in a radical practice of human

rights; actually perceiving rights as capable of being worked in a new way beyond

liberalism which facilitates radical pluralism. The lens that cultural translation

offers encourages current liberal human rights concepts to be viewed as not static or

fixed, but as currently hegemonic ideas made within cultural contexts which stand to

be challenged by alternative conceptions of themselves articulated by, amongst

others, radical political groups. This lens reveals the inherent unfixity of universal

human rights concepts and demonstrates that the shortcomings of current

articulations are not a reason to call for a wholesale rejection of human rights.

On the contrary, it allows such shortcomings to come into view as the starting point

for human rights concepts to be remade through conflictual, counter-hegemonic

democratic engagement on what rights can be used to do, say or achieve. This

approach differs from the liberal view of rights in that while liberalism may accept

that human rights are relatively unfixed and open to continual development, the lens

of cultural translation locates such unfixity within the context of power. Current

human rights concepts are necessarily tied to restrictive regimes of power within

liberalism, but when we view such concepts through the radical democratic lens of

cultural translation we see that possibilities exist ‘for expanding the democratic

possibilities for the key terms of liberalism, rendering them more inclusive, more

dynamic and more concrete’ (Butler et al. 2000, p. 13). The lens of cultural

translation allows human rights concepts to be read as always a product of particular

cultural and politico-historic contexts, always necessarily limited by them, and to

begin to understand continual counter-hegemonic challenges to their current

articulation within scenes of power as the work of human rights politics.

One location where the lens of cultural translation may be employed to initiate a

radical practice of human rights is in relation to discourse on the ‘human’. As

highlighted above, the site of the ‘human’ has been a key point for critique of liberal
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human rights and their relation to restrictive discourses of power; the human of

human rights is not a ‘natural’ concept, as liberal discourse would have us believe,

but is a fundamentally political creation. Using the lens of cultural translation, the

‘human’ can be re-read as a hegemonic concept, created within a particular cultural

location, so reflecting related regimes of socio-political power, but one which is

open to reworking towards radical pluralism based on its constitutive alterity. This

is something that Butler recognises has taken place in lesbian, gay, bisexual and

transgender (LGBT) rights human rights activism. Butler highlights the re-reading

of and translational contestation over the concept of the ‘human’ which LGBT

activism has involved (1996, p. 46) and endorses use of cultural translation in this

way, stating ‘how might we continue to insist upon more expansive reformulations

of universality, if we commit ourselves to honoring [sic] only the provisional and

parochial versions of universality currently encoded in international law?’ (1996,

p. 47). LGBT activists can be viewed as engaging the lens which cultural translation

offers to apprehend current discourse on the ‘human’ as limited but open to counter-

hegemonic articulation through democratic politics to rework this concept in a way

which is more radically plural. Claiming rights as human even though excluded

from the current articulation of this concept begins with re-reading human rights and

their current limits in contexts of power, and using this lens to start to think through

their use to widen and deepen the remit of the liberal democratic principles which

human rights represent.

The lens of cultural translation can be viewed as relevant to a range of groups

interested in the practice of human rights in a way that challenges current restrictive

regimes of power. Another example is migrant rights. While human rights to

equality, the right to work and right to be free from torture and inhumane and

degrading treatment, for example, are provisions relevant to addressing situations

many migrant workers experience, these concepts have been traditionally

interpreted in a way that coheres with the agendas of Western states, state

sovereignty and liberal economy, which benefit from the suppression of migrant

workers’ rights. In the late twentieth century migrants and their advocates began to

read these provisions as inadequate to respond to the particular experience of

migrant workers. Such activity led to the enactment of the International Convention

for the Protection of All Migrant Workers and Their Families in 1990. Migrant

rights activists can be considered as employing the lens of cultural translation in this

work; re-reading human rights as currently limited and reifying hegemonic regimes

of power, but as unfixed and capable of reworking towards to facilitate more radical

pluralism. In this way the ‘counter-hegemonic discourse of migrants’ rights

provides the language to the excluded groups of migrants… to claim rights from

which these migrants are excluded’ (Basok 2009, p. 190).

Naturally, this lens that encourages re-readings of human rights must be followed

up using the second tool which cultural translation can be thought as offering; a

related framework for politics. This framework can be perceived as the way in

which the realisations facilitated by the lens of cultural translation can be acted upon

to allow for the practical reworking of human rights. In this framework the object of

challenge for radical politics is a particular universal rights concept or idea viewed

as inadequate in its current form. Challenge to rework this concept in a way which
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moves it beyond its current liberal articulation can be carried out by counter-

hegemonic assertions of alternative, competing conceptions of this universal made

by those that the current concept presently restricts or excludes. These competing

universal concepts—the currently dominant and the challenging—can be con-

sciously brought into conflictual dialogue and translation be encouraged between

them in spaces such as local politics, law reform, domestic and international courts,

UN fora and a plethora of other locations where human rights politics take place.

The desired result will be the emergence of slightly modified or altered conceptions

of what rights are, what they can achieve and/or in relation to whom. This

conflictual process should be seen as having an inherently futural character; the

newly modified universal, while slightly more expansive, is still limited and can be

no more fixed than that which preceded it.

Use of this framework can be detected in the examples of LGBT and migrant

rights activism above which, following a re-reading of dominant liberal human

rights provision, articulated competing universals reworking such provision.

Another example of where activists engaged in an approach resonating with this

framework is women’s rights activism. The 1990s’ feminist campaign for

‘Women’s Rights as Human Rights’ began with a re-reading of current human

rights provision as structured by masculinist regimes of power (Bunch 1990;

Charlesworth 1995; Chinkin et al. 1991). After coming to view these current human

rights concepts as limited, constituted by alterity within the context of gendered

power, and unfixed, open to counter-hegemonic engagement, women’s rights

campaigners engaged in the activity of asserting competing universals. Activism at

international and local levels highlighted the inadequacy of current universal human

rights provision to encompass issues such as domestic and sexual violence and

reproductive health, asserting competing conceptions of rights and their subject

which exposed the currently hegemonic discourse as exclusionary and open to a

more radical pluralism. In a range of global and local locations women’s rights

activists engaged these competing universals in conflictual translational dialogue

with dominant articulations of human rights, the result being the emergence of a

new, slightly modified universal discourse incorporating gendered issues into the

international human rights corpus (Fraser 1999; Peters and Wolper 1995; Cook

1994). However, the analysis that the cultural translation framework offers does not

end there. In recent years feminist analysis has voiced frustrations with the

discourse resulting from the translational work of the 1990s. Critique has

highlighted the liberalism and heteronormative assumptions about ‘sex’ and

‘gender’ which underpins much provision secured following the 1990s’ campaign

(McNeilly 2014; Cossman 2002; Otto 2013). Here the framework of cultural

translation may foreground the futural nature of a radical practice of human rights.

If universal human rights are ineradicably futural, never finally fixed or settled, and

contestation is at the heart of human rights politics, activists must rework human

rights through ongoing assertion of competing universals which challenge the

dominant, even have a duty to do so within a wider democratic struggle for fully

complete democracy, meaning that the achievements of the 1990s should be viewed

as the current universal open to challenge as the inadequate discourse which

preceded it.
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Cultural translation, therefore, can provide a useful lens to begin to re-read

human rights within a critical relation to power and an inter-related framework to

actually approach the practice of human rights as the staging of counter-hegemonic

competing universals to rework the limits of current human rights concepts through

conflictual translational dialogue which sustains the futurity of human rights

politics. For Butler, the ongoing and futural making and remaking of universal

discourse via the practice of cultural translation can be perceived as central to any

healthy and democratic human rights politics (2004, p. 36); in particular, we might

add, a radical democratic human rights politics. From engagements above with

LGBT, migrant workers’ and women’s human rights activism we can see that those

interested in advancing radical politics utilising the discourse and practice of human

rights are indeed already engaging in activity which reflects key elements of the

approach cultural translation envisages.4 Thus, in advancing cultural translation as

towards a radical democratic practice of human rights what appears to be required is

to encourage activists to continue to approach human rights in such a way but to

begin to consciously frame their work in terms of the lens and the framework of

cultural translation, aware of the radical democratic leanings of such activity.

Activists can be encouraged to view their activity to rework human rights as work

towards radical pluralism, furthering the reach of key ideas such as liberty and

equality, part of a wider project for radical and plural democracy, and thus link their

work and the objectives it pursues into a broader reworking of liberal democracy

that Laclau and Mouffe envisage. From this, human rights activism may emerge as

one part of sustaining the project for radical democracy, one location where liberal

democracy and its principles can be reworked and activity undertaken towards

democracy to come. It is in this way that cultural translation can help envisage a

radical democratic practice of human rights that resonates with already existing

activist work, offering resources to further such work, as well as possibilities to

expand it in new directions within the remit of a wider project for radical and plural

democracy.

In emerging as a model grounded in theoretical resources seeking to address the

current shortcomings of human rights within liberalism and one which has clear

resonances with already existing activism, cultural translation appears powerful to

address those scholars and commentators who may remain sceptical as to work to

re-engage human rights in radical politics. Those who advance that the limitations

of human rights within liberalism are too great to surpass may remain unconvinced

by the use of theoretical resources in re-engaging human rights, given the abstract

nature of such an activity. However, in linking radical democratic theory with

already existing attempts to re-engage human rights and offering resources to build

upon such activity in a tangible way, cultural translation moves the project to

radically reimagine human rights in, arguably, a more persuasive direction. Indeed,

cultural translation may be thought as offering a role for scholars and commentators

on the left, encouraging them too to become engaged in the work of asserting

competing universal ideas about what human rights are capable of doing, saying and

meaning which interlinks with wider practical activity to rework human rights in

4 For more on grassroots engagement with the translation of human rights see Merry (2006).
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hegemonic politics more broadly. Conflictual translational work is not limited to the

streets, courtrooms or UN fora but may be thought of as taking place in a range of

locations that include the academy. Thus, whether as activists or as scholars,

cultural translation helps envisage possibilities for engaging in a radical democratic

practice of human rights and provides tools to do so, naturally linking the work of

Laclau and Mouffe and its usefulness in re-imagining human rights with everyday

engagement with rights.

Conclusion

The critique of human rights within critical legal thought has been powerful,

revealing crucial ways in which liberal human rights are necessarily restrictive in

advancing the aims of radical politics. Equally powerful, however, have been

attempts to reimagine and re-engage human rights after this critique within radical

literature. Radical democratic thought emerges as one resource drawn upon within

such attempts and, given the variety of tools it offers and the way in which these

tools can be linked into a wider critical project for plural and radical democracy, one

particularly useful resource. In this article I have sought to demonstrate the way in

which the discussion of human rights in radical democratic terms can be expanded

by returning to the work of Laclau and Mouffe to characterise human rights as one

liberal concept which may be re-engaged to challenge instead of reify restrictive

regimes of power through characterising human rights politics in terms of

antagonistic hegemonic engagement and human rights themselves as futural

concepts with a potential role to play within a wider practice for radical and plural

democracy. Moreover, via Butler’s concept of cultural translation and its radical

democratic underpinnings, discussion has demonstrated how radical democratic

thought may also offer possibilities to envisage a racial practice of human rights

which resonates with already existing activism, also providing tools to further and

expand such activity and render the practice of human rights a micro-practice of

radical democracy.

It should be noted, however, that the idea of a radical democratic theory and

practice of human rights is not asserted here as the ‘solution’ to the problem of what

comes after the critique of rights. Such a straightforward solution cannot be found,

certainly not in a singular sense. A radical democratic theory and practice of human

rights must be one of many attempts to reclaim the radical in rights. It offers one

way to think through radical re-engagements with rights in a useful and accessible

way, particularly in conversation with the lens and framework of cultural

translation. Perhaps the pursuit of consensus on how to approach rights after their

critique is equally as undesirable as the pursuit of consensus in the politics of human

rights itself. Therefore, in the spirit of radical democracy, as critical legal scholars

and activists we must continue to engage in contestatory thinking towards plausible,

albeit never final or all-encompassing, answers to the question of what comes after

the critique of rights less we close down the potential and unexpected ways in which

rights may be used to speak back to the power that shapes us.
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What is radically democratic, if anything, about the political struggles and events that have

occurred around the world over the last few years, and how might radical democracy be further

extended? To answer this question, we need to take a moment to reflect on what exactly is meant

by radical democracy. Here I provide one particular definition of the term, and then suggest a

number of contemporary democratic practices that might embody it. My aim is to offer a resource

for further discussion and activism.

Radical democrats argue that we can draw out two central, inter-twined and historically

constituted root meanings or conditions of democracy: first, the free and equal participation of

‘the people’ (the dêmos) in power (kratos); and second, that democracy – including any of its

criteria, institutions, and decisions – has no grounds, justifications, or guarantees outside of the

people, that is, outside of itself. The second condition tends to be stressed less in discussions

about democracy than the first. However, the second condition – democracy’s self-grounding,

self-legitimation, and indeed its self-constitution – is equally important to democracy according to

radical democrats. Self-grounding leads to constant anxiety and self-reflexive questioning,

making democracy the only political system with a self-revolutionizing logic. Indeed, self-

grounding is the condition of impossibility of finally specifying democracy’s true or ultimate form

(apart from the two minimal conditions set out here). At the same time, democracy’s self-

grounding is the condition of possibility for liberty and equality, that is, for the first condition. In

other words, the absence of external legitimation or foundation is the basis for a participant’s

positive freedom and equality: subjects of democracy are autonomous from external gods and

equally qualified and responsible for governance (Rancière, 2006: 41).

Yet, these two intertwined and historically constituted root meanings and conditions of democracy

have largely been forgotten in contemporary (i.e. ‘liberal’) institutionalizations of democracy.

Hence, radical democratic theorists have added ‘radical’ as a supplementary term to ‘democracy’

so as to draw out the two root conditions. Moreover, as a supplement, ‘radical’ does not just add

to our current understandings and practices of democracy, but problematizes them, showing

them to be not all encompassing: always incomplete and thus always revisable.

The drawing out of these root conditions has been undertaken by a range of radical democrats.

This has resulted in an array of interpretations and conceptualizations of what goes under the

name of ‘radical democracy.’ While some of these conceptualizations stem from the Habermasian

and other deliberative democratic bodies of theory, many now draw upon poststructuralist

influenced political thought, including the work of Jacques Rancière (2006), postmodern

anarchism (e.g. Simon Critchley, Todd May), contemporary Marxist philosophy (e.g. Alain Badiou,

Slavoj Žižek), autonomist Marxism (e.g. Antonio Negri), Deleuzian theories of abundance (e.g.

William Connolly), and post-Marxism (e.g. Ernesto Laclau, Chantal Mouffe).

But what does it mean to institutionalize radical democracy, that is, to institutionalize these two

conditions?
[i]
 Starting with the second condition, self-constitution or self-grounding means that

‘politics goes all the way down’ (Tønder & Thomassen, 2005: 4). Thus, the institutionalization of

this condition involves the institutionalization of contingency and openness to contestation,

ensuring that no social arrangement or identity is taken as extra-political. This contrasts with

some other radical theories of democracy that envision a utopia where contestation is overcome,

for example Rousseauian and Marxist understandings of democracy that see the possibility of

conflict being eliminated through the realization of a general will or a communist revolution. It also

differs from liberal democratic theory in that it does not try to limit or contain political contestation

within certain (formal political) spheres (Ingram, 2006). Rather than confined to parliaments and

periodic elections, radical democracy politics is appropriate to and hence constitutive of, all

spheres of social life, even when politics is hidden by social norms and everyday practices (within

which previous political decision is sedimented). Radical democracy involves making the

constitution of social life by politics explicit, and thus exposing the potential for the politicization,

contestation and reformulation of identities, systems, and norms in all areas of social life, whether

workplaces, educational institutions, community groups, religious organizations, or homes.

However, this call for the institutionalization of contingency and of openness to contestation

should not be read as an unrestrained embrace of conflict, but rather a shaping of it (when it

occurs) in accordance with, or in the name of, extending free and equal participation of all

citizens in the people’s self-constitution (that is, in extending the first condition of democracy).

The institutionalization of radical democracy thus involves what Chantal Mouffe (2005) refers to

as the transformation of antagonism (and potential violence) into ‘agonism’ via the ‘shared ethico-

political principles’ of ‘liberty’ and ‘equality.’

But how can such a radical or agonistic democratic culture – of openness to contestation framed

by equality and freedom – be instituted in the first place? Developing radical democracy from a

culture of limited political participation requires not just winning and instituting legal protections

(such as freedom of speech), but the formation of a politically active citizenry that comes into

being through successful democratic political activism, where citizens see their engagements as

contributing to their own and societies’ self-constitution (in contrast to a discouraged and passive

citizenry).

Laclau and Mouffe (2001) see this radical democratic citizenry and culture developing via

hegemonic politics that embrace and fight for democracy. In other words, they see the need for

the articulation of diverse democratic struggles, with otherwise differentiated demands, into a

movement of ‘we radical democrats’ that can then effectively challenge existing liberal and other

discourses and regimes that limit democracy. The hegemonic struggle politicizes society, while

the normative embrace of democracy ensures this politicization works towards democratic

processes and ends rather than antagonistic politics that is simply aimed at destroying the Other

(e.g., violently retaliating police violence). Here Mouffe and Laclau develop on earlier thinking of

the democratic politics of the ‘new social movements’ (e.g. Macpherson, 1977; Pateman, 1970).

That is, popular struggles aimed at changing society through cultural politics, for example the

women’s movement, environmental movement, anti-war movement, and so on, in contrast to the

politics of political parties aimed at taking centralized state power.  However, against the earlier

new social movements that often departed from economic concerns, radical democracy

embraces the need to politicize and democratize the economy (Laclau, 1990;  Žižek,2000).  

A contemporary example of such a hegemonic project aimed at democratization and that

politicizes society in the process of struggle, can be seen in the ‘alter-globalization’ politics of

1989-2001, where a wide range of groups – farmers and other local producers, radical

environmentalists, indigenous peoples, feminist groups, socialists, anarchists, and so on – with a

wide variety of (sometimes conflicting) demands were articulated through their common negative

relation to capitalist globalization and positive association with calls for ‘democracy’ and ‘justice.’

We have more recently seen a similar politics within the Occupy movements, where students,

unemployed, anarchists, social democrats, unionists, etc., came together around ‘democracy’

and against finance capital and ‘the one percent.’

The Arab revolutions of 2011/12 have also involved a range of previously unarticulated, and

sometimes hostile, groups (Muslim, Christian, secular, women’s, and youth) coming together, and

modifying themselves in the process, around the demand for ‘democracy,’ politicizing societies

that were largely apolitical. While it remains uncertain as to how radically democratic these

revolutions may be with respect to the definition given in this essay, they do provide a practical

illustration of the hegemonic politics that Mouffe and Laclau, amongst others, see as necessary

for a political system to move towards radical democracy. They have, however partially, brought

into being a nascent democratic culture, opening space for political contestation that has been

expanded to many previously marginalized or excluded voices. The next step is the

institutionalization of this culture through media organizations, civil society, law, and official

decision-making bodies. Such radically democratic struggles need to be differentiated from

hegemonic politics performed by coalitions like the Tea Party in the United States that may

contribute to politicization through their activism but at the same time act to shut down politics

through the promotion of the privatization of the social and economic aspects of life.

I want to conclude by highlighting two questions that need careful investigation with respect to the

effective institutionalization of radical democracy. First, what is the role of communications media,

and particularly digital media, in supporting agonistic engagement? The democratizing effects of

digital social networks have been extensively celebrated. However, such networks must not be

assumed to be unquestionably positive for advancing radical democracy, particularly given their

increasing colonization by dominant political forces and capitalist exploitation. This leads us to the

second question: what is the relation of radical democracy to global neo-liberal capital? In other

words, can agonistic struggle effectively challenge contemporary capitalism? Or, as might be

suggested from the limited impact of the alter-globalization and Occupy movements, will such

politics at best lead to narrow reforms of liberal democracy, which ideologically legitimates the

form of contestationary and pluralistic politics associated with capitalist markets and their ‘free’

competition (Zizek, 2000). The answer to these questions, I believe, lies in the nature and extent

of future political struggle. For the extension and institutionalization of radical democracy, there

needs to be a hegemonic political formation committed to liberty and equality and the extension

of political contestation into all spheres of society.
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Notes

[i]
 I am here largely drawing upon post-Marxist radical democratic thought, which reads neo-

Marxist (Gramscian in particular) understandings of radical democracy through poststructuralist

lenses.
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  L INCOLN DAHLBERG,  FEB 26 2013

What is radically democratic, if anything, about the political struggles and events that have occurred around the world
over the last few years, and how might radical democracy be further extended? To answer this question, we need to
take a moment to reflect on what exactly is meant by radical democracy. Here I provide one particular definition of the
term, and then suggest a number of contemporary democratic practices that might embody it. My aim is to offer a
resource for further discussion and activism.

Radical democrats argue that we can draw out two central, inter-twined and historically constituted root meanings or
conditions of democracy: first, the free and equal participation of ‘the people’ (the dêmos) in power (kratos); and
second, that democracy – including any of its criteria, institutions, and decisions – has no grounds, justifications, or
guarantees outside of the people, that is, outside of itself. The second condition tends to be stressed less in
discussions about democracy than the first. However, the second condition – democracy’s self-grounding, self-
legitimation, and indeed its self-constitution – is equally important to democracy according to radical democrats. Self-
grounding leads to constant anxiety and self-reflexive questioning, making democracy the only political system with a
self-revolutionizing logic. Indeed, self-grounding is the condition of impossibility of finally specifying democracy’s true
or ultimate form (apart from the two minimal conditions set out here). At the same time, democracy’s self-grounding is
the condition of possibility for liberty and equality, that is, for the first condition. In other words, the absence of
external legitimation or foundation is the basis for a participant’s positive freedom and equality: subjects of
democracy are autonomous from external gods and equally qualified and responsible for governance (Rancière,
2006: 41).

Yet, these two intertwined and historically constituted root meanings and conditions of democracy have largely been
forgotten in contemporary (i.e. ‘liberal’) institutionalizations of democracy. Hence, radical democratic theorists have
added ‘radical’ as a supplementary term to ‘democracy’ so as to draw out the two root conditions. Moreover, as a
supplement, ‘radical’ does not just add to our current understandings and practices of democracy, but problematizes
them, showing them to be not all encompassing: always incomplete and thus always revisable.

The drawing out of these root conditions has been undertaken by a range of radical democrats. This has resulted in
an array of interpretations and conceptualizations of what goes under the name of ‘radical democracy.’ While some
of these conceptualizations stem from the Habermasian and other deliberative democratic bodies of theory, many
now draw upon poststructuralist influenced political thought, including the work of Jacques Rancière (2006),
postmodern anarchism (e.g. Simon Critchley, Todd May), contemporary Marxist philosophy (e.g. Alain Badiou, Slavoj
Žižek), autonomist Marxism (e.g. Antonio Negri), Deleuzian theories of abundance (e.g. William Connolly), and post-
Marxism (e.g. Ernesto Laclau, Chantal Mouffe).

But what does it mean to institutionalize radical democracy, that is, to institutionalize these two conditions?
[i]

Starting
with the second condition, self-constitution or self-grounding means that ‘politics goes all the way down’ (Tønder &
Thomassen, 2005: 4). Thus, the institutionalization of this condition involves the institutionalization of contingency
and openness to contestation, ensuring that no social arrangement or identity is taken as extra-political. This
contrasts with some other radical theories of democracy that envision a utopia where contestation is overcome, for
example Rousseauian and Marxist understandings of democracy that see the possibility of conflict being eliminated
through the realization of a general will or a communist revolution. It also differs from liberal democratic theory in that
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it does not try to limit or contain political contestation within certain (formal political) spheres (Ingram, 2006). Rather
than confined to parliaments and periodic elections, radical democracy politics is appropriate to and hence
constitutive of, all spheres of social life, even when politics is hidden by social norms and everyday practices (within
which previous political decision is sedimented). Radical democracy involves making the constitution of social life by
politics explicit, and thus exposing the potential for the politicization, contestation and reformulation of identities,
systems, and norms in all areas of social life, whether workplaces, educational institutions, community groups,
religious organizations, or homes.

However, this call for the institutionalization of contingency and of openness to contestation should not be read as an
unrestrained embrace of conflict, but rather a shaping of it (when it occurs) in accordance with, or in the name of,
extending free and equal participation of all citizens in the people’s self-constitution (that is, in extending the first
condition of democracy). The institutionalization of radical democracy thus involves what Chantal Mouffe (2005)
refers to as the transformation of antagonism (and potential violence) into ‘agonism’ via the ‘shared ethico-political
principles’ of ‘liberty’ and ‘equality.’

But how can such a radical or agonistic democratic culture – of openness to contestation framed by equality and
freedom – be instituted in the first place? Developing radical democracy from a culture of limited political participation
requires not just winning and instituting legal protections (such as freedom of speech), but the formation of a
politically active citizenry that comes into being through successful democratic political activism, where citizens see
their engagements as contributing to their own and societies’ self-constitution (in contrast to a discouraged and
passive citizenry).

Laclau and Mouffe (2001) see this radical democratic citizenry and culture developing via hegemonic politics that
embrace and fight for democracy. In other words, they see the need for the articulation of diverse democratic
struggles, with otherwise differentiated demands, into a movement of ‘we radical democrats’ that can then effectively
challenge existing liberal and other discourses and regimes that limit democracy. The hegemonic struggle politicizes
society, while the normative embrace of democracy ensures this politicization works towards democratic processes
and ends rather than antagonistic politics that is simply aimed at destroying the Other (e.g., violently retaliating police
violence). Here Mouffe and Laclau develop on earlier thinking of the democratic politics of the ‘new social
movements’ (e.g. Macpherson, 1977; Pateman, 1970). That is, popular struggles aimed at changing society through
cultural politics, for example the women’s movement, environmental movement, anti-war movement, and so on, in
contrast to the politics of political parties aimed at taking centralized state power. However, against the earlier new
social movements that often departed from economic concerns, radical democracy embraces the need to politicize
and democratize the economy (Laclau, 1990;  Žižek,2000).  

A contemporary example of such a hegemonic project aimed at democratization and that politicizes society in the
process of struggle, can be seen in the ‘alter-globalization’ politics of 1989-2001, where a wide range of groups –
farmers and other local producers, radical environmentalists, indigenous peoples, feminist groups, socialists,
anarchists, and so on – with a wide variety of (sometimes conflicting) demands were articulated through their
common negative relation to capitalist globalization and positive association with calls for ‘democracy’ and
‘justice.’ We have more recently seen a similar politics within the Occupy movements, where students, unemployed,
anarchists, social democrats, unionists, etc., came together around ‘democracy’ and against finance capital and ‘the
one percent.’

The Arab revolutions of 2011/12 have also involved a range of previously unarticulated, and sometimes hostile,
groups (Muslim, Christian, secular, women’s, and youth) coming together, and modifying themselves in the process,
around the demand for ‘democracy,’ politicizing societies that were largely apolitical. While it remains uncertain as to
how radically democratic these revolutions may be with respect to the definition given in this essay, they do provide a
practical illustration of the hegemonic politics that Mouffe and Laclau, amongst others, see as necessary for a
political system to move towards radical democracy. They have, however partially, brought into being a nascent
democratic culture, opening space for political contestation that has been expanded to many previously marginalized
or excluded voices. The next step is the institutionalization of this culture through media organizations, civil society,
law, and official decision-making bodies. Such radically democratic struggles need to be differentiated from
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hegemonic politics performed by coalitions like the Tea Party in the United States that may contribute to politicization
through their activism but at the same time act to shut down politics through the promotion of the privatization of the
social and economic aspects of life.

I want to conclude by highlighting two questions that need careful investigation with respect to the effective
institutionalization of radical democracy. First, what is the role of communications media, and particularly digital
media, in supporting agonistic engagement? The democratizing effects of digital social networks have been
extensively celebrated. However, such networks must not be assumed to be unquestionably positive for advancing
radical democracy, particularly given their increasing colonization by dominant political forces and capitalist
exploitation. This leads us to the second question: what is the relation of radical democracy to global neo-liberal
capital? In other words, can agonistic struggle effectively challenge contemporary capitalism? Or, as might be
suggested from the limited impact of the alter-globalization and Occupy movements, will such politics at best lead to
narrow reforms of liberal democracy, which ideologically legitimates the form of contestationary and pluralistic politics
associated with capitalist markets and their ‘free’ competition (Zizek, 2000). The answer to these questions, I
believe, lies in the nature and extent of future political struggle. For the extension and institutionalization of radical
democracy, there needs to be a hegemonic political formation committed to liberty and equality and the extension of
political contestation into all spheres of society.

—

Lincoln Dahlberg is a visiting fellow at the Centre for Critical and Cultural Studies at the University of Queensland.
He teaches and researches in the areas of critical theory and media politics. He has co-edited Radical Democracy
and the Internet (Palgrave, 2007) and Discourse Theory and Critical Media Politics (Palgrave, 2011). His
publications can be found at academia.org.
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particular) understandings of radical democracy through poststructuralist lenses.
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Radical democracy
Radical democracy is a type of democracy that advocates the radical extension of equality and liberty.[1]

Radical democracy is concerned with a radical extension of equality and freedom, following the idea that
democracy is an un-finished, inclusive, continuous and reflexive process.[1]
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Within radical democracy there are three distinct strands, as articulated by Lincoln Dahlberg.[1] These strands
can be labeled as deliberative, agonistic and autonomist.

The first and most noted strand of radical democracy is the agonistic perspective, which is associated with the
work of Laclau and Mouffe. Radical democracy was articulated by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in
their book Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, written in 1985. They
argue that social movements which attempt to create social and political change need a strategy which
challenges neoliberal and neoconservative concepts of democracy.[2] This strategy is to expand the liberal
definition of democracy, based on freedom and equality, to include difference.[2]

According to Laclau and Mouffe "Radical democracy" means "the root of democracy".[3] Laclau and Mouffe
claim that liberal democracy and deliberative democracy, in their attempts to build consensus, oppress differing
opinions, races, classes, genders, and worldviews.[2] In the world, in a country, and in a social movement there
are many (a plurality of) differences which resist consensus. Radical democracy is not only accepting of
difference, dissent and antagonisms, but is dependent on it.[2] Laclau and Mouffe argue based on the
assumption that there are oppressive power relations that exist in society and that those oppressive relations
should be made visible, re-negotiated and altered.[4] By building democracy around difference and dissent,
oppressive power relations existing in societies are able to come to the forefront so that they can be
challenged.[2]
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The second strand, deliberative, is mostly associated with the work of Jürgen Habermas. This strand of radical
democracy is opposed to the agonistic perspective of Laclau and Mouffe. Habermas argues that political
problems surrounding the organization of life can be resolved by deliberation.[5] That is, people coming
together and deliberating on the best possible solution. This type of radical democracy is in contrast with the
agonistic perspective based on consensus and communicative means: there is a reflexive critical process of
coming to the best solution.[5] Equality and freedom are at the root of Habermas´ deliberative theory. The
deliberation is established through institutions that can ensure free and equal participation of all.[5] Habermas is
aware of the fact that different cultures, world-views and ethics can lead to difficulties in the deliberative
process. Despite this fact he argues that the communicative reason can create a bridge between opposing views
and interests.[5]

The third strand of radical democracy is the autonomist strand, which is associated with left-communist and
post-Marxist ideas. The difference between this type of radical democracy and the two noted above is the
focus on "the community."[1] The community is seen as the pure constituted power instead of the deliberative
rational individuals or the agonistic groups as in the first two strands. The community resembles a "plural
multitude" (of people) instead of the working class in traditional Marxist theory.[1] This plural multitude is the
pure constituted power and reclaims this power by searching and creating mutual understandings within the
community.[1] This strand of radical democracy challenges the traditional thinking about equality and freedom
in liberal democracies by stating that individual equality can be found in the singularities within the multitude,
equality overall is created by an all-inclusive multitude and freedom is created by restoring the multitude in its
pure constituted power.[1] This strand of radical democracy is often a term used to refer to the post-Marxist
perspectives of Italian radicalism - for example Paolo Virno.

William E. Connolly - Connoly is associated with his promotion of an agonistic democracy. An
agonistic democracy is focused on contestation rather than on rational consensus.[6] The
discourse is not violence-based, but engages different aspects of political conflict. According to
Connoly an agonistic democracy is based on a term he calls ¨agonistic respect¨, which allows
people to honor different sources and conflicting opinions.[6]

Ernesto Laclau - Associated with the agonistic strand of radical democracy as articulated in
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics.
Chantal Mouffe - Associated with the agonistic strand of radical democracy as articulated in
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics.
Roberto Mangabeira Unger - Roberto Mangabeira Unger argues that society does not emerge
from consensus, compromising and looking for the best option, but from struggle and political
contestation.[7] Unger is a proponent of the vision of an empowered democracy, which would
involve radical changes at politics in the centre. These changes would involve more social
institutions in which everyone can interact, discuss and effectively empower themselves to
drastically change economic, political and social circumstances.[7]

Sheldon S. Wolin - Wolin's political thought clearly aligns with the ideal of an participatory
democracy.[8] Wolin was the first in articulating the idea of a ¨fugitive democracy¨ in which
democracy is a political experience and the ordinary people are the primary political actors.
Wolin challenged consensus and can therefore be position within the agonistic perspective of
radical democracy.[8]
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Cornel West - West describes himself as a radical democrat and a non-Marxist socialist, which
positions him in the critical post-Marxist strand of radical democracy.[9]

Raya Dunayevskaya - Associated with the critical post-Marxist strand of radical democracy.
Paolo Virno - Figurehead for the Italian Autonomist Marxist movement.

Laclau and Mouffe have argued for radical agonistic democracy, where different opinions and worldviews are
not oppressed by the search for consensus in liberal and deliberative democracy. As this agonistic perspective
has been most influential in academic literature, it has been subject to most criticisms on the idea of radical
democracy. Brockelman for example argues that the theory of radical democracy is an Utopian idea.[10]

Political theory, he argues, should not be used as offering a vision of a desirable society. In the same vein, it is
argued that radical democracy might be useful at the local level, but does not offer a realistic perception of
decision-making on the national level.[11] For example, people might know what they want to see changing in
their town and feel the urge to participate in the decision-making process of future local policy. Developing an
opinion about issues at the local level often does not require specific skills or education. Deliberation in order
to combat the problem of groupthink, in which the view of the majority dominates over the view of the
minority, can be useful in this setting. However, people might not be skilled enough or willing to decide about
national or international problems. A radical democracy approach for overcoming the flaws of democracy is, it
is argued, not suitable for levels higher than the local one.

Habermas and Rawls have argued for radical deliberative democracy, where consensus and communicative
means are at the root of politics. However, some scholars identify multiple tensions between participation and
deliberation. Three of these tensions are identified by Joshua Cohen, a student of the philosopher John
Rawls:[12]

1. Wanting to improve the quality of deliberation can be at the expense of public participation. In
this case, representatives and legislators are more focused on argumentation and deliberation
than on seeking to advance the interests of their constituents. By focusing on reasonable
deliberation the interests of particular constituents can be underrepresented.[12]

2. Conversely, seeking to maximize the public participation can be at the expense of the quality of
deliberation. Maximize public participation can be accomplished by popular initiatives like
referendums. Referendums however allows people to decide on an important topic with an
yes/no vote. By using a yes/no vote people can be discouraged to engage in a reasoned
discussion in creating legislation. It is also argued that through maximizing public participation,
manipulation and suppression become present.[12]

3. Deliberation depends on sufficient knowledge and interests from all participants as well as
adequate and easy accessible information. On many important issues however, the number of
participators with sufficient knowledge is rather limited and thus the quality of deliberation
declines when more uninformed participants enter the discussion.[12]
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However, the concept of radical democracy is seen in some circles as colonial in nature due to its reliance on a
western notion of democracy.[13] It is argued that liberal democracy is viewed by the West as the only
legitimate form of governance.[14]

Since Laclau and Mouffe argued for a radical democracy, many other theorists and practitioners have adapted
and changed the term.[2] For example, bell hooks and Henry Giroux have all written about the application of
radical democracy in education. In Hook´s book Teaching to Transgress: Education as the practice of freedom
she argues for education where educators teach students to go beyond the limits imposed against racial, sexual
and class boundaries in order to "achieve the gift of freedom".[15] Paulo Freire's work, although initiated
decades before Laclau and Mouffe, can also be read through similar lenses.[16][17][18] Theorists such as Paul
Chatterton and Richard JF Day have written about the importance of radical democracy within some of the
autonomous movements in Latin America (namely the EZLN—Zapatista Army of National Liberation in
Mexico, the MST—Landless Workers' Movement in Brazil, and the Piquetero—Unemployed Workers
Movement in Argentina) although the term radical democracy is used differently in these contexts.[19][20]

With the rise of the internet in the years after the development of various strands of radical democracy theory,
the relationship between the internet and the theory has been increasingly focussed upon. The internet is
regarded as an important aspect of radical democracy, as it provides a means for communication which is
central to every approach to the theory.

The internet is believed to reinforce both the theory of radical democracy and the actual possibility of radical
democracy through three distinct ways:[21]

1. The internet provides a platform for further discussion about radical democracy, thus
contributing to the theory's development;

2. The internet allows new political communities and democratic cultures to emerge that
challenge the existing political ideas;

3. The internet strengthens the voice of minority groups.

This last point refers to the concept of a radical public sphere where voice in the political debate is given to
otherwise oppressed or marginalized groups.[22] Approached from the radical democracy theory, the
expression of such views on the internet can be understood as online activism. In current liberal representative
democracies, certain voices and interests are always favoured above others. Through online activism, excluded
opinions and views can still be articulated. In this way, activists contribute to the ideal of a heterogeneity of
positions. However, the digital age does not necessarily contribute to the notion of radical democracy. Social
media platforms possess the opportunity of shutting down certain, often radical, voices. This is
counterproductive to radical democracy [23]

The EZLN – Zapatista Army of National Liberation in Mexico: a far-left militant and political
group. Their ideology is based on their aspiration to execute politics in a bottom-up, rather than
top-down way.[24] The group has presented several laws in 1994, including laws to advance
women's position in the country.[25]

The MST – Landless Workers' Movement in Brazil: a social movement that aims at land reform
to make land ownership more accessible for the poor. It claims to seek to achieve this goal
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through combating social issues such as racism, sexism and skewed income distributions.[26]

The Piqueteros – Unemployed Workers Movement in Argentina.
The Abahlali baseMjondolo – shack dwellers' movement in South Africa.
The Socialist Party USA[27] this party was founded in 1973. It claims to be opposed to all forms
of oppression, and to seek to create a "non-racist, classless, feminist and socialist society".[28]

JungdemokratInnen/Junge Linke (translated Young Democrats/Young Left,JD/JL) - a left-wing
political youth organization in Germany, originating as the former youth organisation of the
market-liberal Free Democratic Party.
Radical Democracy Party (United States) – was an abolitionist and anti-Confederate political
party in the United States.
Radical Democracy Party (Chile) – Chilean Centre-right political party created in 1969, and
disbanded in 1990.
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Radical democracy
Radical democracy was articulated by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in their book Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards
a Radical Democratic Politics, written in 1985. They argue that social movements which attempt to create social and political change
need a strategy which challenges neoliberal and neoconservative concepts of democracy.[1] This strategy is to expand the liberal
definition of democracy, based on freedom and equality, to include difference.[1]

"Radical democracy" means "the root of democracy". Laclau and Mouffe claim that liberal democracy and deliberative democracy, in
their attempts to build consensus, oppress differing opinions, races, classes, genders, and worldviews.[1] In the world, in a country,
and in a social movement there are many (a plurality of) differences which resist consensus. Radical democracy is not only accepting
of difference, dissent and antagonisms, but is dependent on it.[1] Laclau and Mouffe argue based on the assumption that there are
oppressive power relations that exist in society and that those oppressive relations should be made visible, re-negotiated and
altered.[1] By building democracy around difference and dissent, oppressive power relations existing in societies are able to come to
the forefront so that they can be challenged.[2]

In other contexts, radical democracy is a term used to refer to the post-Marxist perspectives of Italian radicalism—especially Paolo
Virno.

Re-interpretations

Challenges

Contemporary mass movements committed to radical democracy

Theorists

Sources

Since Laclau and Mouffe argued for a radical democracy, many other theorists and practitioners have adapted and changed the term.
For example, bell hooks and Henry Giroux have all written about education for a radical democracy. Paulo Freire's work, although
initiated decades before Laclau and Mouffe, can also be read through similar lenses. [3][4][5] Theorists such as Paul Chatterton and
Richard JF Day have written about the importance of radical democracy within some of the autonomous movements in Latin
America (namely the EZLN—Zapatista Army of National Liberation in Mexico, the MST—Landless Workers' Movement in Brazil,
and the Piquetero—Unemployed Workers Movement in Argentina).[6][7]

Because of radical democracy's focus on difference, and challenging oppressive power relations, it has been seen as conducive to
post-colonial theory and decolonization. However, the concept of radical democracy is seen in some circles as colonial in nature due
to its reliance on a western notion of democracy.[8] Also, radical democracy challenges consensus decision-making processes which
are essential to many indigenous governing practices.[8]

The EZLN – Zapatista Army of National Liberation in Mexico.
The MST – Landless Workers' Movement in Brazil
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The Piqueteros – Unemployed Workers Movement in Argentina
The Abahlali baseMjondolo – shack dwellers' movement in South Africa

The Socialist Party USA[9]

JungdemokratInnen/Junge Linke; (translated Young Democrats/Young Left,JD/JL) a left-wing political youth
organization in Germany and the former youth wing of a liberal party called FDP

Ernesto Laclau
Chantal Mouffe
Murray Bookchin
Slavoj Zizek
Raya Dunayevskaya
Roberto Mangabeira Unger
Cornel West
Sheldon S. Wolin
William E. Connolly
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Conflicts in common(s) ? 

Theories of radical democracy and the governance of the commons 

 

Martin Deleixhe 

Introduction 

 

Recently, theories of radical democracy have attempted to redefine democracy’s political regime 

beyond its conventional understanding as a competitive system of representatives organized in political 

parties vying for the votes of their right-endowed citizens.1 Dissatisfied with the reduction of democracy 

to an elite-level negotiation between a plurality of interest groups2, radical democrats have called for both 

a rethinking of the means to foster popular participation to the decision-making process and a critique of 

the capitalist relations of production that, in their opinion, underpin this impoverished notion of 

democracy.3 Moreover, though they share an egalitarian concern with social democrats, they lay a much 

greater emphasis on the current diversity of the social struggles that cannot, according to the now 

canonical exposition of their views by Laclau and Mouffe, be subsumed under the central opposition of 

labor and capital4. Last but not least, they assume that democracy can approximate but never achieve 

those participatory and egalitarian goals and should therefore constantly keep striving for its own 

democratization.5 The tradition of radical democracy, writ large, thus combines republican elements with a 

social critique that draws loosely on the Marxist tradition and an alertness to the demands of diversity. 

 

Given those ideological features, it will not come as a surprise that some prominent radical democrats 

have lately demonstrated a vivid interest in the commons. Ever since the first publication of the 

trailblazing work of Elinor Ostrom Governing the Commons in 19906 that rebuked on solid empirical and 

theoretical grounds the assumption (originally stated in a 1968 article from Garret Hardin7) that commons 

would be depleted of their resources and eventually destroyed unless they were either privatized or turned 

into public property, commons have been associated with a self-governing and self-sustaining scheme of 

                                                           
1
 Cohen, Joshua and Fung, Archon « Radical democracy », Swiss Journal of Political Science, vol. 10, 2004, p. 23-43. 

2 Dahl, Robert, A Preface to Democratic Theory, Chicago, Chicago University Press, 1956. 
3 Chambers, Samuel A., « Giving up on rights ? The future of rights and the Project of Radical Democracy », 
American Journal of Political Science, vol. 48, n°2, 2004, p. 185-200. See also, Mouffe, Chantal, “Radical Democracy. 
Modern or Postmodern ?”, Social Text, vol. 21, 1989, p. 31-45. 
4 Laclau, Ernesto and Mouffe, Chantal, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. Toward a Radical Democratic Politics, London, 
Verso, 1985.  
5
  Boaventura de Sousa Santos (ed.), Democratizing Democracy. Beyond the Liberal Democratic Canon, New York, Verso, 

2005. 
6 Ostrom, Elinor, Governing the Commons. The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1990. 
7 See Hardin, Garrett, “The Tragedy of the Commons”, Science, vol. 162, 1968, pp. 1243-8 and 

Hardin, Garrett, “Extensions of ‘The Tragedy of the Commons’ ”, Science, vol. 280, nr. 5364, 1998, pp. 682–83. 
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production in which stakeholders are equally considered as the masters of their own fate, and direct 

participation to the collective deliberation is the procedural norm. Shed in this light, commons have been 

burdened with the responsibility of carving out an autonomous social space independent from both the 

atomism of capitalist markets and the hierarchical structure of the State.8 Since the commons prove on a 

small empirical scale that self-governance, far from being an utopian ideal, is and has been for a long time 

a lived reality, a few authors have attempted to turn them into the conceptual matrix of their own account 

of radical democracy. But is the obvious parallel revolving around the notion of autonomous governance 

substantial enough for the commons to provide a new paradigm for democracy ? Two couple of authors – 

Negri and Hardt on one hand, Laval and Dardot on the other – appear to think so and have jointly coined 

the term “the common” (in the singular) to suggest that the self-governance quintessential to the 

commons could be turned into a general democratic principle. 

 

Although this theoretical development is exciting, I will contend that it fails to account for an 

important contradiction between both theoretical frameworks. Whereas the governance of the commons 

depends on a harmonious cooperation of all the stakeholders that in turn relies on a strong sense of 

belonging to a shared community, radical democracy is highly suspicious of any attempt to build a 

totalizing community and constantly emphasizes the decisive role of internal agonistic conflicts in 

maintaining a vibrant pluralism.9 I will further contend that the short-sightedness of radical democrats on 

this issue might be partly explained by the strong emphasis put in the commons literature on a related but 

different conflict, the one that opposes the commoners to the movement of enclosures. I will argue, 

however, that this conflict is not of an agonistic nature and does little to preserve the dynamism and the 

constant self-criticism proper to the radical democrat regime. Consequently, if we want to escape the naïve 

belief that no form of oppression is to be found in the commons, then instead of assuming that those 

governance schemes are per se democratic, we need to think how to democratize them, which implies to 

allow the expression of  internal conflict between commoners. 

 

1. From the “commons” to the “common” 

a. Commons are not only common-pool resources but also a set of  co-decided social practices 

and norms 

 

Elinor Ostrom should be credited for turning conventional wisdom regarding commons upside 

down. Commons used to be, in medieval times, pastures and woodlands that, by custom, could be 

                                                           
8 As suggests for instance the following title : Bollier, David and Helfrich, Silke (eds.), The Wealth of the Commons. A 
World Beyond Market and State, Amherst (Ma.), Levellers Press, 2012 
9
 Mouffe, Chantal, On the Political, Abingdon, Routledge, 2005, p. 3. 
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accessed and jointly used by all villagers.10 By extension, the term commons came to be used to refer to “a 

resource to which no single decision-making holds exclusive title”11 or, in more technical terms, to 

“subtractable resources managed under a property regime in which a legally user pool cannot be efficiently 

excluded from the resource domain.”12 Prior to the seminal work of Ostrom, it was widely admitted that 

the twin features of the commons, namely their open-access and the rivalrous nature of the goods they 

either contained or produced, would lead to a collective action problem akin to the prisoner’s dilemma.13 

The commoners, that were assumed to be rational, incommunicative and selfish agents, would be locked 

into short-term strategies and keep subtracting goods from the commons up until those would be 

ruined.14 As a result, only two distinct policies could be prescribed to ensure that long term interests 

would prevail over immediate individual gains. The tragic fate of the commons had to be prevented by 

either privatizing the commons, or putting them under a public authority. Either the invisible hand of the 

market or the Leviathan State.15 For quite some time, the debate regarding the commons has therefore 

been structured along the lines of this sole alternative. 

 

Elinor Ostrom convincingly showed that the pessimistic ‘metaphoric model’ of the prisoner 

dilemma was misleading. It rests on a mistaken construal of the commoners that plainly doesn’t match the 

empirical facts. Through a careful scrutiny of numerous case studies in The Philippines, Switzerland, Japan 

and Spain, Ostrom argues that commons have existed and have proven to be sustainable over long period 

of times (centuries in the case of the Andalusian irrigation system).16 One of the reason for their long-

enduring success is that commoners do not act as homo economicus. Commoners are social actors embedded 

in tight-knit communities that communicate, observe social norms and judge their fellow members on the 

basis of their reputation.17 They are still considered as individualistic agents – Ostrom remains within the 

theoretical frameworks of both rational choice and game theory, that she seeks to refine and expand but 

never to radically criticize – but they understand that it is in their own best interest to build institutions 

that will create incentives for the others to cooperate. Consequently, commoners are capable of 

collectively making some binding decisions that supply institutions, refrain their individual consumption 

and preserve their resource domains in the long run. Notably, they design monitoring and conflict-
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resolution mechanisms that foster mutual trust by preventing commoners from free-riding. In sum, 

commoners have proven to be able to self-organize and govern by themselves the commons on which 

they depend for their subsistence.18 

 

From the viewpoint of democratic theory, Ostrom’s main contribution still lies elsewhere though, 

in what one might call her constructivist/institutionalist turn. For she was the first to clearly expose that 

commons were not just a pool of open-access, rivalrous resources but also relied upon a coordinated 

governance. The set of collective institutions and social norms created by the commoners are not just 

instrumental in sustaining the commons. In fact, they are part of the commons themselves. What is 

noteworthy in her analysis is that it considers commons as a pool of resources that relies upon 

autonomous and cooperative social practices, semi-independent from both state and market logics, to 

ensure their sustainability.19 This approach highlighted that commons were not only a natural thing but also 

partly a social construct. Nevertheless, Ostrom appeared to shy away from her own conclusions. The 

persisting assumption that goods have to bear certain intrinsic qualities (rivalry and non-excludability) in 

order to qualify as commons trapped her into a naturalistic framework and prevented her from 

questioning whether those co-decided cooperative social practices could spread beyond a specific set of 

collective action dilemmas.20 Instead of sticking to her rationale and consider that anything could become 

a commons if it was governed as such, Ostrom inconsistently argued that only certain goods, namely the 

common-pool resources and knowledge commons, were meant to be administrated collectively.21 

 

b. The common : not just a potential model of  economic production but a general democratic 

principle 

 

This “reification of the commons” in Ostrom’s work is roundly condemned by Dardot and Laval. 

Firstly because, according to them, it fails to explain why the first movement of enclosures has historically 

occurred.22 If historical meadows and forests have ceased to be governed as commons and have been 

privatized in XVIth and XVIIth century England, it is not because landlords noticed all of sudden that 

their naturally open features could be altered in order to make them exclusive. It is rather due to a shift in 

the social relations between the gentry and the commoners.23 Similarly, Susan Buck observes that open-
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access goods tend to be regarded as natural or global commons to be governed multilaterally (Antarctica, 

deep seabed, outer space, etc.) only insofar as there exists no technology that makes their exploitation 

profitable.24 As far as they are concerned, Dardot and Laval happily throw overboard any remnants of 

naturalism in the commons theory and argue that no good is inherently common, or naturally escapes 

appropriation. Commons do not denote a relation between a resource and a community but a specific 

kind of relation between individuals that consider themselves as belonging to a shared and constructed 

community. In a similar vein, they discard any reference to a common heritage of mankind, for it rests on 

a theological perspective according to which the custody of the world was given in common to all men by 

a superior power, which is incompatible with the non-hierarchical governance typical of the commons.25 It 

follows that, if no good is naturally (or theologically) common, they have to be instituted as commons, 

that is they have to be put in common. Strictly speaking, commons are nothing but the outcome of a 

continuous process of commoning. Dardot and Laval argue that: “it is only the practical activity of men that 

can make things common.”26 In other words, they bring Ostrom’s institutionalist logic one step further. 

Collective self-governance is not part of the commons, it is constitutive of the commons.  

 

Dardot and Laval subsequently suggest to call this collaborative activity itself the common to 

radically distinguish it from its reified forms. At first glance, this sets them on a slippery slope. For the 

common could then easily be turned into a vague principle of altruism. Peter Linebaugh, for instance, 

states that : “Human solidarity as expressed in the slogan ‘all for one and one for all’ is the foundation of 

commoning.”27 The related terms ‘commoning’ and ‘the common’ then run the risk of being used to 

describe any forms of effective cooperation. This is precisely why Dardot and Laval painstakingly outline 

its institutional components. According to them, the principle of the common invites us to “introduce 

everywhere, in the most radical and most systematic fashion, the institutional form of the self-

government.”28 Two things should be said regarding the content of this political principle of the common. 

First, it contrasts radically with the two classical policy prescriptions, that is the recourse to market or to 

the State, in that it is not articulated as a property regime. It is not assumed that the political solution to 

the conundrum of having multiple owners making claims regarding a single pool of goods lays in clarifying 

who is its rightful owner (be it by distributing private property rights, turning the commons into a public 

good or even outlining what a common ownership of the good would potentially look like.) Since Dardot 

and Laval consider that commons are nothing but the institutionalization of the cooperative social 

practices that surround them, they consistently argue that the commons cannot belong to anyone.29 The 
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political principle of the common is even at one point presented as “the negation in act of the right to 

property”30.  For it struggles against any form of definite appropriation and intends to substitute the right 

of use to any claim to property. Hence, only those that take an active part in the production of the 

commons are entitled to be co-participants to the decision-making process regarding its use.  

 

Second, the common blurs the distinction between the social and the political. Empirical 

examples of commons, from region wide irrigation systems to locally organized inshore fisheries and peer-

to-peer data transfer, prove at once to be an efficient model of economic production – ensuring that a 

collective resource not only be preserved but also proliferate in the long run for the greatest benefit of all 

– and to be instrumental in shaping self-governed communities. The commoning process creates 

autonomous social organizations that escape the classical dichotomy between private and public and 

reshuffle the boundaries between the social and the political.31 The radical demand of self-governance that 

underpins the principle of the common is as valid for small production schemes as it is at a the level of the 

whole political community, where what is at stake is society’s creation of itself.32 Betraying their Marxist 

theoretical background, Dardot and Laval argue that the social is always intimately intertwined with the 

political  : “the primacy of the common in both spheres [i.e. social and political] is what enables their 

reciprocal articulation and turns the socio-economic itself as a daily school in co-decision making.”33 This is also 

what enables them to suggest, with a tiny bit of melodramatic eloquence, that the institutionalizing process 

they call commoning should be turned into “a general principle for society’s reorganization.”34 

 

Hardt and Negri share this insight on the vanishing boundary between the social and the political 

and follow suit in assimilating modes of production and political regime. However, their analysis proves to 

be a lot more deterministic and eventually leaves little room to politics. In Commonwealth, Hardt and Negri 

suggest that capitalism would have entered into a new phase they call cognitive capitalism (or, in more 

philosophical terms, biopolitical production).35 With the advent of new communication technologies, 

social production is now evermore connected and self-regulating. As a consequence, capital no longer 

plays an authoritative role. While capital used to be key in disciplining the workers and creating the 

condition of their cooperation (in the context of the factory for instance), its coordination role now 

became superfluous since workers organize, network and co-produce autonomously. In Hardt and Negri’s 
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terms : “capital is increasingly external to the productive process and the generation of wealth.”36 For, in 

cognitive capitalism, what is being produced is mostly immaterial. Affects and knowledge, “the labor of 

the head and the heart”37, are the innovative products of this revamped economy. And in order to 

produce those, workers need to be dynamic, creative and thought-provoking, which requires them to be 

emancipated from the tough discipline that existed in the workplace.38 

 

Capital’s raison d’être is to reproduce, that is to accumulate even more capital. But, if it no longer 

controls production, it is deprived of any means to despoil the workers from the surplus value their 

cooperation produces. Capital’s last resort has therefore been to turn to predatory practices and to 

expropriate values from the commons. The exploitation, that used to be internal to the production cycle, 

looks increasingly like the typical primitive accumulation of capital, relying on a violence that is external to 

the economic cycle.39 Since capital no longer intervenes in production, it has no choice but to expropriate 

values from the commons the workers collectively produced. This parasitic intervention of functionless 

capitalists has been often done over the last three decades with the benediction and/or the active support 

of the State. Neoliberalism is the ideological expression of this strategic shift in which capital and States 

cooperate to enable a new wave of enclosures of the commons on a large scale, labelled by David Harvey 

as an “accumulation by dispossession”.40 However, in a markedly dialectical fashion, this strategy bears its 

own contradiction and will eventually lead to a decisive crisis. For the productivity of labor greatly 

decreases every time the capital encloses and destroys the new immaterial commons on which its 

cooperative practices rests.41 In the long run, this strategy can only be self-defeating. Hardt and Negri even 

go as far as suggesting to give up class struggle, a bold claim to make for two authors that belong to the 

Marxist tradition. For, in their views, labor will grow ever more autonomous from capital’s control in the 

future. The point then will no longer be to fight its rule but to escape its reach. Hence, their call for an 

“exodus of labor.”42 According to this perspective, there are no longer two classes facing each other in an 

existential economic struggle (as in the classical Marxist view), but one capitalist class keen on privatizing 

the commons produced by the cognitive working class that does its best to wrestle it out of its control. 

Commoners should no longer engage into a fierce struggle to defeat the capitalists, they should simply 

abandon them to their – presumably miserable – fate. 
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What is strikingly similar in the two later approaches (Laval & Dardot, Hardt & Negri) is that they 

uncritically endorse Ostrom’s claim that commons are harmonious self-governing schemes of 

cooperation. In doing so, they overlook the fact that Ostrom was facing an uphill battle when she first 

wrote about the commons. Since the overwhelming consensus in the scientific community back then was 

that no commonly owned goods could be efficiently administrated and managed, Ostrom had to prove 

that self-governing cooperation could overcome collective action issues. But, as I will try to show in the 

following section, using this conclusion to turn the commons into the matrix of radical democracy may 

come at a cost. It should also be pointed out that Dardot and Laval’s theoretical account of the common 

retains a dialectic dimension. It stresses the interplay between the political and social, arguing that the 

latter could be the learning space for a democratic practice in the former, whereas Hardt and Negri show 

less caution and appear to merely translate the spontaneous cooperation they attribute to cognitive 

capitalism into the political sphere. Hence, their unflinching optimism and the contestable claim that : 

“Cognitive labor and affective labor generally produce cooperation autonomously from capitalist 

command, even in some of the most constrained and exploited circumstances, such as call centers or food 

services.”43 As many commentators have already pointed out, the thesis of a radical shift toward cognitive 

capitalism overestimates the extent to which capitalism has changed and consequently overlooks the 

persistence of hierarchies, be it in the international divisions of labor, in new ‘horizontal’ modes of 

management that hide rather than challenge their implicit hierarchy or in the enduring importance of the 

first and the second sector of the economy in the global South.44 

 

c.  The agonistic model of  democracy underpinning previous radical democratic theories 

 

We owe a highly idiosyncratic (but also one of the most influential) description of democracy’s 

singularity to Claude Lefort. Lefort traces its origins back to the French Revolution.45 What was at stake in 

the popular uprisings was, according to him, much more than the overthrow of the head of State. For, 

what the revolutionaries did was not only to get rid of a ruler they disliked, they also dismissed forever the 

idea that anyone could pretend to embody power. In contrast with the monarchic regime in which the 

sovereign King is – in his very flesh – the illustration of the body politics46 and therefore the rightful and 

uncontested source of all authority, power in democracy is nobody’s attribute. It no longer belongs to 

anyone but it is temporarily granted to the winner of a ritualized political contest. Power, according to 
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Lefort’s oft quoted metaphor, has become “an empty place”47 that no individual, political party or 

ideology has a legitimate claim to occupy. 

 

 With the unitary imaginary of the body gone, the political community has to acknowledge that it 

rests on a constitutive division. Notably because the society always finds itself at a reasonable distance 

from the empty place of power, but also due to the presence of several factions that struggle for the right 

to the temporary exercise of power. Second, this internal division is not a by-product of the new 

democratic imaginary. It is rather its necessary driving force. Since there is no longer an uncontested 

source of legitimacy, nobody is in a position to make any definite claim regarding what is just or unjust, 

true or false, legitimate or illegitimate.48 Democracy is a fundamentally unstable regime in which “the 

markers of certainty are dissolved”49. Conflict is what ensures that the place of power remains empty, 

since it prevents anyone ever feeling too comfortable occupying it. Radical democracy welcomes conflict 

as the best medicine against the ever-present temptation to look at the political community as an organic 

whole, potentially paving the way for a turn towards an authoritative or even a totalitarian politics. 

 

 Laclau and Mouffe reach surprisingly similar conclusions. To them, democracy is the regime in 

which several hegemonic projects compete without ever getting the best of each other, resulting in an 

“openness and indeterminacy of the social, which gives a primary and founding character to negativity and 

antagonism”.50 Drawing (polemically) on Carl Schmitt’s infamous concept of the political51, Chantal 

Mouffe argues that political oppositions can adopt two forms. In its violent form, political conflict can 

amount to an existential opposition between friends and enemies whose only logical issue is the attempt to 

exterminate, or at the very least to get rid of, the group of threatening outsiders.52 The relation is then one 

between two agents entirely external to each other locked in a behavior of mutual and relentless 

aggression. This is what Schmitt calls the political and Mouffe terms antagonism. The milder form of 

political opposition stays away from those extremes. It is better described as a conflict between adversaries 

that, in spite of their disagreement, still recognize each other as legitimate interlocutors. Though their 

worldviews might be radically different, they admit to belonging to a shared political association and 

therefore to being in need to preserve a minimal degree of cooperation.53 To avoid any confusion, Mouffe 

qualifies this conflictual relation as agonistic.  
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Democracy consequently has a twofold relation with conflict. First, “the task of democracy is to 

transform antagonism into agonism.”54 Democracy is burdened with the heavy responsibility to tame 

antagonism. It has to turn enemies and their ‘make-no-prisoner’ political attitude into adversaries that may 

fiercely disagree but will nonetheless respect each other’s right to participate in their political community’s 

democratic debate. But in order to do so, democracy should not repress conflicts as liberalism is very 

often tempted to do (by reducing it to a rational conversation held on a neutral field while what is at play 

is the very structuration of the relations of power). Democracy has to embrace its intrinsic agonism and 

grant it the necessary space to express itself. Otherwise, attempts to repress it could turn healthy agonistic 

political confrontations into pathological antagonisms. While conflict may need to be channeled to avoid 

spilling over into antagonism, tumultuous clashes between political views are nevertheless the sign of a 

well-functioning democracy.55 

 

2. Commons, democracy and conflict 

 

Now conflict is interestingly an ever present feature in the commons literature. For commons, as we 

have stressed in the first section can be seen as the result of two contradictory trends. We first showed 

that commons should not be reified and assimilated to collective goods but rather deserved to be qualified 

as self-governed cooperative practices. There is no such thing as a common good, but simply outcomes of 

a commoning process. Goods become common because of a collective democratic praxis that governs them 

as commons. But, much of the commons literature has also documented the persistent risk of enclosure 

that looms over the commons. The commoning process should indeed never be taken for granted since 

its self-organized practices are ceaselessly threatened of violent expropriation. The conflict between those 

that want to spread the principle of the common and those that seek to privatize and/or commodify the 

commons is therefore a recurrent theme of the commons literature. In what follows, we will show that, 

albeit there is a constant struggle in the commons to resist this trend toward expropriation, this conflict 

does little to foster a vibrant democratic life. 

 

a. Primitive accumulation, or the conflict between commoners and capitalists 

 

 Marx wanted to dispel Adam Smith’s claim that the original accumulation of capital was merely 

due to the industrious nature of some gifted individuals that had saved it overtime. His classical analysis of 

the enclosure movements – in the chapter XXVI of Capital –exposes the violent nature of the initial 
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accumulation of capital. Taking England and Ireland as case studies, Marx painstakingly demonstrates 

that, far from being the end result of generations of hard labor, the accumulation of capital was in fact 

realized, throughout the XVIth and XVIIth century, through the expropriation of the commoners from the 

lands they had maintained and inhabited for decades, or even centuries. As Marx famously stated : “[the] 

new freedmen became sellers of themselves only after they had been robbed of all their own means of 

production, and of all the guarantees of existence afforded by the old feudal arrangements. And the 

history of this, their expropriation, is written in the annals of mankind in letters of blood and fire.”56 

 

Blood and fire. For this was not a gentle process. Primitive accumulation is distinct from capital 

reproduction in the sense that, given the absence of pre-existing capital or of wage relationship, it has to 

seize value outside of the production cycle. While exploitation can go relatively unnoticed, because it is 

embedded in a production system and in an ideology that justify the worker’s loss of the surplus value he 

produced to the capitalist, the primitive accumulation cannot resort to such mean.57 To be accomplished, 

it has to separate the peasants from their means of production through the privatization and the parceling 

of their land. And this requires the intervention of a violence external to the economic cycle. The 

enclosure movement is better captured as a tumultuous conflict between social classes.58 When 

commoners lost this first battle, that is have lost the right to govern collectively the commons, it 

compelled them to sell their work force on the labor market. Commoners had then successfully be turned 

into proletarians and commons into capitalistic private property. In other words, the principle of the 

common had been temporarily undone. 

 

 As Massimo De Angelis warns us, one shouldn’t mistake primitive accumulation for a long gone 

social phenomenon, belonging to another historical epoch.59 Since Marx himself had a linear and stagist 

account of economy’s development, it would be tempting to look upon primitive accumulation as a thing 

of the past, i.e. a shameful and violent intermediary stage between feudalism and capitalism that set the 

historical basis for capitalist production. But if we define, as Marx himself did, primitive accumulation as 

an extra-economic force that separates the workers from their means of production60, we would be 
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compelled to acknowledge it as a recurring phenomenon, that doesn’t only precede capitalism but actually 

litters its history.61 For the workers organize, be it in cooperatives, unions or political parties, and develop 

political strategies that have enabled them to wrestle back some control over their means of production. 

As De Angelis states : “Objects of primitive accumulation also become any given balance of power among 

classes that constitute a ‘rigidity’ for furthering the capitalist process of accumulation.”62 There is thus an 

ever present conflict whose object are the commons. And this conflict is framed in terms of an extra-

economic struggle between two radically opposed social classes, the capitalists that want to break any self-

governance of production set in place by workers and the workers that unite in order to escape the 

alienation induced by the separation from their means of production. 

 

 But since enclosure is the mean by which the capitalists realize primitive accumulation, if primitive 

accumulation is not a thing of the past, then neither are the enclosures. And one is not surprised to find 

out that there is a vast literature documenting not a single historical wave of enclosures but indeed a 

successive waves of enclosures.63 As a matter of fact, the recent turn to neoliberalism is often interpreted, 

for instance by David Harvey, as a renewal of the resort to extra-economic forces to appropriate 

illegitimately values from the commons created by cooperative practices.64 The struggle over the 

commons is far from being over and rather appears to be an ongoing process.  

 

Is this recurring struggle an instance of the agonism that keeps democracy indeterminate and 

consequently alive ? Should the movement of enclosures, in spite of its rapacious character, be 

commended paradoxically for its democratic character ? In order to respond, we need to assess the quality 

and the nature of the conflict being played out in the opposition between commoners and capitalists. And 

my contention is that it in no way qualifies as an agonistic opposition. For at least two reasons. First, 

because of the scope of this conflict. If we take the commons (in the plural) to constitute the matrix of a 

democratic principle of self-governance we named earlier the common (in the singular), it logically follows 

that the inchoate democracy we observe is the one being built amongst commoners. Capitalists are an 

outside threat to this democratic community in the making, but could not claim to be one of its internal 

and constitutive division. What is at stake is here is an external opposition between two worlds rather than 

an internal conflict. And second, because of the intensity of the conflict. Capitalists do not consider 

                                                           
61

 An early interpretation of the enclosures as having a continuous character can be found in Luxemburg, Rosa, The 
Accumulation of Capital, Abingdon, Routledge, 2003 (1913).  
62

 De Angelis, Massimo, “Separating the doing and the deed. Capital and the continuous character of enclosures”, loc. 
cit. 
63 Boyle, James, “The second enclosure movement and the construction of the public domain”, vol. 66, nr. 1, Law 

and contemporary problems, 2003, pp. 33–74 ; Midnight Notes Collective, “New enclosures”, The Commoner, n°2, 2001, or 
Bollier, David, Silent Theft. The Private Plunder of our Common Wealth, New York, Routledge, 2003. Polanyi’s masterpiece 
could also be read in this light, Polanyi, Karl, The Great Transformation. The Political And Economic Origins Of Our Time, 
Boston, Beacon Press, 2001. 
64

 Harvey, David, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2005. 



13 
 

themselves as sharing a community of fate with the commoners they turn into proletarians, even though 

they may actually be needing their labor. As highlighted above, the enclosures are a violent process that 

show very little consideration for the commoners they expropriate. And the resulting social conflict can 

quickly escalate to extremes forms of violence, bordering on cruelty.65 Marx had described in the 

Communist Manifesto the opposition between proletarians and capitalists as a civil war66, that is the most 

merciless form of conflict, prone to unravel the community and striving toward the close enemies’ 

definitive extermination. Civil wars are such bitter and hard-fought conflicts that any form of self-control 

and self-limitation in the recourse to violence is left behind. Decades later, Marx is sadly convinced to see 

his prediction come true when he witnesses the annihilation of one of the most radical attempt at building 

a political common, that is the Parisian commune of 1871.67 Crushed by the way in which the Parisian 

revolutionaries had been wiped out by reactionary forces, Marx will famously describe the event as a Civil 

War in France. Afterwards, he will consider that the Commune epitomizes the kind of violent struggle that 

is to be expected when one attempts to break free of the capitalist mold to build his own common.68  

 

For those two motives, I therefore contend that the struggle between capitalists and commoners 

is too tumultuous to be conducive to any form of agonism and should not be relied upon to sustain a 

dynamic internal division constitutive of democracy. Given its scope and its intensity, it would be better 

described as an antagonistic conflict that escapes the democratic realm. As I had said in the introduction, 

because they mistakenly locate the democratic conflict into this opposition, many authors (chiefly Hardt 

and Negri or Dardot an Laval with whom I have been most concerned in this article, but the same could 

be said of David Harvey, Naomi Klein, David Bollier or Peter Linebaugh) end up overlooking the fact 

that, in their political proposition, conflict is absent from the commons. Conflict is entirely associated with 

the resistance to the enclosure movements69, while commons are assumed to be harmoniously self-

governed through spontaneously cooperative practices. 

 

In Hardt and Negri’s case, the assumption that commons are self-creating, self-regulatory and 

would better function far from any form of centralized control is so strong that it is sometimes difficult to 

fathom what distinguishes it from the neoliberal utopia according to which all aspects of societies would 

                                                           
65

 For a conceptual topography of the several forms adopted by violence in politics, see Balibar, Étienne, Violence et 

civilité. Wellek Library Lectures et autres essais de philosophie politique, Paris, Galilée, 2010.  
66

 Marx, Karl, The Communist Manifesto,  
67

 Ross, Kristin, Communal Luxury. The Political Imaginary of the Parisian Commune, London, Verso, 2015.  
68

 Marx, Karl, The Civil War in France, 
69 This is even more blatant in the alterglobalization discourse that has picked up the theme of the commons as one 

of its political spearheads, see for instance Klein, Naomi, “Reclaiming the Commons”, New Left Review, vol. 9, pp. 81-
9 and Harvey, David, “The future of the commons”, Radical History Review, vol. 109, 2011, pp. 101–7. 
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be better off being deregulated and abandoned to unimpeded market mechanisms. 70 Dardot and Laval are 

more nuanced and repeatedly stress the importance to create political and social institutions in order to 

foster and support the cooperative praxis that takes place inside the commons. What is nevertheless shared 

by both approaches is that, from Lefort’s perspective, the image they offer of a community reconciled 

with itself is nothing less than worrying. For no political community is ever deprived of any form of 

disagreement and subsequent division, and such a projection can therefore only be interpreted as an 

attempt to cover up inconvenient truths regarding its less-than-ideal internal organization. Hardt and 

Negri do nothing to alleviate that fear when they claim that “love is really the living heart of the project we 

have been developing” and add for good measure that “love is a process of the production of the 

common”.71 Although they stress that love should not be identitarian, that is a love of the same, or 

understood as a process of unification, they nevertheless come to the Spinozian conclusion that love is a 

passion that “composes singularities, like themes in a musical score”72. One would be hard pressed not to 

see into this last description of love as the driving force behind the constitution of the community of the 

commoners the suggestion that the latter would demonstrate the harmony of a melodic tune. Here too, 

Laval and Dardot show more caution than Hardt and Negri. Nevertheless, their plea for the associativist 

tradition (Proudhon, Mauss, Jaurès) and its practical network of cooperatives to pick up the torch of the 

socialist movement could be interpreted as a rebuttal, or at least a move away, from the acknowledgement 

of the presence of perennial economic conflicts.73 For the cooperativist ideal still relies, to a certain extent, 

on the utopia of a conflict-free community of workers. In contrast, from a radical democratic view point, 

one should never assume that commons are per se democratic (or jointly converge to outline a new 

democratic principle of self-governance of the social called the common) but rather wonder which internal 

and limited conflict could be the engine of its democratization. 

 

b. The persistent conflict 

 

And once we take a closer look, conflicts do indeed abound in the commons. Since commons are 

nothing but communities democratically organized around the self-governance of social issues, there is no 

reason to think that they could avoid giving birth, like any other democratically governed community, to 

some internal divisions. First, as Elinor Ostrom had herself established strikingly with the case of water 

management in California, because there is more often an imbalance of power among the different 

                                                           
70

 A critique forcefully articulated by Dardot and Laval that recognize candidly the extent of their debt to Hardt and 
Negri’s first outline of the principle of the common but are nonetheless very keen to distance themselves from their 
predecessors on several key conceptual points, and notably on the question of commons’ relationship to capital and 
to social institutions, see Dardot & Laval, op. cit., p. 189-227. 
71

 Hardt & Negri, Commonwealth, op. cit., p. 180-1. 
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 Ibid., p. 184. 
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 Dardot & Laval, Commun, op. cit., p. 367-403. 
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protagonists than its opposite (that is a perfect equity).74 In the classical case of the common-pool 

resources,  the numerous protagonists involved may have stakes that vary to a great degree, leading to 

socio-political situations in which the odds are rather stacked against an egalitarian procedure of decision-

making. This imbalance of power may often be important enough to exclude small stakeholders from 

exerting any real influence on its eventual outcome and consequently leave them without a say on how to 

solve collective action dilemmas. To say the very least, it should thus in any event not be taken for granted 

than any well-functioning and efficient self-governance of the commons is devoid of instances of 

disregard for more marginal or less powerful social groups.  

 

Second, conflicts about the governance of the commons do not simply arise from inequalities in 

the distribution of material goods and in the endowments of the protagonists, perceptions also play an 

important role. Even in an hypothetically egalitarian commons, the democratic co-decision on the 

governance of social issues would encounter some obstacles and generate heated debates that would 

divide the community and generate conflicts. For the agents are located differently in the social space, 

hold distinct worldviews and would therefore have varying epistemic assessments of how to best manage 

the resources, distribute the labor and its outcomes, organize the procedures of decision-making and so 

forth. As it has been documented and shown by Adams et al., the very definition of the problems in 

common-pool resources may lead to some deep disagreements, not to mention the framing and the 

conception of their solutions.75 

 

The two previous issues could be said to apply to any instance democratic decision-making. After 

all, which participative co-decision could be said to escape the twin problems of inequality amongst its 

participants and kaleidoscopic perceptions of its shortcomings  ? But, additionally, overlooking the role of 

conflict in the governance of the commons would amount to denying (or covering up) some of its 

structural internal division in a way that would be unacceptable for any committed radical democrat. Silvia 

Federici has eloquently shown, for instance, that women accomplish a disproportionate amount of the 

invisible (and therefore unrecognized) labor in the commons.76 While their work is absolutely necessary to 

the sustainability of the commons, it is rarely acknowledged as such, for it is mostly executed in the private 

sphere. If one insists on the dynamic role of agonism in democratic communities, one would then 

conclude that the unfair division of the labor along gender lines amounts to a division of the community 

governing the commons that should be challenged and polemically discussed. To democratize the 

                                                           
74

 Ostrom, Elinor, Governing the Commons, op. cit., p. 146-9. 
75 Adams, William M., et al., “Managing Tragedies : Understanding Conflict over Common Pool Resources”, Science, 

vol. 302, p. 1915-6. 
76 Federici, Silvia, Caliban and the Witch, Brooklyn, Autonomedia, 2004. 
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commons (or to enact the principle of the common), women would have to raise their concern towards 

this unbalanced distribution of work and force men to open up a debate on how to best curb this trend.  

 

Last but not least, commons are sometimes assumed to pacify and subdue the democratic 

deliberation because they revolve around a shared ecological concern. Their environmental purpose would 

entail more consensual discussions and prevent conflicts. Once again, for the radical democrat, nothing 

could be further from the truth. As Razmig Keucheyan has recently expressed in a well-documented book, 

nature has lately been turned into a political battleground, and with the deepening ecological crisis, 

conflicts around its governance are likely to get even fiercer.77 Even amongst like-minded 

environmentalists, disagreements abound on how to best solve key issues such as global warming, loss of 

biodiversity or the increase in the natural disasters due to climate change.. Any theory of political ecology 

should take into consideration the divisive dimension of environmental concerns. For natural resources 

held in common to be democratically governed, conflict has to be an ever-present feature that will be put 

to use to denounce, condemn and challenge any attempt from any factions to seize indefinitely power 

over its governance and rule in its own single interest.  

Conclusion 

 

To sum up, as we briefly sketched above, conflicts are present under many forms in the 

commons. The list we drew is far from being exhaustive but sufficient to claim that the governance of 

commons is neither spontaneous, nor harmonious. It is replete with epistemic disagreements, structural 

imbalances in the distribution of duties, capacities and rewards and far from systematically relying on an 

egalitarian decision-making process. And yet conflicts amongst commoners fail to play any significant role 

in the account either Hardt and Negri or Dardot and Laval give of the political principle of the common. 

Though the contributions of those four authors to both the commons literature and the theories of 

democracy could not be overestimated, their emphasis on the sole conflict between capitalists and 

commoners prevent them from grasping one of the key dimension of the democratic regime according to 

radical democrats, that is the role played by internal conflict in identifying and denouncing socio-political 

issues and in creatively attempting to solve them.  

 

Now, this article doesn’t intend to dismiss altogether the idea that commons could constitute the 

matrix of an egalitarian democracy to come. It rather calls for a twist in its research agenda. If commons 

do indeed hold some political promises, we should not however jump to conclusions and assume that they 

are democratic per se. Their self-organizing collective practices may share with democracy the centrality of 

                                                           
77 Keucheyan, Razmig, La nature est un champ de bataille. Essai d’écologie politique, Paris, La Découverte, 2014. 
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the principle of autonomy but it doesn’t prevent them from reproducing illegitimate inequalities or 

disregarding the voices of small stakeholders. Thus, for this burgeoning socio-political democracy to 

blossom, it needs to acknowledge that commoners have first their conflicts in common. Commons are 

not realized utopias in which the community is reconciled with itself and eventually becomes One, they 

are governance practices. And as such, they raise unevenly distributed concerns, split the group of its 

members and constantly generates new conflicts. If we want to elaborate further a democratic principle of 

the common, we should turn our attention to the socio-political dynamism of those internal divisions and 

investigate whether limited conflicts play a role in sustaining a vibrant democracy in the existing 

commons. 
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Democratic Insurrection, or, what does the alterglobalization movement have in common? 

 

Abstract  

 

This paper develops a framework for understanding new possibilities of radical 

democracy through the alterglobalization movement. Unlike many theories of radical 

democracy that seek to either reform liberal-democratic institutions or construct 

hegemonic identities in civil society, the alterglobalization movement points towards a 

form of radical democracy beyond the state and hegemony. This form seeks to balance 

struggles for autonomy with the necessity for large-scale collective action by 

disaggregating democratic practice into three distinct moments – deliberation, decision 

and action – each of which occurs on different scales, at different times and within 

different structures in the movement. Taken together, deliberation in the social forum, 

decision in the affinity group, and action in the network, offer new possibilities for 

conceptualizing radical democracy on a global scale, but also suffer from important 

limitations. 

 

Keywords: radical democracy, alterglobalization, social forum, affinity group, network 

 

Introduction 

 

Protest is when I say I don‘t like this. Resistance is when I put an end to what I don‘t like. 

Protest is when I refuse to go along with this anymore. Resistance is when I make sure 

everybody else stops going along too. 

-Ulrike Meinhof
1
 

 

                                                 
1 Ulrike Meinhof, Everybody Talks About the Weather . . . We Don't: The Writings of Ulrike Meinhof, 1st ed. (Seven Stories Press, 

2008), 239. 



And it is doubtless the strategic codification of these points of resistance that makes 

revolution possible… 

-Michel Foucault
2
 

 

Alterglobalization is tearing down fences, burning GMO crops and occupying universities. It is indigenous 

communities struggling for autonomy in the jungles of Chiapas. It is a group of friends linking arms with 

PVC pipes that read ‗Climate Justice Now!‘ It is buses of activists, organizers and community members 

traveling to social forums to debate alternatives. It is networks of communities joining in simultaneous 

resistance to domination. The alterglobalization movement is a project for democracy, but a kind of 

democracy quite alien to those living in what are commonly considered democratic states. For the 

movement, the perversion of democracy has emptied it of meaning and replaced it with a palatable 

imperialism, an accepted aristocracy and passive dependence.
3
 The alterglobalization movement seeks 

to overcome this perversion through a project of constructive resistance, a struggle ‗for humanity and 

against neoliberalism.‘4 

Radical democratic theory has sought to reconceptualize democratic practice and political space 

as an open site of contestation, and transform it into a coherent political project. The alterglobalization 

movement challenges many of these theories in both its form and its desire for ‗another world.‘
5
 These 

theories are reluctant to accept the irreducible difference of the struggles and subjectivites in the 

movement, for fear that such difference will restrict the possibilities of collective action. However, the 

alterglobalization movement exhibits new forms of collective action that enable both the ceaseless 

becoming of open and flexible relationships and global collective action. To understand these forms and 

trajectories we will turn to poststructural and anarchist theory, developing a framework for understanding 

the organizational structures and decision-making processes of the alterglobalization movement.  

                                                 
2 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1: An Introduction (Vintage, 1990), 96. 

3 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire (Penguin (Non-Classics), 2005), 270-285. 

4 The Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional, or Zapatistas, have held several encuentros that they refer to as ‗Intercontinental 

Encounters for Humanity and Against Neoliberalism‘. 

5 The slogan for the World Social Forum is ―Another World Is Possible!‖ 



As the movement is both a desire for autonomy and large-scale collective action among 

autonomies, it is important to develop theory that can account for the irreducibility of difference in these 

autonomous struggles without precluding the possibility of some form of collective action. Here we will 

build from Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri‘s concept of the common – shared material resources and 

the results of social production and practice – as a medium for fluid forms of collectivity. The form of 

radical democracy found in the direct action wing of the movement relies on various forms of the 

common, but is fragmented into three distinct moments – deliberation, decision and action. Each of these 

moments occurs on different scales, at different times and within different structures in the movement – 

deliberation in the social forum, decision in the affinity group, and action in the network. Taken as a 

system this forum-affinity-network structure offers new possibilities for conceptualizing radical democracy 

on a global scale, but also suffers from important limitations.    

 

 

Radical Democracy as Collective Autonomy 

 

Since the publication of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe‘s Hegemony & Socialist Strategy in 1985,6 

theorists have continued the search for a radical democratic politics.7 While this growing literature exhibits 

a diverse range of perspectives, we will here focus on three salient features that have emerged among 

the many interpretations: the attempts to reform liberal-democratic institutions, the role of civil society, and 

the importance of demands for inclusion in the political.  

First, in their original formulation, Laclau and Mouffe emphasize both their connection with the 

liberal tradition, and their roots in a socialist vision of equality. They argue that the task of a radical 

democratic project ‗cannot be to renounce liberal-democratic ideology, but on the contrary, to deepen and 

                                                 
6 Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony & Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics (Verso, 1985). 

7 See: David Trend, Radical Democracy: Identity, Citizenship and the State, New edition. (Routledge, 1995).; Lars Tonder and 

Lasse Thomassen, Radical Democracy: Politics between Abundance and Lack (Manchester University Press, 2006).; Chantal 

Mouffe, Dimensions of Radical Democracy: Pluralism, Citizenship, Community (Verso, 1996).; Adrian Little and Moya Lloyd, The 

Politics of Radical Democracy (Edinburgh University Press, 2009). for recent works both extending and critiquing the concept. 



expand it in the direction of a radical and plural democracy.‘8 In her later work, Mouffe re-iterates this 

intimate connection with the liberal tradition: 

The aim is not to create a completely different kind of society, but to use the symbolic 

resources of the liberal democratic tradition to struggle against relations of subordination 

not only in the economy but also those linked to gender, race, or sexual orientation, for 

example.‘9  

For Mouffe, liberal political institutions are necessary to prevent a tyrannical popular sovereignty and to 

promote the pluralism necessary for a democratic society. Other proponents have framed the radical 

democracy in similarly relative terms, as more participatory and more deliberative than the existing 

democratic institutions.10 Ultimately, interpretations in this vein seek to improve what is seen as an 

imperfect system rather than radically transform it.  

Second, while many theorists posit a project of reform, the critical site of radical democratic 

practice is typically not found in political institutions themselves. In their introduction to a recent collection 

of radical democratic theory, Adrian Little and Moya Lloyd argue that for many, ‗civil society rather than 

the state is construed as the principal, even exclusive, site of democratic struggle.‘11 This focus on civil 

society is important, but ultimately leads back to an intimate, though perhaps antagonistic, relationship 

with the state. Similarly, in Laclau‘s more recent work he posits ‗the people,‘ a collective subject emerging 

from civil society, as necessary for a radical democracy. He argues that it is possible to construct such a 

subject through establishing ‗chains of equivalence‘ between diverse social struggles, each based on 

various signifiers such as race, class or gender.12 For Laclau, a signifier such as ‗the people‘ can serve as 

a site of identification and a means for a hegemonic democratic movement capable of collective action at 

the state or global level, but also remain open to contestation and redefinition.  

                                                 
8 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony & Socialist Strategy, 176.  

9 Chantal Mouffe, "Radical Democracy or Liberal Democracy?" in Trend, Radical Democracy, 20. 

10 Joshua Cohen and Archon Fung, ‗Radical Democracy‘, in Swiss Journal of Political Science, (2004): 23-34; Joshua Cohen, 

‗Reflections on Radical Democracy,‘ in Thomas Christiano and John Christman, Contemporary Debates in Political Philosophy 

(Wiley-Blackwell, 2009)., 247-263. 

11 Little and Lloyd, The Politics of Radical Democracy, 3. 

12 Ernesto Laclau, On Populist Reason (Verso, 2007).; Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony & Socialist Strategy. 



Third, the focus on civil society or ‗the people‘ as the key site of radical democratic politics is 

echoed in theorists such as Jacques Rancière, though he does not discuss the concept of radical 

democracy itself. Still, in line with radical democratic theory, he argues that a fundamental moment in 

democratic practice is the demand for inclusion by excluded groups. Recalling Olympe de Gouges‘ 

audacious claim during the French Revolution that if women were ‗entitled‘ to go to the scaffold, then they 

must be entitled to go to the assembly, he emphasizes the need for exposing and contesting the 

contradiction in principals of inclusion.13 For Rancière, each contestation produces a more inclusive, more 

democratic political space. 

What is seen as radical in these conceptions, then, is the re-conceptualization of the demos as a 

more inclusive political subject, albeit one that is a site of continuous conflict and re-composition. Though 

they may focus on civil society and the demos, behind these conceptions lies an assumption of the 

nation-state as the principal unit of political organization. As Little and Lloyd note, ‗It is clear that the state 

has a fundamental role to play in radical democratic politics.‘14 Thus, for many theorists, the goal of radical 

democracy is to develop a radically democratic state through expanding the influence of civil society. The 

emphasis on civil society is an attempt to alter the top-down functioning of power. By demanding greater 

participation and deliberation, and by civil society playing a key role in the political, radical democracy has 

championed a system in which power flows from the bottom to the top. However, what remains 

problematic for many in the alterglobalization movement is that there is still a bottom and a top; there is 

still a political class granted the power to make and enforce decisions. A truly radical democracy must 

overcome all hierarchy and all forms of hegemony. As we will see, many groups in the alterglobalization 

movement reject the top-bottom organization for horizontal organizing beyond the state. 

In his recent book, Gramsci is Dead, Richard J.F. Day takes aim at the hegemonic core of radical 

democracy. He argues that radical democracy, particularly Laclau & Mouffe‘s post-Marxist brand, relies 

on ‗a logic of representation of interests within a state-regulated system of hegemonic struggles.‘15 As we 

                                                 
13 Jacques Rancière, ―Who Is the Subject of the Rights of Man?,‖ South Atlantic Quarterly 103, no. 2 (Spring 2004): 297-310.; 

Jacques Ranciere, Disagreement: Politics And Philosophy (Univ of Minnesota Pr, 1998), 40-41..  

14 Little and Lloyd, The Politics of Radical Democracy, 202. 

15 Richard J.F. Day, Gramsci is Dead: Anarchist Currents in the Newest Social Movements (Pluto Press, 2005), 75. 



have seen, Mouffe insists on the importance of liberal-democratic institutions to regulate these struggles, 

rejects any sort of truly radical socio-political transformation, and contends that such institutions merely 

need to be reformed. One cannot but question what is actually radical about such a claim. Similarly, the 

emphasis on a more inclusive system has been theorized in terms of demand – the impetus lies on 

excluded groups to make demands on the hegemonic power for inclusion. Directing such demands to 

those in power serves in the end to legitimize the ruling state or corporate power as legitimate.16 For many 

in the alterglobalization movement, these attempts are inadequate. Contrary to Mouffe‘s insistence that 

liberal-democratic institutions can be reformed, they proclaim, ‗Another world is possible!‘ Indeed it is 

possible and necessary to theorize and actualize radical democracy beyond hegemony and the state. 

  Many of the grievances raised by the movements for an alternative globalization are concerns 

shared by such radical democratic theorists as Laclau and Mouffe. As Laclau and Mouffe point to the 

absence of civil society actors in the political sphere, social movements point to failures of representation 

that are exacerbated in global politics. States, international rule-making bodies, such as the United 

Nations, and international financial institutions such as the WTO, IMF and World Bank are seen as 

grossly unrepresentative, much of their policy generated by unelected officials or disproportionately 

influenced by corporate and other special interests. But poststructural theory, from which Laclau, Mouffe 

and many other radical democratic theorists take their cue, as well as the anarchist tradition, question the 

possibility of reforming these institutions. They take the criticism further, illustrating the impossibility of 

representation and throwing into question the ‗radical‘ democratic demands for more representation.
17

  

While Laclau and Mouffe, in alignment with much of the New Social Movement theory generated 

at the time, seek to de-center the importance of class and economic interest as representative signifiers 

in socio-political struggle, they merely expand the list of signifiers to include other categories such as 

race, gender, sexuality and ethnicity. Though this move does challenge the hegemony of class, they 

place a series of other potentially hegemonic relations in its place and ultimately champion an 
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equivalence between these relations to produce one hegemonic identity, such as ‗the people‘ that can 

include all of these, but not be equal to any one of them. These identities and the hegemonic identity of 

‗the people‘ are representations that smooth over the irreducible differences that poststructuralists have 

fought to expose, stitching together diverse interests into a majoritarian logic vis-à-vis ‗the people‘ or civil 

society. 

For many in the alterglobalization movement, this attempt at a sutured political subject contradicts 

their desire for autonomy.
18

 Simon Tormey seeks to elucidate this desire by drawing on the work of 

Deleuze and Guattari. He examines their concept of of ‗becoming-minor‘ – an ontology of difference that 

ceaselessly resists grounding in any particular identity. He contrasts ‗becoming-minor‘ to a majoritarian 

logic of representation. Becoming-minor resists both hegemonic identities such as ‗the people‘ and 

demands for inclusion in the state, moving beyond both. Tormey argues:  

An ontology of becoming involves resisting the superior codes and meanings of the social field, 

rather than allowing them to subordinate difference to the Same, as in the case of analogy and 

associations. This translates as a continual struggle against ‗territorialising‘ attempts to envelop 

within the categories and codes that underpin sociality, and in particular against being subsumed 

within logics of representation.
19

 

Representation always requires ‗territorialization‘ or grounding through the subordination of difference, 

while becoming-minor resists the signifiers of class, race, gender and the people, refusing to be grounded 

or essentialized by any of them. Even these ‗marginalized‘ signifiers can serve to limit the possibilities of 

difference and the expressibility of multiple, intersecting forms of oppression – what some have analyzed 

in terms of the intersectionality of numerous identity categories.
20

 Deleuze and Guattari, and more 
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recently, Hardt and Negri have championed the concept of singularity, to understand the unique 

multiplicity of individual subjectivity and counter the representational logic of hegemony.21 They define a 

singularity as ‗a social subject whose difference cannot be reduced to sameness, a difference that 

remains different.‘22 The subjectivity of every individual is defined by a unique set of values, desires and 

experiences, a unique identity. Similar to theories of intersectionality, an individual cannot be reduced to a 

single defining characteristic, such as class.  

Resistance to hegemony and representation through singularity or becoming-minor is, more 

practically, a project of autonomy.23 However, taken to their limit, singularity and becoming-minor can lead 

to a totalization of the particular, which would preclude any possibility of political action; there would be no 

possibility for congruence or communication between the desires of individuals. Each individual would be 

isolated in their particularity, their individuality, their total autonomy. But autonomy need not be 

conceptualized or actualized in terms of individual autonomy. Indeed, for many social movements, 

autonomy is a collective project vis-à-vis the state, capital and other forms of domination and hierarchy. It 

involves, ‗a group working together in common to construct alternative ways of living, rather than simply 

an individual seeking to assert their subjective autonomy against a dominating group.‘24  

Thus, theorizing the political through radical democracy challenges the hegemony of class, 

promotes a more robust civil society and makes demands on the state for greater inclusion, but merely 

de-centers class in lieu of ‗the people‘ and perpetuates the indispensability of the state as the site of 

demands. Radical democratic theory has sacrificed a truly radicalized conception of difference for a 

political strategy though hegemony. Singularity and becoming-minor offer alternative concepts through 
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which to understand the struggles for autonomy that continue to proliferate in struggles for an alternative 

globalization. But for effective action against global problems such as economic exploitation and 

ecological destruction, again, autonomy must be understood as a project of collective resistance.  

To address this problem of collectivity and autonomy and theorize a possibility of collective 

autonomy, Hardt and Negri redefine the concept of the common. Though the concept traditionally refers 

to shared material resources, they write, ‗We consider the common also and more significantly those 

results of social production that are necessary for social interaction and further production, such as 

knowledges, languages, codes, information, affects, and so forth.‘25 Linking this concept back to 

singularities, they claim, ‗Singularities interact and communicate socially on the basis of the common, and 

their social communication in turn produces the common.‘26 A fundamental example of the common is 

language, which is not merely the medium in which social practice exists, but is continually redefined 

through its use. As the result of social production and social practice produced in every social interaction, 

it follows that the common is not uniformly distributed through all social relations, but is as varied as these 

interactions. Social practice produces the common, or develops existing forms of the common, that vary 

in strength, scale and permanence. This variation has a direct impact on the possibility of radically 

democratic relations – the more robust the common, the greater the possibility for such a practice. 

As sociologist Donatella della Porta illustrates the problem in terms of the alterglobalization 

movement, ‗The challenge for contemporary movements is, then, to develop a model of internal 

democracy able to bring all the subjectivities together by valuing the role of individuals rather than 

sacrifice for the collective.‘27 Little and Lloyd provide the beginnings of an alternative along these lines, 

pointing to another thread in radical democratic theory, ‗That democracy is not a form of government or 

set of institutions but rather a moment marking the practice of politics itself.‘28 Democracy is practice that 

cannot be captured in the apparatus of political institutions. If this conception of democracy as a moment 

is expanded to allow for the possibility of democratic practice to expand over several moments or be 
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divided into multiple moments, the beginnings of a new conception of radical democracy appear. Within 

the alterglobalization movement three distinct moments of radical democracy can be found – deliberation, 

decision and action. Democracy (deliberation, decision and action) need not occur in one moment or 

even a smooth succession of moments. The alterglobalization movement demonstrates that the moments 

of democratic practice can be fragmented across time and space. Deliberation may occur in Brazil, 

decision in London and action globally – all as part of the expanded practice of radical democracy. This 

fragmentation of democratic practice allows for a range of organizational forms, demonstrating the 

possibilities for fluid and flexible collectivities that do not rely on hegemony, but are still capable of large-

scale action. As we see here, the challenge in theorizing, or indeed practicing, this form of political 

relationship lies in the delicate balance between collectivity and autonomy, unity and diversity. Avoiding 

the ‗chains‘ of hegemony requires conceptualizing alternative relations between autonomous individuals, 

communities and identities.  

 

 

Three moments of the common 

 

While the alterglobalization movement demonstrates a range of organizational structures, our main focus 

will be on the direct action wing of the movement. These activists, unlike those of the NGO advocacy 

networks in the movement, participate in the movements in three forms that vary in scale, structure and 

purpose: the inclusive, open spaces of movement-wide social fora; small, ‗friend-like‘ affinity groups; and 

finally, the networks that produce large-scale protest events and Global Days of Action.29 Each of these 

forms most clearly demonstrates a particular moment of the common – deliberation, decision and action – 

and is limited in the others. Social fora function most centrally and most effectively as spaces for 

deliberation, affinity groups for decision, and networks for action. 
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Spaces of Deliberation 

 

We have critiqued Laclau and Mouffe‘s dependence on liberal-democratic institutions, but the liberal 

tradition does provide important contributions to a radical democracy conceived beyond the state. In his 

essay, ‗Deliberation and Political Legitimacy,‘ liberal political philosopher Joshua Cohen examines the 

core principles of democracy. He argues, ‗When properly conducted, then, democratic politics involves 

public deliberation focused on the common good, requires some form of manifest equality among 

citizens, and shapes the identity and interests of citizens in ways that contribute to the formation of a 

public conception of common good.‘30 Given our discussion of singularity and becoming-minor, it would be 

inconsistent to accept that there can ever be a common good; however, deliberation does play a key role 

in the production of the more open concept of the common and is essential for thinking a radical politics 

beyond both the state and hegemonic relations in civil society. In her book Freedom Is an Endless 

Meeting, sociologist Francesca Polletta provides an ethnographic account of what she refers to as 

‗deliberative talk‘ within social movements: 

They expected each other to provide legitimate reasons for preferring one option to another. They 

strove to recognize the merits of each other‘s reasons for favoring a particular option even though 

they did not rank those reasons in the same order. The point was to make each person‘s 

reasoning understandable: the goal was not unanimity, so much as discourse. But it was a 

particular kind of discourse, governed by norms of openness and mutual respect.31 

Discourse, which as we noted earlier is a key form of the common, figures centrally in Polletta‘s 

description, but she does not paint a picture of isolated, talking heads. Deliberation is a process in which 

each strives to recognize the merit in another‘s argument, to understand the reasoning behind their 

preference, and in this understanding, opinions and indeed subjectivities are transformed; the common is 
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produced and strengthened through the production of shared meaning, goals and values. But for this to 

be possible the common must already be at work in the ‗norms of openness and respect.‘ 

 Within the alterglobalization movement, deliberation has taken a unique form in what Donatella 

della Porta has argued is ‗perhaps the movement‘s most significant cultural innovation‘ – the social 

forum.32 In 2001, the World Social Forum (WSF) was established in Porto Alegre, Brazil as a counter-

summit to the World Economic Forum, which occurred simultaneously in Davos, Switzerland. But the 

forum was founded to be more than a counter-summit voicing criticism of the World Economic Forum or 

the neoliberal policies produced by the WTO, IMF, World Bank or G8. It was founded in response to post-

Seattle criticisms that the movement was a movement of negation, criticisms that the movement was anti-

globalization without offering any alternatives. Thus, the forum was conceived as a space for civil society 

groups and individuals to gather to develop alternatives under the motto, ‗Another world is possible.‘ 

Since its inception the form has expanded to include multiple regional and thematic fora around the world, 

a single forum drawing as many as 100,000 participants from over 100 countries.33  

What is most unique about the forum is that it is conceived of as an ‗open and inclusive public 

space.‘34 This conception of the forum is formalized in the WSF Charter of Principles. The first Principle 

states, ‗The World Social Forum is an open meeting place for reflective thinking, democratic debate of 

ideas, formulation of proposals, free exchange of experiences and interlinking for effective action...‘35 The 

designation of the forum as a space or ‗meeting place,‘ is a critical distinction that has also been a 

constant source of tension since the founding of the WSF. Some argue that the WSF should function as 

an agent, making demands, issuing statements and proposing alternatives as a unified body. Others 

contend that the forum ought only serve as a space where groups are free to make demands, issue 

statements or present proposals as individuals, groups or coalitions, but that such actions should not be 

taken in the name of the WSF as a whole. Principle six of the Charter explicitly states, ‗The meetings of 
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the World Social Forum do not deliberate on behalf of the World Social Forum as a body.‘36 It is not that 

deliberation is not a key feature of the forum, but that the forum itself is not a body such as a legislature or 

a political party. 

Chico Whitaker, one of the founders of the forum and authors of the Charter of Principles, has 

weighed in heavily on this debate with a public letter that was later published as ‗The World Social Forum 

as Open Space.‘ In it he describes the rationale for this concept:  

If we maintain it as a space, it will not prevent nor hinder the formation and the development of 

movements – to the contrary it will ensure and enable this process. But if we opt for transforming 

it into a movement, it will inescapably fail to be a space, and all the potentialities inherent to 

spaces will then be lost. Furthermore, if we do transform the Forum into a movement, we will be – 

without any help at all from those we are fighting against – throwing away a powerful instrument 

of struggle that we have been able to create by drawing on the most important recent political 

discovery, of the power of open, free horizontal structures.
 37  

According to Whitaker, the space is essential as an incubator for a plurality of movements, groups, new 

organizational structures and decision-making processes. If the forum were to unify and form a single, 

collective subject, that potential would be lost. For Whitaker the forum is a space where the common can 

emerge through deliberation, but if the forum is made to speak and act as one unified voice, dissenting 

voices will doubtless be silenced. The WSF Charter of Principles makes clear that the forum‘s central 

function is to serve as a place where individuals, groups and movements can deliberate. This process of 

deliberation is open, in the sense that it is not exclusive, all are free to participate, but the process is also 

open in the sense that it is not conclusive. The deliberation that is at the core of the forum does not 

necessarily lead to decision. Certainly, there is nothing to preclude certain groups from deciding to take 

decisive action while at the forum, but the central function is open-ended deliberation on alternatives. 

From the outset, some activists have felt the exclusively deliberative form of the forum to be 

unsatisfactory, even disempowering. The initial 2001 forum saw the birth of the Social Movements 
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Assembly, now called the People‘s Movement Assembly, a space external to the forum that does make 

final decisions. Typically, the Assembly has only met after the conclusion of the Forum, but at the 2010 

US Social Forum, Assembly organizers claim that it will take place before, after and during the forum.38 

Though this debate continues, this could mark an important transformation in the structure of the forum. 

 While della Porta‘s claim that the forum represents a ‗significant cultural innovation‘ may be 

accurate, there are important limitations on the forum‘s ability to achieve its stated purpose. Some 

activists have complained that important meetings are often held late in the evenings limiting the 

participation of some, that discussions are controlled by a small elite of long-time activists, that 

discussions often spiral into useless repetition of established ideas or that the forum‘s promotion of ‗star‘ 

activists and intellectuals through primetime speaking engagements creates inequalities in the space.39 

Participation in the forum at the most basic level of attendance is also limited. Local groups and activists 

are always disproportionately represented, and there is a distinct North-South divide in participation as 

well. Those who can afford to attend are disproportionately Northern activists and intellectuals.40 

However, the establishment of regional fora has allowed for wider participation and the forum has also 

established various financial assistance programs to assist in the travel funds for individuals who may 

otherwise be unable to attend. These strategies have improved the inclusiveness of the forum, but have 

not overcome these challenges entirely.  

Deliberation more generally, faces its own limits. The quality of the deliberation depends upon the 

quality of the discourse and the unevenness of discursive skills can work to limit equal access to 

deliberation or equal power in the deliberative process. As Cohen notes, ‗Deliberative democracy requires 

attention to encouraging deliberative capacities, which is, inter alia, a matter of education, information, 

and organization.‘41 In a society of growing inequality, the prospects of such education being equitably 

distributed are dim and thus power within deliberation is skewed to those with access to education, 

information and organization. These limitations are important and the forum must continually be 
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scrutinized and improved upon to live up to the principles set out in the Charter. The innovation is 

significant, but it must be continually innovated.  

Given these important limitations, truly radical democracy cannot be practiced on the scale of the 

social forum as a whole, but the forum does provide a space where smaller groups can form such 

relations and the deliberative process of the forum works to construct the common that can serve as the 

basis for such relations. The global nature of the forum presents an opportunity for the production of the 

common that is not as heavily constrained by space, but the temporal constraints, the fora typically last a 

few days or a week, may limit the possibility for the sustained social practice necessary to produce the 

common in a highly robust form. Still these links extend the common rhizomatically, albeit in a weak form, 

laying the groundwork for future interaction. As participation of individuals in the alterglobalization 

movements is marked by a ‗density of multiple and plural associational membership[s],‘42 the forum may 

play a critical role in facilitating the rhizomatic network structure necessary for radical democracy on a 

global scale. 

 

Decision through Affinity 

 

Decision is the most demanding moment in the practice of radical democracy. It requires the strongest 

form of the common and it follows that the scale of the group must be the most limited for a decision to be 

reached. Decision, in radical democracy, is also the most difficult to separate from the other moments, 

particularly deliberation. As we saw above, deliberation can exist without decision; decision, on the other 

hand, cannot be reached without deliberation. When decision is the end goal of deliberation, the process 

becomes exponentially more complex. A collective decision must value the preferences of all members 

equally and be a decision to which all members can agree. In other words, a decision in truly radical 

democratic practice is reached through an arduous process of deliberation or consensus-building. 

Consensus in this sense is not seen as merely a state of agreement, but a process for 

constructing and developing the common. Jacques Rancière, among others, is critical of the notion of 

                                                 
42 Andretta, della Porta, Mosca and Reiter (2003) quoted in della Porta ‗Making the New Polis,‘ 191. 



consensus, instead promoting dissensus, continuous contestation, as the ideal form of the political.43 

Similarly, Chantal Mouffe promotes the idea of agonism, in which conflict between enemies is 

transformed into democratic relations between adversaries. These concepts, in fact, share much with the 

form of consensus practiced in the affinity groups of contemporary social movements. Here consensus is 

not seen as passive acceptance to the status quo, but refers instead as the institutionalization of conflict 

and its management for cooperation rather than competition. According to formal consensus model 

theory, all members of the group are expected and encouraged to participate in the process of 

consensus-building. Generally, the decisions being made are those that will directly affect the 

participants, as in the case of direct actions during which individuals will be participants in the action itself.  

Similar to the open deliberation indicative of the social forum, proposals presented to the group 

are discussed and amended according to reasonable arguments. Proponents of deliberative democracy 

have also stressed the importance of this stage, though often not accepting the principle of consensus 

itself. Cohen writes, ‗The point of deliberative democracy is not for people to reflect on their preferences, 

but to decide, in light of reasons, what to do. Deciding what to do in light of reasons requires a willingness 

to change one‘s mind…‘44 The deliberative process is not merely a process through which each member 

makes concessions from their list of demands until a proposal is so reduced that all can accept it, if 

begrudgingly. Rather, deliberation is a positive process of construction through reasoning, by which the 

interests and perspectives of those involved are transformed. As noted above, through deliberation, the 

common is produced; the actual interests and values of individuals may be transformed through the 

deliberative process. Thus, consensus ‗building‘ is just that, an initial proposal is deliberated upon until a 

new or amended proposal is constructed. 

Finally, in consensus decision-making all decisions are collective. Not only have all participated in 

the deliberation process, each must also give their final approval. Proponents of consensus decision-

making argue that collectivity ensures the equality of each group member. A process may emphasize 

equality in participation and deliberation, but resort to a majority vote for the final decision. Instead of a 

vote, consensus decision-making provides all participants with the power of veto; all participants may 
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‗block‘ a proposal, preventing it from ratification. This negative measure serves to ensure that all have 

had the opportunity to participate and that the proposal has been deliberated adequately. The ‗block‘ is 

ultimately a final check on these earlier phases of the process, ensuring the collectivity of the decision. 

Within the alterglobalization movement, collective decisions are reached most democratically 

within small affinity groups, ‗the elementary particles of voluntary association,‘45 which are ‗formed out of a 

shared desire to accomplish a specific task…and oriented to achieving maximum effectiveness with a 

minimum of bureaucracy, infighting and exposure to infiltration.‘46 Such tasks generally center on protest 

events or direct actions and may include anything from blockading intersections to guerrilla theater in 

fields of genetically modified crops to serving food at a rally.   

Unlike the forum, affinity groups are not unique to the alterglobalization movement, but trace their 

roots back to the Spanish anarchist confederation (FAI) of the 1920s and the consciousness-raising 

circles of the US feminist movement of the 1960s and 70s.47 These groups, generally composed of 5-20 

individuals, are founded on ‗friend-like relationships.‘48 Indeed they are often actually formed of friends. 

The nature of these relationships makes the complex process of consensus-building a manageable task, 

as there are typically a common set of values and experiences that such a process requires. The affinity 

group serves as an ideal type for the consensus-based decision-making necessary for radical democracy. 

The common exists here in its most robust and permanent form, through shared values, goals, histories, 

vocabularies, processes and, importantly, obligations.  

However, the claim to idealism is only relative. Affinity groups and the process of consensus 

decision-making are by no means entirely free of domination and hierarchy, as these have been 

internalized through socialization. An affinity group may have no formal hierarchy, but this does not 

preclude the existence of informal hierarchies that shape the decisions of the group. Formal consensus 

process is designed to minimize this problem, but this power imbalance is difficult to eradicate. For 
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instance, a racially diverse consensus-based group may aim for full participation, but if it is only the white, 

heterosexual males are that are actually participating in the deliberation process, the equality for which 

the structure aims has missed its mark. Such formal structure often contains certain roles that must be 

filled, such as facilitator and note taker, and the assignment of these roles can reinforce social 

hierarchies. As women have historically been relegated to clerical work, it is easy for such biases to carry-

over into this setting, relegating females to note takers and males subtly guiding deliberation as 

facilitators.  

Jo Freeman examines this danger in her seminal essay, ‗The Tyranny of Structurelessness,‘49 

stressing the importance of the formal diffusion of power through a series of mechanisms. Many activists 

are acutely aware of these dangers and even use Freeman‘s essay in training sessions.50 In his 

ethnography Direct Action, anthropologist David Graeber examines the New York-based Direct Action 

Network (DAN) during the early 2000s.51 DAN‘s consensus process required two facilitators, one male 

and one female and alternated speaking among participants to strive for gender parity. While such a 

structure does aim for gender equality, it does little for the other forms of internalized domination based 

on race, ethnicity, sexuality, or even age. Regardless, it provides a model for how such forms of informal 

hierarchy and domination can be addressed through structural means.  

The criticisms of consensus issued by theorists such as Rancière and Mouffe, stem largely from 

their privileging of difference in the political and the fear that consensus limits its possibility. The formal 

consensus process, given its necessarily small scale may not only limit difference, but can also be 

exclusionary. Typically, only those with a certain level of shared values form affinity groups and thus 

those that are not already tied to the group in some way may find it difficult to gain access. However, 

friendship or a strong set of shared values is certainly not always the chief motivating in the formation of 

affinity groups. Often groups form out of motivations other than friendship, such as availability, chance, 

level of militancy or even a desire to work with the activist-celebrities involved in the action. While these 
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groups may not be founded on true friendship, in each of these cases the bonds of affinity could be 

described as ‗friend-like‘ in the sense that in undertaking a role in the group they became stronger 

through the acquired obligations. 

Despite these limitations, consensus-based decision making within an affinity group most closely 

fulfills the rigorous demands of radical democracy, requiring and producing the common in its strongest 

form, but on the smallest scale. Yet while formed of ‗friend-like relationships,‘ many affinity groups are 

transient. They are formed to accomplish a specific task or project and often cease to exist immediately 

after, whether the task is completed successfully or unsuccessfully.52 Such affinity groups may reunite for 

future tasks, perhaps in a modified form, but on each occasion the actual existence of the collective is 

relatively brief. Other affinity groups may survive for much longer periods.53 However, the attendant forms 

of the common prove more permanent and can be reproduced or resuscitated in future meetings. In 

affinity groups, all members of the group participate directly in the process of deliberation, make a 

collective decision, and ultimately act upon this decision. This is a transformative process in common, as 

the values and interests shift through the collective decision-making process. Though the group may 

disband upon the completion of the task, this transformation and the production of the common may long 

outlast the group itself. 

 

 

Action in Common 

 

Action within the alterglobalization movement happens at numerous levels. Affinity groups do not merely 

make decisions and call it a day. They act on these decisions. Similarly, the deliberation that happens 

within the open space of the social forum can also lead to action, though not in the name of the forum. 

However, action in common does not require deliberation or collective decision-making amongst the 

entire community. Nor does it require any explicit consensus-building process. This sort of action is 
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similar to ‗swarm intelligence‘ by which groups of insects such as bees or ants act without an actual 

command issued from a central authority. Neurobiologists have shown that the brain functions similarly, 

producing action through a complex neural network without a central command, without a true decision. 

The development of free software parallels this process as well, as programs are developed through the 

common labor of countless programmers.54 In none of these cases is there a central command making 

strategic decisions, nor is there a collective decision made by the entire body, as is the case within an 

affinity group. However, in each case there are certain elements that guide the process and possibility of 

collective action. Swarms of insects require a complex of instincts through which to interpret pheromones, 

the brain requires shared neural pathways, and computer programmers require protocols, which make 

the programming commands communicable. Action occurs without decision, but through the common. 

  In the alterglobalization movement we have seen the various ways in which this common is 

produced. Similar to the social forum, the most remarkable forms of action within the alterglobalization 

movement are those that happen on a large scale. Affinity groups are of course capable of collective 

action, but in the face of the global challenges to which the movement is aimed, the actions of an isolated 

affinity group are likely to amount to little more than the sting of a single worker bee, a mere pest to the 

honey-hungry grizzly. As a swarm of affinity groups, acting in common, however, the hive is a formidable 

opponent.  

The alterglobalization movement, particularly the direct action wing, largely expresses itself 

through insurrection, large-scale acts of resistance, such as ‗summit crashing‘ and Global Days of Action. 

At these actions, activists and organizations from around the world converge on a single point or act 

simultaneously in multiple locations. As interventions, these actions seek to ‗disrupt or even destroy 

established patterns, policies, relationships or institutions,‘55 such as the functioning of WTO. They may 

also serve to demonstrate public opinion, such as the 2003 Global Day of Action against the US invasion 

of Iraq, which included millions of protesters worldwide.56 All of this is accomplished without a central 
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leader or decision-making body. In these actions, groups with very different organizational structures 

participate, some highly centralized, such as the Socialist Worker‘s Party or NGOs. This diversity is to the 

advantage of the movement for the simple fact of scale, but these types of organizations generally do not 

seek to actualize radical democratic relations as the direct action wing of the movement does. Such 

vertically organized groups may also participate in the swarm tactics of the action at large, but are 

themselves internally centralized.  

All of this is not to say that there is no organization in a massive protest action of the 

alterglobalization movement, quite the contrary. Planning and organization may take months, but the 

nature of this planning process is such that there are few if any centralized decisions. When the affinity 

groups do gather prior to the event, they may do so in the form of a consulta or spokescouncil. In the 

former case, groups share their plans for action. Perhaps one group has decided to blockade a particular 

intersection, another group has decided to use a certain level of militant tactics such as tearing down a 

fence at a particular location. These various plans are coordinated in such meetings. There is no 

committee that decides which actions should or should not take place, but organization is essentially 

facilitation to ensure that all are informed and that coordination can occur where necessary and effective. 

The process of these actions generally begins with a ‗call to action‘ by a certain group, coalition or 

network of groups. Some groups then convene for a planning meeting, while others participate 

independently 

In the case of a spokescouncil, there is more actual collective decision-making, but only at the 

most general level. Each affinity group elects a proxy to serve as their spoke and these spokes agree on 

a set of basic principles governing action in the most general way, often while the other members of the 

affinity group are present. This may include limiting the level of militancy, but increasingly activists 

promote a ‗diversity of tactics‘ and reject restrictions on action, further limiting the amount of decision-

making that occurs outside of the affinity group. 

The nature of the common at either of these types of planning meetings is necessarily weak. 

Though the meetings may be many hours long, the format limits a great deal of free interaction. But more 

importantly, individuals and groups often do not know each other and are guarded in their interaction at 

such meetings for practical reasons. Given that the actions that they will be undertaking are typically 



illegal and that the meetings are for the most part public, the openness of individuals and groups is limited 

for fear of police informants or infiltration. Actions are described only in their most basic form, allowing for 

some level of coordination, but decisions on the actual actions that an affinity group plans to take are 

impossible due to these limits on openness. At the 2009 G20 Summit in Pittsburgh, the only individuals 

admitted to the spokescouncil meeting were members of pre-organized groups. Those wishing to take 

part were required to provide two others willing to verify that they were in fact members of a group. This 

process certainly does not preclude the infiltration of the meeting by unfriendly elements, but illustrates 

the limits to these forms of organizing in the face of repression. 

Further the actions themselves are limited. The central goal for many of these large-scale actions, 

beginning with Seattle, has been ‗Shut them down!‘ but this has only occurred on a few occasions. Even 

when this goal has been achieved, the tangible effects amount to little more than a more secluded and 

secure summit next time. The WTO has moved meetings to high-security, inaccessible locations such as 

Doha, Qatar, essentially eliminating any threat protests could have on its running.  

Still action on this scale and the coordination of affinity groups is an important moment in the 

radical democratic project. Given the nature of the enemy – capitalism, the state and all forms of 

domination or hierarchy – action must be taken on a large scale. But the scale is also important as a 

prefigurative practice, revealing the potential large-scale coordination of radically democratic groups. This 

action may not stem directly from a collective decision, but does rest on the development of the common 

at other moments in the process. Deliberation at the forum and decision within the affinity group, produce 

the common necessary for action in the network. 

 

Possibilities and Pitfalls of the Forum-Affinity-Network 

 

We have focused here on three key moments in the alterglobalization movement –deliberation in 

the open space of the forum, decision within the friend-like affinity group, and action through a network of 

weak links. These are practices of resistance to the domination of capital and of hierarchy in all forms. In 

this sense they are a negation of the dominant paradigm, but they are also attempts to actualize new 

forms of the political. In many ways, alterglobalization produces the common that is the necessary 



foundation for a radical democracy. As we noted earlier, radical democracy has been conceived largely 

either as a reformist project of a more participatory and more deliberative nation-state or through 

hegemonic identities such as ‗the people‘. The radical democracy project of the alterglobalization 

movement challenges these conceptions, breaking from current forms of political organization and taking 

participation, deliberation, difference and autonomy as fundamental principles. 

Each of the three moments of radical democracy – deliberation, decision, and action – is best 

suited to a particular scale and organizational form. Taken individually each of these forms has their 

limitations. The forum is well-suited as a space for open discussion and deliberation, but the scale is far 

too large for a consensus process that guarantees the equitable participation of all members. The affinity 

group, on the other hand, based on ‗friend-like relationships‘ carries with it the shared values and 

obligations necessary for the arduous process of consensus-building, but alone can accomplish little in 

the face of global problems. Finally, the network is capable of global action, but lacks the ability for 

deliberation or decision-making.   

The forum, affinity group and network each fills a particular role in the alterglobalization 

movement, but within the alterglobalization none of these structures is entirely isolated from the others. 

As such, we must also consider these elements as a system: forum-affinity-network. Such a system 

avoids the hegemonic tendencies of Laclau‘s notion of ‗the people,‘ as well as the reformist forms of 

radical democracy that limit the difference and autonomy of various individuals, communities and 

struggles. Within this system, radically democratic practice is possible at a range of scales, complexities 

and intensities. To conceptualize radical democracy as limited to a single plane or the state as the 

principal site of interaction with a radically democratic civil society limits the potential for radical 

democracy to exist in its formal multiplicity. Some tasks are better accomplished through global action, 

some through local. The forum-affinity-network system allows for this possibility. 

Our discussion of these moments began with the World Social Forum as a response to criticisms 

of empty negation and our conclusion with action as protest has returned us to this point of departure. 

This return reveals the difficulties of producing alternatives on a large scale through radical democracy 

and the limitations of such forms of insurrection as a Global Day of Action. Radical social transformation 

will require more than a day of action, though such actions can prove useful in the sense of motivation 



through the ‗propaganda of the deed.‘ Still, these brief moments of insurrection are ultimately incapable of 

bringing about the social transformation that the movement demands.  

Indeed, the model has important limitations at which we have thus far only hinted. First, and 

foremost, while this model illustrates the possibility for radically democratic organization within the 

alterglobalization movement, it does not provide the means for movement building or organizing beyond 

the movement itself. This structure serves as a means to organize those already involved in the 

movement. In his powerful critique of the US anarchist movement, Joel Olson argues that the movement 

is largely focused around infoshops and insurrections.57 That is, anarchists are able to create autonomous 

zones such as infoshops that function as spaces for the exchange of ideas and political work, spaces that 

roughly parallel the social forum, though on a smaller scale. And they engage in acts of insurrection, such 

as the networked summit crashing, Global Days of Action or the more militant uprisings in Greece in 

2008. However, Olson contends, ‗Radical change may be initiated by spontaneous revolts that are 

supported by subterranean free spaces, but these revolts are almost always the product of prior 

movement building.‘58 In the alterglobalization movement more broadly, movement-building must play a 

central role; the forum-affinity-network structure and the typical insurrectionary acts of the movement are 

limited in their capacity to accomplish this.   

Further, as we saw in both the forum and affinity group, systemic inequality leads to multiple 

obstacles for radical democracy, the forum-affinity-network structure and the alterglobalization movement. 

We have already mentioned a number of these issues. A formal consensus process can serve to mitigate 

some level of inequality within the group, but again, this process does nothing to bring people to the table. 

In fact, as Graeber shows in his ethnography with New York DAN, such a process can serve to alienate 

newcomers or those with differing cultural backgrounds or produce exclusionary groups of relatively 

homogenous activists.59 Similarly, a lack of equitable participation has plagued the social fora. Local 

organizations and individuals, as well as those with the time and resources to travel, typically white 
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activists from the Global North, are disproportionately represented.60 Finally, at the level of networks, 

access to networks requires communication technology resources, which are still unavailable to large 

parts of the world, as well as the time and resources to travel to insurrectionary events.  

A new conception of insurrection is necessary to overcome these limits. Hardt & Negri have 

written, ‗The insurrectional event…must be consolidated in an institutional process of transformation that 

develops the multitude‘s capacity for democratic decision-making. Making the multitude is thus a project 

of democratic organizing aimed at democracy.‘61 Their use of ‗institutional‘ here does not refer to the 

ossified political institutions that structure modern democratic forms, but instead the codification of radical 

democratic practices to facilitate their reproduction. Taken as a whole, the movement does make 

important steps towards this project of democratic development. Through their concept of the common we 

are able to focus on what is necessary to produce the conditions for radically democratic social relations, 

but movement-building is necessary to expand the reach of the common rather than waiting for excluded 

populations to demand inclusion.  

Finally, these democratic practices must be aimed at more than discussion and protest, or even 

social relations. The common as the results of social production must not eclipse the importance of 

common material resources and the results of material production. Rather, it can be used to reinterpret 

those and reveal the social nature of their production. The production of the common in the social must 

lead to radically democratic decisions on the production of life. Alternatives must include more than 

spaces for open deliberation; they must include alternatives for the production of food, the distribution of 

resources, the actual material for survival in common. This must be a central goal of any radical project.  

In a recent lecture Michael Hardt has argued for the importance of ‗putting the common back into 

communism.‘62 Our discussion on the moments of the common revealed that radical democracy is only 

able to function in a complete form when the common is at its most robust, on a relatively small scale. 

This fact coupled with the importance of material resources leads to the conclusion that putting the 

common in communism may only be possible on the scale of the commune. In their recent, controversial 
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pamphlet, The Coming Insurrection, the Invisible Committee has sought to redefine insurrection in just 

these terms. They write, ‗The commune is the basic unit of partisan reality. An insurrectional surge may 

be nothing more than the multiplication of communes, their coming into contact and forming ties.‘63 This is 

precisely the project for radical democracy that we put forth at the opening of this discussion. Individuals 

participating in multiplicity of radically democratic relations could work to extend the form rhizomatically, 

establishing a dense network of radically democratic relations. Indeed, if radical democracy is at all 

possible on a global scale it is through this network form. The codification of social fora, affinity groups 

and networked direct actions as points of resistance in the common is an important first step in this 

project of democratic insurrection. 
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From Identity Politics to Radical Democracy: The Future of Feminism

Consider the following passage from Judith Butler in Gender Trouble. Reflecting at the 

end of the book on the difficulties of basing feminism on the identity “woman,” she writes:

If identities were no longer fixed as the premise of a political syllogism, and 
politics no longer understood as a set of practices derived from the alleged 
interests that belong to a set of ready-made subjects, a new configuration of 
politics would surely emerge from the ruins of the old (149).  

In her work after Gender Trouble, most notably in Bodies that Matter, Excitable Speech and 

Contingency, Hegemony, Universality, Butler has given some attention to clarifying and 

elaborating on this passage and its implications for feminism. For her, a new configuration of 

feminist politics must involve a turn away from a feminism which relies on the identity “woman” 

as its unproblematic subject and source of unity and stability and a turn towards a feminism 

which looks to the questioning of its key terms and claims, and the critical debate that this 

questioning produces, as the source of its vitality/energy. This turn represents a shift from 

identity politics (the old) to radical democracy (new). But, what would this new configuration of 

politics look like and what are the implications of this shift for feminism? Moreover, what kind 

of shift is it, that is, what is the resulting relationship between identity politics and radical 

democracy? And, what happens to identity in this shift? 

In my dissertation project, entitled “What Happens After Identity Politics? Radical 

Democracy and the Future of Feminism,” I take up these questions by exploring the possibilities 

for a feminist radical democracy and tracing the various shifts that occur within feminism when 

feminism as identity politics is replaced by feminism as radical democracy. Although my project 

is not limited to Butler’s work or her particular (and sometimes limited) vision of feminism, her 

passage at the end of Gender Trouble on the future of feminism does play a central role in my 
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thinking about and critical exploration of the viability of feminist radical democracy. It seems 

fitting then, to focus this presentation on an examination of Butler’s words in Gender Trouble 

and their meaning for feminism. In doing this, I am not so much concerned with drawing any 

conclusions about Butler’s project, as I am with trying to make sense of her words in order to be 

clear about her project and its implications for feminism.

I. The problem with identity politics

In order to understand better Butler’s words in Gender Trouble, we need to understand 

what is being critiqued, that is, what is this politics of the old? What is feminist identity politics? 

In her essay, “Who’s Afraid of Identity Politics,” Linda Alcoff defines it as a politics in which 

“one’s identity is taken (and defined) [1] as a political point of departure, [2] as a motivation for 

action and [3] as a delineation of one’s politics” (347-348). For her, all three of these aspects 

reflect “a belief in the relevance of identity to politics” (313); identity serves as a starting point 

from which to act, as a reason for acting and as a way in which to organize those acts into a 

movement. Central to the practice of identity politics is a desire for recognition—to be 

recognized as “inherently valuable” (65)—and a need for autonomy—to not be subsumed under 

or co-opted by other movements, but to be to able to express one’s own unique political voice. 

More often than not, this is a voice as opposed to voices. An identity politics is based on a 

singular identity that all members of the group share. Not only does this identity motivate and 

determine the politics of a group, it creates and shapes that group. 

Within different politics of identity, the idea that identity matters for politics is crucial. 

But, how it is understood and how it is practiced differs widely. In their own various critiques of 

identity politics, radically democratic feminists are not rejecting the practice altogether nor are 
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they condemning all identity claims. Instead, they are responding to a dangerous tendency within 

identity politics, a tendency for uncritically accepting and asserting the identity “woman/women” 

as the foundation and organizing principle of feminism and failing to see the complex and 

politicized nature of the identity process. 

First, this failure to see the complexity of identity claims results in the fixing of women 

into very rigid and narrow definitions of woman, definitions that do not account for the dynamic, 

unpredictable or sometimes harmful ways in which identities gain meaning within cultural and 

political discourses. According to Butler, feminist identity politics is frequently based on the 

assumption that identities are given and uncomplicated terms that feminists can simply take up to 

describe themselves. But, as Butler and others point out, identities are not merely willed into 

existence by feminist subjects who claim them. These identities have their own history of 

meanings apart from us, a history that suggests that we can “never fully own” the identities that 

we claim and that we can never fully predict the effects that a certain claim will have on our 

political and theoretical projects. And, because identity is situated within an historical process, 

one that is constantly taking on new meanings, identity is never fixed or fully complete, it is 

always in process. In this way, identity can never completely capture the complexity of women’s 

lives or exhaust the possibilities for news ways of configuring identity claims on behalf of or by 

women.  

 Second, the inability to understand the politicized nature of identity results in the failure 

of many feminists to explore and interrogate the regulatory practices that dictate which types of 

individuals are recognized and represented under the identity woman and which individuals are 

denied that recognition and representation. This inability also results in the failure of feminists to 
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understand how their uncritical approach to identity politics and the assertion of identity claims 

could result in the reproduction of some of the very structures that they wish to dismantle. 

Feminists who practice identity politics have frequently left many important questions unasked. 

Questions such as: Who is and who is not included as a woman in feminist claims for 

representation and who makes that determination? Or what types of regulatory practices are 

concealed under the representation of certain identities, like woman, as given? 

III. The Shift from Identity Politics to Radical Democracy

Now that we have a working definition of identity politics and its problems, let us return 

to Butler’s passage in Gender Trouble. 

If identities were no longer fixed as the premise of a political syllogism, and 
politics no longer understood as a set of practices derived from the alleged interests 
that belong to a set of ready-made subjects, a new configuration of politics would 
surely emerge from the ruins of the old (149).

A close reading of this passage provides us with some clues on what the move from identity 

politics to radical democracy entails for feminism. I see this passage as broken up into two parts 

with each part indicating a different set of shifts. The first part—“If identities were no longer 

fixed as the premise of a political syllogism…”—points to a shift in the key practices of feminist 

politics and theory.

1. “If identities were no longer fixed as the premise of a political syllogism…” then 

feminism would no longer rely on the identity “woman” as its unproblematic subject and 

source of unity and stability. Instead, it would look to the questioning of its key terms, and 

the critical debate that this questioning produces, as the source of its vitality. Feminism 

“proceeds precisely,” Butler argues, “by bringing critical attention to bear on its premises in an 

effort to become more clear about what it means, and to begin to negotiate the conflicting 
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interpretations [and] irrepressible democratic cacophony of its identity” (Butler 415). This 

process of negotiation, which Butler labels a “difficult labor of translation” and which Wendy 

Brown describes as a form of debate taking place in public, democratic spaces, replaces identity 

as the focus and becomes the (groundless) ground of feminism. 

2.  “If identities were no longer fixed as the premise of a political syllogism…” then 

feminism would not work to reconcile and contain its multiple differences in order to 

promote itself as having a unified front and being clearly distinguishable from other social 

movements. Instead, it would recognize and embrace the complexity of differences present 

within relationships between feminists and between feminism and other social movements. 

According to Janet Jakobsen in Working Alliances and the Politics of Difference, feminism (as 

identity politics) has frequently had a “simple commitment to diversity,” that is, a commitment 

that only recognizes diversity as involved in “relatively autonomous axes of differentiation” such 

as “gender,” “race,” “class” (5). This simple commitment fails to consider the extent to which 

differences complicate feminism and its relationships. Nancy Fraser echoes this critique in her 

book, Justice Interruptus, arguing that this failure “tends to balkanize culture, setting groups 

apart from one another [women of color vs. white women, middle-class vs. lower class women, 

heterosexual women vs. lesbians], ignoring the ways they cut across one another, and inhibiting 

cross-group interaction and identification” (Fraser 185).  For many radically democratic 

feminists, what is needed is a new type of feminism that works to “map out the interrelationships 

that connect, without simplistically uniting, a variety of dynamic and relational positionalities 

[that is, identities or experiences] within the political field” (114-115). 
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3. If identities were no longer fixed as the premise of a political syllogism…” then feminism 

would no longer rely on a coherent, stable definition as the necessary starting point for its 

political and theoretical practices. Instead, it would look to the practice of negotiating 

between conflicting identities and conflicting understandings of feminism as the way in 

which to develop a vital and effective movement. Feminists who promote identity politics have 

devoted a considerable amount of attention to uncovering or developing a definition of the 

identity “woman/women” that is substantial enough to serve as the unifying force and subject of 

feminism. In their search for this definition, these feminists are willing to explore a wide range of 

different (and seemingly conflicting) understandings of woman, but only up to a certain point. 

Before engaging in the actual practice of feminism, these feminists believe that the theorizing 

about women and her differences must stop and a unified definition of woman/women has to be 

put forth as the identity of feminism. For many feminists, without a unified identity, feminism is 

unable to effectively act. In contrast, feminists who promote radical democracy are committed to 

“maintain[ing] a political culture of contestation” (CHU 161) in which no claims, ideas or 

identities are taken for granted and in which critical thinking and theorizing is never divorced 

from political action. 

b. Shift Two

 Now let us turn to the second part of the passage: If “politics [were] no longer understood 

as a set of practices derived from the alleged interests that belong to a set of ready-made 

subjects…”. This passage indicates a shift in feminism’s understanding of subjectivity, 

community and political goals.
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1. If “politics [were] no longer understood as a set of practices derived from the alleged 

interests that belong to a set of ready-made subjects…” then the feminist subject would no 

longer be seen as existing prior to (and outside) of politics. Instead it would be recognized 

that this subject is shaped, in both helpful and harmful ways, through her participation in 

the process of feminist politics. Radically democratic feminists caution against the promotion 

of a coherent, stable and unproblematic self that is fully confident in her actions and completely 

self-assured in her claims for identity. Butler writes, “the insistence on coherent identity as a 

point of departure presumes that what a “subject” is is already known, already fixed, and that the 

ready-made subject might enter the world to negotiate its place” (115).  But, Butler and other 

radically democratic feminists wonder, at what cost is this coherence promoted? And, what 

complexity (that is, complexity of subject positions, relationship to power, participation in 

system one is critiquing) is it covering over? The feminist radically democratic subject is still 

able to participate in politics and make identity claims, but she does not believe that her actions 

are completely under her control, that she has full knowledge of who she is and what she wants 

or that she can easily take up subject positions/identities and use them to locate herself within 

discourse. The feminist radically democratic subject recognizes her own vulnerability and the 

limits of her knowledge and chooses to act anyway. 

2. If “politics [were] no longer understood as a set of practices derived from the alleged 

interests that belong to a set of ready-made subjects…” then feminist communities would 

no longer assume that connections among women must exist prior to these women coming 

together nor would they assume that a “we” of community exists prior to the development 

of that community. Instead, they would recognize that the “we” of community is something 
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to be created through the process and hard work of developing that community. Just as 

radically democratic feminists reject the notion of a ready-made subject—an “I”, they reject the 

notion of a ready-made set of subjects—a “we”.  They believe that the creation of a “we” is 

possible, but it is always contingent, part of an ongoing project in which members of a 

community work to “constitute the term ‘we,’ while simultaneously questioning it and pushing 

its limits” (Jakobsen, 2). While feminists who practice identity politics frequently have 

understood community to be based on commonality and shared experiences of oppression and/or 

social location, feminists who practice radical democracy understand community to be created 

through the process of taking difference seriously—of negotiating among differences without 

containing them—and of embracing difference as an important part of any vital movement. 

3. If “politics [were] no longer understood as a set of practices derived from the alleged 

interests that belong to a set of ready-made subjects…” then feminist politics would no 

longer be working for a limited set of goals based on the desire for recognition and the need 

to have a voice. Instead, feminist politics would expand its scope beyond identity and 

identity claims to include other political goals, goals that are not concerned with developing 

and asserting an identity (an “I am”) but with working towards the development of a 

collective good (a “what I want for us”).  Radically democratic feminists are not rejecting the 

value of identity claims and recognition, but arguing that the promotion of recognition as the end 

goal of a movement leaves many important questions unasked and many important projects 

unfinished. In an interview done in 2000, Judith Butler contends:

The assertion of identity can never become the end of politics itself. This is a 
terrible American conceit—the idea that if you accomplish your identity, you are 
there; that you’ve achieved recognition, status, legitimation; and that that’s the 
end of your struggle, as if becoming visible, becoming sayable is the end of 

Puotinen/ National Women’s Studies Association Conference Presentation/ June 2004/ Milwuakee



9

politics. That’s not the case because what that perspective fails to do is ask, “What 
are the conditions of sayability, of speakability, of visibility? Does one want a 
place within them? Does one want to be assimilated to them? Or does one want to 
ask some more profound questions about how political structures work to delimit 
what visibility will be and what sayability will be” (337)?

 IV. Final Thoughts

 This examination of Butler’s words at the end of Gender Trouble has provided us with 

some clues about what a shift from identity politics to radical democracy would entail for 

feminism. It seems as if feminist radical democracy is not a rejection of identity politics or of 

identity claims, but a call to think critically about what these claims mean for individual subjects 

and feminist communities and how these claims are made. But, these clues do not offer a 

complete picture of what feminist radically democracy is and, instead, leave important questions 

unasked and unanswered. In the interest of time, I will only mention two: 

1. The feminist radical democracy of Judith Butler is critical of a certain dangerous 

tendency within feminist identity politics for failing to consider the fully complexity of 

the politicized process of identity. Are there other forms of identity politics that do not 

fall into this trap? (I am thinking of the Combahee River Collective and their 1977 

“Black Feminist Statement” and Paula Moya and her work on Cherie Moraga and her 

realist politics of identity.) If so, how do these practices fit with feminist radical 

democracy?

2. In her discussions of feminist radical democracy, Butler seems, more often than not, to 

present identity negatively and as a necessary error. What other roles does identity play 

within feminism? Does feminist radical democracy allow for a more complex assessment 
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of identity as being both negative and positive, perhaps simultaneously? Can identity 

politics allow for this complexity?
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The 2011 movements of the squares, the ‘aganaktismenoi’ and ‘indignados’ as they came to be known in Greece
and Spain respectively, brought to the forefront old and unresolved debates on the Left. During the crisis it became
evident that the traditional Left failed to capture the popular imagination. As part of parliamentary politics, and
together with the rest of the political establishment, the left had itself lost legitimacy, at least among a large part of
society, and non-representational alternatives started to be entertained. The debates emerging from the movements
were a response to the failure of the existing economic paradigm and an alternative economic vision challenging
neo-liberal capitalism took front stage. Yet, at the heart of the movements was the realization that, without a political
alternative compensating for the democratic deficit in the respective countries, such an alternative would be
impossible. Resistance to the economic programmes of the troika (the IMF, the EU and the ECB) had to come from
the ‘people’, the political actor who had been excluded from the decision-making process. Although the crisis was
identified as economic, there was a sense in which the crisis concerned politics as well – indeed the crisis was of a
general character to the extent that it could not be limited to a particular part of society.

Despite the fact that the cornerstone of Leftist discourse is the
challenge of the economic capitalist model, the movements of
the squares rejected the parties of the Left and the trade unions
as part of the system in crisis or, at least, as unrepresentative.
The protesting crowds in the squares demanded their ‘voice’ to
be heard and started to entertain the idea of a different form of
political organization outside formal political institutions. Within
this discourse, ‘autonomy’ and ‘direct democracy’ were used as
a counterpoint to parliamentary politics as we know it. It is also
telling that the traditional left was the most severe critic of the
movements. The newspaper of the Communist Party of Greece
(KKE), for example, argued that the movement did not represent
any danger to the establishment, had no alternative political suggestions beyond the immediate rejection of the
government and the austerity measures, and for this reason it was ‘palatable’ to the mainstream media and some
political centres alike. Effectively, it represented the protesters as in need of ‘enlightenment’ and guidance.

The mutual suspicion between the Greek Communist Party and the movement of the squares opens an old debate
within a new, contemporary framework: How will emancipation come about? How will a new economic and social
order emerge? Will it only come about through a hegemonic agent? If so, who will that agent be: the Party, a
particular class or the people? Conversely, is emancipation only possible though a more autonomous form of
organization -decentralized, spontaneous and without representational hierarchies?

It is our contention that a dialogue between hegemony and autonomy is necessary in order to properly grasp the
movements of the squares and to think about radical politics for the future. We reject viewing the mutual suspicion
between the two trajectories of hegemony and autonomy as a matter of either/or. That mutual suspicion has a long
history, and it was exemplified in the events of May 68. When the workers’ and students’ movements exceeded any
strict class identification, rejected all forms of authoritarianism and put forth a much more political and radical
agenda than that proposed by the unions and the Communist Party, the latter perceived the rebellion as either
misguided or in need of a Communist leadership which would contain and direct the events. From May 68 new
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trajectories have emerged: not only a widespread criticism of the authoritarianism and the inability of the Left to be
part of more diverse and spontaneous movements in action, but also, in theoretical terms, a critique of the inability of
Marxist theory to account for events that place politics from below at the centre of any future initiative.

Although May 68 made visible the gap between the two positions of
hegemony and autonomy, long before that, Leninism was clear
about the theoretical incompatibility of the two positions. For Lenin,
the spontaneous movement of workers and the theoretical
consciousness of the movement could not coincide. Without the
leadership of the party, a workers’ movement would remain in thrall
to bourgeois ideology if it did not submit to the socialist party: ‘We
have said that there could not have been social-democratic
consciousness among workers. It would have had to be brought to
them from without’[1].

This sharp distinction between the masses and the party, between
those who act and those who think, remains problematic throughout the history of Marxism even if later theorizations
have tried to compensate by focusing on the organized leadership of ‘the people’. For instance, Gramsci placed the
role of the workers’ councils at the central stage, challenging thus the Party as the true representative and
embodiment of the dictatorship of the proletariat. Having said that, Gramsci did not offer a fully developed theory of
the relationship between the spontaneous movement from below and the Party. The anarchist theoretical tradition
has been vocally against the division and the appetite for centralized power endemic to Marxism. Bakunin sees in
the professional revolutionaries of the Party only another dictatorship and he himself favours the spontaneous
activity from below[2]. According to Todd May, this anarchist commitment rests on two further arguments: first, that,
if given the choice, people will naturally and spontaneously act towards justice; and, second, that creating equality
can only come about when acting on the presumption of equality[3]. In this respect, it is only through organization
from below that emancipation is possible.

This quick sketch points to a fundamental debate within political theory and practice today. For one part of the Left,
political action, revolution or resistance will come about when the ‘multitude’ or ‘the people’ submit themselves to a
hegemonic force. The diametrically opposite view is that the ‘multitude’ or ‘the people’ will constitute themselves as
a force and will act spontaneously in order to bring about emancipation. Between these two extreme positions, the
key question today revolves around the possibility of hegemony without a vanguard on the one hand and a self-
organization that is not immediate and spontaneous on the other. To put it differently, the question is what form
hegemony after Gramsci and multiplicity after anarchism will take.

 

This post is an extract from the forthcoming book (June 2014) Radical Democracy and Collective Movements
Today, edited by A. Kioupkiolis and G. Katsabekis, Ashgate.

It was first published in the Greek newspaper Avgi, February 9, 201

[1] Lenin, quoted in Leszek Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism,Vol. 3, Oxford University Press, 1978, p. 386.

[2] Todd May, The Political Thought of Jacques Ranciere: Creating Equality, Pennsylvania State University Press,
2008, p. 87.

[3] ibid, p. 90. See also Richard J.F. Day, Gramsci is Dead: Anarchist Currents in theNewest Social Movements ,
Pluto Press, 2005, ch. 4.
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Abstract 

There is significant interest in democracy in contemporary human geography. 

Theoretically, this interest has been most strongly influenced by poststructuralist 

theories of radical democracy, and associated ontologies of relational spatiality. These 

emphasise a priori understandings of the spaces of democratic politics, ones which 

focus on marginal spaces and the de-stabilization of established patterns. This article 

develops an alternative account of the spaces of democratic politics, one which seeks 

to move beyond the stylised contrast of poststructuralist agonism and liberal 

consensualism. This alternative draws into focus the spatial dimensions of 

philosophical pragmatism, and the relevance of this tradition for thinking about the 

geographies of democracy. In particular, the geographical relevance of pragmatism 

lies in the distinctive inflection of the all-affected principle and of the rationalities of 

problem-solving. Drawing on John Dewey’s work, a conceptualisation of 

transactional space is developed to reconfigure understandings of the agonistics of 

participation as well as the experimental institutionalisation of democratic will.  The 

difference that a pragmatist approach makes to understandings of the geographies of 

democracy is explored in relation to transnational and urban politics.  

  

Keywords; affected interests; Chicago; democracy; pragmatism; transactional space 
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Geographies of radical democracy: Agonistic pragmatism and the 

formation of affected interests  

 

There is growing interest in democracy in human geography, as a focus of empirical 

research and a framework of normative evaluation (e.g. Barnett and Low 2004; 

Stokke 2009). This reflects real-world processes of ‘democratization’ (e.g. Bell and 

Staeheli 2001; O’Loughlin 2004; Slater 2009; Springer 2009), and the worldly 

relevance of electoral geographies to the exercise of power across the globe (e.g. 

Johnston and Glasmeier 2007; Cupples 2009). It is also a reflection of shifts in the 

normative paradigms which underwrite self-consciously ‘critical’ human geography. 

Democracy now provides the rallying call of even the most radical of geographical 

analyses of neoliberalizing accumulation by dispossession (e.g. Harvey 2005; Purcell 

2008). The absence of robust democratic politics is recognised as a key factor in the 

reproduction of social injustice and inequality, and the exposure of vulnerable or 

marginalised groups to serious harm (e.g. Ettlinger 2007). And place-making is 

presented as a crucial dimension in cultivating and sustaining a pluralistic ethos of 

democratic culture (e.g. Entrikin 1999; 2002b).  

Research on democracy in geography can be divided into two approaches (Barnett 

and Low 2009). One focuses on the efficacy of institutionalised norms of democratic 

politics; the other focuses on the potential for transforming and extending these 

norms. In the first approach, research in electoral geography investigates how the 

mechanisms of liberal representative democracy are spatially organised (Agnew 1996; 

Johnston 2002; Morrill, Knopp and Brown 2007). In the second area, research in 

critical human geography explores the potential for the emergence of more radical 

democratic practices, a potential which is assumed to lie in the fractures and margins 
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of liberal-representative polities. From this perspective, democracy is not simply a set 

of procedures for legitimizing the decisions of bureaucracies or holding elected 

representatives accountable.  

A broadly shared model of democracy as a ‘contestatory’ regime (Pettit 1999) 

informs research in geography on radical democracy. This is illustrated by the 

prevalence of post-structuralist theories of radical democracy in geography. These 

theories redefine ‘the political’ as a realm in which new identities are formed and new 

agendas are generated, and through which the stabilized procedures, institutions, and 

identifications of official politics are contested and potentially transformed (e.g. 

Massey 1995; Spaces of Democracy and Democracy of Space Network 2009). The 

spatialized ontologies that geographers have pioneered have drawn the discipline into 

debates informed by a distinctive strand of contemporary political theory that focuses 

on the agonistic, dissensual aspects of democracy (e.g. Massey 2005; Featherstone 

2008; Swyngedouw 2009). The ascendancy of post-structuralist theories of radical 

democracy has in part been justified by reference to the overly consensual vision of 

politics attributed to theories of communicative and deliberative democracy, not least 

as these have been translated into practices of urban planning (e.g. Pugh 2005; Purcell 

2008). At the same time, post-structuralist theories of radical democracy support the 

view that a pivotal aspect of emancipatory political action is the de-naturalization of 

everyday understandings of space, place and nature. 

We aim in this article to broaden the frame of reference in which the idea of ‘radical 

democracy’ is understood in geography. We aim to do so not least by restoring to 

view the institutional imagination of theories of radical democracy indebted to the 

heritage of American philosophical pragmatism. We elaborate the distinctive 

geographical concerns which inform this tradition. Pragmatism is a living tradition of 
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thought (Bernstein 2010; Talisse and Aiken 2011), which exceeds the classical canon 

of Dewey, James, and Pierce (see Wood and Smith 2008). Pragmatism is an important 

source of current debates in political theory about transnational democratization (e.g. 

Bohman 2007), urban politics (e.g. Fung 2006), and alternative forms of economy and 

governance (e.g. Unger 2007a). It has become an important reference point for key 

thinkers from what is often thought of as a distinct ‘Continental’ tradition. For 

example, pragmatism is an important reference for the reconstruction of critical theory 

as a theory of deliberative democracy (Aboulafia, Bookman and Kemp 2002; Rehg 

2001). In turn, the revivification of pragmatist philosophy inspired by Richard Rorty 

and continued in the neo-Analytical pragmatism of Robert Brandom has informed the 

democratic theory of Habermas (2000). In a different register, Bruno Latour’s (2004a, 

2005) reflections on the type of political analysis implied by actor-network theory is 

indebted to a Deweyian understanding of the formation of democratic publics (see 

Russill 2005; Marres 2007).  

In widening the scope of intellectual reference through which the geographies of 

democracy might be theorised, we aim to move beyond the stylized contrast between 

‘consensual’ theories of democracy, often ascribed to John Rawls or Jürgen 

Habermas, and ‘conflictual’ theories championed by writers such as Chantal Mouffe, 

Jacques Ranciere, or William Connolly. The prevalent strains of radical democratic 

theory in human geography have drawn on post-structuralist understandings of 

hegemonic politics, autonomous movements, and democracy-to-come, informed by 

ontologies of antagonism, abundance, and lack (see Tonder and Thomassen 2005). 

This post-structuralist strand of thought has tended to dominate theoretical discussions 

of democracy and democratic justice in human geography, lending itself well to 

arguments in which politics is understood primarily as a matter of transforming the 
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political ordering of space (e.g. Dikeç 2007, Soja 2010). Rawlsian and in particular 

Habermasian strands of thought have tended to be critically applied in more 

practically oriented fields of geographical research, such as development studies, 

urban and regional planning, or environmental decision-making.  

In large part, then, debates in geography about how best to conceptualise democracy 

replay the stand-offs evident in political theory (see Karagiannis and Wagner 2008, 

328; see also Karagiannis and Wagner 2005). Over-emphasising agonism, conflict, 

and dissensus detracts from thinking through problems of coordination, institutional 

design, and justification of the common good which any normatively persuasive and 

empirically grounded critical theory of democracy needs also to address (see Wright 

2010). This over-emphasis becomes all the more serious when we acknowledge that 

the value of democratic politics is often most at stake in contexts where politics is 

shaped by intense, even violent divisions (Mann 2004). The challenge of thinking 

about democratic politics in deeply divided societies militates against the general 

applicability of post-structuralist agonism to all situations of democratic contestation 

(see Dryzek 2005; Schaap 2006).  

The emphasis on contestation and the de-bunking of ideologically loaded 

understandings of space has produced a blockage in human geography when it comes 

to thinking about alternative institutional designs which might flesh out radical 

egalitarian democratic ideals. The definition of radical democracy as a generalised 

mode of contestation and disruption lends itself well to the prevalence in human 

geography of narratives of all-encompassing neoliberal hegemony (e.g. Brenner and 

Theodore 2002; Harvey 2005). As Ferguson (2010) has recently argued, however, 

there is an significant political difference at stake in seemingly arcane differences 

between conceptualisations of neoliberalism as a hegemonic project of class-power, 
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informed by Marxist theory (Harvey 2010), and conceptualising neoliberalization as a 

contingent assemblage of varied ‘arts of government’, informed by governmentality 

theory (Ong 2006). The latter approach presumes that there is an imperative on 

critical analysis to think through the possibilities of alternative ‘arts of government’, 

rather than restricting analysis to mapping counter-hegemonic contestation and 

disruption. It is here that we situate our argument for taking more seriously the 

pragmatist strains in radical democratic theory. Pragmatism interrupts the shared 

terrain of current debates on the geographies of democracy by bringing an 

‘institutional imagination’ to these debates (see Kioupliolis 2010).  

Drawing into focus the pragmatist influences shaping critical theories of democracy 

helps us restore to view the degree to which ‘deliberation’ in this strand of democratic 

theory is not necessarily understood as a medium of rational consensus formation, the 

view often attributed to Habermas. Rather, a broad range of communicative practices 

are presented as the spaces for agonistic encounters with others and exposures to 

power-charged difference (e.g. Young 1993; Dryzek 2000). It is this sense of 

deliberation as an ongoing transformative practice that underwrites John Dewey’s 

expansive participatory conception of radical democracy as a process of debate, 

discussion, and persuasion in public and oriented to concerted, collective action 

(Langsdorf 2002). By focussing on the pragmatist investments of recent democratic 

theory, we seek to locate the agonistic dynamics of democratic politics in the 

negotiation of competing rationalities generated by situations which demand 

concerted public action. In contrast to a view which identifies democracy narrowly 

with practices of disruption of established orders (see Staeheli 2009), pragmatism 

accords considerable importance to experimental practices through which alternative 

institutional designs are developed (e.g. Anderson 2006; Goodin and Dryzek 2006; 
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Fung 2006; Unger 2007b). This experimental emphasis in pragmatist approaches to 

theorising democracy opens up an alternative approach to conceptualising the 

relationship between space and democratic politics. We develop this approach below 

by reconstructing the principle of ‘all-affected interests’, and then relate this to a 

distinctively pragmatist concept of transactional space.  

 

Problematizing the geographies of democratic participation  

The concern in pragmatism with thinking through the practical limitations and 

possibilities of enacting inclusive norms of democratic participation overlaps with a 

broader tradition of self-consciously radical egalitarian democratic theory that 

emphasises the instrumental and intrinsic value of participation as the central 

normative feature of democratic politics (Dahl 1970, Pateman 1970). This broad 

tradition of radical democracy shares is a conviction that democratic politics amounts 

to more than formal procedures for the aggregation of individualised voter 

preferences.  

We suggested above that pragmatist understandings of democracy are characterised 

by a two related commitments: first, to a norm of expansive communicative practices 

as spaces of agonistic encounter; and second to experimenting with institutional 

designs. Taken together, these two features simultaneously affirm and problematize 

the value of participation as a fundamental democratic principle. The emphasis on 

experimentation is indicative of an acknowledgment that participation in complex, 

differentiated, unequal, spatially and temporally distanciated social formations is 

necessarily mediated, partial, and reflexive.  

It is the commitment to the norm of participation that distinguishes theories of 

radical democracy from liberal approaches. But radical approaches are themselves 
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differentiated by divisions over how best to understand practices of participation. We 

want here to draw into focus the place in which geography becomes an issue in 

radical democratic conceptions of participation. Once attention is focussed on 

participation, then inclusion emerges as the central norm of democratic politics. For 

example, Iris Marion Young’s (2000) influential account of communicative 

democracy, which has been influential in human geography and related fields such as 

urban studies over the last two decades, is guided by a norm of inclusion: “The 

normative legitimacy of a democratic definition depends on the degree to which those 

affected by it have been included in the decision-making process and have had the 

opportunity to influence the outcomes” (Young 2000, 5-6). The emphasis in Young’s 

work on inclusion is what most immediately appeals to spatial theorists, since it 

identifies a distinctive form of harm that is easily translated in a geographical idiom: – 

exclusion based on the maintenance of sedimented boundaries and limits (e.g. 

Staeheli and Mitchell 2004; Staeheli, Mitchell, Nagel 2009). However, we want to 

emphasise the prior aspect of Young’s principle, which is on being affected by 

decisions. The norm of inclusion implies a commitment to a more fundamental 

principle according to which “what affects all must be agreed to by all” (Tully 2008, 

74). The principle of “all-affected interests” is a basic rule of democratic legitimacy 

from which contemporary democratic theories of various stripes depart in different 

ways, including Rawlsian, Habermasian, and ecological approaches (ibid.).  

Thinking of radical democracy in terms of participation, around a norm of inclusion, 

therefore draws into focus the need to re-think the geographies of the all-affected 

principle. Without being spelt out, the idea of all-affected interests is an animating 

principle in claims by geographers and urban theorists that globalisation calls for the 

need to rethink the political geographies of democracy. For example, Amin, Thrift 
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and Massey (2005) argue that there is a need to respatialize the democratic 

imagination to match the scope and complexity of globalized interactions. They claim 

that current practices of representative democracy exclude some affected actors from 

decision-making, in so far as these practices are still imagined and institutionalised as 

territorialised at the scale of the nation-state. Likewise, the all-affected principle is 

implicit in the attempt to connect arguments about the neoliberalized restructuring of 

urban and regional governance to the specifically democratic problem of who should 

be included in decision-making processes (e.g. Swyngedouw 2000; 2009). Political-

economic analyses of neoliberalism explain how certain key decision-making 

processes (particularly over welfare provision, labour market regulation, and capital 

investment) are being re-located to urban and regional governance structures which 

effectively exclude those subject to these processes.  

A feature of arguments by geographers in favour of re-spatializing democratic 

theory is an unstated assumption that social science, appropriately attuned to 

relational ontologies and theories of the production of space, can effectively track the 

causal chains of contemporary affectedness, and might therefore inform the “re-

districting” of democratic practices in more inclusive ways. In the next section,  

Rethinking the geographies of affectedness, by restoring to view the pragmatist 

inheritance of avowedly communicative understandings of democratic politics, we 

challenge the sense that the all-affected principle is “geographical” in the 

straightforwardly causal, explanatory sense that is often assumed in political theory 

and human geography alike. We then move on in the section on Transactional spaces 

of public action to develop an alternative view of how spatial questions might matter 

to how we theorise democracy, a view related to a conceptualisation of transactional 

space indebted to philosophical pragmatism. And in the final section of the article, 
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Spaces of democratic experimentation, we work through this pragmatist 

conceptualisation of the contingent enactment of inclusive democratic spaces in 

relation to debates around two distinct “scales” of democratic innovation. We 

articulate recent discussions of transnational politics, developed by critical theorists 

working a Habermasian vein of deliberative and post-deliberative democratic theory, 

with pragmatist arguments about the distinctive role of urban politics as a scene of 

democratic experimentation.  

 

Rethinking the geographies of affectedness  

As we have already established, the question of how to determine who has the right to 

participate in public life is a fundamental problem for democratic theory. 

Conventionally, participation in a democratic polity is based on membership as a 

citizen of a territorially defined polity (see Dahl 1989; 1999). Geographers have 

become highly astute in deconstructing this sort of assumption, on the basis that 

territories are far from natural entities, and that criteria of membership can be 

arbitrary and exclusionary (e.g. Low 1997; Sparke 2005; Zierhofer 2007). A 

spatialized understanding of exclusion underwrites the most influential 

conceptualisation of democracy in human geography, the poststructuralist account of 

radical democracy developed by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (Laclau and 

Mouffe 1985; Mouffe 1995; cf. Abizadeh 2005; Barnett 2004).  

The same suspicion of territorialized geographies of political inclusion underwrites 

the revival of interest in the all-affected principle in theories of global democracy 

(Held 1995) and of global egalitarian justice (Pogge 2001). In these debates, 

globalization is understood as an exogenous event impacting on places (Sassen 2007), 

an understanding which informs conceptual manoeuvres through which key concepts 
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of democratic theory have been analytically “disaggregated” (Cohen 1999). A 

preconstructed understanding of globalization is used to establish that territorially 

defined citizenship is exclusionary, effectively disenfranchising affected parties from 

involvement in decisions that affect them. The all-affected principle is presented as an 

alternative criterion of democratic inclusion, one equal to the challenges of 

globalization, and preferable to the arbitrary exclusions of membership based on 

shared identity and inherited boundaries. The notion of a “community of affected” or 

“affected interest” offers an alternative criterion of participation, which shifts 

attention away from the question of “Who is a Member?” onto to questions of “Who 

is Affected?” (Shapiro 2003, 223). And in this move, there is a tendency to present the 

all-affected idea as a causally based principle: “The right to participate comes from 

one’s having an interest that can be expected to be affected by the particular collective 

action in question” (Shapiro 1999, 38).  

The all-affected principle therefore seems particularly well attuned to the concerns 

of human geographers. The relational ontologies of spatiality that geographers have 

perfected lead almost automatically to a sense that territorially-defined criteria of 

membership in a democratic polity are a priori suspect, on two grounds. First, they 

are exclusionary of residents or denizens of a territory who do not meet specific 

identity-based criteria of citizenship. And second, they are exclusionary of those 

located outside a given territory who might have good grounds to claim a legitimate 

interest is affected by collective actions decided upon ‘democratically’ within that 

territory. The causal understanding has also been used to argue for a thorough-going 

overhaul of the shapes and scales through which democratic politics should be 

imagined.   
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However, the primacy of the causal interpretation of the all-affected principle is not 

quite as straightforward as it seems. It is actually rather difficult to disentangle simple 

relations of cause and effect, actions and consequences, when dealing with complex 

social, economic, or cultural processes (see Dahl 1970; Bohman 2007). Attempts to 

establish the identity of affected parties cannot avoid the problem of arbitrariness that 

also stalks the membership-based criterion. Shapiro (1999, 39) suggests that tort law 

provides a model for practically implementing the causally based model all-affected 

interests. But this proposal only underscores the impression that what is at stake is a 

rather complex process of attribution, involving empirical understandings of causal 

processes, conceptual understandings of effective agency, and moral ascriptions of 

responsibility. Indeed, understood as a causal principle, the idea of all-affected 

interests might turn out to be incoherent. It seems to lead inevitably either to an 

unlimited expansion of the franchise or an increasing restriction of the power of any 

demos (Goodin 2007).  

Two things underwrite this pessimistic interpretation. First, it arises from a literalist 

interpretation of the idea that only those affected by a decision should have a say in 

shaping it. And second, the apparent incoherence of the all-affected principle arises 

from focusing on this idea as a criterion for establishing the contours of the demos in 

advance of politics. In short, arguments both for or against applying the all-affected 

principle as a criterion are intimately related to the idea that social science and 

political philosophy should be able to determine the scope of democratic participation 

by a combination of causal analysis and normative reasoning.  

It is here that the appeal of pragmatist-inflected theories of democratic justice exerts 

itself. One feature of this strand of democratic theory is a dialogical mode of 

theoretical reasoning (e.g. Benhabib 2004, 110-114; Fraser 2008, 67-68).  From this 
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perspective, the all-affected principle emerges less as an abstract causal criterion, and 

more like an animating political intuition, providing reasons to act by implicitly 

drawing on values of equal moral worth. On this understanding, the all-affected 

principle should be thought of not as an adjudicating principle, but as a worldly 

normative force generating political claims and counter-claims. Nancy Fraser’s 

account of the democratic potentials of various ‘post-Westphalian’ configurations of 

power, solidarity, and organization most clearly articulates this dialogical way of 

thinking about affected interests. Fraser argues that even the most participatory and 

inclusive models of democratic legitimacy conflate two analytically distinct issues: 

membership and affectedness. And she claims that “globalization is driving a 

widening wedge between affectedness and political membership” (2008, 95).  

Fraser’s argument is that the activism of global social justice movements, which 

seeks to reframe justice claims contained at one level by articulating them with more 

extensive, distant networks of solidarity and accountability, deploy the registers of 

affected interest as rhetorical strategies to challenge the containment of political 

contention within territorial limits. She argues that membership is a poor surrogate for 

affectedness, and increasingly so. According to her account, transnational activists 

themselves apply the all-affected principle directly to the framing of justice claims 

“without going through the detour of state-territoriality” (2008, 25). They do so by 

engaging in a contestatory politics of representation which seeks to re-frame the 

geographical scales at which the subjects, objects and agents of justice-claims are 

articulated together. This argument about affectedness as a register of claims-making 

returns the all-affected principle to the more pragmatic interpretation provided by 

Robert Dahl, for whom the affected interest idea is not likely to settle the question of 



 15 

the scope and identity of the demos, but who suggests that it is nevertheless “not such 

a bad principle to start with” (Dahl 1970, 66).  

Despite the appearance given by her use of vocabulary of ‘scales of justice’, the 

most fundamental contribution of Fraser’s dialogical re-formulation of the all-affected 

principle is not just to extend the scope of democratic legitimacy beyond the confines 

of the nation-state (cf. Israel 2010). Rather, it is to re-locate issues of legitimacy from 

one different geographical register, one of the geographies of causality, to another, 

one of spaces of communicative action. Drawing into view the communicative 

dimensions of affectedness suggests that the all-affected interest principle needs to be 

understood as more than a straightforwardly causal principle whose dimensions can 

be literally ‘mapped’.  

 

The communicative formation of democratic publics  

The pragmatist understanding we are developing in this article emphasises the 

communicative dimensions of affectedness. This makes the idea of all-affected 

interest central to a geographical conceptualisation of democratic politics, and this in 

turn requires an understanding of the imaginary constitution of the democratic polity. 

To develop such an understanding, it is fruitful to consider the account of the relation 

between affectedness and the formation of democratic publics provided by John 

Dewey.  Dewey defined a public as consisting of “all those who are affected by the 

indirect consequences of transactions to such an extent that is deemed necessary to 

have those consequences systematically cared for” (Dewey 1927, 16-17). While this 

might, at first, look like an affirmation of the causal principle of affected interest, 

Dewey’s primary emphasis is upon the modes of perception and recognition of 

people’s indirect implication in spatially and temporally extensive processes. For 
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Dewey, a public is primarily an imaginative entity, which is not composed only of all 

those directly affected by consequences, but emerges only when “the perception of 

consequences are projected in important ways beyond the persons and associations 

directly concerned in them” (Dewey, 1927, 39).  

Dewey’s account of public formation therefore involves a double displacement of 

the causal interpretation of the all-affected interest principle. First, it emphasises that 

the recognition of being affected requires the exercise of imagination, not just 

cognition. And second, it emphasises that it is indirect consequences that enrol people 

into larger publics, not just an immediate stake or interest in an issue.  

In the wake of this double displacement, the causal dimension of affectedness 

certainly remains an irreducible aspect in understanding the generation of matters of 

public concern. This aspect helps to account for the potentiality of publics to form 

around shared concerns to ‘take care of’ extensive systems of action and their indirect 

consequences. The actual emergence of a public as a subject of collective action, 

however, is not simply based on the rational apprehension of chains of cause and 

effect. To illustrate the difference this double displacement of the causal aspects of 

affectedness makes to a pragmatist account of democratic public formation, it is worth 

considering the place of the pragmatist understanding of all-affected interest in James 

Bohman’s (2007) recent account of transnational democracy.  

Bohman provides a distinctively pragmatist inflection of the all-affected principle in 

terms of indefinite effects rather than clear causal relations. Bohman holds that 

globalisation is characterized not so much by its spatial and temporal scope, but rather 

by its indefinite qualities: “global activities do not necessarily affect everyone, or 

even the majority of people, in the same way. Rather, the sort of social activities in 
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question affect an indefinite number of people” (2007, 24). Two points follow from 

Bohman’s elaboration of Dewey’s emphasis on indirect consequences.  

First, as Marres (2005) argues, being affected by some process in a causal way, 

more or less directly, is not enough in itself to account for the emergence of an issue 

of shared concern into the public realm. These conditions of affectedness need to be 

made into issues. In this respect, Dewey reminds us that the extension of 

consequences and interests over space and time is simultaneously also the medium 

through which people learn to abstract themselves from their own perspectives, as the 

condition of recognising themselves as participants in a wider public. Likewise, in 

Bohman’s account, the pragmatist insight most at work is the idea that the indefinite 

extension of communication generates an expanded potential for concerted, 

cooperative activity.  

The second point which follows from contemporary pragmatist thinking, as 

exemplified by Bohman, is that on its own this vision of expanded communicative 

potential for the making of public issues runs the risk of reproducing a long-standing 

worry that pragmatism underestimates issues of power (see Allen 2008). Bohman’s 

identification of the indefinite character of global activities recognises that different 

actors are differentially affected by global activities. This implies that different actors 

are differentially empowered to engage with issues (see Young 2007). But more 

specifically, on Bohman’s view, since being affected is indefinite, then some actors 

are implicated in the activities of others without having consented to be included. 

Even more explicitly than Fraser, who ends up preferring the idea of “all subjected” to 

that of all-affected as a principle of democratic inclusion, Bohman emphasises 

domination as the primary vector of power around which democratic contestation 

emerges (see Pettit 2001). 
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These two points combine to underwrite the distinctive pragmatist sense of all-

affectedness as an emergent quality of agonistic, contestatory communicative 

practices. The pragmatist understanding of the spatial and temporal extension of 

relations of indirect consequences and indefinite effects leads to a dual emphasis: on 

the expanded scope of communicative action through which issue-formation can 

develop; and on the sense that these processes of making issues public are shaped by 

power-infused dynamics of recognising and articulating the differential responsibility 

and accountability of actors for generating and responding to problems of shared 

concern.  

Dewey’s formulation of multiple aspects of affectedness in the formation of 

democratic publics (of being affected causally as well as affectively identifying one’s 

implication in communities of shared interest) helps us see how the all-affected 

principle is re-configured when it is translated from a narrowly causal principle into 

an expansively communicative one. This translation is the characteristic move of a 

broad range of so-called deliberative theories of democracy, informed by critical 

elaborations of Habermasian discourse ethics. These build on an earlier participatory 

turn in democratic theory by identifying participatory parity in deliberative practices 

as a key aspect in the deepening of democracy as a means of promoting justice. But 

these theories also develop the pragmatist heritage of understanding social practice in 

terms of plural rationalities of communicative action (Langsdorf 2002; Russill 2005). 

The articulation of norms of participation with pragmatist inflected understandings of 

communicative action is a key feature of the radical-democratic tradition (Cohen and 

Fung 2004). This pragmatist strand of radical democratic theory develops a strongly 

egalitarian model of democratic justice and political legitimacy as both a critical 

diagnostic tool and a normatively compelling account of institutional alternatives. In 



 19 

the pragmatist tradition, the all-affected interest principle is understood as both an 

instrumental value, in so far as including all interests improves the quality of problem 

solving in democratic decision-making; and an intrinsic value, as far as participation 

in deliberative practices enhances democratic virtues, promotes autonomy, and 

ensures accountability and legitimacy.      

We have suggested that there is a tendency to think of the all-affected principle as a 

causal criterion of evaluation, and that this is related to a particular view of the 

authoritative role of social science in demarcating the geographies of legitimate 

democratic inclusion. We have argued that both aspects of this relationship are 

challenged by bringing into view the pragmatist interpretation of affectedness as a 

communicative register rather than causal criterion. In the next section, we elaborate 

on how this communicative idea of all-affected interest provides for a different 

understanding of how issues of space and spatiality are relevant to conceptualising 

radical democratic politics. We do so by developing John Dewey’s notion of 

transactional relationships between organisms and environments. We argue that a 

pragmatist understanding of space leads to a shift in focus when conceptualising 

radical democracy towards a concern with experimental institutional imaginations as a 

mode of agonistic problem-solving. 

 

Transactional spaces of public action 

In the previous section, we argued that critical theories of democracy transform the 

notion of affectedness in the all-affected interests principle into an expansively 

communicative concept, involving interactions between causal processes, processes of 

identification, learning, and caring, and the exercise of concerted, collective agency. 

We have also emphasised the pragmatist dimensions of this understanding, because 
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this assists in avoiding some of the pitfalls inherent in the communicative account. 

Pragmatist inflected understandings of the all-affected interests idea in terms of 

‘communicative accountability’ (Mason 2001) and public involvement in issue-

formation (Marres 2005) challenge strongly ‘objectivist’ understandings of the 

problems around which publics form. On such an objectivist understanding, most 

clearly articulated by Lippmann’s (1925) The Phantom Public, it is the role of 

government to manage conflicts of interest arising from externally generated 

problems which exceed the epistemological competencies of populations. Public 

opinion is reduced to the function of lending assent to proposed solutions. There is a 

risk in countering this image of public action by simply asserting the co-constitutive 

relation of public communication and issue-formation; a risk of lapsing into a 

nominalist-style of constructivism in which problems emerge as simply contingent 

discursive articulations.  

Dewey provides a route to developing a more robust account of the relationships 

between generative causal processes and communicative practices of 

problematization. Dewey’s (1927) account of democratic publics explicitly challenges 

Lippmann’s account of the external relationships between problem-generation, public 

formation, and concerted action (Russill 2008; see also Rabinow 2011). It does so by 

developing a “problem-responsive” account of action in which the agonism of 

competing interests is drawn explicitly into processes of public formation, rather than 

managed externally by government. Recognising this distinctively pragmatist 

understanding of action as problem-responsive is a central feature of attempts to re-

materialise public formation (e.g. Latour 2004b; Latour and Weibel 2005; Marres 

2007). As Honneth (2007, 220) observes, the emphasis on the rationalities of 

problem-solving in Dewey’s understanding of action, communication, and democracy 
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distinguishes it from more assertively communicative accounts of the public sphere. It 

helps to restore a sense of contestation, conflict and struggle to the process of public 

formation. In this Section, we draw out the understanding of spatiality upon which 

this understanding of problem-responsive rationalities of action is based. We do so in 

order to indicate the distinctive geographical conceptualisation of public formation 

and democracy that Dewey’s work supports. This concept of spatiality is articulated 

in Dewey’s transactional account of perception and action.  

As we saw in the previous section, Dewey (1927) defines democratic publicity in 

terms of the perception or recognition of the indirect effects of activities that must be 

taken care of in various ways. Activities whose consequences remain circumscribed 

amongst those directly involved in them are private. But this definition immediately 

generates a theoretical challenge. It seems to require an account of how people drawn 

indirectly into the orbit of activities come to recognise their implication in matters of 

shared, public concern. This is the challenge which Latour (2004a) has dubbed 

“learning to be affected”. This refers to the widening sensitivity to human and non-

human in imagining the scope of political community. For Latour, learning to be 

affected is a normative clarion call to be open to an expansive, pluralist field of 

impulses and obligations. However, as Russill (2005) argues, understanding processes 

of learning to be affected in the dynamics of public formation might benefit from 

greater consideration of Dewey’s understanding of the relationship between 

perception, action and enquiry, and the centrality of problem-solving to the mediation 

of this relationship. In Dewey’s terms, learning to be affected means body-minds 

learning to being put into motion by a diversity of impulses, out of which a dynamic 

form of rationality emerges in the process of public formation (see Bridge 2005). And 

key to Dewey’s thinking on this process is the notion of transaction.  



 22 

In Dewey’s naturalistic philosophy (1922; 1958), the focus is upon the relations 

between human organisms and their environment. This naturalism casts humans as 

organisms in process, having myriad ongoing transactions with their environment. 

Transaction refers to the various levels of communication (physical through to 

discursive) between human organisms and their environment.  No one organism is 

complete or rounded out; organisms are understood as always in-process, constituted 

by the multiplicity of their relations with the environment. In later work, Dewey 

(Dewey and Bentley 1991) contrasts the idea of transaction to interaction (see Bridge 

2005, 22-24; Cutchin 2008). Interaction suggests communication between persons or 

subjectivities that are complete and then communicate with each other. In the idea of 

transaction however, communication is understood holistically, as part of the 

constitution of the communicators themselves along relations with the affordances of 

environments, objects and processes:  

“The environment/place/world with which persons transact is not limited to 

physical forms; it includes, for instance, social, cultural, and political aspects as 

well. A transactional view is inclusive of the full range of experience, and 

transactional relations may be, for instance, those of a person and a discourse or 

other cultural form. A transactional view also includes the ‘‘durational-

extensional’’ set of relations that make up our evolving contexts of action. Said 

another way, a view of transactional relations should include their temporal and 

spatial dimensions—how those relations extend through time and space.” (Cutchin 

2008, 1563).  

The idea of transaction can be understood as suggesting that organisms live as much 

“in processes across and 'through’ skins as in processes ‘within' skins” (Dewey and 

Bentley 1991, 119). The idea of transaction indicates “the dynamic, constitutive 
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relationship of organisms and their environments” (Sullivan 2001, 1), a relationship 

characterised by “a stability that is not stagnation but is rhythmic and developing” 

(Dewey 1958, 25).  

The spaces of transaction are not limited to the relationship between functional 

causality and discursive elaboration, but are more pluralised, including fluid, 

uncertain and temporary spaces of emotional engagement and cognitive response. On 

a pragmatist view of problem-solving and enquiry, transactional action is cumulative, 

in the sense that it generates new dispositions to be imaginatively open to indirect or 

unanticipated consequences. The cumulative nature of transactions has a qualitative 

aspect, in so far as transactions can thicken or become richer communicatively, taking 

in aesthetic aspects that are able to communicate in ways that envelope all the senses.   

 

The transactional constitution of public action  

The notion of transaction is important for further developing two aspects of the non-

causal account of affectedness which is central to reconfiguring conceptualisations of 

the geographies of radical democratic politics. The first aspect is the need to better 

understand processes of learning to be affected. And the second aspect is the need to 

better understand the potential of communicatively formed publics to act as effective 

agents of change.  

With respect to the first aspect, the notion of transaction helps us understand how 

Dewey’s understanding of enquiry integrates objectivist and more communicative 

aspects of problem-formation. We should not start from the assumption that publics 

are simply formed causally out of instrumentally generated concerns (see Calhoun 

2002). These causal processes can certainly be understood as assembling relevant 

networks of material connection and functional interdependence. But the formation of 
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these into public issues requires, as we have already indicated, a process of 

imaginative identification. What we are calling the imaginative aspect of learning to 

be affected is informed by Dewey’s elaboration of Williams James’ (1950) radical 

empiricism into a logic of enquiry. Enquiry, for Dewey, involved a dynamic give-and-

take between causal processes and a pluralised sense of engaged, embodied, 

responsive capacities to apprehend these processes in their myriad implications. The 

notion of transaction is related to this pragmatist emphasis on enquiry.  Rather than 

being based on the passive perception and reflection on the world, apperception is 

transactional in that the objects of enquiry act back on human senses just as those 

perceptions project onto the world and help shape its processual “substances”. The 

logic of enquiry is thus an ongoing engagement with the world (Dewey 1958, 257-

263).  

There is one further feature of this transactional understanding of problem-

responsive action which is relevant to the conceptualisation of democratic public 

formation in terms of learning to be affected. An important aspect of Dewey’s 

pluralism is the conviction that competing habits generate better rationalities. 

Agonism is therefore an integral aspect of problem-solving from this perspective, for 

both intrinsic and instrumental reasons, binding the resources of what Mead termed 

mutual perspective-taking into processes of issue-formation and problem-solving 

(Mead 1934). The agonism of problem-responsive action is not opposed to rationality; 

it is generative of rationalities geared to contextual situations. Coordination to take 

care of the indirect consequences of other actions might be fuelled by emotion, affect 

and discussion and the experience of diversity. The coordination of competing 

interests and perspectives on a given problem involves abstraction away from the 

direct functionality of that problem, in a reflexive process of giving and receiving of 
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reasons. By making problem-solving central to the understanding of action, this 

transactional perspective means that rational accommodation and coordination 

between actors is not thought of in terms of strongly validated, discursively 

coordinated agreements. Rather, it is understood in terms of ongoing transactional 

rationality (Bridge 2005), one which coordinates various forms of “embodied 

intelligence in everyday practices” (Bernstein 2010, 85).  

The idea that the agonism of interests, opinions and perspectives is instrumental to 

the generation of coordinating rationalities has implications for how we think of the 

shape and location of transactional public spaces. The normative impetus of Dewey’s 

understanding of affectedness in terms of indirect consequences appears to support a 

spatially extensive image of the public realm, expanding outwards from discrete 

locations through networks of communicative engagement. However, we also need to 

keep in view the emphasis on the embodied capacities of transactional action, and in 

particular the sense of transaction as not merely being a medium of communicative 

action but a cumulative, dispositional competence in its own right. Effective spaces of 

public formation therefore might well be better thought of as clustered in concentrated 

environments where conflicting consequences and cooperative impulses are drawn 

into close proximity – as spaces of spaces of heightened transactional intensity.  

For Dewey, the sheer complexity of everyday life means that people have difficulty 

in recognising common interests and mobilising beyond their immediate concerns. 

Rather than supposing that the logical response to this problem is to conceptualise an 

expanded scale of global public of some sort or other, it might be more useful to 

reconsider the role of situated locations as effective spaces for public formation over 

issues which extend beyond the local scale. It follows from Dewey’s notion of 

transactional rationality that the most conducive environments to effective 
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problematization and problem-solving are those which provide for prolonged and 

ongoing exposure to conflicting consequences, diverse interests, and plural 

perspectives. The instrumental understanding of public formation as an engaged, 

embodied process of plural communicative transactions suggests that spaces in which 

different problems, different consequences, and different responses intersect might be 

thought of as having particular qualities of “publicness”, in the sense of providing 

opportunities and imperatives for agonistic engagement with diverse effects and 

consequences.  

The city has often been defined as an exemplary public space, in the sense of being 

an environment where diverse consequences concatenate with plural registers of 

engagement (e.g. Sennett 1974; Young 1990; Bridge 2005). Urban spaces might 

certainly be thought of as spaces of relatively high transactional ‘thickness’ or 

‘intensity’, in which discursive and non-discursive communication orientates certain 

dispositions to questions of collective coordination. The identification of the 

democratic qualities of urban public space still often relies, however, on the idea of 

urbanism as a cultural, communicative domain. It is a view easily aligned with 

stronger arguments in favour for thinking of the ‘the city’ as a model for a non-

sovereign concept of the political (e.g. Magnusson 2002; Isin 2007). But this view 

leaves in abeyance the second aspect of the Deweyian understanding of affectedness 

we identified above. This is the focus upon effective concerted action; or upon 

democratic will-formation as well as opinion-formation. We need, then, to attend also 

to the second aspect of affectedness that the transactional understanding of problem-

responsiveness throws new light upon. This is the issue of the potential of 

communicatively formed publics to act as effective agents of change.  
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In contrast to a Habermasian image of the public sphere as wholly distinct from the 

state, acting as either “sluice” or “siege” against encroachments into communicative 

lifeworlds, Dewey envisages a greater continuum between the strongly 

communicative aspects of the public as a domain of opinion-formation and 

institutions of will-formation (Barnett 2008). From his perspective, the 

institutionalisation of public functions, through elected or appointed agents and 

representatives, is considered quite integral to a democratic public. Representative 

institutions are not, then, considered a secondary, lesser form of democratic action, 

but as one medium for institutionalising broad-based participation. For Dewey, 

different publics can demonstrate different “traits of a state”. This idea refers to the 

different sorts of delegated agency that emerge to systematically take care of indirect 

consequences (see Cochran 2002). Dewey understood the emergence of the nation-

state form of democracy as a response to contingent, pragmatic circumstances, rather 

than the expression of singular democratic ideal of territorial integrity and unity. The 

notion of different traits of state therefore acknowledges the open-ended aspects of 

democracy, as new forms of democratic agency and accountability emerge in relation 

to new problematizations.  

The pragmatist understanding of the transactional dynamics of public formation is, 

then, well suited to the analysis of the emergent qualities of democratic politics, since 

it is not beholden to an idealized model of spatial or organisational configurations 

which best express democratic norms. For example, Davidson and Entrikin (2005) 

argue that even a city like Los Angeles, often characterised as the anti-city on the 

grounds that it is decentred, predominantly residential and replete with privatised 

public spaces, has a space of democratic engagement that constitutes a deliberative 

pubic realm. Their example is Los Angeles coastline, around which is gathered 
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institutionalized forms of democracy (in the form of legislation pertaining to coastal 

protection and public access), but which is also the site of everyday engagements and 

contestations between beachgoers and beachside homeowners over rights of access.  

Invoking a pragmatist concept of public formation, they argue that what makes these 

encounters “Deweyan” in form “is that they are waged occasionally through the 

agents of the state but more often through the formation of issue-specific, ephemeral 

coalitions and communal organisations” (Davidson and Entrikin 2005, 580).   

 

Approaching democratic judgement pragmatically   

The pragmatist account of the transactional dynamics of public formation supports a 

pluralist understanding of the generation of democratic spaces. These are understood 

to be contingently enacted through practices of responsive, reflexive problem-

formation; practices of public communication; and through institutionalised forms of 

concerted action, across the state/civil society boundary. This pragmatist 

understanding of space does not decide in advance, through a process of ontological 

deduction, the ideal spatial form for democratic politics, whether this is territorialised, 

relational, or topological (cf. Lussault and Stock 2010). It focuses on the situations 

and problems out of which democratic energies arise, and then attends closely to the 

spaces and spatialities which are performed in ongoing processes of democratization.  

  We have elaborated Dewey’s understanding of transactional, problem-responsive 

action in order to refine the non-causal, non-functional understanding of the all-

affected principle that was introduced earlier in the article. This understanding 

corrects for the elision of the ‘materiality’ of issues in the strongest communicative 

versions of deliberative, dialogic, or discursive democracy. It does so by bringing in 

to view the role played by contentious problems in generating occasions for publics to 
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form and coalesce. It also provides a more focussed understanding of what is at stake 

in focussing on processes of learning to be affected in the formation of publics.  

The focus on transactional space also suggests a distinctive way of theorising about 

the spatialities of democratic politics, one which is consistently pragmatist. In debates 

on global democracy and cosmopolitanism, it is a default assumption that the 

extension of consequences beyond the boundaries of nation-states necessarily requires 

a scaling-up of democratic governance to map onto the same ‘global’ level. In debates 

on the spatialities of radical democracy, it is assumed that democratic politics 

properly inhabits interstitial spaces of relationality, evading capture by the logics of 

territorialization. In both set of debates, it is presumed in advance that democratic 

spaces must have a specific spatial configuration – territorial congruence between the 

scale of problems and the scale of the polity in once case; or fleeting habitation in 

fugitive, de-territorialised and relational spaces in the other. A transactional 

understanding of space allows us to suspend any a priori determination of the proper 

spatial forms of democratic politics – whether this takes the form of assertions of the 

continued importance of the territorial national state, or assertions of the importance 

of relational networks and topologies.  

In contrast, the pragmatist understanding of transactional space we have developed 

suggests a distinctive agenda for examining the geographies of democratic politics. 

First, the pragmatist emphasis leads to an open, empirically-minded attention to the 

particular spatialities enacted through transactional problematization in particular 

cases. It does not presume in advance that democracy has a proper space or spatiality, 

whether bounded or open, local or global.  

Second, this attention to the contingent spatialities of democratic politics is guided 

by a concern with understanding the differentiations and combinations of 
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transactional practices of varying intensities. Different spatial forms might be 

understood in these terms. For example, as we have suggested, the city is one figure 

for transactional space, gathering together a complexity and diversity of interests and 

effects which fuel imaginative capacities into heightened zones of communicative 

experience and engagement. Territorialised nation-states are more dispersed 

transactional spaces, with more scope for distanciated engagements, but also for 

integrating a far greater range of issues and actors. Transactional networks, in turn, 

might be characterised by a relatively narrow range of issues, while maintaining high 

levels of communicative intensity, but perhaps amongst a smaller and more 

predictable range of participants. The qualities of transactional spaces of public action 

are therefore differentiated by the contingent combination of concentration, dispersal, 

and distribution.  

The pragmatist understanding of transactional space directs attention, in short, to the 

task of developing pragmatic audits of democratic practices of different shapes and 

scales, with a focus on understanding these practices as enacting their own spatialities 

in the transactional give-and-take of problematization, issue-formation, and concerted 

action. Across this range of democratic practices, the different aspects of public action 

will be combined in distinctive combinations in specific cases: from ‘weak’ publics 

raising issues and generating dissent, through regulatory and monitoring functions, to 

authoritative decision-making and sanction-enforcing practices. The pragmatist 

approach emphasises the embeddedness of experimentation in a transactional idea of 

human life, communication and enquiry. Following Dewey, experimentation does not 

just relate to the ethos of democracy enacted through diverse forms of participation, 

but also to experiments in the implementation of democratic will through institutional 

designs. In the next section, we flesh out this transactional understanding of the 
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spaces of democratic politics, emphasising the problematizing dimensions of the 

pragmatist approach we have developed in the previous two sections. We focus on 

discussions of both transnational and urban spaces of radical democracy, emphasising 

how these two spaces might both be thought of as enacting practices of institutional 

experimentation.  

 

Spaces of democratic experimentation 

As we have already indicated, appeal to the all-affected principle is central to the 

break out of concern with geographical issues in democratic theory, expressed in 

debates about global justice and cosmopolitanism (see Brock 2009). Pragmatist 

understandings of public formation inform the arguments of theorists of transnational 

democracy and justice such as James Bohman, Nancy Fraser, and John Dryzek. These 

thinkers all develop contestatory variations of deliberative democracy, departing from 

the strongly epistemic-consensual inflection Habermas continues to invest in 

communicative rationality, in favour of more pluralistic understandings of the modes 

and purposes of communicative transactions. These theorists of transnational 

democracy, as distinct from theorists of global or cosmopolitan democracy, also 

develop flexible views of the geographies of democratic politics. This reflects in part 

the pragmatist inflections of writers such as Bohman and Dryzek (Bohman 2004; 

Dryzek 2004), reflected in a concern with problematic situations which generate 

contentious issues (Cochran 2002; Bray 2009).  

What is most distinctive about the geographical imagination of this pragmatist strain 

of democratic theory is a sense that there is no a priori model of the spaces or scales 

at which democratic politics should be institutionalised. Rather, the geographies of 

democratic public action emerge from this strain of work as practical 
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accomplishments. The principle of all-affected interests is not a criterion of 

adjudication, but is better understood as providing a register of claims-making in 

worldly politics of social movement mobilisation and representation. Translated into a 

communicative principle in Habermasian discourse ethics, and inflected by the 

pragmatism of Mead, universalization is now understood as a process of situated 

perspective-taking (Bridge 2000), so that democratic legitimacy emerges as a norm 

according to which  “what is in each case good for all parties [is] contingent on 

reciprocal perspective taking” (Habermas 2006, 35; see Benhabib 1992). Following 

Habermas’s (2001) own account of “the post-national constellation”, critical theorists 

of transnational democracy free-up the all-affected interests principle from its tight 

enclosure around territorial and scalar models of space and time. This conceptual 

move is most fully developed in Bohman’s (2007) account of transnational 

democracy, with its sense of the untidy geographies of globalization, contrasting to 

the neatly hierarchical-scalar imaginations of undifferentiated and/or multi-levelled 

global space in accounts of global cosmopolitan democracy. Bohman’s image of 

decentred, “multiple dêmoi” and “distributive publics” supports a view in which 

public communication enacts a democratic function primarily through seeking to 

influence authority rather than exercise authority (see Cohen and Fung 2004; 

Scheuermann 2006; Fung 2010). 

There is a further pragmatist inflection required here, however, to fully cash-out the 

potential of pragmatist-informed accounts of transnational democracy. The 

communicative translation of the all-affected principle should not be interpreted as a 

straightforward warrant for a type of “methodological globalism” that presumes that 

the emplaced contexts of social integration – cities, nations, places - have lost their 

significance as containers of democratizing energies. There are grounds internal to 
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this strand of theorising for reconsidering the intrinsically democratic value of less-

extensive, more localised spaces for enabling the sorts of expansive democratic 

imaginations that these theorists of transnational democracy promote. The 

communicative translation of all-affectedness in post-Habermasian theory is related to 

a downplaying of the epistemological inflection that is retained by Habermas, in 

favour of a more expansive sense of the communicative conditions of experience 

(Young 200; O’Neill 2002). It follows that any adequate critical theory of democracy 

must give due weight to the situated geographies through which imaginative 

capacities to care at a distance, learn to be affected, and engage with strangers are 

worked up and sustained (Entrikin 2002a). If one takes seriously the strongly 

pragmatist inflection of post-Habermasian theories of transnational democracy, then 

we must acknowledge the importance that theorists within this same broad tradition 

ascribe to national cultural and institutional formations (e.g. Benhabib 1992; Calhoun 

1997) or urban environments (e.g. Bridge 2005; Fung 2004) as vital infrastructures in 

which expansive democratic political imaginations are learned.  

The communicative translation of the all-affected principle, in short, means taking 

seriously not only the de-territorializing effects of globalised chains of cause and 

consequence, but also the spaces in and through which capacities to acknowledge the 

claims of others are worked up and learned. This leads us back towards a 

consideration of the urban as a distinctive communicative field shaping the 

dimensions of public life (e.g. Ivesen 2007; Bridge 2009; Rodgers, Barnett and 

Cochrane 2009; McFarlane 2011). In developing this argument, we are assuming that 

asserting the relevance of contexts of learning such as national cultures or urban 

environments is not to be confused with a communitarian reassertion of the local or 

context as bounded or contained. Rather than presuming that expansive imaginaries 
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need to be squared with bounded imaginaries, we are assuming a line of thinking 

about places as scenes of openness rather than closure. On this understanding, the city 

in particular is understood as a figure for practices of learning to live together with 

difference through ordinary exposure to alterity (e.g. Watson 2006; Amin 2007). The 

methodological globalism characteristic of debates about cosmopolitan democracy 

presents globalisation as a process of spatial extension and assumes that the intensity 

of transactions is thinned as it is stretched. By contrast, we argue that the maintenance 

of transactional thickness over space is conditioned by relations embedded in places 

that have histories or ongoing momentum. To elaborate on this argument, we turn to 

one strand of pragmatist social thought that conceptualises the urban as a transactional 

space of democratic institutional experimentation.  

There are long established lines of thought claiming a special relationship between 

democracy and the city, whether in terms of the city as a communicative utopia, as a 

model of non-sovereign politics, or a more accountable and inclusive scale of 

governance. We want to present here an alternative view, in which cities are 

understood as experimental spaces or laboratories of democratic innovation, a view 

that follows from pragmatist ideas of democracy as mode of agonistic, participatory 

problem-solving (Briggs 2008). This alternative, experimental view of urban 

democracy enables the relationship between urban processes and democratic politics 

to be specified without over-estimating the political efficacy of the urban as a scale of 

governance or effective citizenship rights (cf. Low 2004; Purcell 2006).   

 

Learning from Chicago, again 

To elaborate the pragmatist, experimental view of urban democracy, we focus here on 

the work of Archon Fung (2007, 2004), which centres on questions of democratic 
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participation and institutional innovation, and is part of a broader intellectual project 

concerned with re-animating practical democratic alternatives (e.g. Fung and Wright 

2003; Wright 2010). Questions of participation and institutional innovation are at the 

heart of Fung’s exploration of experiments in urban democracy as “empowered 

participation”. His analysis is based on a case study of neighbourhoods in the African-

American ghetto off the south side of Chicago, neighbourhoods that are testaments to 

systematic inequality and discrimination, and are amongst the least empowered of any 

urban districts in cities of the Global North.  

Chicago is of course the city in which the first theoretical fusion of pragmatism and 

urban studies took place through the intellectual orientations of the Chicago School of 

urban ecology (Park 1926; 1936; Park, Burgess, and McKenzie 1925). Chicago was 

the scene for the overlapping intellectual and political initiatives that pioneered 

empirical enquiry into everyday urban practices (Wirth 1938), as well as participatory 

social welfare programmes associated with Jane Addams and the Hull House project 

(Addams 1968). Dewey himself was an active participant in these initiatives, as an 

influence on the Chicago School and a board member at Hull House (Martin 2002). 

As Gross (2009) argues Addams saw cooperative experimentation with the residents 

of certain Chicago neighbourhoods as a superior form of experimentation to that of 

the laboratory: a form of social experiment beyond the laboratory.  The improvement 

of social conditions was obtained by combining of different skills and knowledge and 

was worked through everyday experience.  This also involved rapid transpositions of 

spatial register: from bodies to institutional politics; and between public and private, 

for example in practices of civic housekeeping in which the dirty curtains of the 

lodgings of a factory worker’s family became the basis of a campaign to limit 

pollutants from the factory itself (Addams1968; Jackson 2001).   
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For the Chicago School of urban ecology, then, the city oscillated between a field 

site of discovered authenticity and a laboratory of controlled conditions with wider 

generalisability (Gieryn 2006). Just as this tradition of research continued to develop 

against a background of machine-politics and political radicalism, then so Chicago 

continues to serve as a reference point for contemporary understandings of democratic 

participation in contemporary global city-regions (Simpson and Kelly 2008). This 

history of institutional and intellectual experimentation forms the background to 

Fung’s use of contemporary Chicago as a case study of empowered participation.  

Fung’s analysis of urban democratic experiment returns to this scene of exemplary 

urban-democratic enquiry, to investigate the potentials of what he calls ‘empowered 

participation’ (2004). He explores two cases of grassroots mobilisation and 

participation in deprived neighbourhood in the South Side of Chicago: a case where 

local residents turned around a poorly performing local school, Africanising the 

curriculum and instilling a greater degree of pride and self-confidence in the students; 

and a case of resident participation in neighbourhood policing, where through 

neighbourhood liaison and representation on the local police board, hitherto hostile 

styles of policing were transformed into more co-operative and effective forms. 

Fung’s case studies point to two spatial dimensions of democratic experimentation: 

first, the relations between the site of the experiment itself and wider fields; and 

second, the processes of deliberative evaluation and application through which 

experimental forms are translated. These two spatial dimensions both combine aspects 

of democratic engagement and contestation with aspects of democratic 

institutionalization. These two dimensions indicate two distinct lessons that Fung 

draws from his case studies.  
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The first lesson is the importance of the relationship between local initiative and the 

wider polity. In both these cases, grassroots deliberation was from the start 

institutionally connected to the political centre in a form of what Fung calls 

“accountable autonomy”. Fung contrasts accountable autonomy with neoliberal 

market-based and new managerialist forms of coordination.  It represents, he argues, a 

form of civic engagement with pragmatism. The autonomy-side of accountable 

autonomy allowed for local initiative and experimentation, while the accountable side 

meant that lessons learned were communicated to the centre and then disseminated 

into other settings. Crucially, there was also political and financial support from 

central agencies that gave the initiatives more traction and brought them closer to 

source of power.  

Fung’s second lesson is that deliberation and participation should not just be about 

debating and making political decisions but should include the whole political 

process, including implementation of policy and its evaluation.  This broader view of 

deliberation also relates to lessons learned and distributed via central mechanisms in 

connecting up initiatives. The particular content of what is being discussed will affect 

the institutional process, and there needs to be institutional sensitivity to the 

substantive content of initiatives. Furthermore institutional mechanisms may even be 

necessary to encourage participation in the first place. Fung presents these lessons as 

the basis for a distinctive normative procedure for assessing the democratic 

credentials of institutional arrangements, which he calls “pragmatic equilibrium”. 

Pragmatic equilibrium is the pragmatist equivalent of Rawls’s (1972) norm of 

reflective equilibrium, but rather than arriving at consistent moral beliefs by a process 

of reflective reconciliation between conflicting judgements, this consistency is arrived 

at practically through ongoing experimental action.  
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In Fung’s analysis of urban democracy, the city emerges as a pluralized actor in 

processes of issue-formation, expressions of opinions, articulations of collective 

action, and institutional building. The city is not a scale but more like a site for 

various types of experimentation, that arise from diversely overlapping networks that 

provide feedback (Jackson 2001) both in terms of practice and institutional design. On 

this understanding, “the urban” emerges as a plural object or actor in political 

processes.  

First, the urban represents a complex of issues, problems and objects which 

generate contention, gathering together myriad indirect consequences which are both 

locally generated and generated from afar.  

Second, the urban is a field where the diversity and interconnectedness of effects 

operates as a seedbed for issue recognition. The recursiveness of urban life is also 

important in the formation of signs and symbols that can represent purposes and help 

anticipate consequences. These objects of recognition and intervention are also the 

medium out of which political subjectivities can be enhanced and people can learn to 

be affected.   

Third, the urban remains the site of institutional architectures that might be useful in 

the development of further democratizing impulses, either through challenge and 

alternative institutions or further democratisation of institutions that already exist.  

We have outlined a transactional understanding of the plural actions of the urban in 

generating, recognising and institutionalising public issues. This helps us see how the 

myriad connections and purposes that we think of as being “urban” help sustain 

transactional intensity out of which the objects of political concern, practices of 

learning to be affected, and the institutionalisation of will are all tested and refined. 

The urban stands as one example of situated transactional space that operates as a 
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focal point for recognising, accounting for and representing democratic political 

purposes. Other situated spaces of transactional intensity might be the school, the 

nation-state, or churches (Barnett 2008). As we indicated above, from the pragmatist 

perspective we have been outlining, if the city has a distinctive place in democratic 

politics, this follows less from its spatial form per se, and more from the diverse 

qualities of publicness that are gathered together in urban areas.  

 

Conclusion 

Our aim in this article has been to pluralize the reference points for thinking through 

the geographies of radical democracy, beyond a canon of poststructuralist ideas. We 

have done so by drawing into focus the influence of pragmatist philosophy and social 

theory in the refashioning of Critical Theory in terms of deliberative theories of 

democracy (Delanty 2009). We have emphasised the distinctive theoretical 

imagination that pragmatism brings to these debates, including specific 

understandings of communication, problem-solving, and rationalities of action. And 

we have suggested the pragmatist influence in democratic theory is most heavily felt 

in reconceptualizations of the normative principle of all-affected interest. It is here 

that the contribution of pragmatist philosophies to the development of a distinctive 

geographical approach to the analysis of democratic politics lies. Dewey’s naturalistic 

understanding of action and his understanding of the formation of democratic publics 

informs a view of the spaces of democracy as transactionally contingent and enacted 

in relation to problematic situations. This conceptualisation of the relationship 

between spatiality and democratic politics is made evident in the working through of 

pragmatist themes in recent debates about transnational and urban democracy, where 

the ‘re-scaling’ of democratic politics is understood primarily in terms of practices of 
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democratic experimentation and innovation, whether of transnational or urban 

varieties.   

In closing, we want to reiterate the specific value that the pragmatist tradition brings 

to debates about the geographies of democracy. Electoral geography focuses attention 

on the mechanisms of institutionalised liberal democracy, accepting as given the 

norms of representation and fairness embedded in them, and examining their efficacy 

in different contexts. Alternatively, work on radical democracy in geography reserves 

the normative energies of democratic politics for disruptive practices of contestation. 

In their different varieties, the prevalent versions of radical democracy deployed in 

human geography share a deep wariness of drawing too close to issues of institutional 

design or programmatic reflection.  

It is between the emphasis on institution and disruption that pragmatism interrupts 

current debates on democracy in geography. It is a tradition that brings an institutional 

imagination to debates about radical democracy, while also bringing an experimental 

sensibility to the analysis of established institutional formations of democratic 

politics. Whereas post-structuralist radical democratic theory dismisses Habermasian 

deliberative democracy as excessively consensual and rationalistic, we have argued 

that bringing into view the productive relationship between pragmatism and theories 

of communicative action enables us to see the emphasis on legitimate will-formation 

as one aspect of a commitment to experimenting with alternative mechanisms of 

institutional design. The commitment to thinking experimentally about democracy is 

related to the commitment to the inclusive norm of all-affected interests which 

deliberative and pragmatist approaches to democracy share with other traditions of 

radical democratic theory. Reconceptualising this principle in a non-causal way 
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challenges both territorial-scalar as well as relational conceptualisations of the 

spatiality of democracy.  

The reconceptualization of the all-affected principle informs a programme of 

research which presumes that no singular model of spatial form should be privileged 

in advance as best suited to sustaining democratic energies. The idea of all-

affectedness developed in this article is informed by a transactional understanding of 

the spatialities of public action. This combination underlines the claim that the spatial 

forms of democracy are contingent on the experimental practices of democratic 

politics as they are enacted in the world, where democratic politics is understood as a 

mode of collective action which emerges around situated problems generated by 

indirect consequences and indefinite effects.  
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Executive Summary 

 

This essay is both about public education in ruins and the creation of a radical democratic 

alterative. Under neo-liberalism, education in England (and beyond) is withdrawing from a 

contracting public sphere and moving into an expanding market sphere. The dominant 

relationship in this emergent education is between autonomous parents and autonomous 

schools, with the state governing at a distance through systems of surveillance and audit. 

The dominant images are the child as knowledge reproducer, the parent as consumer, the 

teacher as technician, and the school as business competing in the market place through the 

application of human technologies to the attainment of predetermined and standardised 

outcomes. The dominant purpose is the production of autonomous subjects for an 

inescapable neoliberal world: the calculating and risk-bearing consumer, the flexible and 

lifelong-learning worker, homo economicus incarnate, equipped for a life of perpetual 

competition and instant responsiveness to the flickering of market signals.  
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The ruination of public education and its replacement by markets and governing at a 

distance is catastrophic. It removes the idea that education is a subject of civic interest and a 

responsibility of all citizens - the public in public education. It drains education of overt 

political content, recasting it as a predominantly technical exercise, consigned to experts, 

technicians and businesses whose task it is to define, assess and improve standards of 

performance. The emphasis on standardisation and technical practice impedes education’s 

ability to work with new and important understandings of children, knowledge and learning, 

which emphasise diversity and complexity. Last, it removes one vital public resource for 

addressing the multiple crisis threatening our species and environment. When, more than 

ever before, we need to act collaboratively and with a strong sense of the public good, we 

are creating an education system incapable of meeting this need; indeed a system that, like 

its neoliberal progenitor, makes matters worse, not better. 

 

What then might we offer as an alternative? How might a public education might be renewed 

and re-constructed? How might we develop a radical education with democracy as a 

fundamental value and the common school as a basic public institution in a truly democratic 

society? We understand democracy as a multi-dimensional concept, with many different 

forms and practices; formal and procedural democracy, democratic governance, is 

important, but so too is democracy as a way of thinking, being and acting, of relating and 

living together, as a quality of personal life and relationships. We understand the common 

school as a public space for all citizens living in its local catchment area: a truly 

‘comprehensive school’ contesting the fragmenting, competitive and selective drive of 

neoliberal education, with its proliferation of selective schools - academies, charter schools, 

faith schools. The common school is age integrated and multi-generational; human scale; a 

place of depth and connectedness over width of coverage, interdisciplinary, inquiry-based, 

experiential; project based, both in its pedagogical approach and in its relationship with its 

community; and organised around team working by educators with diverse perspectives and 

interests. It is a ‘multi-purpose’ institution providing education-in-its-broadest-sense and 

serving as a social and democratic resource to its local community   

For full enactment, radical democratic education must be practiced through and in many 

institutions and settings. National and state governments need to espouse democracy, 

proclaiming it a fundamental value in education, practicing it in their approach to education, 

and supporting its practice in other institutions and settings. Democratically elected and 

accountable local bodies – such as local authorities or school boards – need to (re)assume 

public responsibility for education in their area and, like higher levels of government, 
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proclaim and practice democracy in their approach to education and support its practice 

throughout the public education system.  

 

But schools are at the heart of our utopian project, vital sites of radical democratic education.  

We identify and briefly elaborate ten key design features of a school in which democracy is 

enacted as participation, ‘a mode of associated living’ and a lived everyday experience, 

following Lawrence Kohlberg’s maxim that “the only way school can help graduating 

students become persons who can make society a just community is to let them try 

experimentally to make the school themselves”. These features are: 

 

 A proclaimed democratic vitality; 

 Radical structures and spaces; 

 Radical roles and images; 

 Radical relationships; 

 Personal and communal narrative; 

 Radical curriculum, radical pedagogy and enabling assessment; 

 Insistent affirmation of possibility; 

 Engaging the local; 

 Accountability as shared responsibility;  

 The common school. 

 

Erik Olin Wright proposes three criteria to be applied to any consideration of 

institutional alternatives: desirability, viability and achievability. We focus on viability, 

“a scientifically grounded conception of viable alternative institutions”. But we end by 

introducing three further concepts:  

 

 democratic experimentalism, Roberto Unger’s concept, an essential element of 

what he terms ‘high energy democracy’, releasing the creative powers of ordinary 

people by eradicating the distortions and subjugations of class, hierarchy and the 

myopic presumptions of prescribed role. 

 

 prefigurative practice, the anticipation of future modes of being through processes 

and relations, not just structures, that exemplify and embody the viability and 

desirability of radical alternatives. Because this concept can too easily be laid 

claim to, letting in the merely different rather than the genuinely transformative, 

we propose criteria with which to develop and evaluate a prefigurative practice 

that strives to enact a new way of being in the world.   
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 Sustainability, to confront the chastening history of much radical education, so 

many examples of which have collapsed after a few years. One lesson from more 

long-lived examples is the importance of regional, national and global solidarities. 

 

These three concepts are important to the process of transformative change, 

complementing Wright’s three criteria and his view of transformational change as a 

cumulative, step-by-step process. We need to construct, both from theoretical models 

and case studies, a better understanding not only of how transformative change can 

be set in motion - but of how to create the capacity to continue to experiment and to 

future build.  

 

 

 

 

 

(991 words) 
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1. Public education in ruins 

 
This essay is about a public education in ruins and how a new public education might be re-

constructed, on the basis of democracy and the common school. It draws mainly on 

experience from England, though this may resonate in other English-speaking contexts, 

such as the United States. Moreover, many elements of what we see as the ruin of public 

education can today be found seeping into other countries. In speaking of public education 

in ruins, we are not wishing to restore the ruins. Nonetheless, there are important principles 

and experiences from the past that can contribute to the construction of a new public 

education. We need to combine these with new materials that speak to our contemporary 

conditions, needs and desires. In this, as in all other matters that contribute to the kind of 

emancipatory undertaking to which Real Utopian projects aspire, it is important to learn from 

the successes and failures within radical democratic traditions in order to advance more 

radical forms of schooling within a renewed public education. 

 

Under neo-liberalism and the alliance it has formed with neo-conservatism and certain 

fractions of the managerial and professional middle classes (Apple, 2004), education is 

withdrawing from a contracting public sphere – defined by David Marquand as “a space, 

protected from the adjacent market and private domains, where strangers encounter each 

other as equal partners in the common life of society” (Biesta, 2010, pp.98-9) – and moving 

into an expanding market sphere with its growing presence of private providers and 

contractors. The dominant relationship in this emergent education is between autonomous 

parents and autonomous schools, with the state governing at a distance through systems of 

surveillance and audit – what Biesta refers to as “the odd combination of marketized 

individualism and central control” (p.56). The dominant images, or social constructions, are 

the child as knowledge reproducer, the parent as consumer, the teacher as technician, and 

the school as business competing in the market place through the application of human 

technologies to the attainment of predetermined outcomes. The dominant values are 

cognition (above all other facets of human being), competition (between children, teachers, 

schools), calculation (of best returns on investment), commodification (in which everything 

can be costed, calculated and contracted), choice (of the individual consumer variety), and 
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inequality (to fuel competition). The dominant rationality is instrumental performativity, 

leaving no room for uncertainty, provisionality, surprise or wonder, and expressed through 

technical questions enunciated and pursued through distortingly reductive approaches to 

research and practice (e.g. what works?). The dominant purpose is the production of 

autonomous subjects for a predetermined and inescapable neoliberal world: the calculating 

and risk-bearing consumer, the flexible and lifelong-learning worker, homo economicus 

incarnate, equipped for a life of perpetual competition and instant responsiveness to the 

flickering of market signals. Underpinning everything are totalising systems of thought: 

positivism with its conflation of natural and social science, its belief in a knowable world and 

its assumption of one right answer to every question, and neoliberalism with its blind self-

confidence that it can always provide that answer. 

 

The ruination of public education and its replacement by markets and governing at a 

distance is catastrophic, for a number of reasons. First, because it removes the public in 

public education, the idea that education is a subject of civic interest and a responsibility of 

all citizens. What should be a political relationship between all citizens (not only parents), 

schools, and democratically accountable bodies becomes an economic relationship between 

consumers, providers and funders. 

 

Second, because the “the sphere of the political itself has been eroded” (Biesta, 2010, p. 

54). Education has been drained of overt political content and re-cast as a predominantly 

technical exercise, consigned to a coterie of experts, technicians and businesses whose 

main task is to define, improve and assess correct standards of performance. Of course, the 

whole neoliberal project is saturated with politics. But its status as a dominant discourse 

means that its values, assumptions and beliefs are rendered invisible, naturalised and 

neutralised, the taken-for-granted currency of everyday education. What has been lost, when 

most needed, is vigorous and agonistic public debate about political questions. We return to 

these political questions shortly. 

 

Third, because the emphasis on standardisation and technical practice obstructs our ability 

to work with new and important understandings of children, knowledge and learning. The 

more we seem to know about the complexity of learning, children’s diverse strategies and 

multiple theories of knowledge, “the more we seek to impose learning strategies and 

curriculum goals that reduce the complexities of this learning and knowing” and “policy 

makers look for general structures and one-dimensional standards for practices” (Lenz 

Taguchi, 2010). Faced by the potentialities of complexity, diversity and perspectivism, the 

dominant approach holds fast to a representational view of knowledge, understanding 
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knowledge to be an objective, stable and accurate representation of a pre-existing reality; 

and to a pedagogy of transmission and reproduction that believes in the possibility of 

transferring knowledge of a real and stable world from one mind (the teacher) to another (the 

pupil) in a process that “is unambiguous and unmediated and results in unproblematic 

transference with full conservation of intent” (Roy, 2004, p.297). 

 

Last, and in many ways most disturbing, because the ruination of public education and its 

privatised and marketised replacement removes one vital public resource for addressing the 

crisis facing our species and environment - or rather “this complex intersolidarity of 

problems, antagonisms, crises, uncontrolled processes, and the general crisis of the planet 

that constitutes the number one vital problem” (Morin, 1999, p.74). We refer to an economic 

system that is unsustainable and inimical to human flourishing (Jackson, 2009); growing 

inequality and other injustices in a ‘winner-takes-all’ system; nuclear proliferation; and the 

cumulative ‘perfect storm’ of biodiversity loss, resource depletion, environmental degradation 

and global warming. At a time when, more than ever before, we need to act collaboratively 

and with a strong sense of the public good, we are creating an education system incapable 

of meeting this need; indeed a system that, like its neoliberal progenitor, makes the ‘one vital 

problem’ worse, not better.  

 

Rather than viewing education’s role as fitting the young for an inevitable and predetermined 

future of more of the same, a future not only inimical to human flourishing but implausible, a 

public education is needed that provides “a powerful democratic resource and public space 

that allows its young people and communities to contest the visions of the future that they 

are being presented with, and to work together through the spaces of traditional and 

emergent democratic practice, to fight for viable futures for all” (Facer, 2011, p.15). Not a 

‘future proofing’ education, but a ‘future building’ education. 

 

 

2. Democracy as a fundamental educational value 
 

It is in this context that the two of us have been working on an alternative educational 

proposal. Not ‘the’ but ‘an’ alternative, since the first stage in re-building a public education is 

to create a vibrant democratic politics of education, which values diverse perspectives and 

alternatives, and which places political questions back at the centre of education. Our 

starting point, the foundation for our real utopia proposal, is such political questions: “not 

mere technical issues to be solved by experts... [but questions that] always involve decisions 

which require us to make a choice between conflicting alternatives” (Mouffe, 2007, np). 
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Some are ontological. What is our understanding, or image, of the child, the educator, the 

pre-school? How do we understand education? Some are epistemological. What is 

knowledge? How do we learn? Some are philosophical. What are the purposes of 

education? What should be its fundamental values? What ethics? And, perhaps most 

important of all, what kind of society do we want to build? What do we want for our children, 

here and now and in the future? 

 

In our book – Radical Education and the Common School: a Democratic Alternative (Fielding 

and Moss, 2011) – we build our alternative, our concept of a new public education, on 

answers offered to these questions. Space precludes that here. Our focus will be the 

question of fundamental values and on one value in particular, which we consider to be at 

the heart of our concept of a new public education: democracy. In doing so, we follow the 

footsteps of important pioneers: the progressive education tradition; Alex Bloom and his 

work in St.George’s-in-the-East school in post-war London; Loris Malaguzzi and his fellow 

educators in the municipal schools of Reggio Emilia; the philosopher of education John 

Dewey; and many more. 

 

So central is democracy to our thinking that we label our alternative public education ‘radical 

democratic education’. We say ‘radical’ to indicate that our alternative education is 

transformational, but not what Foucault terms ‘superficial transformation’: “transformation 

that remains within the same mode of thought, a transformation that is only a way of 

adjusting the same thought more closely to the reality of things”. Real transformation for us, 

like Foucault, is when “one can no longer think things as one formerly thought them”; or, as 

Roberto Unger (1998) describes, changing the basic arrangements, both the formative 

structures of institutions and enacted beliefs. 

 

As we shall attempt to show, democratic education of the kind we propose is 

transformational in the sense Foucault and Unger understand the term. It is ‘radical’ change 

that forms part of a real utopian project. But before we turn to consider the design of a 

radical education project, we must first say what we mean by democracy. For like Alasdair 

McIntyre (McIntyre 1973) and Steven Lukes (Lukes 1974) we are much persuaded by the 

elegant and incisive work of W.B.Gallie (Gallie 1956) who argues that democracy is an 

essentially contested concept, that is to say, contestation about its meaning is part of the 

process of its conceptualisation and enactment.  

 
Democracy is a multi-dimensional concept, with different forms and practices linked to each 

dimension. A recent attempt to ground some of the key issues can be found in Skidmore and 



9 
 

Bound’s ‘Everyday Democracy Index’ (2008) that covers six dimensions, ranging from 

‘electoral and procedural democracy’ through ‘activism and civic participation’ and ‘aspiration 

and deliberation’ to democracy in the family, the workplace and public services. They argue 

that modern democracies must “be rooted in a culture in which democratic values and 

practices shape not just the formal sphere of politics, but the informal spheres of everyday 

life: families, communities, workplaces, and schools and other public services” (Skidmore 

and Bound, 2008, p.9). So while formal and procedural democracy, democratic governance, 

is vitally important, democracy has a more pervasive presence: as a way of thinking, being 

and acting, of relating and living together, as a quality of personal life and relationships.  

 

This is democracy, in the words of John Dewey, as “a mode of associated living embedded 

in the culture and social relationships of everyday life” and as “a way of life controlled by a 

working faith in the possibilities of human nature…[and] faith in the capacity of human beings 

for intelligent judgement and action if proper conditions are furnished” (Dewey, 1939). This is 

democracy, as Hannah Arendt sees it, as a form of subjectivity expressed as a quality of 

human interaction (Biesta, 2007). This is democracy as a relational ethic that can and should 

pervade all aspects of everyday life, a way of “thinking of oneself in relation to others and the 

world” (Rinaldi, 2006, p.156), a relationship of solidarity and mutual affection and care for 

one another, of democratic fellowship. A relationship, too, that recognises and welcomes 

plurality of values and perspectives, respecting the alterity of others, not trying to grasp it to 

make the Other into the Same. A democracy, in sum, of what John Gray (2009) calls modus 

vivendi, inscribed with value pluralism, in contrast to a democracy of rational consensus, 

which presumes one right answer to any question. 

  

We can also say what we don’t understand democracy to be. It is not a process of 

aggregating individual preferences and the ensuing competition between different private 

interests, epitomised in systems of parental school choice. Democracy is certainly agonistic, 

recognising a “dimension of antagonism inherent in human relations” (Mouffe, 2000: 101). 

But it involves “public deliberation and contestation about the common good” (Biesta, 2010, 

p.54) and “the translation of private troubles into collective issues” (p.100). Nor is democratic 

education primarily about teaching courses on citizenship. Rather, it is about experiencing 

and living democracy in schools that are democratic; as Dewey believed, individuals “learn 

to understand themselves as democratic individuals by becoming members of a community 

in which the problems of communal life are resolved through collective deliberation and a 

shared concern for the common good” (Carr and Hartnett, 1996, p.63).  
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We would make two further points about our understanding of democracy. It is intimately 

related to justice and equality. It is harder for democracy to take root and flourish in unjust 

and unequal societies. Lawrence Kohlberg, the neglected pioneer of moral education, 

insisted that “education for justice requires making schools more just and encouraging 

students to take an active role in making schools more just...a complete approach to moral 

education means full student participation in a school in which justice is a living matter” 

(Kohlberg, 1971, p.82). Michael Sandel, in his 2009 BBC Reith lectures, stated the same 

relationship in more general terms: 

 

[Democracy] is about much more than maximising GDP, or satisfying consumer 

preferences. It’s also about seeking distributive justice; promoting the health of 

democratic institutions; and cultivating the solidarity, and sense of community that 

democracy requires. Market-mimicking governance – at its best – can satisfy us as 

consumers. But it can do nothing to make us democratic citizens (2009, p.4).  

 

The issue is about putting markets in their place, drawing a line between what is the market 

sphere and what is the public sphere and ensuring markets do not become so dominant they 

erode the public sphere and undermine democracy. From our perspective, education is 

clearly in the public sphere, with democracy at its heart. We agree with Carr and Hartnett 

when they write that “[a]ny vision of education that takes democracy seriously cannot but be 

at odds with educational reforms which espouse the language and values of market forces 

and treat education as a commodity to be purchased and consumed (1996, p.192). 

 

Lastly, we must acknowledge that democracy is in a sickly state. Representative democracy 

– the electoral and procedural – is sclerotic and corrupted, increasingly in thrall to powerful 

vested interests, struggling to respond to the contemporary challenges of a complex and 

threatened world and to retain the engagement of citizens. Participatory democracy is 

eroded by consumerism, individualism and time poverty. Occupy and other social 

movements offer some hope that the democratic spirit can be renewed, yet they too struggle 

to develop broad programmes for radical change and convert them to doable politics and 

are, as in the case of Spain, easy prey to right-wing opportunism. Democracy, as Dewey 

said, needs to be reborn in each generation and education is its midwife; the need for 

renewal and for education’s active role in that process has never been more pressing. 
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3. Designing a radical democratic education 
 

For full enactment, radical democratic education needs to be practiced through and in many 

institutions and settings. Democratically elected and accountable national and state 

governments need to espouse democracy, proclaiming it a fundamental value in education, 

practicing it in their approach to education, and supporting its practice in other institutions 

and settings. Democratically elected and accountable local bodies – whether local 

authorities or school boards – need to (re)assume public responsibility for education in their 

area, representing the responsibility of all citizens for the education of children, and like 

higher levels of government, proclaim and practice democracy in their approach to education 

and support its practice elsewhere. The city of Reggio Emilia in Northern Italy provides a 

vivid example of the democratic ‘educative commune’ (Moss, 2011), both in its active 

support for democratic education in its network of municipal schools and in its strong public 

statement of responsibility and purpose:  

 

Education is the right of all, of all children, and as such is a responsibility of the 

community. Education is an opportunity for the growth and emancipation of the 

individual and the collective; it is a resource for gaining knowledge and for learning to 

live together; it is a meeting place where freedom, democracy and solidarity are 

practiced and where the value of peace is promoted. Within the plurality of cultural, 

ideological, political, and religious conceptions, education lives by listening, dialogue, 

and participation; it is based on mutual respect, valuing the diversity of identities, 

competencies, and  knowledge held by each individual and is therefore qualified as 

secular, open to exchange and cooperation (Regolamento Scuole e Nidi d’infanzia 

del Comune di Reggio Emilia, 2009). 

. 

Elected local authorities can further their commitment to a democratic education by the 

creation of public spaces for the practice of a democratic politics of education, such as 

Richard Hatcher’s proposal for Local Education Forums: “a body open to all with an interest 

in education...to discuss and take positions on all key policy issues...and developing, 

perhaps in a two-year cycle, an Education Plan for the local system of schools and colleges”. 

Hatcher further proposes Neighbourhood Education Forums, at a very local level, which 

“could bring local concerns to bear on the schools and ideally become a vehicle for 

participative governance” (Hatcher forthcoming, 2012). 

 

But at the heart of a radical democratic education is the school, in which we include 

institutions for young people below compulsory school age, of compulsory school age and 
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prior to higher education. In saying this, we recognise that some question the case for a 

continuing role for the school, given the growing potential for distanced and networked 

learning, suggesting “that the school itself should simply be dissolved into the learning 

landscape and replaced by personalized learning environments” (Facer, 2011, p.27). We 

also recognise, and share, concerns about the potential destructive power of the school 

through its ability to govern, discipline and normalise child and teacher alike. For us, 

however, the school has a vital role to play not only in education, but especially in a radical 

democratic education, agreeing with Keri Facer when she argues for continuing investment 

in the school  

 

as a physical space and a local organization, ...because I believe that it may be one 

of the most important institutions we have to help us build a democratic conversation 

about the future. A physical, local school where community members are encouraged 

to encounter each other and learn from each other is one of the last public spaces in 

which we can begin to build the intergenerational solidarity, respect for diversity and 

democratic capability needed to ensure fairness in the context of sociotechnical 

change. Moreover, the public educational institution may be the only resource we 

have to counter the inequalities and injustice of the informal learning landscape 

outside school... It is therefore the time both to defend the idea of a school as a 

public resource and to radically re-imagine how it might evolve if it is to equip 

communities to respond to and shape the socio-technical changes of the next few 

years (ibid., pp.28-29). 

 

So schools retain our allegiance as a pivotal public institution, not in their often divisive and 

repressive unreconstructed form, but as sites of radical democratic education. Meaning what 

in practice?  We identify and briefly elaborate ten key design features of a radical democratic 

school, in which democracy is enacted as participation, ‘a mode of associated living’ and a 

lived everyday experience, following Lawrence Kohlberg’s maxim that “the only way school 

can help graduating young people become persons who can make society a just community 

is to let them try experimentally to make the school themselves” (1980, p.35). 

 

1  Proclaimed democratic vitality 

A school for radical democratic education will wish to foreground its interdependent 

commitments to (a) education as the most important rationale for schooling, and (b) 

democracy as both end and means, the purpose and the practice, of education. The key 

point here is that education in and for deep or ‘high-energy’ democracy has to be not just the 

starting point, but what Elsa Wasserman, in her reflections on the work of Lawrence 
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Kohlberg and the Just Community School movement in the USA, calls the “central 

educational goal” (Wasserman, 1980, p.268) of the school for which we are arguing. There 

has to be a proclaimed, not just an intended, democratic vitality, albeit one that bears in mind 

the vicissitudes of context and circumstance. 

 

What this actually means will, of course, be something that those working in the school will 

need and wish to exemplify and share with their internal and external communities. But the 

narratives and exchanges that develop will be energised by a declared commitment to 

democracy that calls for profound change in how we live and work now as a bridge to more 

just and more creative futures. Witness, for example, Alex Bloom, the great, radical pioneer 

London secondary school head teacher, and his stated intention to create on 1st October 

1945 “(a) consciously democratic community...without regimentation, without corporal 

punishment, without competition” (Bloom, 1948, p.121). 

 

2  Radical structures and spaces 

Our next three indicators comprise complementary aspects of the interpersonal and 

structural integrity of democratic living. They demonstrate the unity of means and ends, not 

only in matters of organisational structure, but also in the relational dimensions of daily 

engagement, which underscore the importance of care, respect and creative encounter as 

the foundational dispositions of democracy and social justice. 

 

Structurally the radical democratic school will be mindful of what might be called ‘positional 

restlessness’, that is to say, a libertarian and egalitarian insistence on the openness of 

opportunity, and the need to unsettle patterns and dispositions of presumption and to open 

up much wider and more generous vistas of possibility for all members of a school 

community. Such a school will pursue a range of organisational articulations of participatory 

democracy at the heart of which lies an insistence on a permanent and proper provisionality. 

At both adult and young person levels this will include a permanent unease with hierarchy 

and a strong desire to create transparent structures that encourage ways of working that 

transcend boundaries and invite new combinations and possibilities. We need to look again 

at power, purpose and possibility, too often deceptively embellished with mercurial fashions 

of involvement and empowerment, full of sound and fury, signifying little of worth and nothing 

that changes the underlying presumptions and intentions of their host societies.  

 

On the one hand, this will entail revisiting the few examples we have within publicly funded 

systems of education in which principals have effectively renounced or profoundly 

rearticulated their pyramidal positions and developed flatter organisational structures or 
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more fluid conduits of power and structural forms that privilege communal responsibility and 

collective endeavour. Here, as elsewhere in the struggle for change, the importance of 

radical democratic traditions becomes apparent: in societies dominated by “the dictatorship 

of no alternative” (Unger, 2005a), the power of enacted, documented alternatives acquires 

an increasing rather than a decreasing significance. On the other hand, it will involve the 

continuing development of the small but growing corpus of literature that attends to these 

matters with genuinely emancipatory intent e.g. the recent work of scholars like John Smyth 

(Smyth 2006, 2009) and Philip Woods (Woods, 2005, 2011) on democratic leadership. 

 

In addition to substantial engagement with past and present models of democratic 

leadership there will also be substantial emphasis on the spatiality of democracy, on 

interpersonal and architectural spaces that encourage a multiplicity of different forms of 

formal and informal engagement with a multiplicity of persons. These will include ‘subaltern 

spaces’ or spaces in which minority, marginalised or emergent groups can develop the 

confidence, capacity and dispositions that enable them to explore and name what is 

important to them and also gain the confidence and desire to engage with larger, different 

groups of people within and beyond the school community. Pre-eminent amongst these 

larger spaces is the General Meeting (see, e.g. Fielding 2010), the communal space within 

which the whole school community reflects on its shared life, achievements and aspirations. 

Here, young people and adults make meaning of their work together, returning tenaciously 

and regularly to the imperatives of purpose, not merely to the mechanics of accomplishment.  

 

Lastly, the kinds of roles and relationships we see as central to a radical democratic project 

privilege organisational arrangements that enable encounters that transcend traditional role 

boundaries and develop more holistic, emergent forms of encounter. We thus argue either 

for small schools or for larger schools that are broken down into smaller interdependent 

units, variously termed sub-schools, mini-schools, or schools-within-schools.  

 

3  Radical roles and images 

Just as the structures and spaces within a common school practising a radical democratic 

education open up new possibilities, so too do the roles of those who work within them. But 

before considering some of these possibilities, it is necessary to remind ourselves that, 

whilst essential, roles tend to acquire a life of their own, exhibiting a propensity to imprison 

and diminish human capacities and capabilities in the interest of those in power. Thus, in 

developing our account of radical democratic education, and remembering our previous call 

for ‘positional restlessness’, we follow Roberto Unger in valorising the need for  
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a cultural-revolutionary attack on rigid roles...a practice of role-defiance and role 

jumbling ... a loosened sense of what it means to occupy a role...(that) helps to 

disrupt frozen connections among social stations, life experiences, and stereotyped 

forms of insight and sensibility (Unger, 2004, pp.563, 564).  

 

In addition to renewed interest in democratic forms of the leadership role, which entail the re-

imagining and re-articulation of what it means to be a principal, there will also be a 

commensurate range of alternative roles and practices amongst staff. The radical 

democratic school will encourage this kind of fluidity and exploration, not only amongst 

adults, but also between staff and young people. It will include, amongst other things, a 

delight and belief in radical collegiality (Fielding, 1999) and intergenerational reciprocity that 

reflects deep-seated faith in the encounter between adults and young people as a potential 

source of mutual learning, not just in an instrumental, technical sense, but eventually in a 

wider existential and more fully educational sense.  

 

Some possible roles for young people are set out in a ‘Patterns of Partnership’ typology, 

inspired in part by the pioneering work of Roger Hart (Hart 1992) and Harry Shier (Shier 

2001) in the wider field of youth participation. Each suggests a qualitatively different way of 

young people and teachers working together. This six-fold pattern is thus a prompt to 

possibility grounded in the realities of different approaches to daily work, which often co-exist 

within institutions, and in which Mode 6 is an aspirational approach to living and learning 

together, with the other five modes as staging posts in journeys in and for democracy. 

 

In mode 1, young people as data source, staff utilise information about the progress and 

well-being of young people. Here, there is a real teacher commitment to pay attention to the 

voices of young people speaking through the practical realities of work done and targets 

agreed. It acknowledges that for teaching and learning to improve there is a need to take 

more explicit account of relevant data about individual and group or class achievement.  

 

In mode 2, young people as active respondents, staff invite dialogue and discussion to 

deepen learning / professional decisions. Staff move beyond the accumulation of passive 

data and, in order to deepen the learning of young people and enrich staff professional 

decisions, they feel a need to hear what young people have to say about their own 

experience in lessons or their active engagement in its development via, for example, 

assessment for learning approaches. Young people are discussants rather than recipients of 

current approaches and thereby contribute to the development of teaching and learning in 

their school.  
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In mode 3, young people as co-enquirers, staff take the lead role with high-profile, active 

support from young people. Here, we see an increase in the involvement of both young 

people and teachers and a greater degree of partnership than modes 1 and 2. Whilst the 

roles of young people and teachers are not equal, they are shifting strongly in an egalitarian 

direction. Young people move from being discussants to being co-enquirers into matters of 

agreed significance and importance. While teachers define the focus and boundaries of 

exploration, the commitment and agreement of young people is essential. 

 

In mode 4, young people as knowledge creators, young people take the lead role with active 

staff support. This deepens and extends the egalitarian thrust of the co-enquiry approach. 

Partnership and dialogue remain the dominant ways of working, but now the voice of the 

young person comes to the fore in a leadership or initiating, not just a responsive, role. It is 

young people who identify the issues to be researched and young people who undertake the 

enquiry with the support of staff. 

 

In mode 5, young people as joint authors, young people and staff decide on a joint course of 

action together. The joint enquiry model involves a genuinely shared, fully collaborative 

partnership between young people and staff. Leadership, planning and conduct of research 

and the subsequent commitment to responsive action are embraced as both a mutual 

responsibility and energising adventure. 

 

Lastly, in mode 6, intergenerational learning as participatory democracy, the explicit 

commitment to participatory democracy extends the shared and collaborative partnership 

between young people and staff in ways which (a) emphasise a joint commitment to the 

common good, and (b) include occasions and opportunities for an equal sharing of power 

and responsibility.  

 

Two final points. First, we recognise that ‘partnership’ can be and often is co-opted for neo-

liberal purposes; we thus argue for the development of democratic fellowship as a 

presumptive nexus of values and intentions that gives very different readings and enacted 

realities to the calculus of consumption and acquisition that emerges from market driven 

approaches. Second, underpinning and indeed preceding roles is the social construction or 

image of the participants in the radical democratic school; radical roles emerge from how 

young people and adults are conceptualised. Thus 50 years of democratic experimentation 

in the municipal schools of Reggio Emilia is grounded in a political question – what is our 
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image of the child? – and the answer that has been collectively forged. As Loris Malaguzzi, 

the first head of Reggio’s schools, insisted:  

 

One of the strong points [of our schools] has always been that of starting from a very 

open, explicit declaration of our image of the child, where image is understood as a 

strong and optimistic interpretation of the child. A child born with many resources and 

extraordinary potentials that have never ceased to amaze us, with an autonomous 

capacity for constructing thoughts, ideas, questions and attempts at answers.  

 

4  Radical relationships 

When teachers and young people begin to work in these new ways, suggested by the 

egalitarian mutuality of the more complex modes in the Patterns of Partnership typology, 

they are not just redrawing the boundaries of what is permissible and extending a sense of 

what is possible. They are also giving each other the desire and the strength to do so 

through their regard and care for each other. Just as the roles are more fluid and more 

diverse, so, within radical democratic education, the relationships between young people 

and between adults and young people are not only less bounded and more exploratory, but 

also more openly informed by the dispositions and dynamics of care. 

 

Such relationships enable us to ‘re-see’ each other as persons rather than as role 

occupants, and in so doing nurture not only a new understanding, sense of possibility and 

felt respect between adults and young people, but also a joy in each other’s being and a 

greater sense of shared delight and responsibility. An ethics and enactment of care are also 

more often than not dialogic in both form and intention and thus profoundly affect 

developments like giving voice to young people. Arguably, a dialogic approach in this case – 

a pedagogy of listening - implies a five-fold, multifaceted engagement between adults and 

young people: firstly, a genuine openness towards each other, a reciprocity that is interested 

and attentive, rather than a cursory and incurious consultation; secondly, what we have 

elsewhere called a ‘permanent provisionality’, an understanding that we are not talking about 

a one-off event with little or no feedback or future engagement, but rather a pattern of 

continuing dialogue in which understandings and meanings are always open to new 

perspectives and interpretations and “where you lose absolutely the possibility of controlling 

the final result” (Rinaldi, 2006, p.184); thirdly, a willingness to be surprised, to welcome the 

unanticipated as a mark of the partnership’s potential to honour and deal with difference in 

ways that resist the silencing, homogenising tendencies of position and power; fourthly, a 

pervasive rather than a compartmentalised approach, in which all young people in the school 

have many opportunities during the day for the kinds of encounters we have mentioned 
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above; lastly, whilst a dialogic approach to listening to young people is, as much as any 

other, concerned about getting things done and tackling real issues of current concern, its 

concrete accomplishments are achieved within a wider, more holistic frame of reference. It is 

also about how we make meaning together, how we understand the significance of our 

current work and our future aspirations. 

 

These five elements of a dialogic approach all connect with a number of assumptions about 

education, including education being a relational field in which care, respect for and 

knowledge of persons are centrally important. Their pervasive reciprocity also nudge us 

away from the individualistic preoccupations of personalisation and high performance 

schooling towards a person-centred approach that sees individual flourishing as intimately 

bound up with relations with others, not as a relational lubricant for a smoother running 

organisation; and towards a more communal orientation that sees democratic fellowship as 

both the means and the end of a broadly conceived, tenaciously intended radical education. 

 

5  Personal and communal narrative 

The notion of narrative is central to radical education in the democratic common school for at 

least two reasons. Firstly, it is important both personally and communally because it 

connects in a fundamental way with one of the core processes of education, namely with the 

making of meaning. Narrative learning is mindful of the fragility of human endeavour, the 

need for recognition and significance, not in any flashy or self-aggrandising sense, but rather 

in terms of the moral and educational legitimacy of one’s endeavours. It is precisely because 

narrative is about making meaning that the needs it expresses and the aspirations it voices 

lie at the heart of anything that can properly be called an educational undertaking.  

 

Education is firstly and finally about how we learn to lead good lives together, lives that 

enable us individually and collectively to survive and flourish. Without some means of 

recreating a constant link to those profound matters of purpose education becomes 

impossible and we have to make do with the thin and dispiriting substitutes of competitive 

schooling. As one secondary school principal remarked to us recently, in the context of ever-

increasing pressures to boost school performance,  “personal histories are tremendously 

important – giving yourself permission to have conversations with yourself. Keeping a handle 

on the past and what is right”.  

 

Within the radical democratic school there will be multiple spaces and opportunities for 

individuals, both young people and adults, to make meaning of their work, at a personal and 

a communal level. Indeed the two are connected. The anthropology of the self presumed by 
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most radical traditions of education is communal rather than atomistic. The anthropology of 

an inclusive notion of community to which we are committed is one that honours difference 

and presumes the sanctity of the individual person. Moreover these multiple spaces and 

opportunities will recognise and support narrative as meaning making, using the full range of 

‘the hundred languages of childhood’ (Rinaldi, 2006) 

 

The second reason narrative is important has to do with the necessary connection with the 

radical traditions of education within which the work of the democratic school is located. Not 

only does history have much to teach its contemporary inheritors in a cautionary sense, it 

also provides many examples of counter-hegemonic significance and power that remind us 

not only of what has been, but also that, in Terry Wrigley’s resonant phrase, ‘Another school 

is possible’ (2006). One of the most corrosive accomplishments of neo-liberalism, 

particularly within the field of education and schooling, is the near-abandonment of historical 

scholarship and sensibilities as significant voices in contemporary debate and teacher 

education. We cannot help but share E.P.Thompson’s disquiet about ‘the enormous 

condescension of posterity’ (1968: 13) and Russell Jacoby’s still pertinent judgement that 

our ‘society has lost its memory, and with it, its mind. The inability or refusal to think back 

takes its toll in the inability to think’ (Jacoby 1997, 3-4).   

 

Notwithstanding these important cautionary caveats our resolve remains, in part because, as 

William Morris reminds us, we must remember  

 

How men (sic) fight and lose the battle, and the thing that they fought for comes 

about in spite of their defeat, and when it comes turns out not to be what they 

meant, and other men have to fight for what they meant under another name 

(Morris, 1968 [1886/87]: 53) 

 

 

6  Radical curriculum, radical pedagogy and enabling assessment  

At the heart of radical education’s approach to the formal and informal curriculum must lie 

four imperatives. The first is a focus on the purposes of education, what John White and 

others would term an ‘aims-based’ rather than a ‘subjects-based’ curriculum. For us this 

means organising the curriculum around that which is required for a sustainable, flourishing 

and democratic way of life. For example, the manifesto produced by Associació de Mestres 

Rosa Sensat (2005), a Catalan teachers organisation, in their 2005 manifesto For a New 

Public Education, argues that the curriculum must be organised “on the basis of that which is 

absolutely necessary in order for a person to exercise their citizenship”, that its content 
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“must be taught in a way that brings with it emancipation”, and for this very reason “it must 

not be presented as eternal and immutable, but as a construction of humanity in its process 

of emancipation, of construction of one’s own personality”. Developing their theme, they 

propose that “knowledge can be grouped into six major types: 

 

1. Education for gestural, oral, visual, written communication, etc. so that one can 

enter into a peaceful relationship with the Other. 

 2. Education on the major cultural works that have marked the ascendance of 

 humanity. 

 3. Scientific and technological education that allows one to understand the 

 contemporary world. 

4. Education in health, the environment, and sustainable development so that the 

world will last beyond our presence. 

5. Education for being a citizen and for discovering the history of the emergence of 

democracy. 

 6. Education in creativity, imagination, curiosity, etc., which will allow  

 everyone to find their place in the world. 

 

The second imperative has to do with the necessity of equipping young people and adults 

with the desire and capacity to seriously and critically interrogate what is given and co-

construct a knowledge that assists us in leading good and joyful lives together.  

 

The third argues that whilst knowledge must transcend the local, it must, nonetheless, start 

with the cultures, concerns and hopes of the communities that schools serve. A curriculum 

for a democratic and community-oriented education should include substantial scope for 

local input and design, what the Royal Society of Arts in London has termed an ‘Area Based 

Curriculum’, which uses “the local area to illustrate curriculum content, and [uses] local 

stakeholders (including young people) to co-design the curriculum...supporting schools to 

partner with organisations or groups from the local area to design aspects of the curriculum 

utilising the local area as a resource” (Thomas, 2011, Forum p.298).  

 

Lastly, a consequence of taking these first three desiderata seriously leads to a curriculum 

that emphasises connectedness: that is holistic in approach; organised around inter-

connected and interdisciplinary themes and project work, rather than separate subjects; and 

that encourages integrated forms of enquiry with young people and staff working in small 

communities of enquiry. A curriculum that contests “a form of knowledge which divides, 
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categorises, separates, and struggles to make connections (or maybe does not want to) 

between different disciplines” (Vecchi, 2004, p.18). 

 

A radical curriculum in a radical democratic education needs a radical pedagogy, produced 

from answers to political questions about ontology – what is our image of the child? - and 

epistemology - what do we mean by knowledge and learning? Today’s ‘neoliberal’ schooling 

is based on two key assumptions: 

 

The first is a representational view of knowledge, understanding knowledge to be an 

objective, stable and accurate representation of a pre-existing reality, a literal 

reproduction. The second is that because knowledge is representative of a real and 

relatively stable world, it can be transferred exactly, for example from one mind (the 

teacher) to another (the pupil). This assumption – ‘that communication is 

unambiguous and unmediated and results in unproblematic transference with full 

conservation of intent’ (Roy, 2004, p. 297) – inscribes the prevailing instrumentalist 

and techno-rational approach to education (Fielding and Moss, 2011, p.25). 

 

Deborah Osberg and Gert Biesta propose a ‘pedagogy of invention’ as an alternative to this 

transmission model of pedagogy, an alternative more fitted to a democratic education, 

related to the ‘notion of emergence’, where knowledge is 

 

the creation of new properties...a process whereby properties that have never existed 

before and, more importantly, are inconceivable from what has come before, are 

created or somehow come into being for the first time...We believe that a complexity 

inspired epistemology suggests a ‘pedagogy of invention’ (we borrow this phrase 

from Ulmer, 1985) for it brings into view the idea that knowledge does not bring us 

closer to what is already present but, rather, moves us into a new reality, which is 

incalculable from what came before. Because knowledge enables us to transcend 

what came before, this means it allows us to penetrate deeper into that which does 

not seem possible from the perspective of the present. Knowledge, in other words, is 

not conservative, but radically inventionalistic (Biesta and Osberg, 2007, pp. 33, 46–

47: original emphases). 

 

A similar approach to learning pervades the municipal schools of Reggio Emilia, valuing new 

thinking, new ideas and new perspectives and desirous of the wonder and amazement of the 

unintended outcome. Vea Vecchi (2010) argues that it is important to society  
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that schools and we as teachers are clearly aware how much space we leave 

children for original thinking, without rushing to restrict it with predetermined schemes 

that define what is correct according to a school culture. How much do we support 

children to have ideas different from those of other people and how do we accustom 

them to arguing and discussing their ideas with their classmates? (p.138).  

 

Schools, she adds, need to consciously take a position on “which knowledge they intend to 

promote”: in short, there are alternatives, and choices of a political and ethical nature must 

be made between them. Contesting an idea of teaching that chooses to “transmit 

circumscribed ‘truths’ in various ‘disciplines’”, her choice is clear: “to stand by children’s 

sides together constructing contexts in which they can explore their own ideas and 

hypotheses individually or in groups and discuss them with friends or teachers” (ibid., p.28). 

She and her fellow educators work with what they term a ‘pedagogy of listening and 

relationships’, based on “understanding of problems through experiment, trial, error and 

testing”, where the learner develops theories, shares them with others, redevelops them in a 

pedagogy that emphasises the importance of relationships, listening (“one of the foundations 

of our work is the careful, respectful, tender ‘listening’ with solidarity to children’s strategies 

and ways of thinking”) and avoiding predetermined results. 

  

When radical approaches to the curriculum and pedagogy have worked well they have 

invariably been enabled by forms of assessment at both local and national levels that have 

had the flexibility to respond to the particularities of context and significant professional 

involvement of teachers in the assessment, moderation and examination process. At 

classroom level they have incorporated high levels of peer and teacher involvement through 

assessment-for-learning approaches and additional community and family involvement 

through public, portfolio-based presentations. Once again, the compulsory education sector 

might have much to learn from the experience of early childhood education, in particular the 

latter’s use of ‘pedagogical documentation’ as a participatory process of evaluation that 

keeps open the issue of outcome rather than confining evaluation to the standardised and 

predefined (Rinaldi, 2006). 

 

7  Insistent affirmation of possibility  

Energised both by rage against “the abandonment of ordinary humanity to perpetual 

belittlement” (Unger, 2005a, p.46) and by profound belief in “the powers of ordinary men and 

women” (ibid., p.63) to create new and better ways of being in the world, an insistent 

affirmation of possibility requires us to keep options open, to counter the confinement of 

customary or casual expectation. This means removing, for example, the corrosive practices 



23 
 

of tracking or setting (Boaler, 2005, 2008) and exposing the false presumptions of this kind 

of labeling (see Hart et al., 2004). In their stead we celebrate views of human flourishing that 

see creativity and excellence as emulative rather than competitive in both genesis and 

accomplishment; that see curiosity and playfulness as more compelling initiators and more 

satisfying and productive enablers than the interminable treadmill of stickers, stars and 

prizes. In the words of Alex Bloom, “objective rewards and punishments are false stimuli, for, 

unless the right thing is done for the right reason one lives unethically ... Similarly, objective 

competition is wrong; it is not only unethical but it tends to destroy a communal spirit.” 

Furthermore, in eradicating it, “because there are neither carrots nor goads, there will be no 

donkeys, for when children are treated as we would have them be, they tend to reach out 

accordingly” (Bloom, 1949, p.171). 

 

In sum, commitment to an insistent affirmation of possibility denies the legitimacy of ability 

grouping, promotes emulation rather than competition, and prefers intrinsic motivation and 

communal recognition to the paraphernalia of marks and prizes. It espouses and enacts a 

view of the world in general, and the educational world in particular, that is inclusive, 

enabling and ennobling of all for the benefit of all. 

 

8  Engaging the local 

A radical democratic school will seek to develop a vibrant reciprocity with its local community 

and to be an agent of democratic flourishing within that wider context. It will be a place 

where a common democratic identity is formed and constantly validated and expressed, both 

amongst members of the school community itself but also amongst other members of the 

local community that the school serves. It will be  

 

a place for everyone, a meeting place in the physical and also the social, cultural and 

political sense of the word. A forum or site for meeting and relating, where children 

and adults meet and commit to something, where they can dialogue, listen, and 

discuss in order to share meanings: it is a place of infinite cultural, linguistic, social, 

aesthetic, ethical, political and economic possibilities. A place of ethical and political 

praxis, a space for democratic learning. A place for research and creativity, 

coexistence and pleasure, critical thought and emancipation (Associació de Mestres 

Rosa Sensat, 2005, p. 10) 

 

This means the common school operating as a ‘multi-purpose’ institution – a place of ‘infinite 

possibilities’ - providing education-in-its-broadest-sense and acting as a social and 

democratic resource to its local community, responding to the needs, the ideas, and the 
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desire to experiment of that community. We are much taken by the persuasive, imaginative 

work of engaged scholars like Keri Facer who argue strongly that “a physical local school 

where community members are encouraged to encounter and learn from each other (is) one 

of the last public spaces in which we can build intergenerational solidarity, respect for 

diversity and democratic capability” (Facer , 2011, p.28). Her argument, and ours, is for the 

role of schools as a powerful local democratic resource and public space for creating 

conversations that contest visions of future and work together for viable futures, a role 

strengthened, not undermined, by the potential of new technologies. 

  

The development of a rich online education landscape, the increasing visibility and 

accessibility of folk educators, and the changing scripts for public services have the 

potential to open up new relationships between schools and their communities. These 

new relationships would be premised upon a search to understand the roles that parents, 

young people, community and cultural organizations and online educators might play as 

co-educators (ibid., p.25, original emphasis). 

 

9  Accountability as shared responsibility 

A radical democratic education must be accountable, but to whom and how? Neither earlier 

forms of professional accountability nor today’s neo-liberal corporate forms will do, for both 

are based on sub-contracting, to professionals or to managers and technicians, allowing 

citizens to slough off their responsibility for education.  Located within participatory traditions 

of democracy, our understanding of accountability underscores the link between educational 

renewal and public responsibility; we cannot know what we are responsible for in anything 

other than a thin, box-ticking sense unless we return to shared educational purposes and 

from there co-author an account of core beliefs and the kinds of practices we believe will 

exemplify their realisation in an appropriately demanding and life-affirming way.  

 

‘High energy’ notions of democratic accountability are better conceived and enacted as 

forms of ‘shared responsibility’, which will enable “different accounts of public purpose and 

practice to be deliberated in a democratic public sphere: constituted to include difference, 

enable participation, voice and dissent, through to collective judgement and decision” 

(Ransom, 2003). Because education is a shared concern and responsibility, for all citizens, 

then everyone potentially can and should be engaged in deliberation on ‘different accounts’ 

of public education, through dialogue, contestation, reflection and interpretation, taking 

responsibility for the process and the meanings arrived at.  Understood in this democratic 

way, accountability is morally and politically situated, not merely technically and procedurally 

delivered (Fielding, 2001). It makes a claim on our ethical and civic responsibilities, which 
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cannot be adequately understood or provided for by a delegated mandate which provides 

too convenient an absolution.  

 

One important corollary of the democratic school is, thus, the requirement that we develop 

new forms of accountability better suited to a more engaged understanding of democratic 

living. We can glimpse some of the possibilities. Pedagogical documentation, as practised in 

early childhood education in Reggio Emilia (and many other places), gives “the possibility to 

discuss and dialogue ‘everything with everyone’” (Hoyuelos, 2004, p.7), by making learning 

and learning processes visible and subject to deliberation, provides one example of how 

shared responsibility is not only a form of democratic accountability, but also a means of 

collective learning. Young people can and should be involved in such processes, as well as 

adults – educators, parents, politicians, all citizens.  

 

Another example of such participatory practice is Bishops Park College, an 11-16 school in 

England where a Research Forum was developed towards the end of its radical phase, 

comprising a core group of young people, parents, governors, school staff and a small 

university research and development team, from which emerged a framework of aspirations 

and practices that formed the basis of the College’s accountability framework (Fielding et al., 

2006). While more generally, Bent Flyvbgerg’s ‘phronetic model of social science’ offers 

further insight into the possible meaning of democratic accountability, premised on 

 

the Aristotelian maxim that social issues are best decided by means of the public 

sphere, not by science. Though imperfect, no better device than public deliberation 

following the rules of constitutional democracy has been arrived at for settling social 

issues...The phronetic model sees social scientists and social science professionals 

as analysts who produce food for thought for the ongoing process of public 

deliberation, participation, and decision making (2006, p.39). 

 

Democratic accountability in education is not some form of balance sheet presented to 

investors. It is the exercise of mutual responsibility – of schools to their citizens, and of 

citizens to their school – which must involve public participation, deliberation and decision 

making, on the basis of various forms of documentation supplied by various documenters, 

and conducted in the context of democratic answers to political questions.  

 

10. The common school 

This final feature is, in many ways, a summation of much that has gone before. It is a design 

for the basic structure of a school that embodies and enables a radical democratic education 
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and is compatible with, even conducive to, the preceding features. This ‘common’ school 

contests the fragmenting, competitive and selective drive of neoliberal education, with its 

proliferation of selective schools - academies, charter schools, faith schools – intended only 

to serve the autonomous consumer.  It is, instead, a public space for all citizens living in its 

local catchment area, children, young people and adults, without admission criteria except 

residence and without specialisms that enforce selective attendance - a truly ‘comprehensive 

school’. It is age integrated (e.g. 0-11; 1-16; 6-16) and, because open to all, multi-

generational; human scale in size, either one small school or small schools-within-schools; a 

place of depth and connectedness over width of coverage – interdisciplinary, inquiry-based, 

experiential; project based, both in its pedagogical approach and in its relationship with its 

community; and based on team working, involving educators and other workers with diverse 

perspectives and interests.  

Such common schools have their own governing board and work in close relationship with 

the community they serve. But they are not autonomous, competing entities. They 

collaborate with other schools within networks of schools within the area of their 

democratically elected local authority. They participate in local educational forums. Although 

some are provided as co-operatives or by non-profit organisations, others are provided by 

the local authority itself – as municipal schools – since it is not possible for democratically 

elected and accountable bodies to be responsible for public education without being directly 

involved in its practice. All schools, whoever provides them, are in a relationship of 

democratic accountability with that authority, as well as with the community they serve. All 

schools contribute to creating and implementing a local educational project: “a shared and 

democratic exploration of the meaning and practice of education and the potential of the 

school...[providing] an educational context and ethos, as well as a forum for exchange, 

confrontation, dialogue and learning between schools” (Fielding and Moss, 2011, p.125). 

And all benefit from an infrastructure provided by the local authority for supporting the 

implementation and evaluation of the local educational project, including teams of 

pedagogistas, experienced educators each working with one or two schools, offering their 

staff opportunities for exchange, reflection and discussion, introducing them to new thinking 

and practices, and facilitating contact between local authority, local communities and 

schools.  
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4. Some concluding thoughts on democratic experimentalism, prefigurative practice 
and sustainability 
 

Erik Olin Wright proposes three criteria to be applied to any consideration of institutional 

alternatives: desirability, viability and achievability. Following our brief, we have focused in 

this essay on viability, “a scientifically grounded conception of viable alternative institutions”. 

But we want to end by introducing three further concepts into the conversation: democratic 

experimentalism, prefigurative practice and sustainability. We see these as important parts 

of the process of transformative change that many of us are committed to; but also as being 

complementary to Wright’s three criteria and his view of transformational change as a 

cumulative, step-by-step process involving “utopian ideals that are grounded in the real 

potentials of humanity, utopian destinations that have accessible waystations, utopian 

designs of institutions that can inform our practical tasks of navigating a world of imperfect 

conditions for social change”. 

 

Democratic experimentalism 

The Brazilian social theorist Roberto Unger has coined the term ‘democratic 

experimentalism’ to capture an important means for bringing about transformative 

institutional change: 

 

The provision of public services must be an innovative collective practice, moving 

forward the qualitative provision of the services themselves. That can no longer 

happen in our current understanding of efficiency and production by the mechanical 

transmission of innovation from the top. It can only happen through the organisation 

of a collective experimental practice from below...Democracy is not just one more 

terrain for the institutional innovation that I advocate. It is the most important terrain 

(Unger, 2005b, pp.179, 182). 

 

He views democratic experimentalism as an essential element of what he terms ‘high energy 

democracy’, which is about releasing the creative powers of ordinary people by eradicating 

the distortions and subjugations of class, gender, hierarchy and the myopic presumptions of 

prescribed role. For Unger, like Dewey, the essential doctrine of democracy is “faith in the 

constructive powers of ordinary men and women” (ibid., p.63) and “recognition of the genius 

of ordinary men and women” (Unger, 2004, p.lxxii). High energy democracy encourages a 

high level of organised civic engagement and “seeks to strengthen our experimental 

capacities – our ability to try out alternative arrangements among ourselves”; and this 

assumes, finds and nourishes “greatness in ordinary humanity” (ibid.). 



28 
 

  

Unger insists that democratic experimentalism is more than just ad hoc local projects that 

occasionally and by their own exertions break free from the constraints of orthodoxy, 

examples of which are always around us. He envisages the possibility of a state that actively 

encourages experimentation as part of a commitment to high energy democracy, in short an 

emancipatory state at ease with diversity. The state can act in various ways to achieve this 

end, including “producing new social agents” that can create innovative services; monitoring 

and helping “to propagate the most successful practices, accelerating the process of 

experimental winnowing out of what does not work”; and last, and perhaps most surprising in 

the current climate, by providing services directly but only “those services which are too 

innovative, too difficult or to unrewarded by the market to be provided directly” (Unger, 

2005b, p.179) – government itself as a social agent of experimentation. 

 

Such democratic experimentation, it seems to us, contributes to Wright’s criterion of 

viability, providing “empirical studies of cases, both historical and contemporary, 

where at least some aspects of (our) proposal have been tried” and so helping to 

develop “systemic theoretical models of how particular social structures and 

institutions would work”. But such experimentation can also impel the process of 

transformative change in another way, by offering “small-scale, fragmentary versions 

of future society...kinds of experimental anticipations”. As such, democratic 

experimentation has much in common with our second concept, prefigurative 

practice.. 

 

Prefigurative practice 

One of the key texts of the New Left was a paper on prefigurative practice by the Gramscian 

scholar, Carl Boggs. His account describes it as “the embodiment within the ongoing political 

practice of a movement, of those forms of social relations, decision making, culture and 

human experience that are the ultimate goal” (Boggs, 1977/78, p.100). Similar kinds of 

arguments were also being made and lived out in internal socialist struggles within the 

ascendant feminist movement. Shelia Rowbotham insisted that the prefigurative practices of 

the women’s movement recognise the importance of “making something which might 

become the means to making something more” (ibid., 140). In arguing that “(w)e need to 

make the creation of prefigurative forms an explicit part of our movement against capitalism” 

(ibid., 147), she was not arguing for a utopian project that would bring everyone to their 

knees, but rather that “some changes have to start now else there is no beginning for us”. 

We need to “release the imagination of what could be. The effort to go beyond what we 

know now has to be part of our experience of what we might know” (ibid.). 
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This insistence that we “release the imagination of what could be”; and this anticipation of 

future modes of being through processes and relations, not just structures, that exemplify 

and embody the viability and desirability of radical alternatives – these are some of the most 

important contributions of progressive traditions of public education to the furtherance of 

democracy. Thus, Roger Dale argued that: 

 

[R]ather than waiting until all the necessary social engineering has been done, 

and the planned widespread social change brought about, this approach to 

social change suggests that education through its processes, the experiences 

it offers, and the expectations it makes, should prefigure, in microcosm, the 

more equal, just and fulfilling society that the originations of comprehensivism 

aimed to bring about. Schools should not merely reflect the world of which 

they are a part, but be critical of it, and show in their own processes that its 

shortcomings are not inevitable, but can be changed. They aim to show that 

society can be characterized by communal as well as individual values, that 

all people merit equal treatment and equal dignity, that academic ability is not 

the only measure of a person, that racism and sexism are neither inevitable 

not acceptable (Dale, 1988, p.17, emphasis added). 

 

Returning to this theme recently, Keri Facer has written of the ‘future-building schools’ as “a 

school that recognizes its role as a prefigurative space for building socio-technical futures. In 

other words, it sees itself as a place in which young people, teachers and the wider 

community can come together to understand how to live well and wisely with our emergent 

technological capabilities” (2011, p.127; emphasis added). 

 

The concept of prefigurative practice can too easily be laid claim to, letting in the merely 

different rather than the genuinely transformative. In our book, therefore, we have proposed 

criteria with which to develop and evaluate a prefigurative practice that strives to enact a 

new way of being in the world. These criteria cluster around three themes, the first of which 

is praxis: 

 

1 Profound change 5 Transgressive holism 

2 Education and radical social change 6 Transformed community 

3 Positional restlessness 7 Celebrating and contesting history 

4 Permanent provisionality 8 The persistent pull of personalism 
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These insist, firstly, that the kinds of change with which we are concerned are profoundly 

challenging of the status quo, not palliative responses to whatever crisis happens to be pre-

occupying dominant regimes of truth. Secondly, we argue for the necessity of education’s 

involvement in the processes of radical social change. Thirdly, within such processes the 

practices that characterise their daily realities need to exemplify a commitment both to an 

abiding suspicion of hierarchy and, fourthly, to a Promethean embrace of provisionality that 

permanently strives for a fuller realisation of a more just, creative and human fulfilling future.  

 

That holistic emphasis is underscored by the fifth of our criteria, which argues that the role 

jumbling and expansive sense of possibility that energise the daily dynamic of prefigurative 

work is enhanced, not only by a resistance to pigeon-holing or circumscribing our work, but 

by an enacted commitment to a lived, expansive unity of being. If this holistic way of working 

is to be sustained and sustaining it also needs an overarching form of public space that 

draws on and encourages a range of subaltern spaces within which individuals and groups 

can develop multiple identities and practices. Our sixth criterion thus argues for the necessity 

of transformed and transformative practices of community that resist the totalising 

imperatives of collectivism and the atomising fragmentation of the market. If we are to 

develop our practice in these ways, our seventh criterion of prefigurative practice insists on 

the need to break free from the ahistorical presumptions of neo-liberalism’s self-proclaimed 

triumph and choose alternative histories which celebrate and contest a quite different view of 

human flourishing. At the heart of that contested history must lie an unswerving commitment 

to our eighth criteria, which we call the persistent pull of personalism: not just to Unger’s 

‘specialness of ordinary men and women’ to which we have referred before, but also to 

resisting their betrayal and belittlement by so many regimes and ways of life. 

 

Our second theme, strategy, underscores the importance of prefigurative practice 

addressing issues of social and political change at a strategic level. 

 

9 Radical incrementalism 10 Strategic engagement 

 

Contrary to much of the socialist and Marxist traditions, our ninth criterion argues for the 

possibility of a deep break with the hegemonic dominance of capitalism through anticipatory 

enactments of fundamentally different ways of being in the world. The claims, not only of 

prefigurative practice but also of democratic experimentalism, to radical credentials, rest on 

their cumulative and transgressive persistence, on their achievement of changed 
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understandings of “interests, ideas and identities” (Unger, 1998, p.19), and ultimately on 

their contribution to the possibility of ‘non-reformist reforms’. 

 

It is important to recognise that the ambitions of radical incrementalism operate as much at a 

horizontal as a vertical level, “to increase popular participation and bring people together in 

problem-solving deliberations” (Wright, 2007, p.38). This catalytic power goes beyond the 

generation of transgressional energy and its cumulative incorporation in radical incremental 

change. It thus underscores the importance of our tenth criterion’ which has to do with the 

necessity for strategic circumspection.  

 

Our third theme attends to matters of motivational engagement, which provide the necessary 

bridge from macro-ideals to the meso-realities of the daily contexts of enactment. 

 

11 Institutional transformation 12 Narrative engagement 

 
In order to fulfil its emancipatory potential, prefigurative practice must provide “an 

anticipatory image of broader transformations” (Unger, 2004, p.412). It must, in Erik Wright’s 

terms, be viable and, above all, achievable. Transformative alternatives must thus illustrate, 

albeit in small, ongoing ways, our eleventh criterion, i.e. the grounded possibility of doing 

things significantly differently. Insofar as they do this they are likely to have pride of place in 

any radical strategy because they have the power of presence, the irrefutability of 

contemporary reality, that gives the lie to the familiar fabrications of ‘there is no alternative’.  

 

Our last criterion, narrative engagement, picks up on the psychological necessity of 

not merely describing an alternative set of practices, but doing so in a way that is 

emotionally and intellectually compelling, in a way which excites our narrative 

sensibilities.  

 

Sustainability 

If democratic experimentalism and prefigurative practice contribute to the process of 

transformative change, our third concept might be considered post-transformative. 

After desirability, viability and achievability, sustainability confronts the chastening 

history of much radical education, so many examples of which fail to last the course, 

collapsing after a few years. In what might be termed the radical democratic camp, 

there are a few exceptions, most notably the network of municipal schools for young 

children in Reggio Emilia in Italy, whose democratic experimentation has survived for 
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nearly 50 years. In what might be termed the radical neoliberal camp, the experiment 

in marketisation has been running and indeed increasingly mainstreamed since the 

1980s. 

 

What we can learn from both examples is the importance of regional, national and global 

solidarities. Radical neoliberal reforms have been sustained and accelerated by the many 

academic, business and political connections that thread nations and international 

organisations, mutually reinforcing action and building belief and morale. Education in and 

for a radical democracy must learn from such experience, as well as from the lessons of its 

own histories, and the failure to connect and ally on a broad scale as a source of sustenance 

and inspiration. Regional, national and global solidarities need to be made real and telling by 

building reciprocal ideological, material and interpersonal support through values-driven 

networks and alliances, which draw on and contribute to the dynamic of radical social 

movements. In order to sustain and extend radical democratic approaches to education in, at 

least initially, a largely unsympathetic or uncomprehending climate, the importance not just 

of networks but of particular kinds of networks becomes apparent. The support provided by 

emancipatory alliances are of special importance because they offer a values-driven 

solidarity and a commonality of orientation so essential to those who work against the grain. 

The Coalition of Essential Schools in the USA and Human Scale Education in England 

provide two such examples.  

  

But such solidarities are just one building block in a larger process of sustainability. 

What we need to construct, both from theoretical models and case studies, is a better 

understanding not only of how transformative change can be set in motion, but of how 

to create the capacity to continue to experiment and to future build. How can 

movements and experiments become sustainable institutions, without becoming 

static and reproductive? How can a dynamic democratic politics and provision of 

education not only be achieved but sustained, deliberating political questions and 

exercising participatory evaluation? How can citizen participation in the politics and 

the practice of education, with all its attendant demands, be nurtured and sustained?  
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Abstract

Basing on the idea of freedom brought by I. Berlin we can derive to classical models of 
democracy: liberal and republican. Refl ection on postmodern theories of democracy – radi-
cally plural and deliberative – points that they do not strongly differ from the traditional 
ones, but rather give them new challenges. Radical democracy of Ch. Mouffe and E. Laclau 
praising pluralism and negative freedom is a deconstruction of a liberal model, while delib-
erative project of J. Habermas, praising community and negative freedom, remains in a 
republican tradition. In the end of the article the author also presents the understanding 
of the educative role of society and tradition in both classical and postmodern models of 
democracy. 

Key words: deliberative democracy, radical democracy, freedom, Habermas, Mouffe, 
pluralism, deliberation, postmodernism.

In the second half of the twentieth century, numerous developments had a 
profound infl uence on political theory. The rise of new social movements, col-
lapsing of the Soviet Bloc, accelerating globalization, arising global problems, 
development of mass media and new forms of mass communication etc. put new 
challenges in front of modern societies. What is more, major changes appeared in 
the social sciences as well: growing infl uence of post-structuralism and the post 
modernism approach; devaluation of orthodox Marxism; evolution of critical 
theory; and the domination of libertarian and neo-liberal political, social and eco-
nomic theories. It is in those conditions, when as a result of growing awareness of 
problems that contemporary political systems face, new propositions for demo-
cratic models arise. In this article I want to focus on two, perhaps most commented 
and infl uential conceptions: the radical democracy model proposed and develo-
ped by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe; and the deliberative democracy pro-
ject outlined by Jürgen Habermas.

While exploring these two, post modern approaches to democracy, I will focus 
on how the idea of freedom is developed in the theories. To reach my goal, I will 
use the notions of “positive” and “negative” freedom (liberty) introduced by Isaiah 
Berlin. I will also explore how the understanding of freedom in post modern con-
cepts of democracy can be compared to the understanding of it in “modern” or 
“classical” approaches, namely in the liberal and republican models. I stay aware 

DOI: 10.15503/jecs20121-73-81



74 Transgression

of the fact, that making the latter distinction is a simplifi cation, but following 
J. Habermas (Habermas 1996b), I fi nd it particularly useful in this analysis.

Positive and negative freedom 

in classical models of democracy

I. Berlin in his essay Two Concepts of Liberty proposed what is possibly the most 
infl uential and discussed distinction among different types of freedom (or liberty, 
as he uses both notions interchangeably). While discussing “negative” freedom, 
he writes: “by being free in this sense I mean not being interfered with by others” 
(Berlin 1969a, p. 123). This type of liberty becomes the centre of his political theory. 
I. Berlin is aware, that there have to be some restrictions: “we cannot remain abso-
lutely free, and must give up some of our liberty to preserve the rest” (Berlin 1969a, 
p. 126) but the restrictions cannot be taken too far and the catalogue of basic free-
doms: of conscience; speech; vote etc. must be guaranteed. An individual, above 
all, must have a possibility to reach its own goals. “All coercion is, in so far as it 
frustrates human desires, bad as such” (Berlin 1969a, p. 128).

As an opposite, I. Berlin “contrasts the »positive« notion of »self-mastery« 
motivated by a desire of people to conceive of and act on their own goals” (Cun-
ningham 2002, p. 36). In this case one is not treated as “free from” (the infl uence 
of others), but is “free to” (self-master herself). When considered as an attribute 
of an individual, both notions can be understood as two dimensions of the same 
thing: a person, unbounded from an infl uence of others, makes a decision and 
acts upon himself. But the difference, in fact, became signifi cant, when eventually 
those two notions “historically developed in divergent directions not always by 
logically reputable steps, until, in the end, they came into direct confl ict with each 
other” (Berlin 1969a, p. 132). The problem appears when the idea of “positive” 
freedom is being implemented into politics and, instead of an individual, appeals 
to the whole society. 

As a liberal philosopher, I. Berlin is especially aware of authoritarian and totali-
tarian power, and he claims that any government ruling in the name of “positive” 
liberty is a fi rst step towards those dangerous and undesirable forms of political 
system. This is because “positive” freedom – when the common goals are ascribed 
to the society – becomes an excuse for coercion. Two assumptions combined, 
“rational self-direction... [and] that the ends of all rational beings must of neces-
sity fi t into a single universal” (Berlin 1969a, p. 154), open the door for the rule of 
experts ready to force an individual to pursue a common goal, thus decreasing an 
amount of “negative” freedom.

On those two concepts of liberty it is possible to draw the distinction between 
two normative, “classic” models of democracy, liberal and republican (sometimes 
referred to as “civic republicanism”). “According to the liberal view, the citizen’s 
status is determined primarily according to negative rights they have vis-à-vis the 
state and other citizens’ (Habermas 1996b, p. 22). The liberal model of democracy 
is derived from the modern age philosophers such as T. Hobbes and J. Locke. 
Throughout the ages of development of political thought the liberal concept has 
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taken many shapes and many issues have been discussed in a philosophical and 
political discourse. However, such features as: sovereignty; impersonal state 
powers; representative government; centrality of institutionalism to guarantee 
equality before the law and basic freedoms; separation of powers; separation of 
state from civil society; and competing power and interest groups has always been 
the core of this model (Held 2006, p. 78). With no doubt one can state, that the 
“negative” approach to liberty is the one more stressed than the “positive” one. 
However, what is also emphasized by I. Berlin, “it is sometimes necessary to con-
strain some freedoms, as when confronting »paradox of tolerance«... and per-
haps the norms implicated in positive-libertarian conception could be appealed 
for guidelines” (Cunningham 2002, p. 38-39)42. But, as Frank Cunningham writes, 
“this is as far as one can go in the way of fi tting conceptions of positive liberty into 
a liberal democratic theoretical framework and that they fi nd a more comfortable 
home in theories of participatory democracy... or civic republicanism” (Cunning-
ham 2002, p. 39). Thus, examination of “positive” freedom brings us closer to the 
republican model of democracy.

Republicanism as a model of democracy has a long tradition, from Aristotle and 
Athens, Cicero and Rome, through Niccolo Machiavelli and Jean Jacques Rous-
seau in modern times, to Hannah Arendt and Michael Sandel in contemporary 
political theory. However, it is beyond the scope of this paper to further examine 
the development of this idea43. Nevertheless, while writing about the republican 
model of democracy, I will refer to the main ideas of the previously mentioned 
thinkers, or to what is today developed in theories of communitarianism and civic 
republicanism. Common for this model are terms of “mixed government... the 
rule of law, and above all public-spirited citizenship” (Dryzek, Dunleavy 2009, p. 
214). In case of this paper, it is important to stress what is named by David Held as 
the principles of justifi cation in republicanism: “political participation is an essen-
tial condition of personal liberty; if citizens do not rule themselves, they will be 
dominated by others” (Held 2006, p. 44); and that “citizens must enjoy political 
and economic equality in order that nobody can be master of another and all can 
enjoy equal freedom and development in the process of self-determination for the 
common good” (Held 2006, p. 48).

The republican model of democracy assumes that citizens can create a commu-
nity driven by a common conception of good. The goals of the society are agreed 
in a deliberative process with ethical consequences. For J. Habermas, politics in 
this point of view is “conceived as the refl ective form of substantial political life” 
(Habermas 1996b, p. 21). Such a created ethical community is one, in which “polit-
ical rights – preeminently rights of political participation and communication – 
are positive liberties” (Habermas 1996b, p. 22). Thus one can admit that the repub-
lican model of democracy fulfi lls the two basic assumptions that I. Berlin derives 
from the development of the idea of “positive” freedom: rational self-direction 
and belief in universal goals.

42  For more information on positive-libertarian conception see Libertarianism Defended, (Machan 
2006).

43  For more see (Held 2006, p. 29-55).
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William Rehg gives a good summary for this distinction between liberal and 
republican point of view according to the conception of “negative” and “positive” 
liberty: “republican views tend to ground the legitimacy of laws and policies in 
notions of »popular sovereignty«, whereas liberal views tend to defi ne legitimate 
government in relation to the protection of individual liberty, often specifi ed in 
terms of human rights” (Rehg 1996, p. xxv).

Freedom in post modern models of democracy

Post modern theories of democracy appear on a critique of other, modern theo-
ries. Concerning them as insuffi cient, they point out their weaknesses and mis-
takes. However, new theories cannot totally differ from the one they criticize, thus 
I want to compare the post modern models with those two, already described to 
trace continuities and changes that occurred in political theory.

The project of “radical democracy”, or “radical and plural democracy”, is 
brought by Ch. Mouffe in her book together with E. Laclau Hegemony and Social-
ist Strategy, published in 1985, and then broadly commented and reformed in her 
numerous later writings and articles. I would like to introduce the basic concepts 
of this theory (Laclau, Mouffe 2001; Mouffe 1993; Mouffe 1996)

In central place in this theory is the non-essential approach to the identity, 
which emerged from their critique of post-Marxism. In short, E. Laclau and Ch. 
Mouffe summarize that “the fall of this last redoubt of class reductionism, inso-
far as the very unity and homogeneity of class subject has split into a set of pre-
cariously integrated positions which, once the thesis of the neutral character of 
the productive forces is abandoned, cannot be referred to any necessary point of 
future unifi cation” (Laclau, Mouffe 2001, p. 85). This opens the way to the total 
deconstruction of class-based identity and, in its place, implementation of a dis-
cursively constructed identities unifying particular political subjects to the post-
Marxist theory. As Ch. Mouffe writes, “there is no identity that is self-present to 
itself and not constructed as difference” (Mouffe 1993, p. 141).

The next step in understanding E. Laclau and Ch. Mouffe’s project is through 
the introduction of their understanding of social relations (and thus also, in a way, 
of what is political) in radical democracy. Those relations are based on an antago-
nism – that is on a hegemonic infl uence of the Others, which prevents one for being 
fully himself. The category and its social role is clarifi ed by Anne Marie Smith, 
though in very radical words: “it is only when an exploited individual begins to 
live her relation with capital as an antagonistic relation – that is, as a relation that 
is denying her identity, as something that is blocking herself from realizing what 
she regards as her true potential and stopping her society from becoming an ideal 
social order – that she is transformed into a worker who is ready to engage in sub-
versive collective resistance” (Smith 1998, p. 67).

In her later writings Ch. Mouffe introduced a new notion in exchange for 
“antagonism”: “agonism”, which occurs between “adversaries”, “friendly ene-
mies”, that is “persons who are friends because they share a common symbolic 
space but also enemies because they want to organize this common symbolic space 
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in a different way” (Mouffe 2000, p. 13). As antagonism now becomes the relation 
between enemies, its explosion can “tear up the very basis of civility” (Mouffe 
2000, p. 104). The agonistic relation becomes the centre of the radical democracy 
project only combined with pluralistic relations among the people. However plu-
ralism should not be understood here in its broadest defi nition, since “condition of 
possibility of pluralist democracy is at the same time the condition of impossibility 
of its perfect implementation” (Mouffe 2000, p. 16). It would put us in a situation, 
in which the pluralism would have to be understood outside the sphere of politi-
cal (without antagonistic/agonistic meaning). Total pluralism perishes during the 
discursive construction of group identities.

From this place we can ask the question about the idea of freedom in the con-
ception of Ch. Mouffe. As she is most of the time critical towards liberalism, she 
writes that pluralism itself is derived from liberal ideas: “pluralism, understood as 
the principle that individuals should have the possibility to organize their lives as 
they wish, to choose their own ends, and to realize them as they think best, is the 
greatest contribution of liberalism to modern society” (Mouffe 1996, p. 104). How-
ever, those conditions, truly equal to each other, can be achieved only through 
radically pluralistic politics, with no (discursively created) identities suppressed 
in the society: “the appeal to human rights enables an »agonistic« politics within 
the democratic polity by bringing into view the contingency of that founding dis-
tinction and hence the possibility that it might be drawn otherwise” (Schaap 2009, 
p. 59). In a similar way the conception of Ch. Mouffe is summarized by F. Cun-
ningham: “The task... is to provide conditions that will reconstruct the identities of 
those in confl ict in such a way that they are not so threatened by one another that 
they get locked into antagonistic relations unconstrained by adherence to liberal 
and democratic values” (Cunningham 2002, p. 193).

At this point I would like to cite what I. Berlin wrote about pluralism: “with 
the measure of »negative« liberty that it entails, [pluralism] seems to me a truer 
and more humane ideal than the goals of those who seek in the great, disciplined, 
authoritarian structures the ideal of »positive« self-mastery” (Berlin 1969a, p. 171). 
Hence, considering Ch. Mouffe’s priority given to pluralism and commitment to 
the possibility of organising one’s goal as he wishes, the ideal of freedom she is 
referring to is certainly a “negative” liberty.

The next model I am going to examine in this paper is a deliberative model 
of democracy. The project of deliberative democracy is developed by many con-
temporary political thinkers and philosophers, but the biggest contribution to this 
theory is certainly the one of J. Habermas, with his work unfolding since 1962 writ-
ing The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, presented fi nally in Between 
Facts and Norms fi rst published in 1996. In the latter he summarizes his previous 
achievements in the theory of discourse, public communication, law and delibera-
tive procedures, giving fi nal shape to his political theory.

As the major focus of deliberative politics, J. Habermas conceives the demo-
cratic legitimacy of law in modern, pluralistic societies. The law lies between facts 
(facticity) and norms (validity), between the empirical realm and moral expec-
tations. It is a “system of coercible rules and impersonal procedures that also 
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involves an appeal to reason, that all citizens should, at least ideally, fi nd accept-
able” (Rehg 1996, p. xi). As contemporary pluralistic and multi-cultural societies 
are not capable of developing one morally bounding ideology or substantial ethi-
cal doctrine, J. Habermas introduces a deliberative procedure that is supposed to 
grant a radically democratic legitimacy of law.

Deliberation itself in J. Habermas refers to the process in which rational, moral 
and equal citizens, through multiple acts of communication exchange arguments 
in order to achieve mutual understanding of their differing points of views: “for 
the centrepiece of deliberative politics consists in a network of discourses and bar-
gaining processes that is supposed to facilitate the rational solution of pragmatic, 
moral, and ethical questions” (Habermas 1996a, p. 320). Those three mentioned 
conditions – of rationality, morality and equality – are the conditions of every 
human being, so the ideal situation of deliberation is, in that case, not exclusive. 
Everybody has got the same chance to speak up and propose an agenda, and the 
outcome of the procedure depends only on the unbiased judgement of arguments. 
In the deliberative ideal, the fi nal outcome would be a shared understanding of 
every participant situation and point of view and consensual agreement on a 
rational and morally acceptable outcome. Furthermore, the issue is never closed 
to re-discussion, if the conditions change.

There are two another conditions of deliberative procedure in the public 
sphere: “the participants of the argumentation should leave their own particu-
larities aside when they enter into the deliberation of common issues” (Üstüner 
2006, p. 39); and they should all apply the rules of communication. Those “most 
important principles of communicative action are presupposed in linguistic com-
munication” (Cunningham 2002, p. 176), and thus J. Habermas can establish a 
“discourse theory of ethics where participants are both willing and able to strive 
for agreement in accordance with the rules implicit in language, and moral judge-
ments are assessed according to whether they could be accepted by participants in 
such discourse” (Cunningham 2002, p. 176).

The result of the deliberation is not solely the legitimacy of law. As J. Habermas 
writes, “every association that institutionalizes such a procedure thereby consti-
tutes itself as a body of citizens” (Habermas 1996a, p. 306). Through a positive law 
a community is achieved, but it should be emphasized that this community is not 
moral, but rather “takes the shape of a self-organizing legal community” (Haber-
mas 1996a, p. 326).

It is not an easy task to present J. Habermas’ understanding of freedom, as his 
theory is very complex. Fahriye Üstüner writes that “he tries to convert the self-
interested individual into a self-governing citizen as in the republican view, but 
unlike that, he assumes this is possible without necessarily sharing substantial 
values, but through communication and deliberation in the political public sphere” 
(Üstüner 2006, p. 42). This would suggest a complex conception of freedom as a 
mix between “negative” and “positive”, with the latter one constituted by the fi rst. 
However, the understanding of J. Habermas should be grasped in a slightly differ-
ent way. As he writes, “individual private rights cannot even be adequately for-
mulated, let alone politically implemented, if those affected have not fi rst engaged 
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in public discussions” (Habermas 1996a, p. 450). So in his conception, “the private 
autonomy that was at fi rst abstractly posited can retroactively assume an elaborated 
legal shape” (Habermas 1996a, p. 121). Thus, a logical order of freedom in a public 
sphere gives priority to the “positive” liberty, and only afterwords—through the 
democratic procedures—the “negative” liberty can attain legitimacy. Nevertheless, 
“the principle of law giving popular sovereignty appears to follow upon the sub-
jective liberties of private autonomy” (Maus 2002, p. 91). 

The issue as to whether the J. Habermas’ conception is stressing more the “nega-
tive” or “positive” freedom, whether the subjective liberties are given as in a liberal 
vision or disposed by popular sovereignty is broadly discussed44. To give a solution 
to this problem, I would like to propose a three-step understanding of freedom in 
this conception: at the fi rst step, individuals are free in a “negative” way, but this 
freedom appeals only to the private sphere; in the second step, free and equal indi-
viduals are treated as citizens, who enter a deliberation procedure in a public sphere, 
which is the step of “positive” freedom; in the end, “negative” freedom gains legiti-
macy in public sphere as an effect of communicative and procedural action.

Conclusions

To summarize, I would like to focus on similarities and differences between 
“modern” and “post modern” models of democracy. At the end I will try to 
answer the question, if there is a need to introduce new models of democracy, or if 
the post modern theories can be assigned to liberal and republican models.

The theory of Ch. Mouffe puts the main stress on “negative” freedom. Her con-
cept can be in many issues adjusted to the liberal model of democracy, especially 
concerning her focus on competing powers and interest groups, pluralism, and the 
value assigned to the possibility of achieving one’s goals and desires. However, she 
gives a strong critique to liberalism as well, but the critique does not oppose her to 
this model, rather what is the matter is that “against the classical radical tradition, 
contemporary radical democrats deconstruct rather than reject the liberal tradition” 
(Norval 2001, p. 588). Nevertheless, it is crucial to recognize the new challenges 
given to democracy in its liberal and pluralistic meaning by the work of Ch. Mouffe, 
especially concerning identity politics, ecology and struggle for equal rights.

The task of assigning J. Habermas’ concept to one of the classical models is, how-
ever, much more complicated. The appearance and, in fact, centrality of the idea of 
“positive” freedom in his theory undoubtedly puts it closer towards the republi-
can model of democracy, but there are some signifi cant differences pointed by the 
German philosopher himself: the procedural point of view breaks with the tradition 
of substantially ethical community; gives the central position to constitutionalism 
and law rather than to morality; and gives priority to the society-centred understand-
ing of the politics rather than to the self-centred one (Habermas 1996b, p. 24-27).

But those differences do not oppose the republican model in a way that would 
lead to its rejection. Again, it is rather a challenge given to the classic model of 

44 The main voices in the discussion are presented in the article Popular Sovereignty and Liberal Rights 
(Maus 2002).
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democracy in order to adjust it to contemporary, pluralistic societies and to radi-
cally democratic demands of all.

Another conclusion I want to draw on the understanding of freedom in those 
models directly corresponds with the scope of this journal’s issue – the educa-
tional role of culture (including political institutions), history and society. The role 
is especially evident while considering the process of political socialization. In the 
next few paragraphs I will show, that this role becomes another element binding 
the republican and deliberative model on the one hand, and the liberal model with 
radical on the other.

Republicanism since ancient times has emphasized the role of tradition, society 
and state in “creating” or “educating” a “good citizen”. Since J. J. Rousseau, this con-
cept exceeded the strict sphere of political, and became more substantive, and infl u-
enced morality more than ever before (Dziubka 2010). If we consider the thought 
of J. Habermas, we can notice many analogies to that model – it is the state and 
society, via constitutional procedures and informal will – and opinion-formation, 
which are the eventual creators of an individual. And, what’s more, this individual 
can become fully a subject of politics only when considered in relation to this whole 
system. Only than he becomes what has earlier been named as a “good citizen”.

The same problem is treated in a different way from the liberal point of view. Of 
course, the role of socialization is not denied as unimportant. But the education of the 
citizens is rather treated as their right than a duty. Moreover, growing infl uence of 
the state in the fi eld of “creating new citizens” is strictly considered as a threat to free-
dom. It does not imply the rejection of the educational role of society and culture, e. g. 
for Friedrich Hayek freedom to learn from the others was the main element of every 
system, that wanted to develop45. But as long as it is incogitant and/or imposed on 
humans, liberalism was very critical about every manifestation of it. John Stuart Mill 
even called it a “despotism” and wrote, that “the despotism of custom is everywhere 
the standing hindrance to human advancement” (Mill 2001, p. 65).

Finally, in Ch. Mouffe’s concept we can see again the critique of the educa-
tional role of society and culture. This is expressed in a negative approach to hege-
mony. An individual is rather an object of politics under the rule of hegemonic, 
imposed discourses and cannot fully become a political subject as long as she is 
not free from any constraints. Thus, subverting those constraints is strongly linked 
to rejection or at least reconsideration and deconstruction of the educational sys-
tems in every society.
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ABSTRACT 

The main idea that is advocated in this thesis is that a radical democratic 
theory needs a theory of dissent as one of its core concepts. The argument is 
made in favour of the view that a radical democratic theory requires a 
conception of justice as participatory parity and an account that makes 
change intelligible. The thesis defends the claim that Nancy Fraser’s concept 
of justice as participatory parity combined with Ernesto Laclau’s insights on 
populist democracy and hegemony best suits this requirement.  

The thesis is done within the framework of radical democracy. It is argued 
that by radical democracy is meant a form of democracy that is more 
democratic than liberal democracy. The connection between radical and 
liberal democracy lies in the fact that radical democratic theories are usually 
based on a critique of liberal institutionalism.  

Framed like this, there is an opposition between liberal and radical 
democracy. In the thesis it is claimed that a political theory of dissent should 
be positioned within the framework of radical democracy for a couple of 
overarching reasons. The first one is that the liberal democratic framework 
internalizes and domesticates dissent. This leads to the conclusion that the 
liberal democratic framework cannot treat dissent as a separate concept. 
Radical democracy, hence, is a view of democracy that is radical in relation to 
liberal democracy. It can be said to be radical towards democracy itself. To be 
radical towards democracy implies that radical democracy always stretches 
the boundaries of democracy.   

A separate political theory of dissent is important for the sake of showing 
that dissent can and should be viewed as a positive and constructive feature 
in society. Dissent is positive and constructive for many reasons: it fosters 
democratic citizenship, it aims to remove injustices, and it may improve the 
institutional framework and strengthens participatory parity in society. Even 
though dissent, as a form of participation, is a positive feature in society it 
cannot be completely institutionalized. On the other hand, a democratic 
society is required to uphold dissent as a feature in a manner that is similar 
to a right.  

It is argued that dissent should be viewed as a political conception that 
attempts to encompass actually occurring dissent. This is in contrast to 
dissent only as the idea of dissenting or fostering dissenting thoughts. It is 
proposed that dissent should be viewed as a conception that requires a 
divergent opinion to be articulated. The idea of articulated dissent ties the 
conception to social movements.  

Dissent, as portrayed in this thesis, ties radical democratic theory to 
institutional reality. The main idea is that dissent stems from disagreement 
with society’s institutional arrangements and hence, it will also target those 
institutions. Hence, it is proposed that a theory of radical democratic dissent 
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should be viewed as a theory that is positioned within the context of society’s 
institutional framework. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 GENERAL CLAIMS 

The main idea that I advocate in this thesis is that a radical democratic theory 
needs a theory of dissent as one of its core concepts. I will also argue that a 
radical democratic theory requires a conception of justice and an account of the 
logic of change. I will defend the claim that Nancy Fraser’s concept of justice as 
participatory parity combined with Ernesto Laclau’s insights on populist 
democracy and hegemony best suits this requirement.  

This thesis is done within the framework of radical democracy. I will argue 
that by radical democracy is meant a form of democracy that is more democratic 
than liberal democracy. The connection between radical and liberal democracy 
lies in the fact that radical democratic theories are usually based on a critique of 
liberal institutionalism.  

A theory of radical democracy views democracy as being more than merely a 
liberal constitutional regime or system. Radical democracy is an idea of 
democracy where democracy is an equally strong normative ideal as the ideals of 
freedom, human rights and equality. The three latter ideals are encompassed by 
the liberal democratic framework. Hence, democracy in radical democracy is an 
intrinsic good whereas it has a more instrumental nature within the liberal 
framework.  

Framed like this, there is an opposition between liberal and radical 
democracy. As I view it, a political theory of dissent should be positioned within 
the framework of radical democracy for a couple of overarching reasons. The 
first one is that the liberal democratic framework internalizes and domesticates 
dissent. This leads to the conclusion that the liberal democratic framework 
cannot treat dissent as a separate concept. Radical democracy, hence, is a view 
of democracy that is radical in relation to liberal democracy. It can be said to be 
radical towards democracy itself. To be radical towards democracy implies that 
radical democracy always stretches the boundaries of democracy.  

Radical democracy stretches the boundaries of democracy in two ways. First, 
it widens our conception of democracy by constantly challenging its boundaries. 
This challenge arises from the view that democracy is an intrinsic good within 
radical democracy. Hence, democracy is developed because it is valuable in 
itself. This challenge makes alterations possible in our conception of democracy. 
Second, the challenge, and the possibility for different alterations, in turn 
requires a conception of radical democracy as a concept that is in constant 
movement. This means that our conception of democracy may lead to practical 
alterations of society at the same time as the institutionalized forms of 
democracy changes the requirements and hence also our conceptions of 
democracy.   
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A separate political theory of dissent is important for the sake of showing 
that dissent can and should be viewed as a positive and constructive feature in 
society. Dissent is positive and constructive for many reasons: it fosters 
democratic citizenship, it aims to remove injustices, and it may improve the 
institutional framework and strengthens participatory parity in society.  

Even though dissent, as a form of participation, is a positive feature in 
society it cannot be completely institutionalized. On the other hand, a 
democratic society is required to uphold dissent as a feature in a manner that is 
similar to a right.  

I will argue for the view that radical democracy also implies a specific logic of 
change in order to be able to properly encompass the idea that democracy is in 
constant movement. The requirement of a logic of change has its grounds in 
value pluralism and disagreement. As we have a plurality of values they 
necessarily come into conflict with each other. Hence, there is necessarily a 
disagreement of values. The logic of change conceptualizes how disagreement is 
met, overcome or managed. Leaning partly on Ernesto Laclau, there are two 
main ways of making change intelligible. According to Laclau, societal change 
can be made intelligible by employing a dialectical or an antagonistic logic of 
change. I will argue along with Laclau for the view that an antagonistic logic is 
the more justified alternative for a radical democratic theory. 

According to Laclau, change in a society is tied to the hegemonic struggle of 
disagreeing parties. Democracy is viewed as being in constant movement. The 
logic that governs this change should avoid being one that sets strict boundaries 
and obstacles to democracy. On the contrary, the idea of democracy in constant 
motion requires a logic that allows for constant re-evaluation of the concept of 
democracy. A dialectical logic transcends opposition by deriving this possibility 
from the opposing concepts themselves. Viewing change as dialectical 
opposition implies a partial determinism. On these grounds I propose, along 
with Laclau, that we should understand the logic of change as an antagonistic 
logic instead of a dialectical logic.  

Further, I propose that a radical democratic political theory of dissent 
requires an idea of justice in order to set just limits for democracy. Nancy 
Fraser’s conception of justice as participatory parity seems to be the most viable 
such theory at hand for several reasons. If we want to take dissent seriously in a 
value pluralist society it is required to further participatory parity because it 
both defends and makes dissent possible. The promotion of participatory parity 
defends dissent because it is viewed as a possible way of participating. Insofar as 
dissent is viewed as a positive contribution to society, participatory parity 
enables the securing of everyone’s equal right to dissent. 

The right to dissent is crucial for a radical democratic theory of dissent 
because it secures individual participatory freedom under conditions of value 
pluralism. The right to dissent can be seen as a value itself because it is one of 
the foundational values of democratic and value pluralist politics. In other 
words, the combination of value pluralism and democracy is an oxymoron if one 
does not recognize the value of dissent.  
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The conception of dissent as I view it should be viewed as a political 
conception that attempts to encompass actually occurring dissent. This is in 
contrast to dissent only as the idea of dissenting or fostering dissenting 
thoughts. I propose that dissent should be viewed as a conception that requires 
a divergent opinion to be articulated. The idea of articulated dissent ties the 
conception to social movements. I propose that social movements are created 
around articulated dissent. This leads to the view that one of the constituting 
factors of social movements in democratic society is dissent. 

The requirements of dissent also tie a radical democratic theory to 
institutional reality. The main idea is that dissent stems from disagreement with 
society’s institutional arrangements and hence, it will also target those 
institutions. Hence, I propose that a theory of radical democratic dissent should 
be viewed as a theory that is positioned within the context of society’s 
institutional framework.  
 

 

1.2 STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS  

This thesis is structured in five chapters: an introduction, three major chapters 
and a conclusion. The concepts and ideas mentioned in the introduction will be 
discussed and argued as the thesis unfolds.   

This thesis is framed as a radical democratic theory. Hence, the first task will 
be to clarify my stance on what radical democracy means. My view on radical 
democracy is based on the idea that radical democracy should be seen as an 
umbrella concept for agonist and deliberative democracy. In other words, 
deliberative democracy and agonistic democracy should be seen as radical 
democratic alternatives. The radicalness of the concepts are in relation to liberal 
democracy and to democracy itself in the sense that radical democracy always 
entails a view of democracy that pushes at the very edges of democracy itself.  

This argument is made against a view that seems to be quite common 
nowadays where radical democracy, deliberative democracy and agonistic 
democracy are viewed as different forms of democracy. It is also quite common 
to equate agonistic democracy with radical democracy. I view both the latter 
views as conceptually and historically untenable. 

After my view on radical democracy has been clarified, I will continue in the 
second chapter to clarify what I mean by dissent. Within this chapter I will 
relate dissent, amongst others, to features such as representation, democratic 
demands and institutions. I will also clarify what is meant by the idea of viewing 
dissent as a positive feature in society. This chapter is concluded with a 
preliminary outline for the requirements of a political theory of dissent.  

In chapter three, I will continue the investigation by determining what kind 
of conception of justice is most justified for a radical democratic theory which 
takes into account the centrality of dissent. I will argue that a view of justice that 
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is based on the norm of participatory parity is the one that has the strongest 
justification.   

This chapter on justice is approached through the recognition/redistribution 
debate between Axel Honneth and Nancy Fraser. The reason for this is that 
Fraser and Honneth can legitimately be viewed as two of the foremost 
philosophers, besides Habermas, on justice within radical democratic theory.  

The debate between Fraser and Honneth is about the fundamental categories 
of justice. Honneth defends a position where recognition is seen as the 
fundamental category of justice from which all other forms of injustices can be 
derived. Fraser, on the other hand, defends a view that one has simultaneously 
to take into account three different categories of justice that cannot be derived 
from one another. Thus, in her view a conception of justice has to take into 
account socio-economic inequalities, issues of identity (recognition) and the 
problem of political representation.  

I will argue that Nancy Fraser’s approach that is based on the normative 
ideal of participatory parity is more justified for a radical democratic political 
theory of dissent. One reason, I will argue, is that participatory parity meets one 
of the requirements for a political theory of dissent. Fraser’s framework also 
allows for justice to be defined from the point of view of dissent. This feature ties 
her idea of justice to social movements. Fraser’s conception of justice also has 
strong ties to institutional reality, which I view as a clear merit. 

The debate between Honneth and Fraser is also relevant as it captures a 
wider trend in political philosophy where matters of justice have been evolving 
from economic distribution into differing conceptions where identities and 
values have to be taken into account in one way or another. I will conclude this 
part by building further on Fraser’s framework in order to make it more suitable 
for a political theory of dissent.  

After the investigation on the conception of justice, I will continue, in chapter 
four, with an inquiry into what kind of conception of democracy is most justified 
for a radical democratic political theory of dissent. In this chapter I will argue 
that an agonistic conception of radical democracy is more justified than a 
deliberative democratic conception. The main reason is that deliberative 
democracy partially shares liberal democracies’ feature of internalizing and 
domesticating dissent. 

Within the scope of agonistic democracy the idea of hegemony is central. 
Hence, I will clarify in this part how dissent and hegemony is related. Later on I 
will argue for the view that Laclau’s concept of hegemony can be combined with 
Fraser’s framework in order to answer some deficiencies in it. 

At the beginning of the thesis I have argued that one of the requirements for 
a political theory of dissent is what I call a logic of change. In the chapter on 
democracy I will clarify what is meant by a logic of change and also argue for the 
view that a radical democratic political theory of dissent should employ an 
antagonistic logic of change.  
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Finally, I will, at the end of the fourth chapter, present some ideas that make 
the combination of Fraser’s theory of justice and Laclau’s political theory 
possible.  

In the fifth and final chapter, I present one possible way of achieving a 
radical democratic political theory of dissent. The theory that I am arguing for is 
based on the combination of Fraser’s theory of justice as participatory parity 
and Laclau’s political theory. Even though there may be other options in 
achieving a radical democratic political theory of dissent, I claim that this 
combination results in one of the better options.  
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2 A POLITICAL THEORY OF DISSENT: AN 
OUTLINE 

2.1 THE CONCEPT OF DISSENT: GENERAL REMARKS 

The aim of this chapter is to reach a preliminary outline of what is meant by the 
concept of dissent as viewed as a central feature of radical democracy. As this 
thesis is done within the framework of radical democracy I will first present and 
argue for my view on radical democracy. I will also present some arguments that 
liberal democracy contains dissent by internalizing it within the liberal 
democratic system, hereby domesticating it. This is also relevant as I will later 
argue that deliberative democracy partially shares this feature.  

By dissent I will within the context of this thesis mean the following. To 
dissent with something is to disagree with a specific feature in society and to 
articulate this disagreement. It is the articulation of dissent that makes it into a 
political matter. Viewed like this, dissent is a political and articulated 
disagreement directed towards a specific feature in society. On a general level 
the meaning of the concept of dissent is relatively unproblematic, and does not 
commonly give rise to any major philosophical debates. 1 

A guiding idea of my viewpoint is that dissent and the dissenters have 
something valuable to provide to society. Thus, the concept of dissent has both a 
descriptive and a normative character. 

The value of dissent is tied to the idea of viewing it as a positive contribution 
to society. In other words, one value of dissent lies in the idea that those who 
dissent in society do it based on demands to correct wrongs in society or to 
change the state of affairs that are conceived as oppressing.  

The feature of dissent as removing injustices shares a close tie to the idea of 
justice conceived through the normative idea of participatory parity and hence, 
also democratic participation. If dissent is conceived as a feature that is aimed 
towards oppressive institutions, it should also be viewed as a way of 
democratically justified participation in society.  

                                                
1 There are some works are closely related to dissent that warrant mentioning even though they mostly 

treat dissent in relation to some other feature of society. For example in Democracy and Disagreement, 

Gutman and Thompson treats disagreement in a way that can be interpreted similarly as my description of 

dissent. They however frame the question of disagreement within the context of deliberative democracy. 

Their goal is to overcome moral disagreement through deliberative democracy (Gutman & Thompson, 

1996, p. 1).  Another related book is Larsen’s The Right to Dissent. Larsen frames his book in the context of 

Habermas’ theory of communicative action and relates it to some classical philosophers and some modern 

ones like Rawls (Larsen, 2009).  Even though there are many more similar works, most of them share the 

feature of treating dissent as secondary in relation to another social feature such as rights, moral 

obligation, civil disobedience etc. The bearing idea behind my thesis is to treat dissent as a central feature 

in radical democratic political theory.  
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I claim that dissent is a fundamental feature in democratic society. This is a 
very unproblematic claim because democracy by itself always implies differing 
views. As democracy is a way of either managing or living with this conflict of 
views, dissent becomes a necessity. One can conclude in line with Balibar that 
democratic citizenship as such is necessarily conflictual (Balibar, 2014, p. 284). 
The main question is not if dissent exists or not but how we should approach it 
in democratic society.  

Dissent within the democratic framework challenges the idea of democracy 
as being merely a system of representation. Any system of representation 
necessarily implies exclusion (Benhabib, 2007, pp. 450-451). Exclusion, by 
definition, denies a part of the people voice in matters being decided within the 
body of representation. Hence, there remain voices that are not being 
represented and that are silenced. In other words, no democratic system can 
encompass all possible divergent views. Dissent allows for a channel of 
expression for the silenced voices. Dissent, thus, has an inclusionary aspect. 
This feature ties the concept of dissent strongly to the idea of participatory 
democracy.   

Dissent should be seen as a positive feature in democratic society. It is 
targeted to correct wrongs in society and it furthers participatory democracy. On 
these grounds alone one can justify the view that we should allow and even 
foster dissent in democratic society. In other words, by guaranteeing a right to 
dissent it is possible to further democracy and democratic citizenship in society. 
In other words, dissent should not be viewed as a pathology in democracy which 
can be quenched in the name of stability but as a central feature of democratic 
society and political life.  

Dissent is tied to the institutional arrangement of society. One possible target 
for dissent is oppressive institutions. Hence, besides furthering democracy and 
participation dissent has a feature of improving society’s institutional 
framework. Dissent that is targeting institutions can from this point of view be 
interpreted as claims for institutional improvement. This interpretation of 
dissent views it as being targeted, amongst others, against exclusionary and 
oppressive institutional practices.  

The idea that dissent is tied to the institutional framework and strives to 
remove oppressive practices ties the concept of dissent to what I call the logic of 
change. The logic of change is the underlying logic that makes change in society 
intelligible.  

A general thought experiment that can show how dissent can facilitate 
change in society depending on how it is conceived is by examining a specific 
form of oppressive majority rule.  

If the conditions of the majority are good, the majority in a representative 
democracy can be interpreted as having an interest to uphold its own position. 
Under such conditions majority rule may lead to the interest to uphold the 
status quo. Such an interest may lead to exclusionary practices as claims against 
the status quo are not properly heard and perhaps even excluded within the 
representative body. This kind of majority tyranny rejects new ideas and change 
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as they challenge the current status quo. If we view the representative system as 
the main facilitator of dissent in society, then change in society happens 
according to the will of the majority.  

On the other hand dissent can be viewed as a feature that belongs to 
participatory democracy and it is viewed as a way of participating in society that 
has a strong democratic justification. If dissent is viewed like this, then change 
in society has a strong source in the minorities that are excluded or oppressed.  

Of the two examples above I view the second one as the more democratic way 
of theorizing dissent in democratic theory.  Hence, dissent and the dissenters 
should be viewed as making justified claims to be included or heard.  

In the political theory developed in this thesis, dissent is viewed as a vehicle 
of societal change in democracy in line with for example Laclau or Mouffe. The 
dissenters are viewed as being able to bring forth new ideas, and thus furthering 
the development of democratic society.   

One reason for depoliticization in modern capitalist society follows from the 
growing impact of the economic sphere which in turn leads to the wider usage of 
an economic or instrumental rationality. In other words, matters of politics 
become economic matters of how to tweak the bureaucratic machine that is the 
state (Young, 1990, p. 71) (Habermas, 1987, pp. 343-356).  

The economization of society reduces social conflict to distributive matters 
and by extension value pluralism is reduced to mere interest group pluralism 
(Young, 1990). Claims of justice are translated to clever rhetorical slogans in the 
attempt to win and play the game. Hence, politics loses its dimension of justice 
or liberation. This reduces political matters to competing interests. The 
reduction distances the political decision makers from the citizens because those 
who should represent the people are concentrating on playing a game where the 
only victories are different economical configurations of the state machine.  

The claims of the disaffected in society that all the political parties are the 
same and nothing will change by voting becomes true. It is true in the sense that 
when all political agents operate within the sphere of economics, in the language 
of economics and under the instrumental rationality of economics, then change 
is not possible as the commitment to the economic rationale is demanded from 
all who wants to take part. Also this makes a mockery of democracy as a value as 
there is no real discussion or deliberation. Even though it is unclear if the 
economization of any society has gone this far, the effects of such a development 
are clear to be seen.  

I do not view the economization of society only as an effect of contemporary 
new liberalist policies but as a wider pathology of society that should be actively 
avoided in the name of value pluralism and democracy. A similar effect can be 
found, for example, in most forms of traditional Marxist theory where all 
matters political can be reduced to the relations of production, in other words 
economics. In this sense new liberalism and Marxism shares the effect of hiding 
politics behind economics (May, 2008, p. 45).  

The opposite is also possible, as we can learn from the debate between Axel 
Honneth and Nancy Fraser (Fraser & Honneth, 2003). The reduction of politics 
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to a matter of ethics may lead to a situation where objective claims of justice 
cannot be made as everything is reduced to an interpersonal level or to 
intersubjectivity.  

The possibility of dissent requires that a differing opinion can be voiced in a 
framework of the dissenters choosing. If the dissenter(s) are not allowed to 
define their claims on their own grounds and their claims are translated purely 
into the sphere of economics or ethics, their claims can become interpreted 
through hegemony. This entails that the claims can be hijacked in favor of 
claims that are differ from the original intention. In other words, philosophically 
the concept of dissent requires the rejection of reductionism.  

Under the regime of economic reductionism dissent introduces values into 
politics. In a regime of ethical reductionism dissent introduces a framework of 
objectivity. Dissent also challenges the idea of politics as a game and in such 
cases functions to remind the political elite of their position in society as 
subordinate to the people.  

In other words, the acceptance and fostering of dissent energizes political 
conflicts by reintroducing values to an otherwise self-interested driven 
pluralism. One aim of dissent is to get rid of the kind of politics that requires 
that political claims create interest groups around them. Hence, dissent 
reintroduces values into politics and challenges the view that politics is merely 
about bargaining and making deals.  

Most theories of modern capitalist society make presuppositions about 
human nature or the political agent. For example a liberal capitalist theory 
generally presupposes that humans are by nature, at least, somewhat egotistical 
creatures that tend to live to maximize their well-being. When this idea is tied to 
the idea of economic freedom, the political agent becomes a consumer instead of 
a citizen.  

In liberalism, the bearing idea is one of autonomy, in other words, to have as 
much freedom as possible as long as it does not interfere with anyone else’s 
similar freedom. More often than not, the main focus is on the idea that freedom 
is considered the absence of obstacles, in other words negative freedom. 
However, when this idea is connected to the idea of maximizing economic 
freedom the former idea of autonomy becomes obsolete. In other words, when 
freedom is considered as economic freedom, to retain the idea of autonomy 
economic freedom has to be limited as huge differences of wealth leads to 
different possibilities of everyone which ultimately leads to a situation where an 
increase in the freedom of some leads to the decrease of the freedom of others.  

To dissent against this idea does not necessarily limit itself to dissent on the 
distribution of wealth. Dissent may be directed amongst others, towards the 
idea of the political agent as a consumer, the idea of freedom or the centrality of 
economic freedom. In other words, the idea is that the power to define the target 
and content of dissent should be characterized by the dissenters.  

I do not claim that dissent by definition would reject only new liberalist 
policies, it only serves as an example. Dissent could equally well be directed 
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against a theoretical or real framework of state capitalism or some ideal of pure 
communist utopia.  

Dissent potentially challenges any set of prescribed definition of human 
nature or political agency. It is not that such a definition would necessarily be 
intrinsically false but the possibility of redefinition should always be open. In 
other words, any theory that takes freedom seriously requires that substantial 
definitions of human nature and political agency are left open. Freedom is 
considered as the removal of institutional limitations in the way of participatory 
parity.    
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2.2 RADICAL DEMOCRACY 

This thesis is done within the framework of radical democracy, hence, it is 
necessary to spell out what is meant by the concept. 

Within democratic theory there are differing conceptions of what we mean 
by radical democracy. Even though there are a lot of philosophers and political 
theorists who work on radical democracy, there are remarkably few thoughts on 
what is meant by radical democracy in itself.  

Regardless of our conception of democracy the foundational difference of 
pluralism is central. In other words, a multitude of values implies a potential 
conflict that democracy in its different forms tries to manage or answer. Thus, 
all accounts of democracy strive to answer the question of how this difference 
should be regulated or how it should play out.  

Liberal democracy regulates and domesticates the difference while the 
debate between deliberative democracy and agonist democracy treats this 
difference as foundational. Both deliberative democracy and agonist democracy 
share this to a certain point. Both share the idea that we need democracy 
because we have differences of opinions etc., the main opposition between them 
is whether or not it is possible to secure a ultimate common ground that 
everyone can consent to. The agonist would claim that it is impossible and the 
deliberative democrat would claim the contrary.  

Adrian Little and Moya Lloyd have made some clarifying distinctions with 
regard to the concept of radical democracy (Little & Lloyd, 2009, p. 1). Their 
work consists mainly in identifying different strands of radical democratic 
theory. According to Little and Lloyd, the concept of radical democracy emerged 
as a response to a crisis within Western left-wing thought: the disaffection with 
socialist and orthodox Marxist thought to explain developments in the industrial 
world. These include the rise of new social movements that do not rely on class 
as a central feature for their critique or struggle. They also include the fall of the 
Soviet bloc and the demise of Communism.  

On the question of radical democracy, Little and Lloyd provide some answers 
based on different approaches by theorists that either call themselves radical 
democrats or can on other grounds be counted as radical democrats (Little & 
Lloyd, 2009, pp. 2-3).  

First, Lloyd and Little identify a characterization of radical democracy that 
they call post-Marxist or critical theory. This strand is identified as theories that 
at the same time are critical of the capitalist economy and historical Marxism. 
The major part of these are counted as belonging to critical theory. At this point 
they rely on a definition by Iris Young where she states that:  
  

The radical anti-capitalist pursuit of justice is better thought of as a 
project of democratizing both the state, corporate economy, and civil 
society than bringing all the production and distribution of goods under 
democratic state direction.  (Young, 2000, p. 183)  
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In this definition the opposition between radical democracy and its opposite, 
for example a representative or aggregationist conception, would lie with the 
question where and how democracy should take place. The radical democratic 
view would claim that people should have their say not only through the 
representative institutions of the state but also in areas where the state has little 
or no say at all. An aggregationist view would claim that a society is democratic 
as long as the people would have their say in choosing the representatives in the 
state.  

According to Lloyd and Little, Iris Young counts works by Claus Offe, Jean 
Cohen, Andrew Arato, Jürgen Habermas, Nancy Fraser and herself as radical 
democrats. These thinkers are counted as the critical theorists. Lloyd and Little 
also identify another strand of post-structuralist post-Marxist thinkers. To this 
group they count Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe.  

The reason for the distinction between critical theorists and post-
structuralists is to highlight that they belong to different traditions of thought. 
The critical theorists have their roots in the Frankfurt school and the post-
structuralists trace their roots to French post-structuralism. Both strands are 
critical towards liberal democracy while at the same time being committed to 
some of the elements of it, namely freedom, equality and liberal human rights. 
They share the idea that radical democracy favors participation and self-
government over the institutionalization of difference in representative 
democracy.  

Both groups also place importance on power relations that undermine 
individuals or groups possibilities to exercise the formal citizenship rights of 
liberalism (Little & Lloyd, 2009, pp. 2-3). In other words, they do not reject 
liberalism but aim to reconstruct it and strengthen its democratic dimension. 
The difference between these groups lies according to Lloyd and Little in the 
view on dissensus or consensus. They claim that the critical theory radical 
democrats emphasize the possibility of a rational deliberative consensus where 
the post-structuralists emphasize dissensus and disagreement.  

On this point it becomes quite clear that this characterization of radical 
democracy is related to the contemporary debate between agonists and 
deliberative democrats. Quite often the agonist view is thought to represent 
radical democracy while the deliberate account does not.  

One of the main reasons for idea that agonism is equated with radical 
democracy has to do with the influence Mouffe and Laclau have had on radical 
democratic thought in Europe. It is common to refer to their work Hegemony 
and Socialist Strategy when referring to radical democracy.  

I think that it is a misconception to equate only the agonist stance with 
radical democracy. I hold that both the deliberative and the agonist standpoints 
are radical democratic conceptions. The categorization that Lloyd and Little 
make between critical theory radical democrats and post-structuralists supports 
this view. Especially from the point of view of Lloyd and Little it is possible to 
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view the debate between agonists and deliberative democrats as being part of 
the wider debate or theoretical project of radical democracy.  

I hold that it is false and also quite dubious to attempt to define away the 
deliberative democrats from the radical democratic accounts especially as a 
major part of them can be counted as critical theorists. It is dubious 
simultaneously counting theorists as radical democrats as long as they are doing 
critical theory and then suddenly assume that they have left the project of 
radical democracy when counted as deliberative democrats.  

This is especially true as they have not changed their theories in a way to 
merit the removal of the categorization of radical democracy. In other words, my 
stance is that for example Jürgen Habermas has as much claim to being 
categorized as being a radical democrat as for example Chantal Mouffe. The 
difference lies in the conception of what radical democracy entails where 
Habermas argues in favor of a deliberative consensus and Mouffe for an agonist 
dissensus. In short, both the agonistic and the deliberative conceptions are sub-
concepts of radical democracy.  

One can also identify two different strands of deliberative democracy. John 
Dryzek distinguishes liberal deliberative democracy from its ciritical theory 
counterpart (Dryzek, 2000, pp. 8-30). Hence, one can divide deliberative 
democracy in its liberal and radical versions. This does not change my 
categorization as my focus is specifically on radical democracy. Dryzek’s 
distinction serves to show different ways of approaching deliberative 
democracy.   

Another possible way to conceive radical democracy is as a political stance or 
as a leftist project (Little & Lloyd, 2009, p. 1). From this point of view radical 
democracy has taken the place that was earlier reserved for socialism. The idea 
is that the concept of radical democracy would encompass the heterogeneous 
movements of the left in a better way than socialism did. This characterization is 
in line with the difficulty of the political left of describing and providing a theory 
that could conceptualize contemporary struggles.  

Within the Marxist framework all struggles could be subsumed under the 
category of class-struggle. Contemporary movements define themselves as 
struggling towards a myriad of different goals and on the basis of as many 
different reasons. Hence, the project of radical democracy can be viewed as 
spelling out and conceptualizing left-wing movements that supports the 
movements as well as vice versa. Thus, as we cannot view contemporary struggle 
through a theory that can reduce all struggles under one master concept (class-
struggle) we need a theory that can conceptualize the myriad of struggles while 
not distorting the possibility of the movements to define themselves.     

On the question of what it is that makes radical democracy radical, I would 
be inclined to give three answers. First, radical democracy is radical because it 
breaks the boundaries of the process of democracy as conceived within the 
liberal framework. With this I mean that the liberalist framework sets specific 
boundaries for the legitimate usage of democratic decision making. For example 
if democracy governs only in the public sphere. To widen democracy one has to 
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show and argue for the transferring of matters from the private to the public 
sphere. In other words, the boundaries for democracy within the liberalist 
framework are very strict. Radical democracy is radical because it allows for 
democracy to govern or happen potentially everywhere.  

The other answer is that radical democracy is radical as it is an account in 
which one tries to encompass a multiplicity of different struggles within a 
conception of democracy while still being true to the multiple accounts on their 
own merits. In a sense this means that a radical democratic theory is radical 
because it is necessarily on the very edges of democracy. The edge of democracy 
entails the near impossible task of defining the potentially limitless. In other 
words, radical democracy has to give limits for democracy to be able to spell out 
an understandable conception of democracy at the same time as it has to give 
the ability to define democracy itself to the potentially unlimited different 
accounts of different movements. Hence, radical democracy entails taking 
democracy to its extreme by taking it to its limits. 

Further, a feature of radical democracy is also that it views the normative 
ideal of democracy as equally important as freedom, human rights and equality. 
This means that apart from freedom, human rights and equality, radical 
democracy requires the idea of participation and a constant reminder that the 
ultimate power in a democracy belongs to the people. In this sense there is a 
claim in radical democracy of being more democratic that the liberal 
constitutional regime.  

I will justify my conception of democracy by examining some of the radical 
democratic accounts and see how they fit in my perspective. This perspective 
entails, that radical democracy should be seen as a wider conception of 
democracy, whereas deliberative democracy and agonist democracy are sub-
categories. 

James Ingram has answered the question of what radical democracy is 
through his reading of Claude Lefort (Ingram, 2006, pp. 37-39) (Lefort, 1986). 
In his reading of Lefort, Ingram identifies two ways of politics that both are 
contrasted against totalitarianism.  

One of them is liberalism and the other is radical democracy. According to 
Ingram, Lefort sees totalitarianism as a way of fusing power with society in the 
symbolic order. To do this it would be necessary to fight indeterminism with 
repression (Ingram, 2006, pp. 37-39). Ingram’s account can be read as adding 
support to my account of radical democracy and to the conception that 
liberalism internalizes dissent. 

To avoid this totalitarian temptation in a democratic society one has to leave 
power, legitimacy, identity and unity open to question or conflict (Ingram, 
2006, pp. 37-39). The liberalist way would do this by institutionalizing politics-
as-conflict within a legal and institutional order. Radical democracy on the other 
hand posits conflict and dissent as the main constitutive features of democracy 
and leaves the symbolic place of power empty by avoiding to institutionalize any 
specific arrangement of power.  
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Hence, Lefort’s account of radical democracy as presented by Ingram adds to 
the idea that radical democracy and liberal democracy are two opposing ways of 
handling difference within democratic theory. This strengthens the conceptions 
and legitimizes the usage of radical democracy as being opposed to liberalism. 
Also, Lefort’s idea that the symbolic place of power should be left open add to 
the view that radical democracy always is on the edge of democracy in the sense 
that Lefort’s account presents the democratic struggle by not describing it or 
giving it any substance. In other words, the democratic struggle characterizes 
itself.   

Even though it may be best to leave the “radical” in radical democracy 
undefined or open to different interpretations, it is clear that the scholarly 
debate has gone further as one of the main things is now the debate between 
agonism and deliberation or deliberative democrats and decisionists (agonists) 
as Bonnie Honig calls them (Honig, 2007, pp. 1-4). For Honig the main 
differences are the different answers the deliberative democrats and the 
decisionists can give to solve three democratic paradoxes.  

The three paradoxes are the paradox of politics, of legitimation and of 
constitutional democracy (Honig, 2007, pp. 1-4, 8). Roughly the paradox of 
politics is a chicken or egg situation between universal foundations (deliberative 
democrats) and pure decision making (agonists) and how one can arrive to a 
general will from this. Honig relies on Seyla Benhabib for the characterization of 
the paradox of legitimation. Benhabib characterizes the paradox of legitimation 
by relying on Rousseu’s distinction between the ‘will of all’ and the ‘general will’ 
(Benhabib, 1994, pp. 28-29). The paradox of legitimation has its roots in the 
opposition between what individuals believe to be in their best interest in 
concrete situations, and what would be in their collective interest if they would 
be enlightened enough. In other words, there is a paradox between the idea that 
the legitimacy of democratic rule by a sovereign people refers to the ability to 
make choices that is in the collective interest of all and the idea that democratic 
rule should allow for the people to make their own choices according to their 
own individual will.  

Lastly the paradox of constitutional democracy is the paradox between 
constitutionalism and popular sovereignty. In other words, how can a 
constitution constrain the sovereignty of the people across the boundaries of 
time?  

Honig’s account of democracy also puts the agonists and the deliberative 
democrats within a single framework. She characterizes the debate between the 
agonists and the deliberative democrats as being a different attempt to solve the 
paradox of politics. Hence, this account adds to the idea that agonism and 
deliberative democracy is a subcategory of a wider theory of democracy.  

It is possible to view Honig as a radical democrat because she closely ties her 
idea of democracy to Rousseau’s idea of participation. The strong emphasis on 
participation highlights, and partially overcomes the problem that a democratic 
system runs into if legitimation is achieved only through representation. We can 
also see that the second and third paradox requires a concept of democracy that 
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always questions itself. In other words, Honig’s conception of democracy can be 
said to view democracy itself as being always in motion.  

Thus far it seems that my account of radical democracy can explain and 
categorize in a justified manner at least some conceptions of radical democracy 
and also the debate on agonism and deliberative democracy.  

There are differing categorizations of radical democracy that imply the taking 
of a stance in the debate on how we should view the agonist/deliberation debate. 
I will present some of the competing ideas and I will show why my conception is 
better suited as a categorization of radical democracy, agonism and deliberative 
democracy.  

In his book Agonistic Democracy - Constituent Power in the Era of 
Globalization, Mark Wenman views radical democracy as a distinct form of 
democracy apart from agonistic and deliberative democracy (Wenman, 2013, p. 
3). With regard to the distinctions of different models of democracy, Wenman 
refers to David Held.  

Held’s claim is that different models of democracy are complex networks of 
concepts and generalizations which in turn reveal chief elements of different 
conceptions of democracy (Held, 2006, p. 6). Held does not identify radical 
democracy as a distinct form of democracy, the only inclination is that radical 
democracy is a form of democracy that strives to expand or intensify 
deliberation in deliberative democracy (Held, 2006, p. 253).  

Because Held’s book is fairly old, the original is written 1997, it is 
understandable that he does not identify radical democracy in relation with 
agonistic democracy. Hence, the view that radical democracy, deliberative 
democracy and agonistic democracy are own distinct models of democracy is 
not supported by Held and as such should be counted as Wenman’s own 
distinction.  

I have pointed out earlier that I disagree with the categorization of radical 
democracy as a different form of democracy that is distinct from agonistic 
democracy and deliberative democracy. As I have pointed out, there are 
theorists within both groups that have justified claims for being counted as 
radical democrats. Wenman’s definition of radical democracy makes a 
categorization that cannot be accepted by the radical democratic theorists, and 
his categorization is counterintuitive as it defines their theories away from the 
scope of radical democracy.  

Wenman defines theorists that are quite often associated with the agonist 
stance in a way that is untenable. For example, Wenman defines Chantal Mouffe 
as an agonist which of course is correct but then continues to define Ernesto 
Laclau only as a radical democrat (Wenman, 2013, p. 5).  This is bewildering as 
Mouffe and Laclau have worked and published together Hegemony and 
Socialist Strategy, which is one of the quintessential works on radical and 
agonistic democracy.  

The shared concept of hegemony that they utilize is based on premises that 
can be identified as agonist. Hence, we can see the problem that Wenman’s 
definition runs into where he has to bracket theories as either radical or agonist. 
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In other words, he cannot coherently uphold the view that one can be both an 
agonist and a radical democrat. 

Wenman’s definition of Jaques Rancière as a radical democrat and not as an 
agonist philosopher is in my opinion somewhat mistaken. Rancière’s conception 
of politics is tied strongly to the idea of dissensus (Ranciére, 2004) (Rancière, 
2001). The idea of the political in Rancière is based on the idea of equality where 
politics happens when claims of equality are made by those who are not 
counted.  Thus, there cannot be a common principle of adjudication and politics 
itself is viewed as a clash between those that are counted and those who are not.  

I have no quarrel with viewing Rancière as both being a radical democrat and 
an agonist. He would be viewed as a radical democrat because of his critique of 
institutionalized politics and because he defines politics as occuring on the very 
edge of democracy. He would be counted as an agonist as his conception of 
democracy is based on fundamental disagreement.   

For Wenman radical democracy and agonistic democracy are differed by how 
they answer the question constituent power and on their perspective on 
augmentation and revolution (Wenman, 2013, pp. 5, 65-73).  

The radical democrats have according to Wenman an exclusive emphasis on 
revolution (Wenman, 2013, p. 60). With regard to Laclau, who Wenman counts 
as a radical democrat, this conception does not hold as Laclau views democratic 
revolution as simplistic (Laclau, 2005b, p. 260). 

Wenman counts Alain Badiou, Ernesto Laclau, Jaques Rancière and Slavoj 
Žižek as radical democrats (Wenman, 2013, p. 5). Wenman’s focus on 
augmentation and revolution as a definition of radical democrats may hold to a 
certain point if we only focus on these philosophers. As I have pointed out it is 
justified to count Jürgen Habermas (Habermas, 1996), Iris Marion Young 
(Young, 2000), Nancy Fraser (Fraser, 2003a), Axel Honneth (Honneth, 1995) 
Jean Cohen, Andrew Arato, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (Laclau & 
Mouffe, 2001 (1985)) as radical democrats.  

The latter group is recognized by the academic public as radical democrats. 
Some of them also make explicit claims of being radical democrats.  With this in 
mind it seems very odd to claim that we should suddenly focus on how these 
philosophers’ answer the questions of augmentation and revolution in order to 
count them as radical democrats or as something else. 

As a clarifying example we could take Habermas. He does not have an 
exclusive emphasis on revolution. However Habermas Between Facts and 
Norms can and should be counted as furthering of radical democracy 
(Habermas, 1996, pp. xlii, 471) (Grodnick, 2005).   

At this point it seems quite clear that Wenman’s categorization cannot 
answer the question of how it is possible to be both a radical democrat and an 
agonist or a radical deliberative democrat. His only option seems to undefine a 
group of radical democrats and redefine them as only being deliberative 
democrats or agonists. This move is counter-intuitive as this is a difficulty that 
arises from Wenman’s categorization not from the theories he sets out to 
categorize. Before Wenman’s definition there has not been any difficulty of 
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categorizing those who nowadays take part in the agonism/deliberation debate 
as being justly counted as radical democrats.  

To make it a bit more confusing, at least Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth can 
be read as agonists and as deliberative democrats. For an account on Axel 
Honneth as an agonist philosopher see (Deranty, 2004). I will later in this 
dissertation propose that one should give Fraser’s framework a agonist 
interpretation in order to make it more suited for a political theory of dissent. 2  

Wenman’s categorization cannot explain how it is possible to at the same 
time view someone as being in all the three categories at the same time. Under 
my categorization one would view both Honneth and Fraser as radical 
democrats while leaving open the interpretation if they should be counted as 
agonists or deliberative democrats.  

Wenman’s idea that radical democracy should be seen as a distinct model of 
democracy apart from agonist and deliberative democracy is in my opinion 
mistaken. It is mistaken because his definition is based on the necessity of being 
radical, deliberative or agonist. This in turn leads to a classification where 
earlier radical democrats cannot any longer be counted as radical democrats. A 
conception of radical democracy should be able to encompass all the different 
radical democratic theories and on this basis define radical democracy, not the 
other way around.   

Another quite common view is that radical democracy can be viewed as being 
the same thing as agonistic democracy.  

For example Lars Tønder and Lasse Thomassen seems to think that radical 
democracy is formed as a critique of both liberalism and communitarianism, 
which revives the Marxist critique of modern democratic thought while at the 
same time criticizing Marxism itself (Tønder & Thomassen, 2005, p. 4).  

The main idea is that radical democracy criticizes liberalism for viewing 
equality and liberty as rights that are not themselves questioned or politicized. 
Hence, they share the idea that radical democracy holds to the values of equality 
and liberty of liberalism but they disagree with liberalism’s feature of taking 
these values “beyond dispute”. Also radical democracy criticizes 
communitarianism because of its feature of holding communities as having solid 
boundaries which in turn lead to the idea that it is not true to the value of 
pluralism.  

This far I agree with Tønder and Thomassen, but they take the idea of radical 
democracy even further and claim that radical democrats “…also object to the 
deliberative model’s assumption that procedures can be rational and can 
produce rational decisions.” (Tønder & Thomassen, 2005, p. 4).  

Hence, they seem to equate radical democrats with the agonists. As a large 
part of the deliberative democrats count themselves or is counted by others as 

                                                
2 Further it is possible to read the term radical democracy as coined by John Dewey in his essay 

“Democracy is Radical”, an essay that predates all the contemporary conceptions of radical democracy 

(Dewey, 1987). For sake of clarity, we will hold to the contemporary debate and let scholars on Dewey 

investigate the merits of his thoughts.    
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radical democrats, this definition of radical democracy as being the same as 
agonistic democracy is clearly dubious.  

Actually deliberative democracy seems to criticize liberalism in quite a 
similar manner as Tønder and Thomassen claims, even though the deliberative 
democrats hold to the idea of rational discussion. I reject the idea that radical 
democracy should be seen as being the same as agonistic democracy and hold to 
the idea that agonistic democracy and deliberative democracy are both parts of 
the radical democratic critique of liberalism. 

My stance is that the discussion within the scope of radical democracy has 
evolved into the debate on agonism versus deliberation. Both groups are and 
should be counted as being radical democratic accounts. Radical democracy, I 
claim, is the historical backdrop of the deliberation/agonism debate.  

Radical democracy is not a model that can be developed as such, but it 
should be seen as a critique of liberal democracy and as an attempt to constantly 
widen democracy by challenging democracy itself. At the moment the focus 
within the project of radical democracy is how to answer questions of 
fundamental disagreement versus agreement and foundational questions on 
democracy itself.  

I do not claim that the radical democratic project is on hold but merely that 
the academic interest at the moment lies on the question of deliberation and 
agonism. In other words, the agonist/deliberation debate furthers the project of 
radical democracy.  

Further I do not view radical democracy as a model itself but more as a 
conception that is in constant motion. The conception is given meaning to by 
positioning it as a critique of other forms of democracy as for example liberal 
democracy. Hence, radical democracy is the necessary other that is required to 
further the questions of increased participation, politicization etc. in the wider 
scholarly debate on democracy. Radical democracy is a conception that claims 
to be more democratic than liberal democracy. The question of classification is 
related to the question of what makes radical democracy radical.  

Ernesto Laclau provides three ways of conceiving radicalism in radical 
democracy (Laclau, 2005b, p. 259). First, if we consider liberal democracy 
which according to Laclau entails conceiving politics as a regime. Laclau points 
out that it is possible to conceive of liberal institutions without citizen 
participation. In other words, there is no logical tie between liberalism and 
democracy.3 Hence, according to Laclau liberalism and democracy are always in 
tension as the regime (liberalist) part of liberal democracy is partially opposed 
to the idea of citizen participation (democracy). Within this framework or line of 
thought, radicalism within liberal democracy would entail the internal 
democratization of liberal institutions.  

The second idea is that the purely formal conception of universality is unable 
to constitute democratic subjectivity (Laclau, 2005b, pp. 259-260). Democracy 
as a system of institutional rules is only possible if the idea of democratic 

                                                
3 This argument is also found in Mouffe (2000). 
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subjectivity is systemically ignored. It has to be ignored because democratic 
subjectivity requires partiality which is in opposition to universality. Radicalism 
within this line of thought presupposes the constitution of an underdog as a 
political actor while the moment of universality is still present. This entails an 
acceptance of the universal as theoretically justified while denying it in practice. 
This idea constitutes the mass of people as a new political actor. It is a populist 
conception as it leaves the pejorative function of the term intact.  

The third way continues from the previous. The earlier versions take for 
granted that democratic demands of the underdog coalesce around a certain 
pole. This assumption is according to Laclau excessive. Democratic demands4 
have a variety of aims and nothing guarantees that they move in one specific 
direction (Laclau, 2005b, p. 260). It makes the democratic revolution simplistic 
especially if one conceives of making it as a unifying horizon dominated by the 
expansion of equalitarian logics to a wider sphere of social relations. To accept 
some popular demands is according to Laclau compatible with the exclusion of 
other demands from the equivalential chain. In this line of thought 
radicalization is linked to the idea of pluralism. The idea is that a populist 
democracy does not guarantee by itself the recognition of all democratic 
demands.  

Hence, first of all, we end up with the idea that the first form of democratic 
radicalism is identified with universalism and the fact that of its removal of 
differences and exceptions. The second is concerned with creating the popular 
subject which is less than the whole but strives to be identified with the latter. 
The third one is based on the idea of radical pluralism and puts the principle of 
universalization into question. In Laclau’s words “we are dealing with 
differentiality that which asserts itself as the only and irreducible principle.” 
(Laclau, 2005b, p. 261) 

According to Laclau, all of these ideas fail by themselves. The first one is 
compatible with undemocratic processes in civil society. The second identifies 
the community as a whole from some section of it. The third would lack any 
kind of common symbolic framework and would as such not be a society at all. 
Hence, all three conceptions are needed. This is however problematic as they 
seem incompatible with each other. This fact requires that they are conceived as 
a political articulation, not as a logical mediation. It is according to Laclau: 

 

 The undecidable character of this interaction, the impossibility of 
conceptually mastering the contingent forms in which it crystallizes, is 
exactly what we call radical democracy. (Laclau, 2005b, p. 261) 

  

                                                
4 A democratic demand has three features according to Laclau (Laclau, 2005a, p. 125). First of all, a 

democratic demand is a demand that is made by an underdog in society.  Second, a democratic demand is 

egalitarian. Third, it is a demand made against exclusion, deprivation and the construction of a person as a 

deficient being  



A Political Theory of Dissent: an Outline 

32 

it is the  

…the first strictly political form of social organization, because it is the 
first one in which the posing and the withdrawal of the social ground is 
entirely dependent on political interventions (Laclau, 2005b, p. 261). 

 

If we consider this characterization of radical democracy and how it fits the 
categorization that I have made, we’ll see that Laclau is not too keen on 
positioning himself in the debate between the agonists and the deliberative 
democrats. It is however possible to position him according to his thought on 
hegemony and his social logic of antagonism.  

However this is not necessary for my categorization as it is completely 
possible to further the project of radical democracy even though one does not 
want to take a stance in the debate on agonism vs. deliberative democracy. In 
other words, even though one could categorize Laclau as an agonist, it is not 
necessary because he is still part of the project of radical democracy as such. A 
similar idea also holds for Nancy Fraser. Even though it is possible to make the 
case for her being an agonist or a deliberative democrat, Fraser does not view 
the distinction as relevant because it does not concern real world problems. 5 

To sum up, I view radical democracy as a form of democracy that is more 
democratic than liberal democracy. This means that radical democracy posits 
the ideal of democracy as being equally important as freedom, human rights and 
equality in liberal democracy. Radical democracy is thus a critique of liberal 
democracy. Radical democracy is also always critical of itself and challenges 
itself as an attempt to constantly widen the scope of democracy. This means that 
the question of how democracy can be more democratic and where it should 
govern is always central.  

The agonism-deliberation debate should be seen as being about the 
fundamental categories of radical democracy. Hence, both agonist and 
deliberative democratic accounts are viewed as radical democratic accounts. 
This is the most justified way of viewing this categorization.  

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
5 A response by prof. Nancy Fraser to my paper An Agonist Fraser – A Reinterpretation of Reflexive 

Justice and Radical Democracy presented at a seminar that was chaired by prof. Fraser and organized by 

the University of Helsinki Collegium for Advanced Studies (30.5.2013) 
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2.3 LIBERALISM AND THE DOMESTICATION OF DISSENT 

2.3.1 REPRESENTATION  
When considering democracy as a system of representation the focus is shifted 
from the actual demands of the people to questions regarding the institutional 
process of finding out the will of the majority. Viewed like this, a theory of 
democracy is not concerned primarily about how the people can speak for 
themselves. The main concern is shifted to the question of how we can conceive 
of a legitimate way that a part of the people can speak in the name of the people 
as a whole. Hence, by considering how the aggregation of peoples will is 
conceptualized, it is possible to shed some light on the relation between 
representation and dissent.  

If we would agree that a parliament could completely represent the people’s 
will, the idea of aggregation is fairly simple. The few representatives in 
parliament would be considered to legitimately represent the people on a scale 
that is based on the amount of parliamentarians in relation to citizens. A 
legitimate majority opinion would be established easily as the number of 
representatives would be small but they would still represent the people as a 
whole in a justified way.  

In this kind of closed system the case could be made that everyone would be 
heard as every opinion would be represented. This kind of parliament clearly 
does not exist for real. There is no guarantee that the majority opinion that is 
voted through in parliament is represented amongst the citizens in equal 
proportion. This is especially the case in our modern democratic societies where 
everyone does not vote.  

The system of representation in our contemporary democracies is designed 
in a way that allows the silent votes to be counted in favor of status quo. In other 
words, unvoiced votes are counted as votes given to the representative body in 
the same relation as the given votes.  

The case could be made that in some kind of ideal democracy where the will 
of the citizen could only be expressed by the citizen himself/herself, unvoiced 
votes should be represented by empty chairs in parliament. In this case the will 
of the citizen as an individual would be viewed as inalienable and hence could 
never be counted in favor of any other idea than one that is voiced by the citizen 
himself/herself.  

One could even claim that it would be more democratic to fill the “empty 
chairs” via lottery in comparison to current practice. The process of voting has 
other dimensions that the example above does not take into account such as 
establishing legitimacy. The main point is to highlight the conclusion that the 
practice of counting ungiven voices as something else than ungiven voices is 
problematic in contemporary democracies. This is especially problematic for a 
political theory of dissent as the conception seems, at least partially, to be 
opposed to the practice of representation and the principle that someone can 
justifiably speak on behalf of another. 
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The practice of counting empty votes in favor of the system is problematic 
also because this practice legitimizes and upholds hegemony. To uphold 
hegemony delegitimizes dissent as the silent votes, which are potentially 
dissenting, are in a sense hijacked in favor of hegemony.  

Regardless of how one approaches the idea of dissent and democratic 
representation it seems that they follow different but closely related logics. The 
idea of dissent seems to, at least initially, make no assumptions on what the 
people actually wants. Dissent is always expressed by the dissenters themselves. 
The logic of representation does the opposite by assuming that one can make 
correct assumptions about the desires of the citizenry.6  

The problem that arises from the opposed logics is tied to the way a political 
theory treats this opposition and consequently dissent. As described earlier, the 
place of dissent can be viewed as being internal to the systemic framework itself. 
This is the way the liberal democratic framework and partially the deliberative 
democratic framework approaches dissent. Dissent, thus, is seen as a problem 
that can be managed by the political system. The other option is to conceive of 
dissent and conflict as one of the constitutive features of politics. In other words, 
dissent is viewed as a feature that gives birth to politics and treated as 
something that should not be managed, neutralized or internalized by a system. 

The basic idea that most democratic frameworks are founded in is the idea of 
a pluralism of values and the idea that in a democracy the people, whatever it 
may be, has the ultimately power in society. These values can come in conflict 
which leads to the fact that different theories of democracy gives us different 
ways to approach disagreement. Dissent is closely tied to the conflict of values. 
Hence, we can derive how the different theories of democracy treat dissent by 
viewing how they treat conflicts.  

The two main approaches are thus, the approach that internalizes the conflict 
within the system and its opposite, the approach that views the conflict as the 
main constitutive factor of democracy.  

The liberal democratic theories internalize conflict within the system 
(Ingram, 2006, pp. 37-39). This means that within liberalism the idea of politics 
as conflict is subsumed under a legal and institutional order. The other possible 

                                                
6 It may be that dissent may be in line with the idea of true democracy in the sense that Simon Critchley 

describes it. True democracy is true in the sense that it is true in relation to democracy. Critchley’s idea of 

true democracy is based on the Marxist notion of true democracy. The main idea is that governing should 

take place from where one stands and speaks. This is according to him an actual and actualizable feature 

of democracy (Critchley, 2005, pp. 227, 229). For a more thorough categorization of true democracy see 

Abensour, (1997, pp. 47-72). The concept of true democracy is strongly attached to Marx and carries with 

it quite heavy baggage. Thus when I say that the concept of dissent may be in line with the idea of true 

democracy I only mean the interpretation of Critchley where he states that governing should take place 

from where one stands and speaks.  
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approach would be the one that can be called the radical democratic approach 
where conflict is viewed as the main constitutive feature of democracy.  

Hence, dissent can be viewed as being internal to the democratic 
institutional configuration or external. If dissent is viewed as internal, the 
solution is to manage dissent and see what kind of institutions can contain and 
channel this conflict as a justified decision making process. On the other hand if 
dissent is viewed as external, it is part of what constitutes democratic society 
and also the demos.  
 
 

2.3.2 TOLERANCE AND CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE 
Within the liberal framework dissent is managed through rights and institutions 
that set the rules and boundaries for the management differing values and 
views. This however leads to problems when the conflicts challenge the systemic 
boundaries.  

Within the liberal framework challenges to the systemic boundaries are 
managed through the introduction of new concepts. Two examples are the 
concepts of tolerance and of civil disobedience.  

Both concepts share the function of exhaust-valves for conflicts that the 
liberal system cannot manage normally. For example in a liberal democracy 
different opinions are managed by dividing them in the public and private 
sphere.  The opinions that need managing are within the public sphere. The 
private sphere is where people can do almost whatever they please as long as it 
does not affect any else. When matters affect others, they are managed by 
politics. Politics is in this sense the administration of public conflicts.  

There are public conflicts that cannot be managed by the system. There are 
also values that put the entire system into question. These values are managed 
through the introduction of the liberal concept of tolerance.  

The concept of tolerance has its roots as an instrument that promotes civic 
peace and an alternative to violent exclusions of religious dissidents. (Brown, 
2008, pp. 1-2) The original meaning of tolerance can be described through the 
usage of tolerance in other areas than political theory (Brown, 2008, pp. 26-27). 
For example with regard to plants, drought tolerance explains how much 
drought a plant can resist until it withers and dies. Also one could approach 
tolerance through biology and how much foreign substance a cell can absorb 
before it collapses.  

Hence, tolerance manages how far one should accept the excesses that are 
harmful to society or its basic values. In other words, the requirement of 
toleration stretches until the values tolerated goes from being manageable to 
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being dangerous for society. 7 This is a very shallow description of the concept of 
tolerance and its contemporary usage. However most of the conceptualization of 
tolerance shares a similar idea. It is possible that this excludes Anna Galeotti’s 
attempt to translate toleration into recognition (Galeotti, 2006).  

My claim is that tolerance within the liberal system is introduced in order to 
contain such differences that that cannot be managed by the liberal system. A 
more thorough account of how tolerance contains politics can be found in 
Schaap (2005). Schaap views tolerance as an adequate policy for the 
management of conflict that seeks to contain them by depoliticizing the conflict 
over ultimate ends (Schaap, 2005, pp. 27,28,35). According to Schaap, liberal 
tolerance overcomes conflict by referring to the common interest to security 
(Schaap, 2005, p. 38). With regard to dissent, this means that tolerance 
forecloses the possibility to dissent by referring to reason and security. 
Toleration is according to Schaap, blind towards its political nature and 
exclusions. Further Schaap points out that an ethic of toleration domesticates 
antagonistic relations by limiting politics by referring to the public good of 
security (Schaap, 2005, p. 41).  

Schaap’s account of the domestication of tolerance adds to my claim that 
such dissent that cannot be managed by the liberal system requires the 
introduction of another managing conception such as tolerance. Liberal 
tolerance manages justified dissent by referring to reason and security. This can 
be seen as a limiting the boundaries of democratically justified dissent.  

Legitimate dissent, within liberalism, would in this sense be dissent that is 
either administered through the liberal framework or not harmful enough to 
challenge the entire system. Hence, in the same way as the requirement of 
tolerance extends as far as the tolerated does not threaten the system, dissent is 
justified as long as it does not challenge the system as such.  

A similar case as for toleration can be made with regard to civil disobedience 
within the scope of liberal theory. Civil disobedience within the liberal 
framework mainly functions as a corrective mechanism for such injustices that 
are excessive and are not corrected through normal means. Normal means refer 
to such means that liberal democracy provides. The main idea is that severe 
injustices can arise through the fallibility of the system and its creators. These 
injustices can be so severe that it may be justified to break laws in order to 
challenge them. In Rawls theory one should only target excessive injustices and 
only when all other means are exhausted (Rawls, 1978 (1972)).  

Even though Rawls definition of civil disobedience is very narrow and that 
the presentation given here is superficial8, we can see that civil disobedience as a 
concept is introduced in order to manage the challenges to the laws of liberal 
society that cannot be managed by the system. Hence, dissent towards unjust 

                                                
7 In contemporary discussion toleration is usually presented as a positive value and quite often its 

feature of despising the tolerated is neglected.  
8 For a better description and analysis of Rawls’ conception of civil disobedience see (Leppänen, 2008). 

For a wider definition of civil disobedience within liberal theory see for example (Bedau, 1991) 
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laws is managed through the introduction of civil disobedience in liberal theory. 
Thus, the liberal framework seems to require the internalization and 
domestication of conflict and all such conflicts that are not internalized are 
excluded as illegitimate. With regard to civil disobedience it is only potentially 
legitimate as one cannot be given a clear right to not obey laws. The legitimacy 
of civil disobedience is always evaluated afterwards.   

However there are some ideas within the theories of civil disobedience that 
are similar to dissent. The similarities are found in Habermas theory of civil 
disobedience. For Habermas one feature of civil disobedience is that civil 
disobedience is required to remind us where the power in a democracy lies. For 
Habermas, civil disobedience is paradoxical in the sense that it requires the 
state to foster a healthy suspicion towards the state while the state is not able to 
give any institutional guarantees for disobedience (Habermas, 1985, pp. 
103,105).  Hence, civil disobedience in Habermas can be interpreted as a feature 
of society that fosters democratic citizenship in the same way as dissent.  

For Habermas civil disobedience functions as a litmus test for democratic 
society (Habermas, 1985, p. 101). Even though one can claim that Rawls theory 
also functions as a litmus test, the opposite can also be claimed. The role of civil 
disobedience in Rawls is more about showing to what extent a constitutional 
democracy is liberal than about fostering democratic citizenship (Cohen & 
Arato, 1995, pp. 568-569) (Leppänen, 2008, p. 74). Hence, Habermas view of 
civil disobedience is not as narrow as Rawls’.  

The reason for comparing Rawls and Habermas lies in the fact that 
Habermas refers to Rawls definition. However with regard to dissent and its 
place within different theories of democracy one can see some clear differences 
that are relevant with regard to dissent. Habermas posits a clearly stronger 
focus on the function of civil disobedience as fostering the opposition against 
the state by the state. Hence, Habermas positions civil disobedience in a way 
that allows it to foster democratic citizenship. The main difference of how the 
concept of civil disobedience is positioned arises from the different theoretical 
approaches. Rawls furthers the liberal democratic framework where Habermas 
belongs to the tradition of radical democracy. The radical democratic 
frameworks focus more on participatory democracy. Liberal frameworks focus 
on achieving a wide space of autonomy through rights and freedom. 9  

                                                
9 It is possible to give other more radical democratic interpretations of civil disobedience. One such example is 

Robin Celikates (Celikates, 2014, pp. 215, 220-221). For Celikates, one of the problems with the strictly liberal 
definition of civil disobedience is that practical forms of civil disobedience or resistance seem to avoid the Rawlsian 

definition. In his work, Celikates attempts to give civil disobedience a more radical reinterpretation. In my opinion it 
seems that Celikates needs to redefine civil disobedience in order to understand different forms of contemporary 

struggles. My aim is to show that civil disobedience within the liberal framework can be seen as an example of liberal 
domestication. Hence I agree with Celikates on the problems on civil disobedience within the liberal framework. 

However my aim is not to develop either civil disobedience or liberalism as such. My aim is to use the example civil 
disobedience as an example of liberalisms domestication of dissent. Hence, Celikates work may add to my account by 
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Within the scope of liberal theory there has also emerged some attempts to 
internalize the conflict between the underdog and the elite. Stuart White refers 
to Pettit (1997) and McCormick (2011) in order to describe some possibilities to 
institutionalize the contestatory functions in democracy that ensures electoral 
accountability in order to avoid majoritarian tyranny. The main idea is that, 
through an analysis of different forms of democracy, White raises the question if 
we should need to introduce new contestatory institutions in order to hinder the 
elites to use the electoral systems in their favor (White, 2014, pp. 24-26).  

Again, there is a similar idea as earlier where a problem with regard to 
democracy is identified and the solution is to internalize and institutionalize the 
problem.  

If we compare with other forms of democracy, especially the contemporary 
agonistic forms, these can approach the dynamics of elite and the people as the 
underdog when by positing conflict and power at the very center of their 
theories. One can assume that White is aware of this as he refers to some of such 
philosophers such as Mouffe and Young.  

The mechanic of internalizing dissent in liberal theories leads to the 
eradication of dissent as a positive feature because dissent becomes by 
definition part of the existing system. Also all possibilities of transcending the 
boundaries of the liberal framework are either solved by introducing a new 
feature into the system to manage the transgression or if this is not possible 
through exclusion.  

The exclusion of features that the liberal democratic system cannot 
internalize is justified from the point of view of the liberal democratic system. 
This delegitimizes dissent because dissent, as I view it, arises, at least partially, 
from being excluded. The impossibility of challenging liberalisms justified 
exclusions delegitimizes dissent. Hence, the liberal political theories seem to 
have a problem to take into account dissent as a positive feature. I assume that 
this has to do with the general focus on the distribution of rights and freedoms 
where the radical democratic frameworks focus on participatory democracy.  
 

 

2.3.3 TACIT CONSENT  
The case can and has been made that the disaffection with politics and the 
widening distance between the people and politicians leads to a general 
disinterest to participate (White, 2014). According to White these phenomena 
put together can lead to a tyranny where powerful elites can control the majority 
in our parliaments.  

                                                                                                                                          
pointing out the problems within the liberal definition of civil disobedience. His solution to redefine civil 
disobedience does not change that liberalisms treatment of civil disobedience domesticates dissent. 
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Conceptually I will claim that one of the reasons for such tyrannical effect is 
that the “silent majority” sides through passivity or design with the ruling ideas. 
Such siding or consent is not active; it is consent by inactivity, in other words 
tacit consent.  

Those who tacitly consent are occupying the conceptual space between active 
dissent and active consent. In other words, dissent and dissensus are seen as 
active concepts of disagreement; their counterparts, consent and consensus are 
counted as active concepts of agreement.  

The case has been made, for example by Mouffe, that the drive for consensus 
is one of the roots for depoliticization. I do not view consent or consensus 
themselves as the roots of depoliticization or disaffection. On the contrary, as 
dissent is an immanent manifestation of disagreement, consent as its 
counterpart is an immanent and active manifestation of agreement with 
hegemony.  

I claim that the problem of depoliticization arises from the grey area of tacit 
consent that occupies the conceptual space between dissent and consent. Hence, 
conceptually speaking, depoliticization cannot intrinsically be derived from 
either of the concepts of dissensus or consensus.  

I claim that one of the reasons for criticizing consent and consensus as 
depoliticizing has its roots in the liberal practice of counting unexpressed votes 
in favor of hegemony. With regard to depoliticization, my claim is that to 
actively consent or actively dissent with hegemony should conceptually 
speaking, be viewed as being as politically invigorating as the other.  

However when the tacit consenters are counted on the side of those who 
consent we are making a false interpretation of reality. In other words, one of 
the features of hegemony is that it produces a picture of reality that viewed as 
objective in the sense that it is the unquestioned idea that one generally can 
refer to when making social claims in society. For those who consent, this view 
of reality is justified if consent is based on sufficient knowledge.  

However those in the grey area of tacit consent are not making any claims 
about agreement or disagreement with regard to the view of reality. Thus, 
objectivity is imposed on them because they have not taken any stance in the 
matter. This leads to a situation where the dominant opinion is forced upon 
them regardless of their real opinions if any. This produces a widespread 
hegemonic view of reality.   

Viewed like this, tacit consent is not viewed as a phenomenon that can be 
observed. On the contrary, tacit consent is viewed as a specific way in which 
liberalism represents political inactivity.  Thus my claim is that, tacit consent 
can be viewed as a liberal strategy of producing consent and domesticating 
dissent. 

In a democracy the ideal that everyone should have the right to voice ones 
opinion and have the right to formulate a stance in political matters is central. 
When this ideal is connected to the above mentioned phenomena where the 
hegemonic view is forced upon the individual one can see how this imposition of 
a picture of reality is illegitimate from a democratic point of view. 
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If this is true, then the critique of consensus as depoliticizing should not be 
directed at consensus itself as the problem lies with the mechanism of 
illegitimately hijacking the consent of those whose only expression is inactivity. 
In a sense the critique should be directed towards the misunderstanding of the 
inalienable right of the political agent in a democracy to express ones will and if 
not expressed to only be interpreted as not being expressed.  

Of course, if the hegemonic picture of reality would be objectively true and 
everyone that consents to it would do so on the basis of sufficient knowledge 
there would not be any problems.  The problem is that unexpressed voices are 
counted in favor of consensus even if they by right do not belong to either those 
who dissent or those who consent. Unexpressed voices in a democracy should 
not be counted as anything else than voices that cannot be counted in favor of 
anything else than being unexpressed.  

Thus, the reason that tacit consent manifests as a “silent agreement” has its 
roots in how liberal democracy represents inactivity in order to “hijack” consent. 
From a radical democratic point of view, this view entails a misunderstanding of 
one’s inalienable right to express ones will. Further this practice removes the 
possibility and power of the agent himself/herself to shift this will in favor or 
against anything else. If this is true, then, the disaffection with consensus-based 
politics lies partially in how liberal democracy domesticates dissent. The radical 
democratic critique starts from the critique of a conceptual misunderstanding of 
the agent of democracy and of the hegemonic struggle in liberal democracy. 

 This misunderstanding of the inalienable right to express ones opinion in a 
democracy is a central feature for practical effects of illusory democracy such as 
“majority tyranny”, “aristocracy of orators” and the hijacking of parliaments by 
powerful elites. Also the claim to speak in the name of the people is similarly 
based on the same mechanism of hijacking tacit consent. However, the claim 
that one speaks in the name of the people, is not a feature that only would exist 
in liberal democracy. It is a strategy that is employed by, amongst others, social 
movements and populist movements.  

By giving dissent and consent a radical democratic interpretation, it is 
possible to view both consent and dissent as political concepts, which are 
politically invigorating. Dissent does this by challenging the state of affairs and 
consent by defending the status quo and thus invigorating our democracy 
through politicization. In other words, consent can also be interpreted as the 
position where one is struggling to uphold or maintain a hegemonic 
configuration in society. In a sense, dissent and consent describe the opposites 
of the hegemonic struggle where consent sides with hegemony and dissent the 
opinions that challenges the hegemonic view.  

Tacit consent and the idea of the silent majority hides differing opinions in 
society as all the different opinions within the group of tacit consent is 
unknown. This fortifies existing hegemony. Tacit consent is the opposite of 
dissent in two ways. First, it is the opposite of dissent in the sense that tacit 
consent is partisan towards the hegemonic configuration. However this 
agreement is not an active agreement but an agreement through passivity and 
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inaction. Thus, tacit consent is the opposite of dissent also through its passivity 
which itself leads to taking the stance of the hegemonic view.  

Because this tacit consent in principle could be awakened, there is the 
potential for a democratic upheaval or sudden change in dissent. In other words, 
if those who tacitly consent would become active and side with the dissenters 
the possibility of an upheaval arises. Hence, the idea of revolution is intrinsic to 
the concept of dissent.  

Even though there is a potential for revolution or widespread chaos in 
dissent, it does not lead to a right to “quench” this resistance or for the 
requirement that the dissenters abstain in the name of stability.10  

As a metaphor one could equate this with the public transportation system in 
a city. Let’s consider the situation where all citizens should use the system at the 
same time. This would probably lead to the collapse of the transportation 
system. However one could not claim on these grounds that any specific group 
of people should not have the right to use the system at a particular time. In the 
same way, one cannot claim that people should abstain from dissenting and 
possible chaos in the name of general stability.   

On the contrary I claim that the potential for sudden change and upheaval 
leads to the duty for the state to listen and take into account the claims of the 
dissenters. In other words, because dissent can lead to chaos, and a democratic 
state does not have a right to quench dissent, the state is required to hear the 
dissenters on the grounds of justice, democracy and also in order to maintain a 
stable democratic society. Instability is hence interpreted as having its ground in 
the failure of the state not listening and attributing voice. In other words, 
dissent leads to a duty for the state to listen and take into account the dissenters 
claims. A similar idea can also be found in (Machiavelli, 1996, p. 16) 

In general, dissent should allow any agenda as it does not violate a groups or 
an individual’s possibility to participate on par in society or diminish the 
possibility to dissent. This is similar to the ideal of liberal autonomy where one 
is free to do anything as long as one does not violate any others similar right. 
However if dissent is seen as articulated discontent and social movements are 
seen as the agents of dissent, it follows that only the movements that functions 
around a articulated agenda can be defined as social movements. In other 
words, a movement with a hidden agenda is not a social movement. It is a 
movement but cannot be counted as having ties to society as its demands and 
goals remain hidden.  

The requirement that a social movement has to articulate its agenda to be 
counted as social movements is derived from its social character. It is a 
movement seeking to change, challenge or “discuss” issues that arises from 
society itself. Thus the social character of the movement implies that it has to 
have an articulated agenda as it is a group of interacting people working for a 
common cause, a cause which has its roots in democratic society. Thus, the 

                                                
10 Rawls states this as an requirement for Civil Disobedience (Rawls, 1978 (1972)) 
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group interacts with society as a whole. This interaction is impossible if the 
agenda is not articulated.  
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2.4 CENTRAL ASPECTS OF A POLITICAL THEORY OF 
DISSENT 

2.4.1 ARTICULATION 
One requirement of dissent is that it is articulated or voiced. I make this 
assumption on the basis of using dissent as a political concept and that dissent 
should be a concept that is positively tied to active societal change. To highlight 
the active features I will characterize unvoiced dissent as discontent. This 
characterization is analytical in the sense that it serves to highlight the active 
feature of dissent.  

The passive form of dissent does not necessarily constitute discontent, the 
assumption is merely done in order to highlight that dissent as a positive 
concept with ties to social change necessarily has to be voiced. In other words, I 
do not make any claims of a definition of a possible passive counterpart of 
dissent. This categorization is instrumental for the definition of dissent.  

The idea that dissent has to be articulated or voiced ties dissent to action. 
This tie is established by the fact that voiced dissent constitutes dissent as a 
medium of social change. The idea goes roughly as follows. In order to agree or 
disagree with social change the people in a democratic society has to be aware of 
this possibility. Hence, it has to be articulated.  

The coupling of dissent and action ties the idea of dissent to the theory of 
social movements. Social movements are viewed as constituted by dissent and 
one of their functions is to gather dissenters. In a sense, social movements 
gather and channels dissent in society. A similar idea can be found in Laclau 
(2005, pp. 72-74).  

The idea that dissent constitutes social movements is established through the 
feature of dissent as voiced. When dissenting people gather around specific 
demands and organize, they constitute a social movement.    

What is important in this description of how a social movement is 
constituted is that they form around demands which in turn are done on the 
basis of dissent. The claim is that demands are made on the basis of dissent. 

It seems that dissent is a fundamental feature in a democratic society. The 
whole idea of democracy is to answer the question of how we should approach 
the plurality of values and opinions in society.   

A political theory of democracy is thus viewed as a political theory that 
attempts to answer the question of how we should cope with pluralism and 
differences of opinion politically. If this is true, then we can conclude that 
democracy is ontologically based on the idea of difference. One way of 
explaining how we can have a shared view of society even though the idea of 
democratic society is constituted around difference is through the idea of 
hegemonic power. This idea relies on the notion that a shared view of society is a 
partially imposed hegemonic view.  
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2.4.2 HEGEMONY, DEMOCRATIC AND UNDEMOCRATIC DEMANDS 
I view hegemony in a similar way as Mouffe and Laclau. Hegemony is according 
to them when objectivity and power meets. Their definition of hegemony is 
detached from the Marxist conception.  A common sense definition is that 
hegemony is the dominant political view. 

The idea that commonality is created through hegemony is fairly common. 
However if we take the idea a bit further we can also establish that this 
commonality is based on difference. First, as the democracy is constituted 
around difference then it also follows that the mechanism of creating a 
commonality can be traced to this foundational difference. When hegemony is 
established hegemony itself creates dissent by imposing a unified view that 
cannot be shared by everyone. The hegemonic view cannot be shared by 
everyone because it universalizes a particular view. This necessarily creates 
those who are counted and taken into account and those who are left outside. 
Hence, hegemony itself functions as a cause of dissent.   

This line of thought can also tie the idea of dissent to the idea of equality. The 
hegemonic view creates unity through the universalization of a particular. If the 
society that hegemony is imposed upon is constituted on foundational 
difference then those claims that are made against hegemony can be viewed as 
claims made on the basis of not agreeing with the hegemonic view. In a sense 
these claims are made as critical claims of not being taken into account in the 
hegemonic view. Hence, those being left “outside” are created as different and 
deviant in relation to the unified hegemonic view in power. This leads to the 
interpretation that the demands are made on the basis of being identified as 
different. The opposite of difference is similarity. With regard to institutions this 
translates to similar or equal institutional treatment. Hence, dissent that has its 
roots in the exclusion from the common world can be interpreted as demands 
that are made on the basis of equality. Thus, dissent is at least partially 
constituted by the value of equality.11  

The justification for dissent has its grounds in the foundations of democratic 
society. If dissent arises from the fundaments of democratic society, then it 
follows that the claims and demands made on that basis are also at least 
partially democratic. Because the democratic nature of dissent can be 
established through the link to the foundations of democratic society it is 
required by society as such to engage with dissent with proper seriousness. 
Hence, dissent cannot just be put aside as an annoying or harmful feature in 
society.  

The above mentioned idea is similar to Ernesto Laclau’s idea that the making 
of demands requires identification with community which in turn establishes a 

                                                
11 A similar idea can be found in Ranciére’s theory of politics. The idea for Rancière is 

that political demands are constituted by equality is the same while the starting point is 

different.  
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link to existing society. I am only taking the same idea one step further to show 
that all claims made on this basis are democratically justified. Laclau defines 
democratic demands as being formulated to the system by an underdog and that 
there is an egalitarian dimension implicit in these demands and that their 
emergence presupposes an exclusion or deprivation of some kind (Laclau, 
2005a, p. 125).  

I do not claim that all demands or all dissent in society is democratic or 
justified. I propose that we can identify undemocratic demands in two different 
ways. Both ways presuppose the acceptance of the centrality of dissent within a 
radical democratic framework.  

The first one is such dissent or demands that would narrow the boundaries of 
dissent itself. Thus, societal demands that would narrow the possibilities of 
dissent are undemocratic because, they would entail the potential exclusion of 
justified values and opinions.  

Hegemonic plurality refers to the idea that the unifying factor of society, 
hegemony, is always viewed as a provisional but necessary feature. Hegemonic 
plurality can be viewed as an interpretation of hegemony as a regime. Demands 
that do not accept hegemonic plurality are undemocratic.  Hegemonic 
imposition is undemocratic if one does not accept the idea that any hegemonic 
configuration can be legitimately altered. Hegemony as being provisional refers 
to the idea that the contents of the current hegemonic view could always have 
been different. Hence, hegemonic plurality is the view that there are always 
multiple conceivable hegemonic configurations at once in society. This is the 
second way of identifying undemocratic demands. Demands that do not accept 
hegemonic plurality are undemocratic as they attempt to impose a specific view 
that is seen as eternal.   

For example fundamentalist or fascist claims cannot be seen to be grounded 
in any idea of hegemonic plurality. As I claimed earlier dissent arises from being 
excluded, oppressed, silenced or treated unequally by the institutions in society. 
This has its roots in the imposition of the hegemonic particular view. 
Fundamentalist, totalitarian or even neo-liberal demands can be seen as 
attempts to impose a particular hegemonic view. In other words, the grounds for 
these kinds of claims are not in the acceptance of democratic foundational 
difference but in a totalitarian hegemonic unity. Thus, such claims reject the 
idea of provisional hegemony. They also reject the idea that the unifying 
commonality of society is merely a provisional hegemonic construction. This 
leads to the necessity of upholding unity through an oppressing system of 
exclusion. In other words, these kinds of views cannot view accept a hegemonic 
pluralism that is necessary for democracy.  

The idea of undemocratic and democratic claims can also be extended to 
social movements in a similar manner as democratic and undemocratic 
demands. To justify the evaluation of movements of this axis it should be 
possible to make it in practice.  

If we take the text book case of movements oriented towards Nazism, the 
argument against the accepting of such movements would go as follows. If the 
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movement has articulated its agenda, it would become clear that the movement 
strives to impose a view of societal unity that categorically excludes a part from 
society such as immigrants, Jews ethnic minorities etc. It would also be clear 
that the movement aims to quench the possibility to dissent against its views in 
order to uphold unity.  

However more often than not, such movements do not openly articulate their 
agenda. At this point however their claims are not by definition democratic as 
one of the requirements of such claims is that they are articulated. Hence, for 
claims to be democratic it is necessary that they are articulated. This also means 
that unspoken claims and goals can be viewed as undemocratic. To articulate 
ones demands does not necessarily make the demands themselves democratic. 
The articulation gives the demands the required democratic form that allows the 
public to evaluate their content.  

Democratic social movements are constituted around democratic demands. 
It is unclear what a nazi-oriented movement would constitute. In a sense they 
are not by definition even social movements as they are not taking part in 
society by articulating their demands. Such movements cannot be seen as being 
constituted by democratic dissent.  

As a nazi-oriented movement cannot trace its justification to the democratic 
foundations of society, it will be categorized as something else than a social 
movement and will fall within the scope of tolerance in society. In other words, 
the Nazi-oriented movement is tolerated as long as it is not perceived as a threat 
in society. Thus, as such a movement gains influence its agenda will be 
necessarily be made clear. When its agenda is clear, such a movement can be 
justly excluded and marginalized because it cannot trace its claims the 
democratic and participatory societal foundation that democratic social 
movements can.     

The idea that social movements necessarily have articulated agendas ties 
them to conceptions of justice and democracy with institutional ties. Hence, 
viewed like this, the conceptions of democracy and justice only make sense 
when they can be applied in reality.  

The idea can be illustrated through the idea that democracy necessarily 
requires undemocratic principles to uphold. I claim that this is false. The idea 
goes roughly as follows. Normally when we make the claim that democracy 
requires undemocratic principles to survive one often refers to means that 
ensure that democracy is not voted away or hinders the rise to power by 
undemocratic groups. The fallacy arises when we think of democracy on an ideal 
level and make claims that refer to reality. In other words, so long as we only 
speak on a level of democratic principle the idea that democracy requires 
undemocratic principles makes sense. When we think of democracy in practice 
we require a situated concept of democracy. This distorts the meaning of the 
divide between ideal and real.  

What we need is a concept of democracy that has some substantive content 
when situating it in reality. This does not mean that the concept of democracy is 
not contested or up for redefinition. On the contrary the concept of democracy 
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necessarily has to be a concept that can be contested and redefined. However we 
still require some content for the conception when situating it in reality.  

It seems that we require a concept that at the same time has substantive 
content but at the same time is open for redefinition. One way of illustrating the 
benefits of a situated conception is through an example. This will also highlight 
why I view the idea that democracy requires undemocratic practices as 
meaningless.  

I will later argue that a conception of radical democracy requires a 
conception of justice that is based on participatory parity. This idea consists of 
the idea that that a just society is based on the norm that everyone should be 
able to participate on par in matters that concern themselves (Fraser, 2003a, 
pp. 35-36).  

Some of the undemocratic practices that democracy supposedly requires are 
tied to the idea that we should not be able to vote away democracy and that 
democracy should be able to protect itself from the rise of undemocratic 
movements. The idea of participatory parity can answer both of these challenges 
by showing that the proposed actions are inherently undemocratic and, hence 
by referring to participatory parity, it is possible to exclude or discard such 
challenges. Hence, we will not need any undemocratic principles.  

Let’s first consider the idea of voting away democracy.  Voting away 
democracy lessens the ability of people to participate on par in society. Thus, 
voting away democracy is inherently undemocratic because it refers to the real 
possibility to participate in society as peers. Hence, one cannot claim on this 
ground that democracy requires undemocratic principles to be sustained.  

When we take the other example with the undemocratic movement we can 
make a similar evaluation. One cannot justify the rise to power by an 
undemocratic movement with an articulated agenda by referring to the real 
possibility of people to participate on par in society. The undemocratic 
movement would hinder the possibility of participation for all. Hence, such a 
movement can legitimately be excluded on the grounds that the practical 
realization of its agenda would be undemocratic because it weakens the ability 
to participate on par in society.   

The idea of democracy as a practical concept ties it to institutional reality. In 
other words, we need to refer the concepts of justice and democracy to societal 
practices in order to make sense of both the concepts and the institutions. This 
also allows the concepts of democracy and justice to be constantly contested as 
their meaning is derived from real struggles between social groups and 
institutions. Because the concepts are directed at institutional reality they are by 
definition normative.   

Now if we return to the idea of social movements we can see that the 
institutional ties leads to the requirement that movements have an articulated 
agenda. Democracy and justice are what movements struggle for.  The 
movements justify their struggles by referring them to institutional reality. 
Under this interpretation, social movements are formed around ideas of 
dissension with the institutional arrangements of society. If we combine the 
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notion that everyone should have a voice in democratic society with the idea that 
a movement has an agenda that is directed towards the institutional 
arrangements in society, then it is required that the agenda is articulated. If the 
agenda is not articulated there is the danger that a movement lose the 
democratic justification on which they are initially constituted.  

To have a voice and a possibility of being heard requires that the criticism is 
articulated. The requirement of operating with an articulated agenda also comes 
from the idea that in a democracy the only one who can legitimately define and 
speak for oneself is oneself. This also applies to movements. Thus, it is required 
that a movement has an articulated agenda as it is the only agent that can define 
what it is about.  

The idea that everyone should have a voice and be able to define themselves 
is derived from the concept of democracy. If we would allow for someone else to 
define ourselves in a meaningful way, then we would not have to allocate voice 
to everyone. If someone else could speak for us and in our name then for 
example the agenda of movements could be given a justified description by 
someone else. Hence, democracy would not require people to have a voice but a 
group of good interpreters. In a sense it would entail the outsourcing of the 
spirit of democracy. From this it follows that in order to be heard a movement 
and also an individual has to have the power of self-characterization. 

With regard to democracy the inclusion/exclusion of undemocratic 
movements goes as follows. Justice is defined as the thing that movements are 
struggling for in a particular historical time. In this struggle even undemocratic 
movements are taken into account. A social movement is defined as a movement 
that has an articulated agenda with regard to the institutional arrangements of 
society.  

When movements are being heard, we can make the evaluation if the claims 
of the movement are democratic or undemocratic against the background of 
participatory parity. Thus, democracy requires us to choose the option that 
promotes participatory parity. This can be seen as one example of how the view 
of justice as participatory parity sets limits for democracy.  

It is possible to have movements that have hidden agendas or articulates 
their claims falsely. Democracy requires us to “hear” their claims and make our 
evaluation on that basis even if there is a suspicion that they may be false. This 
is required because the right to characterize a movement’s agenda should belong 
to the movement. The requirement for the characterization of the agenda by the 
movement is based on dissent. If the characterization of a movement would be 
given by someone else than from the movement itself, then one possible source 
for dissent would be the characterization. Hence, the power to characterize 
dissent and also movements that are based on dissent should belong to the 
movements themselves.    

From the point of view of democracy this is not harmful as we still should 
operate on the axis of making our decisions on the basis what kind of 
institutional arrangements are required to promote participatory parity. For 
example, a fascist movement can hide its agenda and for example pose as a 
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movement furthering free speech. As this particular movement’s impact on 
societal institutions is made as institutional claims based on the idea of free 
speech, the fascist agenda is not that harmful. However if the true agenda is 
articulated or identified, then the movement is excluded as undemocratic. 

The evaluation of the democratic or undemocratic character of a movement 
is done in two stages. First, every movement is counted as they are perceived to 
arise from society. At this stage even movements that clearly are perceived as 
undemocratic are counted. In the second stage we can refer to the goals of the 
movements when they are articulated. At this stage we can make the evaluation 
of the undemocratic or democratic nature of a social movement. 
 

 

2.4.3 INSTITUTIONS 
I will argue for the view that dissent and especially dissenting social movements 
should be seen as targeting institutional reality. I do not think that a radical 
democratic view should defend a view of institutional withdrawal. Institutional 
reality can be a cause for dissent. Hence, any reaction towards it should take this 
institutional framework into account. Further, it may be that withdrawal can be 
interpreted as a strategy of institutional engagement.  

Dissent is directed against different forms of injustice that produces 
unwanted effects. As an example we can conceive of the dissenters as people 
that are suffering from material, cultural or identity-based injustices. These 
would be cases where dissent is directed towards injustices that arise from the 
institutional configuration of society. Dissent can also simply arise from 
disagreement with certain policies and hence the role of dissent would be to 
change them. In other words, any idea that seeks to change the current state of 
affairs in society can be when voiced counted as dissent. Dissenters belong by 
definition to the subaltern as they are in opposition to influence.  

One of the aims of dissent as a positive feature is to remove institutional 
injustices in society. In such cases dissent is directed towards the oppressive 
feature in society. This can entail that the people that disagree with some feature 
of our society form a social movement around the cause. Iris Young defines one 
function of social movements as an attempt to encompass the unrealized 
possibilities of emancipation that is latent in institutions (Young, 1990, pp. 66-
67). In other words, the social movements seek to remove institutional injustices 
and hence further the cause of freedom and equality. The centrality of conflict is 
present as the movements are in a conflictual relation to the institutions that are 
vehicles of oppression. The latent possibilities of emancipation are thus 
unmasked through the medium of social conflict. 

Through the institutional linkage and the democratic nature of dissent, the 
concept of dissent is tied to reality. However dissent and the social movements 
based upon it should not be interpreted as interest driven activities. On the 
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contrary dissent and the social movements should be interpreted as movements 
that further value-based discussion. This is because of the central goal of 
democratizing undemocratic publics. According to Young, such movements 
attempt to break out beyond the limits of interest group pluralism with the goal 
of producing new and democratized participatory publics (Young, 1990, p. 67).  

One of the problems in contemporary capitalist societies is what Habermas 
calls the colonization of our lifeworld (Habermas, 1987). The main idea is that if 
we allow instrumental reason to govern in areas that should be governed by 
communicative rationality we start making politics and political claims on the 
basis of interest. If interest is the basis of politics we reduce and set aside the 
plurality of values and replace them with the plurality of interests.  In other 
words, we substitute value pluralism for interest pluralism. I claim that as 
dissent seems to democratize publics it can be viewed as an attempt to 
reintroduce values to already instrumentalized publics and politics.  

In Habermasian terms, dissent could be interpreted as an attempt to turn 
around the invasion of our lifeworld (Habermas, 1987, pp. 305-396). Within the 
Habermasian framework dissent belongs to the sphere of communicative 
reason. According to Young's interpretation of social movements they capture 
the insurgent demands of new social movements that cannot be managed within 
the limits of interest group pluralism. This idea is similar to my interpretation of 
Habermas’ life world thesis.  

 I would add to Young’s idea that dissent is the feature that captures the 
insurgent demands; the movements are the agent that furthers them through 
the medium of social conflict. Interpreted like this, social conflict is based on 
dissent. 

Oppression is, according to Young, embedded in unquestioned norms and 
symbols that can be found in the assumptions underlying institutional rules and 
the collective consequences of following them (Young, 1990, pp. 39-42). Hence, 
oppression is not something that has to be consciously imposed by someone.  

One feature of dissent and consequently social movements is to remove 
oppressing and subordinating practices from institutions. This feature shows us 
two things about dissent and social movements. First, it clearly shows the 
emancipatory potential of dissent and the new social movements. Consequently, 
social conflict can also be viewed as having the potential for emancipation as it 
is one medium that dissent can be communicated through.  

Society can be viewed as a division between a political community and the 
political order. The idea is that the political community is the legitimating factor 
for the political order that governs it. The idea of dissent belongs to the political 
community as dissent has its roots in a disagreement with the order (Laclau, 
2005a). If this is true then dissent and the movements can also be viewed as a 
legitimating factor for the political order in a democratic society. The order is in 
a sense legitimated through how it treats dissent. A democracy should accept 
and guarantee dissent in society.  

Dissent can thus be viewed as factor on which one can measure how 
democratic a society is. In other words, it functions as grounds for justification 
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as dissent functions as a litmus test for democracy where the deciding factor is 
how well society can accept dissent and potential subversive activity against the 
order.  

One of dissent’s features can be seen as the removal of institutional 
injustices. Oppression itself does not need a clear agent of oppression. Systemic 
injustices or the power of the oppressor is one of education and practices. 
Interpreted in Foucauldian terms the power of the oppressor is 
governmentality. If we combine this idea with the idea that dissent has its roots 
in the legitimating part of society, a new feature of dissent is revealed. Because 
dissent is grounded in the legitimating factor of society and oppression at least 
partially is a practice of governmentality, dissent can be interpreted as a feature 
that unmasks unwanted practices of governmentality.  
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2.5 A PRELIMINARY OUTLINE AND THE REQUIREMENTS 
FOR A POLITICAL THEORY OF DISSENT  

A political theory of dissent should take dissent seriously in the sense that 
dissent is not wholly internalized within any systemic framework. Such a theory 
should allow for the self-characterization of dissent. This means that the power 
of characterizing the substance of any particular dissent should remain with the 
dissenter. Hence a political theory of dissent should avoid using a framework 
that characterizes dissent in a way that goes against the principle of giving the 
power of characterization to the dissenters. Because the main flaw in liberal 
democratic theories institutionalize and contains dissent the requirement of the 
self-characterization of dissent requires a political theory of dissent to be framed 
within a radical democratic framework.  

I treat dissent as a way of participating in society. Because dissent is viewed 
as participation it is tied to the concepts of democracy and justice. Hence, a 
political theory of dissent requires a justified combination of justice and 
democracy in order to promote participation, and also dissent, while still being 
able to give dissent limits that can be conceived as just and democratic. 

Because the boundaries of dissent are limited and dissent should be able to 
challenge almost every feature of society, dissent requires a concept of 
democracy that is continuously in motion and challenges its own boundaries. 
This can also be taken as an additional argument for framing a political theory 
of dissent within the scope of radical democracy.  

The possibility to dissent should be viewed as a right. This is required by 
value pluralism and the plurality of differing opinions that it is based on. In 
other words, because there are different values there will be disagreement. As 
long as there is disagreement in society there will also be dissent. Hence, as 
dissent is always present in a value pluralist democratic society and when it is 
viewed as a way of participation, it gets the same character of being a right as 
any other way of participation. Further, the articulation of dissent should be 
viewed as an expression of voice in democratic society. This adds to the right-
like nature of dissent.  

The right to dissent promotes individual participatory freedom. It does this 
by guaranteeing the possibility and right to dissent and the power to 
characterize it from where one stands. Because dissent may stretch the 
boundaries for participation and democracy, it will also widen the individuals 
means of participation. It is, however, impossible to institutionalize dissent fully 
as the potential for dissent is limited only by dissent and the norm of 
participatory parity. In other words, any rules for dissent may delimit dissent 
itself. Hence, institutionalization is impossible because it may exclude forms of 
dissent with strong democratic justification.   

A political theory of dissent views dissent as a positive contribution to 
society. The positive contributions are at least that dissent fosters democratic 
citizenship, it removes injustices and diminishes depoliticization, it aims to 
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improve society’s institutional framework and it strengthens participatory parity 
in society.  

A political theory of dissent needs to use a justified logic of change in order to 
explain how society changes. This logic should not be a logic which sets 
unnecessary limits for dissent. In other words the logic of change in a political 
theory should be one that is compatible with dissent, its self-characterization 
and participatory parity.  

Dissent is a legitimate form of activity in democratic society. Social 
movements come into being around democratic demands that are based on 
dissent. Hence, the democratic legitimacy of dissent and social movements is 
established through the link between dissent and democratic demands.  

Social movements can be conceived as the agents or vehicles of dissent in 
society. They movements are constituted around a cause which can be 
interpreted as articulated dissent. A political theory of dissent should also be 
able to provide a possibility to make the distinction between democratic and 
undemocratic dissent and demands.  

The right to dissent and the feature that social movements channel dissent in 
society may lead to widespread chaos. This feature only strengthens the 
requirement of the state to listen and take dissent into account properly. Hence, 
dissent requires the state take seriously into account the claims of the 
dissenters. Hence, a radical democratic theory of dissent puts the burden of 
stability on the state by ascribing it the duty to take democratic dissent into 
account. 

The preliminary requirements for a radical democratic political theory of 
dissent are: 

(1) A framework that enables dissent, in other words does not                              
institutionalize or contain dissent  

(2) A framework that allows for the self-characterization of dissent 

(3) A framework that is based on a logic of change that does not 
constrain dissent  

(4) A conception of democracy as being in constant motion;  

(5) A conception of justice that recognizes democracy as a primary good 
and enables us to distinguish between democratic and undemocratic 
demands.   

(6) A view that dissent is a positive feature in society 
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3 DISSENT AND JUSTICE 

3.1 RADICAL DEMOCRACY AND JUSTICE 

The main aim of this part is to investigate what kind of conception of justice is 
most suited for a radical democratic political theory of dissent. I will argue for 
the view that one of the most justified views on radical democratic justice within 
radical democratic theory is one that is based on the norm of participatory 
parity.   

I view the concepts of justice and democracy as equally important. In other 
words, justice and democracy are closely related and one cannot give 
precedence to either of the concepts.  

Many radical democratic theories focus primarily on democracy and lack a 
concept of justice. For example Mouffe and Ranciére create theories of 
democracy and contestatory politics but lack a concept of justice. One of the few 
radical democratic theorists with an articulated concept of justice is Nancy 
Fraser.  

Radical democratic theories of deliberation focus on justice within the space 
of the deliberative moment. This means that the concept of justice employed 
does not surpass the boundaries for deliberation. I claim that a radical 
democratic theory requires a wide concept of justice that transcends the 
deliberative moment but does not limit dissent.  

Central features of dissent are to foster participatory freedom and also to 
remove institutional injustices. An interpretation of justice that takes into 
account the centrality of dissent should be able to enable dissent. Further, it is 
important that the content of justice is such that the dissenters could define 
their dissension themselves, at least to a certain extent. I will argue that a view 
of justice that is based on the norm of participatory parity is the one that has the 
strongest justification.  

The justification of this view is that it sets limits for democracy at the same 
time as the conception is very wide. The conception of justice as participatory 
parity is wider than a concept of deliberative justice as it transcends the 
deliberative moment.  

With this I mean that is a wider principle than for example the all-affected 
principle. The all affected principle is an important part of participatory parity 
but the principle of participatory parity can cover a wider array of social 
injustices.  

As Fraser points out, the all-affected principle has two main problems 
(Fraser, 2008b, p. 64). The first one is that, the all-affected principle is prone to 
what Fraser calls “…the reductio ad absurdum of the butterfly effect…”  This 
means that the all-affected principle fails because potentially everyone is 
affected by every decision in a globalized world. The other problem is that the 
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all-affected treats relations in an objectivistic manner and hence, relegates the 
question of who justice should affect to social science.  

As a part of Fraser’s norm of participatory parity she treats the question of 
who the subject of justice should be, through the idea that all those who are 
subject to any given governance structure has a moral standing as subjects of 
justice towards it. She claims that her stance is better than the all-affected 
principle because, in her view: 

 

…what turns a collection of people into fellow subjects of justice is 
neither shared citizenship or nationality, nor common possession of 
abstract personhood, nor the sheer fact of causal interdependence, but 
rather their joint subjection to a structure of governance that sets the 
ground rules that govern their interaction. (Fraser, 2008b, p. 65) 

 
The discussion on justice will initially focus on the 

Recognition/Redistribution debate between Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth.  
Both Fraser and Honneth can arguably be counted as two of the most important 
philosophers on justice within the scope of radical democratic theory besides 
Habermas.  

One central feature of the Recognition/Redistribution debate is that it 
focuses on the normative core of justice. Hence, the debate is partially about the 
concept of justice a radical democratic theory should employ.  

One important aspect of the debate is to notice that Honneth does not claim 
that his theory of recognition is a complete theory of justice for a modern 
capitalist society. He restricts his theory to the recognition order. Nancy Fraser 
on the other hand strives to create a theory of justice that takes into account a 
modern capitalist society as a whole. With regard to Fraser’s theory it is 
important to notice that it is precisely her wider scope that allows her to create 
one of the few radical democratic theories that connects the concepts of 
democracy and justice.   

The debate between Honneth and Fraser highlights some philosophical 
challenges that Fraser’s theory of radical democratic justice needs to overcome 
in order to answer in order to be philosophically justified. Later in this work I 
will argue that the incorporation of Laclau’s theory of democracy with Fraser’s 
theory of justice as participatory parity creates one possible radical democratic 
theory that is founded on dissent.  

As I mentioned one of the main disputes in the Recognition/Redistribution 
debate is on the normative core of justice. Despite this, the debate can be read as 
a debate on how strong philosophical foundations a political concept of justice 
should have. It is quite obvious that Honneth can claim to have a stronger 
philosophical foundation for his theory.  

Fraser’s goal on the other hand is to achieve a usable theory of justice. In this 
sense the weaker philosophical foundations may be tied to the practical usability 
of a theory of justice.  
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The different take on foundations is also tied to the different projects of the 
respective philosophers. Honneth strives to find the roots for feelings of 
injustice and seeks to secure a stronger way to tie the Habermasian theory in 
reality while Fraser has a more practical approach and ties the concept of justice 
to existing institutional reality and the possibility for emancipation that lies 
within them. 

It is true that there are some clear philosophical problems in Fraser’s theory. 
As I mentioned one possible solution can be found in Laclau’s theories of 
hegemony and populist democracy.    
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3.2 FRASER’S THEORY OF JUSTICE AS PARTICIPATORY 
PARITY 

3.2.1 INTRODUCTION 
In this chapter I will present Nancy Fraser’s conception of justice as 
participatory parity. One of the main sources that I rely on is her articles in the 
joint book Redistribution or Recognition (2003) with Axel Honneth. In the 
article Social Justice in the Age of Identity Politics (2003a), which is also 
published elsewhere, Fraser defends a view where justice should be approached 
through two spheres of justice. Later in Scales of Justice (2008) Fraser 
introduces a third political sphere of justice. In other words, Fraser’s theory of 
justice evolves from a dualist perspective into a perspective based on three 
spheres of justice. The way that I present Fraser’s theory of justice follows this 
evolution which means that my presentation will cover both the dualist 
perspective and then the introduction of the third political sphere.  

Fraser’s general view is that justice should hold the position of the most 
important virtue in society. Justice is according to Fraser the first social virtue 
and it is required in order for other virtues to flourish (Fraser, 2012, p. 42).   

Nancy Fraser divides her framework of justice in spheres which each 
corresponds to a different kind of remedy for a different structural injustice. 
These remedies are redistribution, which corresponds to the injustices of socio-
economic inequality, recognition which corresponds with status inequalities of 
cultural identity, and representation which corresponds to political 
misrepresentation or misframing.  

In this chapter the focus is more on the sphere of recognition than the other 
two spheres. There are a couple of reasons for this. First, the debate between 
Honneth and Fraser is mainly a debate if one should view recognition as a 
matter of self-realization or political justice. The second reason is that questions 
that relate to distributive justice are treated extensively by other philosophers. 
In this thesis, representation is treated partially later in the chapter on 
democracy. My view is that representation is better treated in terms related to 
democracy. Hence, my interpretation is that one can give more substance to 
Fraser’s sphere of representation by treating it through concepts such as 
hegemony.  

Fraser’s framework is an attempt to mediate between the decline of the 
socialist imaginary and the shift to identity politics. It is be worth to note that 
Fraser’s division of injustices should be taken as an analytic distinction, and that 
real world injustices usually overlap in the different spheres. She writes that 
“…virtually every struggle against injustice, when properly understood, implies 
demands for both redistribution and recognition.” (Fraser, 1997, p. 12). To this 
quote one could also add the third sphere of representation.   

Even though this distinction is an analytical distinction it is according to 
Fraser historically determined (Fraser, 2003a, p. 9). This means that the 
historical evolution of capitalism determines the concepts we use, thus also 
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determining the analytic divisions we make.12 It may be that Fraser views this 
distinction according to the Marxist dialectic of base and superstructure. If the 
distinction is interpreted this way, Fraser would open for Laclau’s critique of 
dialectical logic as being too deterministic. However it may be that this analytic 
distinction merely implies a quite standard view from critical theory where the 
historical evolution of society is connected to the conceptual frameworks we 
employ. Regardless of the interpretation given to Fraser’s framework, my 
interpretation of hegemony can describe the evolutions of different 
coneptualizations through hegemonic struggle. 

The different spheres of justice have two points of reference, a political and a 
philosophical (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 9-11). Philosophically they refer to the 
normative paradigms developed by a theorist and politically they refer to the 
claims that social movements make in the public sphere. 

The normative core of Fraser multi-partite framework of justice is 
participatory parity. Within Fraser’s framework, this means that injustices are 
unjust because they hinder the possibility and means for adult members of our 
society to interact with one another as peers.  

The overall goal of Fraser’s project is to analyze, and to identify an 
overarching emancipatory political project (Fraser, 1997, p. 3). Her 
understanding of justice is made for and derives from the development of the 
“new social” movements and from her diagnosis of our times.  

Fraser strives to avoid framing her conception of justice either as class-
struggle or identity politics (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 11-12). She claims that instead 
her conception of justice is a distinctive perspective of social justice that can be 
applied to the situation of any social movement. Her understanding of justice is 
understood through from the perspective of social movements. Fraser’s concept 
of justice refers to folk paradigms of injustice.  

Folk paradigms of justice mean that her understanding of justice is tied to 
what the social movements struggle for in any given historical time. Thus, 
justice is the essence of the struggles of the movements regardless of what kind 
of conceptual framework the movements frame the struggles within. The idea is 
thus to try to provide a conceptual framework that one can use to theorize any 
given social movement without imposing a specific theory on the movement. 
Thus, the idea is to allow the movements themselves to retain their freedom to 
define their struggle while still being able to tie them to the larger emancipatory 
project of promoting participatory parity. 
 

 

                                                
12 This idea is very similar to the idea of hegemony. Another way of reading this would thus be that any 

current hegemonic configuration determines the conceptual framework we use. In order to avoid historical 

determinism, it is necessary to understand hegemony in a similar way as Mouffe and Laclau. (more on this 

in chapter 4.6.2) 
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3.2.2 REDISTRIBUTION, RECOGNITION AND REPRESENTATION 
If we first consider the redistribution part and imagine a division that has its 
roots in the economic system of society. The injustice could then by definition be 
traced to the political economy of society. Any cultural injustices that derive 
from the current division would also have its core in the political economy, thus 
the division requires redistribution as opposed to recognition.  

One example of such a division could be, for example, class differentiation in 
orthodox economist Marxism (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 16-17). Here the working class 
is the group of workers who sell their labor power under arrangements that 
authorize the capitalist class to appropriate surplus production for their own 
benefit. Thus, the core injustice here is exploitation of the working class. The 
working class may also suffer from cultural injustices, but they are not rooted in 
an autonomously unjust status order, but are derived from the economic 
structure. The remedy thus is redistribution. Class exploitation requires 
restructuring of the political economy to alter the benefits and burdens of class 
distribution to be overcome. In Marxism the task is to abolish the working class 
as such. What is important to notice here is that recognition of the 
distinctiveness of the working class is not needed when the point is to abolish 
class altogether.  

At the other end of the imagined conceptual spectrum Fraser identifies a 
social division that has its roots in the status order of society. All structural 
injustices attached to it would be traceable to the institutional patterns of 
cultural value. The core of this kind of injustice would be misrecognition and the 
remedy recognition.  

An example of this kind of injustice could be sexual differentiation (Fraser, 
2003a, pp. 17-19). Here the social division between heterosexuals and 
homosexuals is not grounded in the political economy as homosexuals are 
distributed throughout the entire class structure and as such do not constitute 
an exploited class. The sexual division is rooted in the status order as 
institutional patterns of cultural value construct heterosexuality as normal and 
homosexuality as perverse and despised.  

The effect is to construct homosexuals as a despised sexuality subject to 
status subordination. Of course homosexuals suffer also from economic 
disadvantages, but these are not rooted in the economic structure. Rather they 
derive, according to Fraser, from the status order “…as the institutionalization of 
heterosexist norms produces a category of despised persons who incur economic 
disadvantages as a consequence of their subordination status” (Fraser, 2003a, p. 
18). Thus, the remedy of this kind of injustice is recognition, not redistribution. 
(Fraser, 2003a, pp. 17-19)  

The division of redistribution and recognition can also be seen from the 
viewpoint of the “equality/difference” problem. This is a common thematic in 
feminist thought where the problem is what the goal of the feminist struggles 
should be. Those striving for equality are seen as trying to treat all in the same 
way and thus try to steer away from highlighting the specific nature of 
femininity. On the other hand there are those who strive to advance the feminist 
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cause by promoting specificity and thus end up in a position that is antithetical 
with regard to equality. Within Fraser’s framework, the equality point of view 
would be attributed to the sphere of redistribution while specificity refers to 
recognition.  

Even though Fraser claims that the fall of the Soviet Union and the decline of 
the socialist imaginary are at the core of her theory, I view the 
equality/specificity problem as central. This reading is based on the idea that 
Fraser’s norm of participatory parity can subsume equality and freedom in one 
norm. In other words, Fraser’s framework is based on a norm that can treat the 
different logics of equality and specificity simultaneously. This reading is also 
strengthened by the fact that Fraser’s theory does not require the acceptance of 
her zeitdiagnose to be justified.  

One important thing to notice is that Fraser’s status model of recognition is 
about justice, not self-realization. The concept of recognition is commonly taken 
as a matter of self-realization as Charles Taylor and Axel Honneth do. For Taylor 
and Honneth recognition by another is a necessary condition for attaining full 
and undistorted personhood. Thus, denying someone recognition in this sense is 
according to Fraser to “deprive her or him of a basic prerequisite for human 
flourishing (Fraser, 2003a, p. 28).”  In other words, Taylor and Honneth 
understand recognition in ethical terms as a matter a “good life”. Fraser defends 
a view that sees recognition as a matter of justice. On the question of why 
misrecognition is unjust she answers: 

 

…that it is unjust that some individuals and groups are denied the status 
of full partners in social interaction simply as a consequence of 
institutionalized patterns of cultural value in whose construction they 
have not equally participated and which disparage their distinctive 
characteristics or the distinctive characteristics assigned to them. 
(Fraser, 2003a, p. 29) 

 
According to Fraser varieties of recognition politics that fail to respect 

human rights are intrinsically unacceptable even though they may promote 
social equality (Fraser, 1997, p. 12). Thus, for example neo-nazi group’s claims 
for recognition would be precluded.  

Fraser claims that the ways we are arguing about justice have changed with 
the decline of the Keynesian-Westphalian framework (Fraser, 2008, p. 12). 
Hence, many assumptions that were taken for granted within that framework 
are no longer self-evident. One such assumption is that regardless of the matter 
of justice it was a general assumption that the unit of justice was the modern 
territorial state.  

The Keynesian-westphalian framework also gave, according to Fraser, a 
distinctive shape to arguments about justice (Fraser, 2008, p. 13). The 
arguments where mostly about what the citizens in a national state owed each 
other. Thus, it went without saying, who the subject of justice was. Nowadays 
the situation is different as social processes that impact our lives overflow 



 

61 

national boundaries, some examples one could mention are transnational 
corporations, international currency speculators, large institutional investors 
and governmental and nongovernmental public opinion. 

With the political dimension of justice, Fraser tries to establish social criteria 
for belonging. That is, she tries to conceptualize who should be included or 
excluded from those who are entitled to just redistribution and reciprocal 
recognition. By establishing decision rules the political dimension also sets the 
procedures for staging and resolving contests in the other two spheres. Thus, the 
political dimensions tell us who can make legitimate claims and how these 
claims can be adjudicated (Fraser, 2008, p. 17). Because the political dimension 
is focused on procedure and belonging, the prime concern of this sphere is 
representation. Fraser identifies two different forms of political injustices 
against participatory parity on this political level. The injustices are 
misrepresentation and misframing.  

Within the scope of misrepresentation we have the injustice that occurs 
when political boundaries or decision making rules deny some people parity of 
participation (Fraser, 2008, pp. 18-19). Fraser calls this ordinary political 
misrepresentation. The issue here is “intra-framework representation. 
Questions related to this are for example ones that debates merits of different 
electoral systems etc. 

The other injustice, misframing, concerns the boundary-setting aspect of the 
political dimension. The injustice arises when the community’s boundaries are 
drawn in such a way as to wrongly exclude some people from the chance to 
participate at all in its contest over justice.  

The aspect of framing is according to Fraser crucial to every question of 
social justice (Fraser, 2008, pp. 19-20). Frame-setting is according to Fraser one 
of the most consequential political decisions. Misframing is a serious injustice 
that can in one stroke deny some people the right to even have rights. People 
that are subject to misframing, thus articulated, cannot make first-order claims 
of justice and are thus reduced to non-persons with respect to justice. 

As the political dimension of representation is used to signify the stage 
setting where struggles over redistribution and recognition plays out, the 
political in Fraser’s philosophy should be seen as an attempt to establish criteria 
of who should be included and who should be excluded from those who are 
entitled to just recognition or redistribution (Fraser, 2008, p. 17).  

Hence, the political dimension should not be confused with a view of “the 
political” that highlights the contestatory and power-laden aspects in society. 
Fraser’s distinct usage of the concept of political should not be seen as a denial 
of the contestatory or conflictual aspects in society. 

As I mentioned earlier, the normative core of Fraser’s framework is 
participatory parity. Thus, all claims for redistribution or recognition should 
seek their justification in whether the injustice in question functions as a barrier 
to participatory parity or not (Fraser, 2003a, p. 35). Fraser distinguishes two 
conditions for participatory parity that correspond to the two remedies of 
injustice. These are the objective and the intersubjective condition of 
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participatory parity. The objective condition corresponds to redistribution and 
the intersubjective to recognition. The objective condition states that 
distribution of material resources should ensure independence and “voice”. The 
intersubjective condition states that institutional patterns of cultural value 
express equal opportunity for achieving social esteem. Neither one of the 
conditions are sufficient alone, both are necessary.  

Thus, the conditions for participatory parity is, according to Fraser that 
institutionalized patterns of cultural values should express equal respect for all 
participants and ensure equal opportunities for achieving social esteem and the 
distribution of material resources should be such that it ensures participants 
independence and voice (Fraser, 2003a, p. 36).  

The introduction of the political sphere in her framework also lets question 
who and how people should be taken into account when furthering participatory 
parity in society. 

The core of Fraser’s multi-partite framework of justice is the radical 
democratic norm of participatory parity. Within Fraser’s framework, this means 
that injustices are unjust because they hinder the possibility and means for adult 
members of our society to interact with one another as peers (Fraser, 2003a, p. 
36).  

As I see it, the main merit with Fraser’s approach is that it ties strongly 
together the idea of democracy and justice. In a sense what she claims is that a 
matter is just as long as it is democratic in the sense of an idea of self-rule. More 
specifically Fraser’s idea of justice refers to the institutions, in other words, 
participatory parity is what we should want to achieve through our institutions. 
Fraser’s conception of justice sets the limits for a radical theory of democracy. 
What should be pointed out is that Fraser’s theory is grounded towards practical 
use. Her project can be read as a project of creating a usable concept of justice 
instead of focusing on giving strong philosophical grounds.  

 
 

3.2.3 ABNORMAL JUSTICE 
Fraser frames her conception of justice according to the way she sees 
contemporary political life (Fraser, 1997, pp. 11-13). That is, in the socialist era 
before the fall of the Soviet Union, social movements and injustices where often 
framed as class-based struggles for socio economic equality.  

After the fall of the Soviet Union and with it the decentering of class the new 
social movements started to mobilize around and contest cultural differences. 
With this development, questions of cultural identity started to dominate and 
thus redistributive claims started to recede. Thus, the struggle for recognition 
was quickly becoming the paradigmatic form of political conflict. Group identity 
replaced socio-economic class as the medium for political mobilization. Thus, 
cultural recognition became the chief goal of struggle. This all happens in a time 
when material inequalities are on the rise, especially globally between north and 
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south, but also within the nation states. The result is according to Fraser a 
“complex political field with little programmatic coherence”. It is against this 
backdrop that Fraser proposes to integrate recognition and redistribution in a 
single framework. 

Another characteristic of our times is also according to Fraser that the self-
evident frameworks behind our understandings of justice are declining (Fraser, 
2008b, p. 49). That is, in “normal” times there is an unspoken widely shared 
consensus on how we should frame our claims of justice, who the subjects of 
justice are and how justice claims should be adjudicated. Fraser claims that we 
now live in “abnormal times” where cold-war paradigms of justice are no longer 
self-evident. Globalization and the decline of U.S hegemony is also making it 
harder for us to frame our justice claims in intelligible ways.   

Fraser identifies three nodes of abnormality in abnormal times, the what, the 
who and the how of justice. The first node concerns the matter that justice 
should concern itself with (Fraser, 2008b, p. 53). For example, justice as a 
comparative relation must answer, what is it that it compares? In normal times 
it would be clear and self-evident what the object of justice would be. Everyone 
could for example take it for granted that justice should focus on divisible 
material goods. Another question that concerns abnormal times is who should 
be taken as a subject of justice; who’s interests should be taken into 
consideration (Fraser, 2008b, pp. 53-54)? It is no longer self-evident that the 
subject of justice should be the citizen within a nation-state. Finally the third 
node of abnormality concerns the how of justice. This is chiefly a procedural 
node. That is, the how of justice concerns itself with identifying or giving criteria 
for the procedure and the grammar of justice (Fraser, 2008b, pp. 55-56).  

For example in a debate on global economy one could easily imagine as 
many, in some way justified, different appeals to different institutions as there 
are debaters. In this debate a proponent of some kind of conservative neo-
liberalism could for example appeal to the WTO or the Davos-summit when an 
activist critical of current trends in globalization could justify his or her claims 
to the process of the World Social Forum. To adjudicate the claims we would 
have to solve to what kind of grammar of justice we would refer to in order to 
solve this issue. The problem is that in the before-mentioned debate the 
grammar of justice is what is at stake even if it is not articulated (Fraser, 2008b, 
p. 63).  

These three nodes represent according to Fraser the destabilization of the 
previous hegemonic13 grammar of justice. The destabilization of the what 
reflects our uncertainty of the substance of justice, for example socio-economic 
reform or cultural identification. The who destabilizes the previous grammars 
frame. That is previously claims of justice would have been made within a 
westphalian nation-state. The how reflects according to Fraser a hegemonic 
feature that was previously hidden and has become visible when the justice 

                                                
13 This refers to Fraser’s interpretation of hegemony. She views hegemony similarly as Thomas Kuhn 

views paradigmatic change in science. In other words, Hegemony is viewed as the current paradigm. 
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discourse is not any more framed within the distributivist paradigm of the 
westphalian state. (Fraser, 2008b, p. 56)     

Fraser grounds her framework of justice in the contemporary struggles of the 
social movements. In her words “dimensions of justice are historically disclosed 
through the medium of social struggle” (Fraser, 2008b, p. 56). Thus, justice is 
always defined historically by what is contested at that particular time. In this 
sense we always have to rely on a diagnostics of our times (zeitdiagnose) when 
we wish to speak on matters relating to justice. Her conception of justice relies 
on what she calls folk-paradigms of justice (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 11-12).  Abnormal 
times, such as we live in, this consensus does not exist and almost every aspect 
of justice is “up for grabs”. Thus, we can no longer refer to self-evident 
conceptions of justice. As an example of self-evident frameworks she uses the 
cold-war paradigms of justice. (Fraser, 2008, pp. 71-73) 
 

 

3.2.4 REFLEXIVE JUSTICE 
Fraser presents the two concepts in relation to her idea of abnormal times. 
Abnormal times refer to the notion that our time is characterized by our 
inability to refer to self-evident frameworks of justice to adjudicate claims for 
justice. According to Fraser we have two possibilities.  One is to try to establish 
such a framework and develop a “new normal”. This however would, according 
to Fraser, be a premature closing of the venues of contestation at a time that 
demands flexibility. On the other hand leaving every framework open would be 
to” revel in abnormality” and leave our claims of justice more or less unsolvable.  

Fraser associates discourse ethics with the closing or establishing a new 
normal and agonism with keeping the framework open and revel in 
abnormality. Her solution would be to go both ways and establish provisional 
frameworks that always are subject to question. This would, according to her, 
cultivate responsiveness to emergent exclusions and invite us to reflexive self-
problematization through concepts such as misframing. Fraser calls this 
approach reflexive justice. She claims that her framework of justice scrambles 
this opposition between a “normalizing” discourse ethics and agonism that 
irresponsibly revels in abnormality. Reflexive justice valorizes openings that 
breach the exclusions of normal justice and at the same time it valorizes the 
closure that enables political argument and collective decision making. From a 
point of view of reflexive justice the opposition between discourse ethics and 
agonism is, according to Fraser, a false antithesis. She refuses to absolutize 
either model to exclude the insights from the other and tries to incorporate both 
to establish a new genre of theorizing for abnormal times (Fraser, 2008b, pp. 
72-73).  

The idea of reflexive justice is, for Fraser, akin to the Kuhnian theory of 
scientific revolution where you have a normal (paradigm) and then the violent 
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upheaval (revolution) where after a new normal is established (new paradigm) 
(Fraser, 2008b, p. 49). The idea is also presented as the idea of hegemony 
theory where hegemony would be the same as normal discourse and counter 
hegemony abnormal. (Fraser, 2008b, pp. 74-75)  

Fraser’s idea was to prove that the contradiction between agonism and 
discourse ethics is a false antithesis. However because Fraser is using the 
Kuhnian framework to describe the opposition, her point of view does neither 
serve to overcome the opposition between agonism and discrourse nor does it 
add any value for the analysis of modern capitalist society. Fraser’s Kuhnian 
approach merely provides a superficial description of hegemony.  

I claim that it is possible to give a different interpretation that can add to the 
means of social analysis. This reinterpretation is, in my opinion an agonist one. 
The main goal is to allow for an analysis where modern capitalist society can be 
simultaneously viewed from the point of view of abnormal and normal. This 
requires that the idea of paradigm change is discarded. Hence, the value added 
would be that one could be able to view matters of justice in society at the same 
time from the point of view of hegemony and counter hegemony. In other 
words, I propose that reflexive justice should not be interpreted as an attempt to 
overcome the contradiction between discourse and agonism but as an approach 
to justice that includes a strong element of social analysis. The reason that this 
dynamic should be interpreted as an agonist point of view has to do with the 
deliberative approach’s necessity of relying on some form of background 
consensus. This approach would entail the possibility of viewing society through 
the “lenses” of abnormality, which in turn is incompatible with the idea of a 
common reference point. Thus, if interpreted as an ongoing dynamic, from an 
agonist perspective, it is possible to avoid the reliance on paradigm, ruling 
hegemony or closed frameworks in social analysis. This reinterpretation is 
required because Fraser’s perspective does noe by definition allow for the 
possibility to simultaneously view society from the point of view of closed and 
open frameworks..  

For Fraser the closed framework is viewed as hegemony. This entails that a 
movement that strives for the opening of a hegemonic framework will be 
ascribed as one of counter-hegemony. If this is true, then, one could conclude 
that the idea of an open framework is not open, in a strict sense, because the 
open framework will actually be one derived from the closed framework in the 
same way as counter-hegemony is tied to hegemony. Hence, her idea is that 
agonism (open frameworks) and discourse (closed frameworks) are actually 
derived from one another.  Agonism and discourse ethics are thus related to 
each other dialectically. This differs to my point of view of radical democracy 
because I view agonism and discourse as two distinct points of view of radical 
democracy. Fraser’s point of view requires the deriving of agonism from 
deliberation whereas while I view them as sub-categories of radical democracy.  

Regarded in this way the idea of reflexive justice does not transcend the 
opposition of agonism and discourse but constructs agonism as being derived 
from discourse. Hence, for Fraser, agonism and discourse does not refer to 
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different ways of conceptualizing democracy or radical democracy. In this thesis 
I have presented agonism and deliberative democracy (discourse) as two 
different approaches within radical democracy. The approaches differ on how 
they attempt to overcome difference, either by reason and deliberation or 
through hegemonic struggle. If one follows Fraser’s line of thought this becomes 
difficult, if not impossible, to view reflexive justice as a mechanism of social 
analysis because open and closed frameworks ends up referring to each other. 
One cannot view society from the point of view of hegemony and counter-
hegemony because they are conceptually derived from each other.  

On these grounds I reject Fraser’s interpretation and propose to reinterpret 
the framework as an agonist framework that has its grounds in the difficulty of 
capturing ontological assumptions. In other words, reflexive justice would not 
refer to paradigm change but with the difficulties of capturing social reality and 
framing political claims, demands and questions.  

This entails that we accept the division between agonism and discourse as an 
opposition that cannot be conceptually overcome. Hence, they are viewed as two 
conceptually different and detached perspectives. Interpreted this way reflexive 
justice as a method, requires us to view society at the same time through the 
lenses of discourse and as an agonist view. When I claim that this view is an 
agonist perspective I merely assert that in politics one cannot understand reason 
as the ultimate adjudicator of conflicts.   

Reflexive justice cannot be viewed as a discoursive method as this would 
entail accepting the idea of a rational consensus and hence would render the 
agonist perspective less valued than the discoursive one from the beginning. Of 
course, it is not necessarily required that one should view reflexive justice as one 
or another if viewed as a method because a method does not need to be viewed 
as either agonist or discoursive. Despite this, I would argue for the view that one 
should view Fraser’s framework as an agonist one in order to highlight the 
critique of a common conception of reason as ultimate adjudicator of conflicts. 
In a sense, this only serves as a clarification of what is meant when one claims 
that Fraser’s framework is radical democratic.  

In Fraser’s defense, her idea of reflexive justice should be seen as an attempt 
to historically encompass the idea of abnormal/normal, not take part in the 
agonist debate. In a sense this can be seen as an attempt to reject the relevance 
of the whole debate.14  
 

 

                                                
14 This is roughly a statement of Fraser’s take on my idea of reflexive justice presented as a  response by 

her in a seminar at the Collegium for Advanced Studies at the University of Helsinki 
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3.2.5 FOLK-PARADIGMS AND THE SUBALTERN 
Fraser’s understanding of justice is understood through the lenses of social 
movements (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 11, 12). This is what she means when she claims 
that her understanding of justice refers to folk paradigms of injustice.  

Justice in Fraser is understood to be historically determined by the struggles 
of social movements. The struggles of the social movements are where Fraser 
anchors her philosophy in really existing society. Hence, Fraser’s claim that her 
theory is written “from the social movements to the social movements”. In her 
words dimensions of justice are historically disclosed through the medium of 
social struggle. Thus, justice is always defined historically by what is contested 
at that particular time. In this sense we always have to rely on a diagnostics of 
our times (zeitdiagnose) when we wish to speak on matters relating to justice. 
Her conception of justice relies on what she calls folk-paradigms of justice 
(Fraser, 2003a, pp. 11-12). This entails that instead of giving a substance to 
justice other than what is required by participatory parity, justice is defined in 
struggle, hence all struggles are struggles for justice.  

As I pointed out in the chapter on participatory parity that one of the merits 
of Fraser’s idea is that it ties together justice and democracy as an unified 
democratic conception of justice. Where most theories focus solely on either 
justice or democracy, Fraser’s idea of justice as participatory parity provides a 
conception of justice that can limit the conception of democracy. In other words, 
Fraser’s theory provides the possibility of not having to accept all kinds of claims 
in the name of democracy. In other words, this provides the possibility of 
making the distinction between democratic and undemocratic claims. Fraser’s 
idea of folk-paradigms does a similar thing in the opposite direction. This is a 
democratic conception of justice. To this we arrive from the idea that as the 
concept of justice is determined in a struggle and all struggles are in a sense 
struggles for justice. Hence, justice is something that social movements struggle 
for when they struggle to achieve participatory parity. Thus, justice is 
adjudicated in reference to participatory parity and it is defined trough 
contemporary struggles for justice. Another way of describing this dynamic 
would be that initially all struggles for justice are accepted because they give 
meaning to the concept of justice in this specific era. After this meaning is 
established one can make the evaluation of the democratic legitimacy of 
movements and claims by referring to the norm of participatory parity.   

In one of her earlier essays, “Rethinking the Public Sphere”, Fraser 
introduces the concept of subaltern counterpublics. The background of the 
concept is a critique of the Habermasian liberal public sphere where the 
assumption is that one overarching public sphere would be desirable from the 
point of view of democracy and that multiple spheres would be a step away from 
democracy.  

Fraser’s argument against a single public sphere in egalitarian multicultural 
societies goes roughly as follows. A truly egalitarian society would be a classless 
society without gendered or racial division of labor. It would not have to be 
culturally homogenous. These societies permit free expression and association 
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and are thus likely to be inhabited by social groups with diverse values identities 
and cultural styles. Here Fraser asks if “…a single, comprehensive public sphere 
[would] be preferable to multiple publics?” (Fraser, 1997, p. 83).  

Fraser claims that public spheres are not only a place the formation of 
discursive opinion but also a venue for the formation of social identities. Thus, 
participation is not only about being able to state propositional contents but also 
to “simultaneously constructing and expressing ones cultural identity in idiom 
and style”. The spheres are also situated in culturally specific institutions and 
social geographies e.g. various journals, newspapers, internet, parks and 
cafeterias and so on. As these institutions are “culturally specific rhetorical 
lenses” that filter and alter utterances the can accommodate some expressive 
modes and not others. Thus, because no such lens can be neutral public life in 
egalitarian, multicultural societies cannot consist in a single comprehensive 
public sphere (Fraser, 1997, pp. 82-84).  

Thus, according to Fraser, her framework acknowledges the historical and 
power-laden character of justice discourse but adds an interest in emancipation 
which is an, “insistence that the grammar of justice be reconstituted so as to 
enable the subaltern to speak in authorative terms.” (Fraser, 2008, p. 75).  

Again, Fraser’s point of departure is participatory parity whereas her analysis 
of the public sphere is done against the backdrop of how to narrow the gap 
between dominant and subordinate groups in social life. Fraser defends a view 
that a plurality of contesting publics does better at ensuring participatory parity 
than a single overarching one. The reason for this is that Fraser claims that in a 
single public sphere subordinated groups would not have any venues to 
undertake communicative processes that are not under the supervision of 
dominant groups. She also bases her argument in history which she claims 
shows that members of subordinated groups have repeatedly found it fruitful to 
constitute alternative publics, these alternative publics are what Fraser calls 
subaltern counterpublics. (Fraser, 1997, p. 80) 

The subaltern counterpublics are discursive arenas where members of 
subordinated social groups can invent and circulate counterdiscourses that in 
turn can form oppositional identities, interests and needs. One example of such 
a counterpublic is according to Fraser the feminist movement the United States 
where the variety of “own” bookstores, publishers academic programs etc. 
allowed the movement to invent new concepts for describing reality such as 
sexism, sexual harassment and marital, date and acquaintance rape. This again 
allowed the reinterpretation of women’s identities in official public spheres. 
Fraser claims that widening and emphasizing the contestatory function of 
publics is a good thing in stratified societies. (Fraser, 1997, pp. 81-82)  

The idea of contestatory public spheres adds to the idea that democratic 
citizenship is contestatory in nature.  
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3.3 HONNETH AND JUSTICE AS SELF-REALIZATION 

3.3.1 INTRODUCTION 
The main aim of Fraser’s theory is to create and defend the political conception 
of justice based on participatory parity. This led to her view that recognition 
should be viewed from the perspective of institutions and how they hinder or 
promote participatory parity in society. Axel Honneth’s social theory of 
recognition is an attempt to reconstruct historical materialism in a way that 
fuses theory to practice in a way that retains its emancipatory intent (Deranty, 
2009, p. 51).  Thus, Honneth, as Fraser, are true to critical theory’s bearing idea 
of transcending the immanent.  Honneth social theory is based on the Hegelian 
notion of struggle for recognition. An idea he has been able to bring to 
completion through the social psychology of G.H.Mead.  

For this part of the thesis I rely, in addition to Honneth’s work, on Simon 
Thompson’s The Political Theory of Recognition and Jean-Philippe Deranty’s 
Beyond Communication. The main reason for this is that in Thompson one can 
find one of the better descriptions of Fraser’s, Honneth’s and Taylor’s theories of 
recognition and their critique of each other. Deranty’s work on Honneth is one 
of the most thorough works on the mature version of Honneth’s theory of 
recognition and its foundations. 

Honneth’s theory of recognition has three stages that each relate to the 
development of the individual. The name “Struggle for Recognition” derives 
from the idea that a failure in the development of the individual constitutes a 
threat or injury. This injury leads to a struggle to overcome it which in turn 
brings about a development of the individual.  

Honneth grounds his theory empirically through the social psychology of 
G.H.Mead (Deranty, 2009, p. 241). It is through the social psychology of Mead 
that Honneth finds the tools to fulfill Hegel’s uncompleted stages of recognition. 
Honneth’s and Hegel’s theory shares the idea that there are three stages of 
development of the individual. They are mind, self and society. For Honneth 
these are love, rights and esteem.  

Honneth finds in the theory of Mead the tools to reconstruct the 
intersubjectivist intentions of Hegel in a post-metaphysical framework 
(Deranty, 2009, pp. 241-242,245). The basis of Mead’s theory lies in the 
dialectic of the I and the Me. This link between Honneth’s normative social 
theory and social psychology is the most characteristic feature of his philosophy 
as a whole. This is also the feature that annoys his critics the most.  

In the center of Honneth’s theory one can find conflict. Both behavior and 
norms are changed through struggles. Social and historical struggles are seen as 
group interests and moral struggles that generate new needs and norms. 
(Deranty, 2009, p. 241). 
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Honneth’s three spheres of recognition designate the tree fundamental types 
of normative interaction which are necessary for modern subjects to develop 
their full anatomy (Deranty, 2009, p. 271). In this one can deduce the 
implication that subjects are dependent on their fellow beings for their self-
realisation. The sphere of love is the one in which the subjects affective life is 
secured, in other words recognition through the intimate sphere. The sphere of 
rights is the one through which the subject is able to see himself as equal to all 
as full subject of rights, in other words the sphere of legal, universalistic 
recognition. The last sphere of esteem is the one through which the subject is 
able to see her contribution to societal life validated, recognition through 
individual performance. In the negative the three spheres forms the foundation 
for social critique.  In Honneth’s words: 

  

The reproduction of social life is governed by the imperative of mutual 
recognition, because one can develop practical relation-to-self only 
when one has learned to view oneself from the normative perspectives of 
one’s partners in interaction as their social addressee.  (Honneth, 1995, 
p. 92) 

 
According to Deranty, Honneth’s concept of self-realisation is wider than the 
common usage of it (Deranty, 2009, p. 275). The common usage is the 
fulfillment of capacities and desires of an already complete identity. Honneth’s 
usage of the concept is about the formation of identity and the formation of the 
self. One is not a self at all if one is not a full self. Self-realization refers to the 
ontological possibility of subjective identity before an ethical notion of the good 
life. Even if rights are granted it is abstract to speak of freedom in a world that 
makes the full development of subjectivity structurally impossible. To have no 
self that exercises autonomy is to not be recognized.  

In other words, demands for recognition are not only a psychological thing 
but they point to the conditions of a possibility of normative practical life in 
general (Deranty, 2009, p. 276).  
 

 

3.3.2 LOVE, RIGHTS AND ESTEEM 
To experience love is to feel the” affectionate attention of concrete others”. Love 
consists of a strong emotional attachment between a small number of people 
(Honneth, 1995, pp. 87,95-96). It marks our primary affectional relationship 
with each other. According to Thompson these descriptions highlights two 
important characteristics (Thompson, 2006, p. 25).   

The first characteristic is love as affect, as emotion (Honneth, 1995, p. 107).  
According to Thompson, Honneth sees this as a positive affect, it becomes a 
matter of love, care or friendship, not hate, cruelty or enmity. The second 
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character is the limited scope of love. Honneth sees, according to Thompson, 
love as being necessarily limited which means that there is room only for a few 
important people that have a significant impact on ones sense of self.  Love 
cannot according to Honneth be extended at will.  

Love can thus only be shown to our “significant others”; children, lovers and 
friends (Thompson, 2006, p. 25). Even though, for example, romantic love is 
different from care for one’s children, they still have in common the 
characteristic of being positive emotional attachments to a necessarily limited 
group of people.   

Love, according to Honneth, is the first mode of recognition. It is 
conceptually and genetically prior to respect and esteem (Honneth, 1995, p. 
107). Conceptual priority refers to the idea that we cannot, according to 
Honneth conceive of the other modes of recognition if we do not first know love. 
Love is according to Honneth the basic prerequisite for other forms of 
recognition (Honneth, 1995, p. 107).  

Love for Honneth is not only a relationship between subjects but also a 
practical relation-to-self (Honneth, 1995, pp. 107,129) (Honneth, 2003a, p. 139). 
This means that each form of recognition leads subjects to relate to themselves 
in a distinct way. Esteem leads to self-esteem, respect to self-respect. Being 
loved by ones primary care-giver leads to a body-related self-confidence. 
Honneth uses self-confidence to signify the idea that when we develop such self-
confidence we believe that our needs and feelings have value and can also 
express them without shame or embarrassment. This positive self-relation is the 
prerequisite of all further positive relations to oneself (Honneth, 1995, pp. 107, 
176).  

According to Honneth other individuals are regarded as morally responsible. 
Honneth regards moral responsibility as the core of a person that is worthy 
respect (Honneth, 1995, pp. 114, 119).  

This means that people deserve respect as people that can be held 
accountable for their actions (Honneth, 1995, p. 114). According to Honneth it is 
because of our capacity for rational autonomy that we can be attributed moral 
responsibility. Thus, when we say that we respect others we say that we regard 
each other as capable of acting autonomously on the basis of rational insight.  

To fail to respect someone is to not accord them the same degree of moral 
responsibility as to others thus allowing us to restrict their personal autonomy 
(Honneth, 1995, p. 133).  

According to Honneth this mode of recognition is necessarily mutual and 
reciprocal (Honneth, 1995, p. 108). Ones attitude of respect for another is thus 
tied to the others respect for oneself. On this point Honneth follows Hegel and 
Mead contending that we can only see ourselves as right-bearers (worthy of 
respect) once we understand our own obligations towards others. For us to get 
this understanding we have to adopt a generalized view of the other  

In other words, one should adopt the viewpoint of no particular person in 
society.  Legal systems in modern society help us to realize Honneth’s idea of 
reciprocal respect. According to Honneth it is “in obeying the law, legal subjects 
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recognize each other as persons capable of autonomously making reasonable 
decisions about moral norms (Honneth, 1995, p. 109). Thus, when they obey the 
same rules, they acknowledge my rights and their obligations towards me, they 
show me respect. 

Respect is shown to others only by treating them as bearers of rights 
(Honneth, 1995, p. 116). If rights do not exist, no respect is possible. Thus, 
Honneth establishes a very close connection between rights and respect.  This is 
not something that should be seen as static in society but this mode has a 
developmental potential. In other words, we can always strive for a more 
complete realization of our system of rights. Honneth contends that to get 
recognition as a citizen it is necessary to possess all of the three types of rights, 
civil, political and social (Honneth, 1995, p. 117).  

Esteem is the third and final mode of recognition that Axel Honneth 
identifies. Honneth argues that individuals deserve esteem in virtue of their 
concrete characteristics or traits or abilities (Honneth, 1995, pp. 121, 125, 129).  
Thus, they are not esteemed only because they are associated with a particular 
culture or social identity, but because they possess specific features that 
distinguish them as unique individuals (Honneth, 1995, p. 122). Certain physical 
characteristics are not something worth of esteem because they have no ethical 
significance. According to Honneth individuals deserve esteem for attributes 
that contribute to the achievement of societal goals.  

Esteem is thus a reward for persons that help their society to achieve 
particular goals. Thus, “the social standing of subjects is … measured in terms of 
what they can accomplish for society within the context of their particular forms 
of self-realization” (Honneth, 1995, p. 127).  

Hence, according to Honneth, each society has certain goals or values that 
help to define its identity. In his words a society has a set of ethical goals and 
values that comprises its cultural self-understanding (Honneth, 1995, p. 122).  It 
is a sort of intersubjectively shared value-horizon (Honneth, 1995, p. 121).  

Honneth does not, however, contend that a society would share a single set 
of values but we have after the “collapse” of traditional hierarchies of values 
seen the emergence of a condition of value pluralism (Honneth, 1995, p. 125). 

In this value pluralism, many values compete against each other for social 
precedence (Honneth, 1995, p. 127). These are struggles for esteem. Thus, value 
systems are in a constant flux as some values wane and others wax. Thus, there 
is a permanent struggle to control the means of symbolic force and to shape the 
climate of public attention.  

Thus, groups that share certain values strive to raise the profile of their own 
value-system and if they succeed they gain esteem (Honneth, 1995, p. 122). 
Thus, contemporary societies are not characterized by a consensus of values but 
rather by a temporarily stabilized agreement on societal goals.  In modern 
society we have witnessed what Honneth calls the equalization of esteem 
(Honneth, 1995, p. 130). This means that we share the same chance of acquiring 
esteem in contrast to for example medieval society where one could have esteem 
because of being born into a particular status group.  
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3.3.3 THE STRUGGLE FOR RECOGNITION 
The idea that recognition is something that we have to struggle for is an idea 
that has its roots in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit in the master/slave 
dialectic.  For Honneth the idea is that societal conflicts can be explained and 
normatively assessed by using the idea of recognition.  

In general Honneth assumes that social conflicts occur when people demand 
recognition that they feel that they are denied. At the same time as we can 
analyze and describe conflicts through the concept of recognition we can also 
according to Honneth do it the other way around, which is to analyze the 
concept of recognition through social conflicts.   

By analyzing the directions of the conflicts we could see what the realization 
of undistorted relations of recognition would look like (Thompson, 2006, pp. 
161, 162). Thus, according to Tompson, Honneth ties his theory of social 
development to a theory of moral progress.  In other words, Honneth’s theory 
explains why social conflicts occur at the same time as we can see how an ideal 
society would look like that would be achieved through these conflicts.  

To get a clear picture of how this dynamic works it is necessary to explain 
how Honneth gets from the feeling of injustice to the struggle and from the 
struggle to recognition. For Honneth, we can find the root for our struggles in 
the negative emotional reactions of for example anger, rage, shame and 
indignation (Honneth, 1995, pp. 132-135). Honneth uses an empirically 
grounded phenomenology as the foundation of his theory. In other words, he 
thinks that he can find evidence for his theory from the above mentioned hurt 
feelings. Thus, having these feelings amounts, according to Honneth, to that the 
rules of recognition are violated. Honneth identifies three ways we can be 
denied recognition (Honneth, 1995, pp. 143,162-163). If we are being 
maltreated, we will feel humiliated and thus our self-confidence is damaged. If 
we are excluded from citizenship, thus denied our rights I will lose self-respect. 
If the way of life which we are associated with is being denigrated, self-esteem 
will be lost. In other words, Honneth tries to establish the connection between 
the hurt feelings as an evidence of injustice.  

After Honneth has established the link between our feelings of hurt and 
injustice, the link between injustice and struggle should be established.   

To get from the feeling of personal hurt to struggle we have to first see the 
hurt as an injustice and then come to the conclusion that it is not only about 
personal injustice but an injustice made to all people in a relevantly similar 
position.  In other words, we have to bridge the gap between private experiences 
of injury and impersonal aspirations of social movements. In Honneth’s theory 
this gap is bridged by an intersubjective framework of interpretation (Honneth, 
1995, pp. 132, 163). This framework helps people to see that their feelings of 
hurt are tied to social processes that deny them recognition. Thus, it is the 
collective feelings of injustice that motivate our struggles against a certain kind 
of oppression.  Thus, disrespect (lack of recognition), is the motivational force 
behind social resistance. Hence, the realization that a feeling of hurt is not only 
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a personal feeling, but a collective one, gives us reason to join with each other 
and struggle against this injustice.  

After the link is made between injustice and struggle, it still remains to 
establish the link between struggle and recognition.  The dynamics described 
above, show how Honneth’s theory of recognition can explain social conflicts. If 
we turn this dynamic around, the social conflicts can also shed some light on 
recognition. According to Honneth the struggles move society in a direction 
towards a full realization of undistorted recognition. Thus, if we analyze the 
direction in which the relations of directions are moving, we can understand the 
idea of recognition that is emerging. Honneth claims that this direction is also a 
story about the moral progress of society.    

One explanation of the development of relations of recognition can be found 
in Thompson, (2006, p. 164), Thompson interprets Honneth in a way that sheds 
light on the concept of recognition by describing the development of rights in 
Britain. Thompson, and also Honneth, follows the work of T.H. Marshall on this 
point. According to this account, rights developed in Britain in a series of 
historical stages in the order of civil, political and lastly social rights. This can be 
interpreted as a result of the unfolding of the developmental possibilities 
inherent in relations of recognition. Thus, as a principle of equality was 
introduced, it created a developmental pressure towards further expansion of 
these relations. For example once it is established that all men are equal, we 
have no grounds to consider women to be unequal. Thus, this dynamic is the 
ground for the successive expansion of rights. Thus, recognition is present in a 
way in every struggle for recognition as an embryo which then is realized 
through the struggle itself.   

This framework also provides, according to Honneth, an interpretive 
framework for a process of moral formation (Honneth, 1995, pp. 115-118, 168-
170). Thus, to study social struggles enables us to understand how a society 
makes moral progress. To do this a framework must be able to answer the 
question if a struggle is seen as reactionary or progressive. According to 
Honneth we can use as a normative standard a hypothetical anticipation of an 
approximate end state to determine if a struggle is taking us in the right 
direction or not.  After we can identify this hypothetical end state we can also 
identify an idealized sequence of social struggles which would ensure a process 
of moral development in which the potential of mutual recognition is unfolded. 
After this we can determine if a particular struggle is part of this idealized 
sequence. According to Honneth if a society would experience this particular 
series of struggles of recognition a society would also have established moral 
progress.  

For Honneth the link between social theory and practice is the feeling of 
injustice.  
 



 

75 

the motives for social resistance and rebellion are formed in the context 
of moral experiences stemming from the violation of deeply rooted 
expectations of recognition.  (Honneth, 1995, p. 163) 

 

Thus, Honneth relies on the idea that the fundamental motivations for social 
movements are moral, not utilitarian (Deranty, 2009, p. 312).  

Honneth’s theory does not only designate group/class specific symbolic 
expressions but also the symbolic, cognitive and normative resources that can 
be mobilized by dominated subjects to transform their individualized negative 
social experience into a collective representation (Deranty, 2009, p. 317). They 
form the basis of social action aiming at overcoming existing social injustice.  

Honneth reinterprets class struggle as a struggle for symbolic power. With 
this interpretation the theory is sensitive to all forms of domination and 
oppression, it is not only restricted to proletarian movements (Deranty, 2009, p. 
325). 

For Honneth it is important that critical theory should not restrict social 
suffering to the kind of suffering that is visibly present in the public sphere 
(Deranty, 2009, p. 328).  
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3.4 FRASER’S CRITIQUE OF HONNETH 

3.4.1 THE REDISTRIBUTION RECOGNITION DEBATE 
One of the main questions for my thesis is what kind of institutional 
arrangements are required to enhance dissent as a positive contribution to 
society. Hence, I hold to the idea that dissent and the concept of justice should 
retain a tie to institutional reality. My view is based partially on the idea that one 
should focus on what is changeable in society to be able to provide a concept of 
dissent that retains its connection with societal pathologies that emerge through 
institutions as oppression that can at least partially be approached objectively. 
Hence, I agree with Fraser that there seems to be a problem with Honneth’s 
move to anchor justice primarily to the feeling of injustice.  

The main problem is that this is a feature that removes the possibility to 
approach injustice and domination without actually asking the person or group 
if it is feeling dominated. For example, one could conceive that a person that 
lives on an economic minimum in society would be perfectly content with 
his/hers situation. Under a strict interpretation this would not entail an 
injustice if the person would not acknowledge that he/she is suffering from 
injustice. On the other hand one could also conceive of a wealthy person that 
claims that taxation of wealth is injust and that he/she is suffering from 
injustice. This would entail that the feeling of injustice could be present even 
though one could objectively show that no injustice has taken place. Taken to its 
extreme the reliance on the feeling of injustice, leads to the possibility that the 
feeling of injustice could be cured by going to a psychologist and not by 
reconfiguring institutional reality.  

Of course Honneth does not go this far nor does he claim that the feeling of 
injustice is the only thing we should focus on but despite this he leaves the 
possibility open for this interpretation.  

Another problem with regard to Honneth’s theory is that every injustice in 
society is framed as misrecognition. With regard to a political theory of dissent, 
this would mean that dissent would be derived from the obstacles in the way of 
self-determination, in other words, misrecognition. My idea is that the 
institutional reality is a central ground for the feelings of injustice which further 
can be articulated into dissent.  

Hence, to remedy injustices one should reconfigure societal institutions. Also 
when interpreted this way dissent is viewed as positive because it has its roots 
both in changing institutional arrangements to better society at the same time as 
it strives to remedy the roots of the feeling of injustice which may or may not 
prove to be a hindrance to a person’s ability to flourish as a person. Hence, I 
view the strong ties to institutional reality in Fraser’s framework as a clear 
merit. This however requires at least partially the acceptance of the idea that 
injustices are rooted in institutional reality.  

Both Honneth and Fraser share the same goal, which is the attempt to secure 
a normative foundation for critical theory.  For them it is important that the 
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foundation should needs to be anchored in reality and through an analysis be 
able to transcend the immanent pathologies of society. 

Fraser’s theory can be read as an attempt to create a complete theory of 
democratic justice for contemporary capitalist society. She claims that her 
division of justice into redistribution, recognition and representation can 
encompass every aspect of justice in contemporary capitalist society. Her theory 
is founded on the idea that one has to view justice through all of these different 
spheres as none of the spheres by itself enables the possibility of overcoming 
injustices.  

Fraser’s theory can also be read as a theory that attempts to incorporate the 
democratic ideals of equality and difference in one single framework (Fraser, 
2003a, pp. 7-9).  

With regard to the sphere of recognition Fraser defends a status model of 
recognition which entails that recognition should be seen as a matter of justice, 
not self-realization. Honneth argues for the view that recognition should be 
viewed as the possibility to attain full personhood in society. It is thus a 
prerequisite for human flourishing. For Fraser recognition is a matter of justice, 
not ethics. In order to treat recognition as justice she treats it as an issue of 
social status.  

Fraser’s status model of recognition does neither treat misrecognition as a 
matter of psychical deformation nor a hinder for ethical self-realization. It is “to 
be constituted by institutionalized patterns of cultural value in ways that 
prevent one from participating as a peer in social life.” (Fraser, 2003a, p. 29). 
This reframes the question of recognition so that it is not conveyed through 
belittling attitudes but rather through social institutions (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 28-
29).   

Fraser characterizes four advantages of her own status model of recognition 
over the model of self-realization furthered by Honneth (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 30-
33).  

The first advantage is, according to Fraser, that her model allows one to 
justify claims for recognition as morally binding under modern conditions of 
value pluralism. Fraser’s claim is that her model of recognition avoids 
sectarianism as it does not appeal to a distinct conception of self-realization or 
account of good life that can be universally shared or established as 
authoritative. According to Fraser an attempt to justify claims for recognition 
that appeals to an account of self-realization or good life is necessarily sectarian. 
Thus, she claims that no such claims can be established as normatively binding 
if one does not share the theorist’s conception of values.  

Fraser claims that her model is deontological and nonsectarian and that it 
embraces the spirit of subjective freedom. With this she means that subjects 
themselves define what is important to them and how to further their respective 
cause within the limits that ensures similar freedom for all. According to Fraser 
her model is nonsectarian as it appeals to a conception of justice that can and 
should be accepted by people with differing conceptions of the good. The moral 
wrong in Fraser’s scheme is that misrecognition denies the possibility of 



Dissent and Justice 

78 

participation on par with each other in society. Her norm of participatory parity 
is according to her nonsectarian and can “justify claims for recognition as 
normatively binding on all who agree to abide by fair terms of interaction under 
conditions of value pluralism.” (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 30-31). 

The second advantage of the status model is that under the conception of 
status subordination the wrong is located in social relations, not interpersonal 
psychology. According to Fraser to locate misrecognition in internal distortions 
or interpersonal psychology is a short step from blaming the victim, or adding 
insult to injury (Fraser, 2003a, p. 31). 

On the other hand when misrecognition is equated with, for example, 
prejudice in the minds of the oppressors, the overcoming of them requires the 
policing of people’s, minds which is an authoritative and illiberal approach. The 
status model avoids these both problems as it is sees misrecognition as a matter 
of externally verifiable impediments by social institutions to some peoples 
standing as full members of society. Thus, to overcome this kind of status 
subordination change is required in social institutions and practices.  

For Fraser this means that her conception of recognition acknowledges that 
misrecognition can have the types of ethical effects that Honneth and Taylor 
propose but maintains that the wrongness of misrecognition does not depend on 
such effects (Taylor, 1992). Thus, she claims that her model decouples the 
normativity of recognition claims from psychology and that this move 
strengthens the normative force of her models. She holds that when recognition 
claims are premised on a psychological theory of undistorted identity formation 
it remains vulnerable to the fact that if the psychological theory of identity 
formation turns out to be false, the whole theory of justice goes with it. What 
Fraser tries to do is to is to avoid being “hostage” to matters of psychological 
facts. Within her framework one can show that a society that impedes the parity 
of participation is morally indefensible “…whether or not they distort the 
subjectivity of the oppressed.” (Fraser, 2003a, p. 32). 

The third advantage is according to Fraser that the status model avoids a 
view that everyone has an equal right to social esteem. According to Fraser 
Honneth’s conception of recognition views social esteem as one of the 
conditions for intersubjective conditions for undistorted identity-formation. 
According to Fraser viewing esteem as a right for all makes it meaningless as it 
becomes a reduction ad absurdum argument. Her own model avoid this 
according to her by entailing that everyone has an equal right to pursue social 
esteem under conditions of equal opportunity (Fraser, 2003a, p. 33).   

The fourth advantage of her model is that by construing misrecognition as a 
violation of justice it integrates the claims for recognition with claims for 
redistribution of resources (Fraser, 2003a, p. 33).  According to Fraser 
recognition is assigned to a universally binding domain of deontological 
morality as distributive justice.  When both categories exist within the same 
normative conception, they become potentially subsumable under a common 
framework.  The self-realization view, in contrast have not the possibility of 
conceptual integration and makes it incommensurable with distributive justice. 
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According to Fraser the result is that if one holds to the self-realization view and 
wants to endorse both recognition and redistribution, one risks philosophical 
schizophrenia.  

Fraser’s model also overcomes a traditional view of conceptional 
incompatibility between the Anglo-American liberal tradition and the 
phenomenological tradition (Fraser, 2003a, p. 33). This is so because the roots 
to the redistribution paradigm are associated with Kantian Moralität and 
Recognition has its roots in the phenomenological tradition associated with 
Hegel and Sittlichkeit. Normally these conceptions are held to be conceptually 
incompatible, but according to Fraser her status model overcomes this by 
treating both redistribution and recognition as a matter of justice. Thus, Fraser’s 
framework can accommodate both conceptual views in a single framework 
without succumbing to philosophical schizophrenia.  

Fraser sees that the reductionism of the conceptions of justice into one 
overarching conceptions is an impossibility. She holds that it is neither possible 
to subsume matters of recognition under a conception of redistributive justice 
nor is it possible to subsume a conception of redistributive justice under a 
conception of recognition. Even though many of the redistributive theorists, 
such as Amartya Sen (Sen, 2009), are sensitive to questions of status 
subordination, they are still according to Fraser bound by the measures of 
distribution of rights and resources and cannot adequately handle cases outside 
of maldistribution and legal discrimination.  On the other hand Fraser also 
rejects that theories of recognition can adequately handle questions of 
recognition. Here she claims that for example Honneth assumes a reductive 
culturalist view of distribution.  

According to Fraser, Honneth supposes that all economic inequalities are 
rooted in the cultural order that privileges some kinds of labor over others, thus 
to remedy these kinds of injustices it is enough to change the cultural order 
(Fraser, 2003a, pp. 34-35). Fraser uses an example of a skilled white male 
industrial worker who becomes unemployed due to a factory closing because of 
a speculative corporate merger. According to Fraser the injustice of 
maldistribution in this case has little to do with misrecognition. It is according 
to Fraser a consequence of imperatives to a specific economic order whose 
existence is based on the accumulation of capital. Consequently a theory of 
justice should in this case reach out beyond the sphere of recognition and ask 
whether the structural economic mechanism inherent to capitalism impedes 
parity of participation in social life.   

According to Fraser Honneth’s conception of recognition runs into 
difficulties when trying to distinguish whose claims for recognition are 
justifiable. As Honneth’s model is based on the idea of self-realization it follows, 
according to Fraser that claims for recognition that enhance the claimants self-
esteem are justified while those who diminish it are not (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 32-
33). According to Fraser this means that racist identities would merit some 
recognition as they enable “poor” white Europeans end Euro-Americans to 
maintain their sense of self-worth by contrasting themselves with their 
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supposed inferiors. Thus, it is doubtful if enhanced self-esteem should function 
as a justificatory standard for recognition claims.  

Honneth comments on a general level on Fraser’s project. A reason, 
according to Honneth, to be doubtful of Fraser’s project and to engage with it 
critically is that Fraser is fearful that the tradition of critical theory is shifting to 
far from its traditional key concept with the recognition-theoretical turn 
(Honneth, 2003a, p. 111). Even though Honneth agrees with Fraser that there is 
an urgency to solve problems regarding an ever-growing lower class as a result 
of unrestrained capitalism, he thinks that this is best done within a normative 
framework of recognition as it establishes a link between the widespread 
feelings of injustice and the objectives of the emancipatory movements 
(Honneth, 2003a, pp. 111, 123-124). Also he thinks in contrast with Fraser that 
the shift to identity politics is not a new phenomenon even though he also 
shares the view that many of the contemporary social movements frame their 
struggles as related to identity politics.  

For Honneth the debate between him and Fraser is about the categorical 
tools critical theory should use in its attempt to “articulate and morally justify 
the normative claims of social movements” (Honneth, 2003a, p. 113).  Honneth 
also points out that there is a problem with anchoring critical theory to the 
normative claims that have already been articulated in the public sphere and 
gained public notice as social movements as this position neglects the everyday 
struggles that has not been articulated in the public sphere. According to 
Honneth the orienting of critical theory towards the publicly displayed demands 
of the social movements has the unintended consequence of reproducing 
exclusions.  

Also a problem arises as Fraser defines justice through the struggles of social 
movements; the concept of justice is derived from a small part of politically 
recognized claims (Honneth, 2003a, pp. 113, 123-125). Honneth even goes so far 
as to claim that Fraser lacks the tools for hypothesizing about the causes of 
injustice. (Honneth, 2003a, p. 128) According to Honneth, his own work is 
made as an answer to flaws in theory where Fraser’s work can be seen as an 
answer to flaws in societal development (Honneth, 2003a, p. 126).  

Honneth concludes by claiming that: 
 

…a satisfactory conception of the capitalist social order requires not 
only including the three spheres of social recognition, to whose 
normative principles subjects can connect their legitimate expectations 
of reciprocal recognition. Rather, we must also consider the cultural 
values involved in the institutional constitution of the economic sphere 
through interpretations of the achievement principle, which give it a 
particular shape in the form of a division of labor and a distribution of 
status. (Honneth, 2003a, pp. 155-156) 
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Honneth continues by criticizing Fraser on the point of methodology on the 
point that Fraser does not adequately explain the reasons why the capitalist 
order should suddenly be investigated through the spheres of economy and 
culture.  

He points out that for example in Habermas one can find a methodological 
dualism, but the two complementary perspectives of social integration and 
system integration are justified by referring to the object domain itself. They are 
understood according to Honneth “…as aspects of coordination of social action 
that are essential to or constitutive of the reproduction of late-capitalist 
societies.” (Honneth, 2003a, p. 156).  

The overall point however is that Honneth does not find anything analogous 
to this in Fraser’s reflections, thus he claims that it is completely unclear why 
her methodological dualism should be justified. Honneth concludes by claiming 
that any sort of methodological perspectivism that is not anchored in a social-
theoretical view of how social reproduction in capitalist societies is lacking. 
Honneth claims that his own view is a moral-theoretical monism that can be 
justified   
 

Since the central institutions of even capitalist societies require a 
rational legitimation through generalizable principles of reciprocal 
recognition, their reproduction remains dependent on a basis of moral 
consensus – which thus possesses real primacy vis-à-vis other 
integration mechanisms, since it is the basis of the normative 
expectations of members of society as well as their readiness for conflict. 
(Honneth, 2003a, p. 157) 

  

Thus, Honneth’s attempts to show that the struggles and conflicts in capitalist 
societies refer to principles of mutual recognition that are considered legitimate 
by members of society itself. Thus, Honneth posits contra Fraser that a moral 
experience of disrespect is regarded as the motivational basis for all social 
conflicts. He sees that Fraser’s opposition between economic and cultural 
conflicts at most can have secondary significance since it only specifies different 
ways in which disrespect is experienced. 

The main difference according to Honneth is that Fraser first establishes 
autonomy and equality and then continues towards social participation whereas 
Honneth is oriented towards towards unobstructed identity formation 
(Honneth, 2003a, p. 176).  

With regard to Fraser’s criticism where she claims that Honneth treats self-
esteem as a right which can valorize racist identities, Honneth answers by giving 
a thorough account of why one cannot make “demands” for social esteem 
(Honneth, 2003a, pp. 168-169). Esteem can, according to Honneth, “…only be 
the result of a process of judgment that escapes our control, just as sympathy or 
affection does. (Honneth, 2003a, p. 168)” In a sense, this entails that according 
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to Fraser’s interpretation of esteem her criticism is valid whereas if esteem is 
framed as Honneth understands it will not valorize racist identities. 

 Either way, Fraser raises an important question as the dynamic where 
disaffected groups attempt to raise their own status by diminishing others is 
quite common, especially for racist or xenophobic movements. Hence, I am 
inclined to agree with Fraser and treat esteem through the status model and 
hence be able to point out the dynamic of making claims for esteem that 
diminish other’s status as claims against participatory parity. 

Fraser agrees with Honneth that both of their frameworks position critique 
in relations to contemporary social struggles. She also agrees that both 
frameworks are able to theorize culture in present day capitalism and that both 
frameworks promises to provide standards of justice that can adjudicate current 
claims for justice (Fraser, 2003b, p. 199). She concludes that for both of them, 
recognition is central to the effort to reconstruct critical theory.  

The question for Fraser is which framework is more suitable for the task of 
renewing critical theory.  For Fraser the suitability of the framework is decided 
on the grounds of how it meets three issues (Fraser, 2003b, pp. 199-200). The 
first issue concerns itself with the empirical reference point of critical theory.  
She claims that there can be no metaphysically decided agent of change or a 
prioristically identified addressee of critique at a time where the Marxian 
metanarratives have lost their credibility. Thus, the question arises how critical 
theory should position itself in relation to the current political situation 
especially as lots of the contemporary social movements seek recognition. The 
second issue is the place of culture in the new phase of capitalist society, for 
example, post-fordist, globalized or the phase of the information age. The third 
issue concerns itself with the normative standards that inform the critique.  

Both Fraser’s and Honneth’s frameworks embrace the dialectic of 
immanence and transcendence that has traditionally been the guiding idea in 
critical theory. This is the reason why Fraser stresses the first issue of the 
empirical reference point of critical theory. This is done in contrast to theories of 
justice that adopt a god’s eye view that is totally independent of actual society.  

For Fraser, the empirical reference points are found in the actual struggles of 
the social movements while for Honneth it is anchored in a moral psychology of 
pre-political suffering (Fraser, 2003b, pp. 202,203,205). Fraser claims that her 
view based on the social movements are more plausible as they struggle for 
something that “really” merits injustice instead of an untested pre-political 
discontent or merely a “feeling of injustice”.   

For Fraser, the starting point is the decentered discourses of social criticism. 
It is a critique connected with social context by folk paradigms that constitute a 
hegemonic grammar of contestation and deliberation. Folk paradigms are not 
any specific grammar but “transpersonal discourses that are widely diffused 
throughout democratic societies” (Fraser, 2003b, p. 207). They do not only exist 
in the public sphere but also in workplaces, households and civil society 
associations. For Fraser these folk paradigms functions as the empirical 
reference point (Fraser, 2003b, p. 208).  
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The second issue for Fraser is the place of culture and widely one should 
understand its scope in capitalist society (Fraser, 2003b, p. 217). In other words, 
how far down should one understand that the cultural order extends and what is 
its relation to market mechanisms and distributive outcomes?  Can 
misrecognition be seen as the root of all subordination in society? With regard 
to critical theory, Fraser asks if critical theory should unreservedly embrace the 
“cultural turn” and if one should replace an economistic paradigm with a 
culturalistic one (Fraser, 2003b, p. 218)?  

Fraser agrees with Honneth that culture should not be seen as a mere 
reflection of political economy but it should be seen as a vehicle of political 
ordering at its own (Fraser, 2003b, pp. 217-218). Also both maintain that 
culture often serves as a medium of domination, in other words that society 
harbors injustices that does not have their roots in the political economy.  Both 
also theorize culture in terms of recognition to highlight the social weight and 
moral significance of culture in contemporary capitalism. At this point however 
the agreement ends.  

According to Fraser, Honneth subordinates social theory to his moral 
psychology. Hence, what Honneth does according to Fraser is to view all social 
processes in capitalist society as being directly regulated by cultural evaluation. 
Also all injustices can be remedied by a cultural change.  

Fraser points out that one feature of contemporary capitalism, is that it 
creates a quasi-objective, anonymous and impersonal market that follows its 
own logic (Fraser, 2003b, pp. 217, 218). This logic creates class-relations that 
are not merely reflections of status hierarchies. They created through a 
complicated process that sometimes instrumentalizes, dissolves or circumvents 
status distinctions.  

On this ground Fraser proposes that one cannot theorize capitalist society in 
a monistic way but that one has to take into account the distinctive dynamics of 
the capitalist economy and theorize its interaction with the status order (Fraser, 
2003b, pp. 217-218).  For example, today’s struggles against neo-liberal global 
capitalism cannot be rooted in ideologies about achievement but in system 
imperatives and governance structures of globalizing capitalism.  

Deprivation does not occur as an under-valuing of labor contribution but 
because of economic system-mechanisms that excludes many completely from 
labor markets (Fraser, 2003b, pp. 217, 218). Naturally many of these 
imperatives have its grounds in Eurocentric racism but they cannot simply be 
changed by cultural measures. They require a wholesale restructuring of global 
system of finance, trade and production. These kinds of issues escapes according 
to Fraser recognition monism and require a two-dimensional framework to be 
properly analyzed.  

Fraser also claims that the status order of society is too complex to divide it 
only into love, esteem and rights. Fraser holds that the recognition should be 
understood as status equality and not in terms of an intact identity (Fraser, 
2003b, pp. 219-221). Also for Fraser the status order institutional expression is 
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the status order as a whole, in other words it is not divided a priori in three 
spheres with three corresponding psychological injuries.  

The third issue was the normative component of critical theory, its 
understanding of justice and its moral criteria for adjudicating claims. Fraser 
proposes that critical theory cannot rely on a sectarian view of justice at the 
same time as it is determinate enough to clearly have a standpoint on what is 
right and what is wrong (Fraser, 2003b, pp. 223-233).  Fraser claims that 
Honneths approach cannot meet both requirements at the same time. To avoid 
sectarianism, Honneth must adopt an anything goes approach with regard to 
determinacy as any form of human flourishing would be counted as good. On 
the other hand if Honneth wants to have a determinate view on how to 
adjudicate claims he has to adopt a moral psychology that is restrictive, in other 
words sectarian. According to Fraser, her own approach manages both claims at 
the same time as it assumes both the reasonableness of ethical disagreement 
and the equal moral worth of human beings. It is compatible with all accounts of 
a good life that respects equal autonomy.  Her norm of participatory parity 
articulates specific interpretation of what participatory parity requires. It rejects 
formal notions of equality as insufficient and maintains that to respect equal 
autonomous and moral worth of others one has to accord them the status of full 
partners in social interaction.  

The dialectic of immanence and transcendence represents the legacy of 
critical theory’s left Hegelian tradition. Historically the Frankfurt school tied 
this problematic to the seeking or identification of the revolutionary subject. 
According to Honneth this is one reason why the earlier theorists did not see the 
need to problematize the methodological structure as an individual problem 
(Honneth, 2003b, pp. 238, 239). Thus, as long as one could regard the 
proletariat as the pretheoretical class with an inherent interest of overthrowing 
capitalist relations one did not have the need to explain which experiences or 
practices could guarantee a transcendency of the social order.  

According to Honneth the talk of transcendence and immanence designates a 
normative potential that reemerges in every new social reality because it is 
attached to forms of practice or experiences that are on one hand indispensable 
for societal reproduction and on the other hand points beyond all other forms of 
societal organization (Honneth, 2003b, p. 244). Thus, according to Honneth the 
connection between transcendence and immanence is stronger than Fraser sees. 
Transcendence should be a property of immanence itself so that the facticity of 
social relations always contains a dimension of transcending claims. Honneth 
states that even if such a connection seems a bit high-flown under present 
conditions, there are some approaches that follow this program such as 
Castoriadis, Marcuse, Habermas and Foucalt. The approaches should be seen as 
attempts to fill the gap left by the disintegration of the production paradigm.  

The difference with regard to the empirical reference point between Fraser 
and Honneth are guided by two completely different sets of ideas. Fraser starts 
with the folk-paradigms of justice and pursues the aim of anchoring theory in 
present-day society. Honneth’s moral-psychological reflections seek according 
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to him quasi-transcendental justification of critique in the structure of social 
reality. His idea is the hypothesis that all social integration depends on reliable 
forms of mutual recognition whose insufficiencies are tied to feelings of 
misrecognition (Honneth, 2003b, p. 245). This is regarded as the engine of 
social change.  Thus, the same instance that is in principle to guarantee the 
possibility of transcending the given order must also be able to explain 
historically how normative changes and improvements in form of social 
organization have come about. 

To answer the question of sociologically explaining current developmental 
processes of capitalism is according to Honneth a too big question, especially as 
Fraser understands the disagreement between her and Honneth only in terms of 
the cultural turn.  Honneth does not try to establish a categorical framework for 
adequately describing a modern capitalist society (Honneth, 2003b, p. 249).  
According to himself he only tried to reveal the moral constraints underlying 
social interaction on different levels in society. The guiding idea is that mutual 
recognition guides the inclusion in society. The mutual recognition or how we 
intersubjectively learn to affirm one another in particular respects amounts 
according to Honneth to social integration.  

According to Honneth Fraser overdramatizes the moral psychology that 
Honneth uses. Honneth claims that moral-psychological considerations about 
the function of recognition plays a role in the conception of justice only insofar 
as they support the social-theoretical thesis that social integration works 
through forms of mutual recognition. (Honneth, 2003b, p. 258)  

Honneth also criticizes Fraser for claiming that he incorporates a 
particularist idea at the same time as she introduces participatory parity, an idea 
that seems to be quite particular in itself (Honneth, 2003b, p. 259). Both Fraser 
and Honneth seem according to Honneth to agree that the most important good 
is the creation of social relations in which subjects are included as full members 
in the sense that they can publicly uphold and practice their lifestyles without 
shame or humiliation. In a sense Honneth’s recognition is the same as 
participatory parity as the development and realization of individual autonomy 
is only possible when subjects have the social preconditions for realizing their 
life goals without unjustifiable disadvantages and with greatest possible 
freedom.   

 
 

3.4.2 COMMENTS ON THE DEBATE  
The main theme of this thesis is to focus on radical democracy founded on 
dissent, I will assess the debate between Honneth and Fraser with this in mind. 
In other words, the question is which of the frameworks is most justified for a 
radical democratic theory founded on dissent. I will argue for the view that 
Fraser’s framework based on participatory parity has the stronger justification.  
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First of all let’s consider the roots of injustices in both Fraser’s and 
Honneth’s frameworks.  Fraser grounds her framework in the idea of 
participatory parity and in the removal of institutional obstacles that lies in the 
way of its realization. She defines justice as the stuff that social movements 
struggle for in a specific historical time (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 11-12). These folk-
paradigms of justice are not philosophical paradigms per se but paradigms that 
inform present day struggles in society which leads to a view centered on social 
movements.  

For Honneth the idea of recognition and justice is tied to the pre-political 
feeling of hurt and injustice. This feeling is that is derived from obstacles in the 
way of self-determination. Honneth’s theory is also tied to the social movements 
with the difference that in his theory the struggles of social movements are 
grounded in morality.  

To make the case for one framework over the other with regard to a radical 
democratic theory based in dissent is tied to Honneth’s and Fraser’s respective 
views on theory and philosophy.  

Fraser seems to be content with weaker philosophical grounding for her 
framework. One could claim that she ends up doing more political theory than 
political philosophy. With political theory in this case I mean that Fraser strives 
to formulate a better and more applicable theory of justice instead of focusing 
on stronger justification. In other words the justification of Fraser’s theory 
refers to the practical usability instead of solid philosophical grounds.  

Honneth seeks to secure stronger philosophical justification for his theory 
than Fraser. He strives to investigate and clarify the underlying philosophical 
grounds for our feeling of injustice and what social phenomena hinder us to 
flourish as persons.   

One of the reasons why the arguments in the debate between Honneth and 
Fraser seem to go past each other is tied to the different justificatory principles 
and perspective on philosophical grounds.   

With regard to justice and dissent the most important factor is how a theory 
can encompass the idea of self-characterization of dissent. This self-determinacy 
refers to the idea that the dissenters themselves can formulate dissent. In other 
words, the dissenters themselves should define the causes and the roots for their 
dissent.  

The idea of justice as participatory parity allows for dissent to be defined by 
the dissenters as dissent and also political struggles are viewed as means of 
participation. In other words, participatory parity requires that dissent is 
accepted as a way of participating in society. The idea of participatory parity also 
strengthens the view that the only limit of dissent, apart from participatory 
parity, is dissent itself. In other words, all dissent is allowed as long as it does 
not hinder anyone else’s possibility to dissent. The claim can be made that 
Honneth’s theory of recognition provides for the stronger self-characterization 
of dissent because he derives justice from the feeling of injustice. However what 
I attempt to describe with the self-characterization of dissent is not if dissent 
can be traced to subjective feelings of hurt. My aim is analyze such dissent that 
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is articulated. The power of this articulation is what I attempt to capture with 
the idea of the self-characterization of dissent. This articulation can be based on 
subjective feelings of hurt but also on an understanding of, for example, 
objective conditions of domination. Because Fraser’s participatory parity allows 
for the self-characterization either way, it is more suitable that Honneth’s theory 
which emphasize subjective feelings of hurt. 

Fraser’s folk-paradigmatic idea of justice starts out from the notion that 
justice is the stuff that social movements struggle for. She states that we should 
exclude movements that are against human rights from this consideration 
(Fraser, 2003a, pp. 11-12). I would disagree with this despite being in favor of 
human rights as such.  

As I proposed one should approach this question in two stages. First one 
should allow everyone to be considered in what the struggles are about. As all 
struggles rise from society, everyone is counted. In the second stage one should 
take into consideration the goals of the movement. It is at this second stage we 
can evaluate whether a movement is democratic or not.  

Hence, Fraser’s view is somewhat incoherent when she claims that 
movements that do not respect human rights should be excluded from a priori 
especially as she does not give any argument in favor of her view. Without such 
an argument this is an arbitrary division that has the same strength as claiming 
the opposite. Her argument seems to rest on the idea that human rights as such 
should not be contested at all.   

My assumption is that Fraser merely attempts to introduce a principle which 
allows us to exclude movements that are against human rights from decision 
making in actual society. In order to achieve this it is unnecessary to refer to an 
uncontestable view of human rights. It is enough to show that some movements 
are working against participatory parity and are hence anti-democratic or 
oppressive. Thus, participatory parity itself is a sufficient principle to exclude 
anti-democratic movements.  

The idea of justice as participatory parity seems to be a way of securing a 
view of justice that has enough substance to allow for normative evaluations 
while still leaving the content sufficiently open to allow for its definition by the 
dissenters.  

In Honneth’s framework every struggle for justice is tied to the moral 
psychological hurt of not being able to flourish as an individual. Honneth does 
not claim to make a theory that could explain contemporary capitalist society as 
such, only the recognition order.  

It is noteworthy that Fraser’s theory allows for the interpretation that 
recognition as a phenomenon works in the manner that Honneth claims. The 
difference lies in where the injustice of misrecognition is. Justice as 
participatory parity allows for a wider view of justice than the possibility for self-
determination.  

The framework of participatory parity allows the dissenters to frame dissent 
as a struggle for justice regardless of where its roots are. Hence, it may be that 
dissent could be tied to self-determination, but it is not a necessity. Hence, 
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justice as participatory parity allows for the interpretation that one cause for 
dissent may be tied to Honneth’s theory of recognition but others are equally 
possible.  

If we return to the question of giving philosophical grounds Fraser and 
Honneth seems to have a quite different view on them. As I have pointed out, 
Honneth justifies his theory by giving it strong philosophical grounds. I did 
claim that this is one of the reasons Fraser and Honneth seems to be 
misunderstanding each other constantly.  

Honneth starts from the pre-political idea of the feeling of injustice and 
continues a solid and coherent argumentation which is based on the theory of 
Hegel. His goal is to give stronger ties to reality to the Habermasian framework.  
Honneth does not refer to political grounds in his theory. Fraser on the other 
hands starts out by claiming that the different spheres of justice have two points 
of reference, a political and a philosophical.  

She continues by claiming that philosophically they refer to the normative 
paradigms developed by a theorist and politically they refer to the claims that 
social movements make in the public sphere. Hence, it is completely viable to 
claim that Fraser is more tied to the project of creating a working framework of 
justice whereas Honneth is interested in its philosophical grounds. It may be 
that a conception of justice in a modern capitalist society requires a kind of 
minimal justification in order to retain usability.  

It is also viable to interpret the different views on philosophical foundations 
as having its ground in different justificatory principles. Honneth justifies his 
theory with strong and coherent philosophical argumentation. Fraser on the 
other hand uses the practical usability of her framework as a justificatory 
principle. To make the case for the view that stronger philosophical grounding 
could at some point become a negative feature for a theory would require a 
thorough investigation in itself.  

Regardless of how the view one has on philosophical foundations, I claim 
that it is possible to make some practical improvements to Fraser’s framework, 
by introducing some of Laclau’s ideas. This can be done without sacrificing the 
practical usability of the framework.  

The case could be made that within the sphere of recognition one should 
adopt Honneth’s theory of recognition. Because of this it is necessary to answer 
the question of whether the status model of recognition or recognition as self-
realization is more viable from a point of view of dissent. One problem is that 
Fraser states that it may be that her model of recognition is actually 
presupposing Honneth’s idea but she is inclined to not letting the moral 
psychological feature govern her framework as it would be to introduce 
Honneth’s intersubjective ethical model in a political framework of justice.  

Fraser claims that one of the advantages of her model is that it allows us to 
justify claims for recognition as binding for all who agree to abide by fair terms 
of interaction under conditions of value pluralism. One of her claims is that this 
entails that Fraser’s model would be non-sectarian. However Honneth argues 
rightly that Fraser’s idea of participatory parity is a sectarian idea itself. It is true 
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that the norm of participatory parity is sectarian, but it only requires that one is 
a democrat.  

As I already pointed out, I would favor the status model on the grounds that 
it does not need to locate injustices in psychology, even if it probably is true that 
the feelings related or derived from injustices hinders us to flourish as persons.  

In my opinion it is a clear merit of the status model that it can show that 
injustices are unjust whether or not misrecognition has the effects that Honneth 
argues for. It also makes the ties stronger to institutional reality. The objective 
nature of Fraser’s framework does not diminish the requirement of self-
characterization, on the contrary, it strengthens it because the ability for self-
characterization is not restricted to subjective feelings of hurt but allows for the 
consideration of objective causes for injustice.  

One problem with Honneth’s framework is one can make the case that 
Honneth’s idea of recognition may lead to the right to have self-esteem. A right 
to self-esteem may again lead to a position where one has to accept the such 
self-esteem that relies on oppressing others. 

Esteem is the third mode of recognition that Honneth identifies. Honneth 
argues that individuals deserve esteem in virtue of their concrete characteristics 
or traits or abilities (Honneth, 1995, pp. 121, 125, 129).   

Thus, they are not esteemed only because they are associated with a 
particular culture or social identity but because they possess specific features 
that distinguish them as unique individuals. According to Honneth individuals 
deserve esteem for attributes that contribute to the achievement of societal goals 
(Honneth, 1995, p. 122).  

Esteem is thus a reward for persons that help their society to achieve 
particular goals. Thus, “the social standing of subjects is … measured in terms of 
what they can accomplish for society within the context of their particular forms 
of self-realization” (Honneth, 1995, p. 127).  

Hence, according to Honneth, each society has certain goals or values that 
help to define its identity. According to him, society has a set of ethical goals and 
values that comprises its cultural self-understanding (Honneth, 1995, p. 122).   

Honneth does not however contend that a society would share a single set of 
values but we have after the “collapse” of traditional hierarchies of values seen 
the emergence of a condition of value pluralism (Honneth, 1995, p. 125).  

In this value pluralism many values compete against each other for social 
precedence. These are struggles for esteem. Thus, value systems are in a 
constant flux as some values wane and other waxes. There is a permanent 
struggle to control the means of symbolic force and to shape the climate of 
public attention (Honneth, 1995, p. 127).  

Thus, groups that share certain values strive to raise the profile of their own 
value-system and if they succeed they gain esteem. Honneth’s view on esteem 
has been criticized by Fraser as self-esteem may be interpreted as a right as it is 
seen as a necessity for undistorted identity formation (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 32-
33). Social-esteem is an intersubjective condition for undistorted identity 
formation.  
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As morality is supposed to protect this, it follows that everyone is morally 
entitled to self-esteem. According to Fraser viewing esteem as a right for all 
makes it meaningless as it becomes a reduction ad absurdum argument (Fraser, 
2003a, pp. 32-33).  

Fraser relies on a distinction in moral philosophy where respect is owed 
universally on the grounds of a shared humanity, esteem however is given 
differentially on the grounds of specific accomplishments or contribution 
(Fraser, 2003a, pp. 32-33). Thus, giving respect equally to everyone is sensible, 
while according esteem equally to everyone becomes an oxymoron.  

Her own model avoids this according to her by entailing that everyone has an 
equal right to pursue social esteem under conditions of equal opportunity 
(Fraser, 2003a, pp. 32-33).  According to Fraser, Honneth’s conception of 
recognition runs into difficulties when trying to distinguish whose claims for 
recognition are justifiable.  

As Honneth’s model is based on the idea of self-realization it follows, 
according to Fraser, that such claims for recognition that enhances the 
claimant’s self-esteem are justified while those who diminish it are not (Fraser, 
2003a, pp. 37-38).  

Thus, it is, according to Fraser, doubtful if enhanced self-esteem should 
function as a justificatory standard for recognition claims (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 
37-38). On the other hand, anti-racist claims could be seen as illegitimate as 
they could threaten the self-esteem of the racist. Here one of the problems is 
that prejudice can give the bearer psychological benefits.  

Hence, it is possible to view Honneth’s idea of esteem and self-esteem as 
something that one should have right-like claim to attain.  Fraser’s framework 
only states that everyone should have an equal right to pursue social esteem 
under conditions of equal opportunity.  

The status model makes it easier to combine the idea of recognition to a 
political theory of dissent. A view of justice that leaves a major part of its 
definition to the dissenters can be combined with the idea of dissent as the limit 
of itself. This view also entails the viewpoint that there are multiple spheres of 
justice that all can be governed by an idea of justice that is specific to that 
sphere.  

Honneth’s idea treats the idea of flourishing as a person as a primary idea 
that should govern other spheres of justice. Fraser makes the claim that 
Honneth attempts to interpret all forms of justice through his idea of 
recognition. This is understandably not compatible with a perspective that 
allows for multiple frameworks of justice.  

However it is also clear that the Fraserian framework lacks philosophical 
coherence and justifications at some points. The main points are Fraser’s ideas 
on abnormality, agonism, discourse and hegemony.  I have attempted to give 
reinterpretations of her framework where needed to make the framework as a 
whole more philosophically sound. Many of the insights that add philosophical 
justification to Fraser’s framework can be derived from Ernesto Laclau’s 
theories of hegemony and democracy.  
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3.4.3 HOW MANY SPHERES OF JUSTICE? 
Fraser’s framework as it is presented in (Fraser & Honneth, 2003) is clearly 
lacking with its perspectival dualism. Perspectival dualism refers to the division 
of justice into the spheres of recognition and redistribution. The main problem 
in my opinion is not that Fraser’s dualism lacks justification as Honneth thinks, 
but mostly that the sphere of politics is left out. Fraser corrects this by later in 
(Fraser, 2008a) introducing the sphere of representation which can be seen as 
the political sphere that was left out initially.  

There is however a point to Honneth’s critique. If one is only interested in 
making a functioning theory of justice the question of justification can be 
avoided, but the framework would be left open for a philosophical critique at 
this point.  

Honneth refers as an example to Habermas perspectival dualism as justified 
while Fraser leaves completely open the question of why society should 
suddenly be viewed through the dualist framework or later through the three 
spheres that she proposes. I agree with Honneth that there does not seem in 
Fraser’s work any justification except that it leads to a clever and working theory 
of justice.  

I claim that this problem can be overcome by giving Fraser’s framework a 
reinterpretation that would be compatible with my dissent-perspectival idea at 
the same time as introducing the central idea of Michael Walzer in his book 
Spheres of Justice.  

If we assume that the perspectives in Fraser’s framework of justice would not 
refer to an all-encompassing view of all existing spheres of justice, then the 
problem of justification would look a bit different.  

The problem of justification would be removed as one would not have justify 
the specific two or later three spheres of justice but to justify the idea that there 
are many spheres of justice that while related with each other has own specific 
features that shows that justice works a bit differently in different spheres. 
Fraser seems to have a similar dynamic in mind as she points out that a social 
movement may open up new spheres of justice through contestation (Fraser, 
2008, p. 59). 

Hence, this would require that the Fraserian framework would be 
interpreted as a framework where there are potentially more spheres of justice 
that what she claims. Hence, according to this interpretation Fraser would only 
have given us interpretations of three spheres of justice that alone would not 
explain all features of contemporary capitalist society. Walzer’s idea is roughly 
that there are different spheres of justice that all functions a bit differently in the 
different spheres (Walzer, 1983, pp. 3-10). Also one should avoid to monopolize 
what is distributed in one sphere and also that this monopoly should not be 
used to dominate other spheres (Walzer, 1983, pp. 10-11,19).  

However Walzer treats all justice through the idea of distributive justice even 
though he uses his theory to approach matters of justice such as affects, family, 
women and also recognition (Walzer, 1983, pp. 227-229, 239-242, 249-258).  
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Hence, to make use of Walzers idea in this case implies that one would use 
only his idea of different spheres of justice and decouple it from being subsumed 
under the distributive paradigm. Hence, the idea framed this way could be read 
as a critique of for example the Marxian or new liberalist idea where the sphere 
of economy and hence the view of justice within it is falsely used to define all 
forms of justice. This would also entail a critique of any view that would see 
ethics or only the recognition order as the defining feature of all of justice.  

In a sense the critique is quite similar as Fraser’s idea that one should not 
view justice only as a question of redistributing wealth or identity political 
ordering, but at the same time through lenses that are true to the specific forms 
of justice at hand. Hence, if reinterpreted by adopting a decoupled version of 
Walzer’s idea of justice it is possible to justify the multiple perspectives from the 
point of view that different areas of justice should be investigated through a 
conception of justice that is in line with that specific area of justice.  

The connection with a political theory of dissent is made through the idea 
that the amount of spheres of justice should be left open. One of the features of 
dissent can be to show that our existing ideas of justice are not applicable in a 
specific case. Hence, this would warrant the introduction of a different sphere 
such a case.  

On the level of theory this entails the introducing of a new sphere of justice to 
our framework of justice. Hence, the framework of justice can be justified by 
reinterpreting the Fraserian framework so that it leaves open the amount of 
spheres or perspective on justice and through the idea that such a 
reinterpretation is also justified by the idea that it allows for new spheres to be 
introduced through contestation and dissent.   

One can find arguments in favor of from Fraser’s own theory. The sphere of 
representation in Fraser’s framework should encompass both representation in 
the sense of who gets to speak in matters at hand but also in the sense of how a 
question of justice is framed (Fraser, 2008, p. 17). The only argment that I can 
find in Fraser’s theory is that the sphere of representation fits with recognition 
and redistribution in order to make three key concepts that start with re-. To 
have three concepts is more a question of style than any theoretical 
requirement. In other words, under my interpretation, Fraser already has at 
least four spheres of justice in her framework. Walzer’s analyzes similar aspect 
that Fraser analyzes through the spheres of misrepresentation and misframing 
through the spheres membership and procedure.  
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3.5 JUSTICE AS PARTICIPATORY PARITY  

The idea of participatory parity is central for Fraser’s theory of justice. However 
there are not a lot of philosophical arguments for participatory parity as such. In 
other words, it remains a bit unclear why we should accept the idea as 
participatory parity as the normative core of a theory of justice. I also agree with 
Honneth that Fraser’s claim that Honneth’s theory is sectarian is a bit dubious 
as the idea of participatory parity as such is a quite sectarian ideal.  The 
sectarian nature of participatory parity is not a problem as the only requirement 
is that one is a democrat.  

Fraser’s idea of participatory parity can be viewed as an attempt to capture 
liberty and equality under a single framework. This seems to entail that Fraser 
first seems to establish the space of autonomy through the concept of 
participatory parity and then builds her framework on that.  

She does not provide too many arguments for accepting the idea or an 
explanation of how we can assume that everyone should accept participatory 
parity as the core of a theory. One possibility would, of course, be to assume, as 
Rawls does, that we could agree to participatory parity, at least in the case of 
ideal theory.  

Hence, we would assume that participatory parity could be agreed upon 
rational grounds and under conditions that rule out partisan interests. Another 
possibility would be to approach the concept through empirical practice and 
assume that Fraser merely attempts to provide a working concept of justice that 
is possible to utilize for empirical purposes. I assume that this latter 
interpretation is the case. 

 However the philosophical grounds to accept this kind of interpretation are 
rather weak. Also the first possibility seems dubious from the point of view of 
dissent as I keep stressing that we should not force a specific interpretation on 
justice that forces dissent to be framed in a similar manner. For example, if we 
approach the idea of participatory parity as an idea of ideal theory we also at the 
same time can infer that matters of justice could be inferred in a similar manner 
and hence we would accept a substantive view of justice. Hence, if participatory 
parity should be accepted as the normative core of our framework we should be 
able to argue for it without referring to ideal theory.   

The main argument for accepting participatory parity for me is through the 
requirements of dissent. As I pointed out the main idea is to view dissent as a 
positive feature in society and as a feature that is oriented towards betterment of 
society despite not being necessarily tied to discourse theory. A discourse 
theoretical view could accept participatory parity on the grounds of ideal 
discourse.  

When participatory parity is viewed from the point of view of dissent, it is 
accepted because it allows for the possibility and creates a “right” for everyone 
to dissent. The key idea is that if we claim that everyone should be able to 
participate on par in society we also have to accept that one way of participation 
is through articulated non-agreement with society, in other words dissent. This 
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idea, however, does not necessarily establish the idea of autonomy as such but 
actually widens the possibility of participation as any form of dissent within the 
limits of democracy is accepted. Hence, participatory parity is viewed as central 
for any conception of radical democracy that is based on a political theory of 
dissent. The idea of justice as participatory parity also sets limits for the concept 
of democracy in a radical democratic theory. With this I mean that the limit 
between what is considered democratic or undemocratic can be assessed using 
the norm of participatory parity. Hence, in a democracy most claims can be 
accepted as being democratic as long as they promote participatory parity.  

I view Fraser’s idea of establishing the idea of liberty and equality as the clear 
merit of her framework as it also allows for tying together different traditions of 
political philosophy, especially its continental strands that focuses more on 
power and conflict and the liberal ones that focus on establishing as wide a field 
of liberty and equality as possible.     

In my opinion the idea of participatory parity can also be viewed as an 
argument for the idea that very strong philosophical or ontological grounds for a 
theory of justice can be a negative feature. In other words, some part of the 
strength of Fraser’s framework, namely those concerning the core of her 
framework, lies inadvertently in her philosophical argumentation for a weak 
basis.  

This idea however rests on the idea that when giving stronger philosophical 
justifications one gives at the same times arguments from which it is possible to 
infer substantive conceptions of political action and that the power to define 
political action lies with the political actors themselves. 
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3.6 SUMMARY  

At this stage I think we are ready to make some initial assumptions on what 
kind of framework of justice would be best suited for a radical democratic 
political theory of dissent.  

From the debate between Honneth and Fraser, I have concluded that 
Fraser’s framework of justice has stronger justification, mainly because it leaves 
a larger part of the substantial question to be defined by the dissenters 
themselves. While Honneth’s theory may, initially, seem to, in a better way, 
allow for the self-characterization of dissent, I claim that Fraser’s theory is 
stronger because it allows for the wider possibility of articulation of dissent. In 
other words, Fraser’s theory is not restricted by subjective feelings of hurt or 
obstacles in the way of self-realization. The ideas of justice defined through 
social struggle combined with the norm of participatory parity allows for any 
form of dissent while still being able to provide the means of distinguishing 
between the democratic or undemocratic nature of such claims. This is done in 
two stages where the first stage allows for any claims to enter the picture in 
order to allow for maximum participation and also gives meaning to the concept 
of justice. In the second stage the articulated demands can be distinguished as 
either democratic or undemocratic by referring to the norm of participatory 
parity.     

I also think that, overall, Honneth’s theory as such has a stronger 
philosophical justification. This, however, is something of a problem with regard 
to dissent as it seems that a strong philosophical foundation may lead to giving 
substantive and somewhat binding views on justice that lessen the self-
characterization of the dissenters.  

Even though Fraser’s framework functions as a basis, it needs some 
reinterpretations partially because of the requirements of dissent and partially 
because it lacks philosophical strength where needed. Hence, from this point on 
I will refer to the political theory of dissent instead of Fraser’s framework to 
clarify when I am talking about my reinterpreted framework and when I am 
referring to Fraser’s original framework. 

Fraser’s framework was divided into three spheres that refer to remedies for 
different injustices, redistribution, recognition and representation. A political 
theory of dissent requires that the number of spheres be left open to allow for 
the possibility of introducing new contestations of justice through the idea of 
dissent.  

This also makes the framework stronger as it does not have to justify why 
justice should suddenly be viewed from the point of view of three perspectives as 
Honneth has rightly criticized Fraser for. I claim that political theory of dissent 
should avoid this. One way to illustrate how one could leave the number of 
spheres open is through Walzer’s idea that there are different forms of justice 
that merit different forms of remedies. In other words, it is not necessary to 
specify the amount of spheres. On the contrary, the amount of spheres should be 
left open in order to allow for different perspectives of justice when needed.  
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This holds especially as “spheres” are merely analytic distinctions which opens 
the way for more thorough social analysis. With regard to Fraser’s theory I have 
argued that she already has introduced four spheres by giving the sphere of 
representation a double meaning.   

The concept of justice is defined in Fraser’s framework through 
contemporary struggles of our time. However, Fraser rules out struggles that are 
against human rights. A political theory of dissent should view the ruling out as 
an arbitrary boundary and hence view justice as defined through every 
contemporary struggles.  

The boundaries are set by the idea of democracy, which is incorporated 
through the norm of participatory parity. For example with regard to claims that 
against the idea of human rights one could assess their democratic nature as 
following. First of all, the claims are accepted as claims which are potentially 
democratic. It is the claims-making that gives them this nature. On this level 
they are included in assessments on, for example, justice is. However when the 
claims are articulated and thus made political one can assess if they promote or 
hinders participatory parity in society. As violations against human rights can be 
seen as violating the possibility to participate on par in society, such claims can 
be viewed as being undemocratic and on this basis legitimately be excluded.  

The merit of Fraser’s framework is that it does not require a substantive view 
of justice. The substantive view of justice is rejected by the requirements of 
dissent to allow for the self-determination and self-characterization of the 
dissenters.  

However, the contestation in the open aspects of Fraser’s framework seems 
to be solved at least partially through rational discussion, while the dissent-
perspectival framework views the “filling” of concept through hegemonic 
contestation. This also introduces the question of political power. This idea is 
also more in line with the idea of a theory that is written from and for social 
movements.  
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4 RADICAL DEMOCRACY AND DISSENT 

4.1 GENERAL CLAIMS 

I have proposed that the best conception of justice for a radical democratic 
theory of dissent is based on the norm of participatory parity. A central 
argument is that the idea of justice as participatory parity allows for the self-
characterization of dissent. In addition, participatory parity both sets limits for 
democracy and makes alterations possible in institutional frameworks.  

The main objectives of this chapter are to clarify what kind of conception of 
radical democracy is best suited for such a theory and to combine Fraser’s 
conception of justice with Laclau’s political theory. This move will finalize the 
construction of a political theory of dissent.  

I first clarify some central ideas and concepts that a radical democratic 
political theory of dissent should take into account and after that I show how a 
political theory of dissent can be modified to incorporate these concepts.   

I start by presenting some thoughts on how we should conceptualize societal 
change and democratic struggle. One of the reasons for this is to further 
highlight the idea that conflicts can and should be seen as a positive feature in 
society. In other words, this is done in order to clarify why and how dissent 
should be represented in a democracy. 

A radical democratic view implies a conception of democracy as being in 
constant motion. In order to explain this development conceptually and socially 
we need what I shall call a logic of change. The logic of change conceptualizes 
and makes democratic change in society intelligible. On the conceptual level, 
following the ideas of Ernesto Laclau, we have two main alternatives. These are 
dialectic and an antagonistic logic. I argue with Laclau that an antagonistic logic 
of change is more suited for a radical democratic political theory of dissent. 

One of the main debates within radical democratic theory is the debate 
between the deliberative democrats and the agonists. I will argue in favour of 
the view that a political theory of dissent is more justified when viewed as an 
agonist theory. One of the reasons is that deliberative democracy partially 
shares liberal democracy’s feature of internalizing conflicts and thus hides many 
important forms of dissent.  

After the investigation into some of the key concepts for a radical democratic 
political theory of dissent, I present some of Ernesto Laclau’s ideas that can add 
strength to Nancy Fraser’s theory of participatory parity. These ideas are 
Laclau’s and also Mouffe’s15 insights on hegemony and populist politics. I show 
how Fraser’s theory can be strengthened by incorporating some of Laclau’s 

                                                
15 Even though I focus primarily on Laclau in this dissertation, the theory of hegemony is largely 

adopted jointly between Laclau and Mouffe in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. 
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ideas. Laclau’s theory of politics can also further explain how political 
movements arise, which is a feature that Fraser’s current theory cannot.   

Fraser’s theory of justice as participatory parity employs the concept of 
reflexive justice in order to explain the difference between open and closed 
frameworks. Further, she argues for the view that we need to have closed 
frameworks in order to make decisions and thus also change institutional 
configurations. In order to explain change from one social configuration into 
another, she employs the idea of open frameworks. I claim that a theory of 
hegemony is better suited to this. Chantal Mouffe’s and Ernesto Laclau’s theory 
of hegemony struggle can explain a similar dynamic as Fraser strives for with 
her notion of reflexive justice.  

It is also possible to interpret Laclau’s theory as one that is tied to the idea of 
participatory parity. I will argue for the view that Laclau’s idea of democratic 
demands can be interpreted as enhancing participatory parity.  

The question of viewing politics as institutional versus anti-institutional 
engagement is central in contemporary radical democratic theory. I have earlier 
argued that a radical democratic theory of dissent should be tied to institutional 
reality. I will elaborate on this conception a little further in order to achieve a 
more justified view of the concept of democracy and democratic politics.  

After the key concepts have been straightened out, I will provide an 
argument about how these key concepts should be incorporated into a radical 
democratic political theory of dissent. The overall claim is that one possible 
radical democratic political theory of dissent can be achieved by integrating 
Nancy Fraser’s theory of justice and Ernesto Laclau’s theory of democracy. 
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4.2 DEMOCRACY AND THE LOGIC OF CHANGE 

The logic of change explains how democracy changes both conceptually and 
socially. For a political theory of dissent the logic of change explains how social 
change, based on dissent, can be achieved. As dissent is directed disagreement 
towards some feature of society it implies conflict.  

The logic of change can be approached through Laclau’s ideas of different 
social logics. In this conception we can identify at least three ways of 
conceptualizing social logic. The first one is the liberalist conceptualization. The 
second with its root in Hegelian thought is to view change and struggle from the 
perspective of dialectical contradiction. The third one is to view opposition as 
antagonistic. 

Within the liberalist framework all social matters are reduced to a system 
where rules and movement are internal to themselves (Laclau, 1990, pp. 11-12). 
All possibilities for social change are hence viewed as being systemic 
possibilities. In liberalism, conflicts are internalized and carried out within the 
scope of the framework.  

Change that is not internal to the liberalist system is viewed as an anomaly 
and its legitimacy can be questioned. Hence, according to Laclau, antagonistic 
relations do not even exist in a liberalist system as all conflicts are internalized 
and hence play out neatly within the scope of the system itself. One can arrive at 
this idea through the realization that whatever an agent does within the 
liberalist system its identity as a maximizer of interest remains (Laclau, 1990, p. 
12).  

In Laclau’s view the liberalist interpretation where political agents are 
reduced to maximizers of interest cannot explain antagonistic relations in a 
sufficient manner. The liberalist system eliminates antagonistic relations by 
confining them to the margins.  

Because there are divergent interests in society they come into conflict. 
According to Laclau, the liberalist system manages this conflict by meeting 
interests in a sufficient way to ensure a stable society. Those interests that are 
completely against the liberalist idea are unaccepted and can be legitimately 
excluded. Change within the liberalist framework is contained in the liberal 
system. 

In the liberalist framework, common ground can be reached by an appeal to 
the basic principles of reason as seen by liberals. A conflictual relation that 
cannot be reconciled through reason becomes a blind spot. In a sense, this 
eliminates politics as conflict and can be viewed as a false interpretation of 
pluralist politics. Real political antagonism is reduced to technical questions of 
how to recognize divergent interest (Mouffe, 2013, pp. 3-4).  

A dialectical contradiction, again, implies a contradiction where the means to 
overcome the contradiction is found within the opposition itself. In other words, 
every current contradiction determines its subsequent forms. Hence, one can in 
principle track the evolution of certain social oppositions and determine their 
logical conclusion. With regard to social change, this means that social change 
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can be viewed as a logical evolution of current oppositions. The logic of 
dialectical change entails, according to Laclau, that change is logically 
determined through the transcending of the conflict in question. With regard to 
dissent, this entails that the possibility of change is intrinsic to dissent and its 
counterpart, for example institutional oppression.  

The idea of dialectical contradiction as the engine of change is closely tied to 
the idea of historical determinism. The most common examples would be the 
evolution of spirit in Hegel or class opposition in Marx.  

It is noteworthy that the logic of change within a dialectical framework is 
always determined from within the opposites themselves and oppositions are 
overcome in a way that follows a specific trajectory according to reason, spirit, 
and so on. The dialectical logic ascribes a privileged position to the agents that 
are opposing each other. Thus, other oppositions that may be relevant are ruled 
out. This reduces or rules out different real possibilities of dissent. In other 
words, dialectics conceptualizes oppositions in a way that does not take all 
possibilities of social conflicts into account.   

According to Laclau, another possible way of conceiving change is to view 
concepts and social forces as being in antagonistic relations to each other. The 
main difference is that this way of conceiving the logic of change is not 
historically determined and conceptual change is not a logical consequence that 
follows intrinsically from within the concepts themselves. In this view the 
oppositional relations in society depend entirely on factual and contingent 
history (Laclau 1990: 8).  

The difference can be clarified by presenting Laclau’s example of the 
opposition between worker and capital and viewing the conflict from the point 
of view of dialectics and antagonism. First we shall take the opposition between 
worker and capital and view it through the lenses of dialectical contradiction. In 
this opposition, the worker is in contradiction to capital because of the class 
structure of society. We have arrived at this moment in history through the 
evolution of the modes of production in society and through the overcoming of 
the oppositions that any given societal stage creates. In an industrial capitalist 
society the opposition between capital and worker is logically determined by the 
current societal stage and the mode of production which creates the opposition. 
Hence, the opposition between worker and capital is a necessity. The opposition 
is transcended by the revolution that this opposition necessarily creates at which 
point another societal stage is entered. Thus, resistance is a logical conclusion of 
this opposition.   

When the opposition between worker and capital is approached from an 
antagonistic point of view, antagonistic opposition exists only if the worker 
actually resists and in the form chosen by the worker (Laclau, 1990, p. 9). In 
other words, resistance in Laclau’s sense is not a logical conclusion of the 
contradiction between worker and capital. Hence, an antagonistic perspective 
does not accept the idea that resistance is a logical conclusion of any opposition. 

The reason why Laclau views the contradiction between worker and capital 
as an antagonistic relation is that the logic of dialectical contradiction 
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presupposes the idea of a determined historical movement. In such a saturated 
space there is no space for multiplicity. History could not have evolved in any 
other way and in a sense the future is already decided. All societal oppositions 
are viewed as necessities that arise from objective history.   

Laclau tries to show that one cannot and should not view social oppositions 
as objective relations. They should be seen as “the limit of all objectivity” 
(Laclau, 2014, pp. 161-165). In other words, one cannot deduce anything 
objectively from any given social opposition nor can one deduce any future 
societal configuration from such an opposition. An opposition exists only where 
it is created and articulated and the alterations that a conflict may lead to should 
not be viewed as logical conclusions but as contingent features interpreted in 
terms of a hegemonic power struggle. Hence, society should not, according to 
Laclau, be viewed in terms of a purely objective order (Laclau, 2014, pp. 161-
165). Thus, a society and social conflicts are only one possibility out of many. 
Everything could have played out in a different way.  

With regard to the self-characterization of dissent, this means that one 
cannot merely restrict oneself to one specific hegemonic social order. Such 
claims that refer to another hegemonic project have to be counted in order to 
allow for the self-characterization of dissent.  

With regard to the idea of history, the antagonistic perspective is opposed to 
the idea of historical determinism (Laclau, 1990, pp. 12-13). The antagonistic 
account treats history as a matter that is not necessarily coherent.  

The idea of the dialectical logic of contradiction views change as springing 
from within the objective relations of oppositional concepts and forces. 
Dialectical contradictions arise from an objective order in society which in turn 
is tied to the idea of historical determinism. An account of dialectical logic has to 
accept some form of determinism as there is only a limited possibility to 
overcome conceptual oppositions from within concepts themselves.  

This finitude leads to the necessity of viewing society as an objective order. 
The antagonistic perspective is not tied to any conceptual necessity nor is it tied 
to the idea of historical determinism. On the other hand, this leads to the idea 
that one cannot view society as being constructed around an objective order but 
as being tied to the idea of contingency. 

I claim that a radical democratic political theory based on dissent should 
frame its internal logic of change as an antagonistic logic. This is a requirement 
of dissent. I argued earlier for the self-characterization of dissent. This means 
that the dissenters themselves should retain the possibility of characterizing 
their dissent. To allow for the self-characterization of dissent, dissent should be 
limited only by participatory parity. Historical determinism and the idea that 
conflicts can be deduced from an objective order cannot be justified because 
they derive the characterization of dissent and dissenters from a 
conceptualization of society which characterizes dissent and conflict in society. 
In other words, historical determinism cannot be combined with the self-
characterization of dissent.  
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The problem with this idea when applied to political struggles is that it 
requires a view of political struggles that partially removes the question of 
power. The question of power is partially bypassed because contradictions are 
transcended through features intrinsic to the opposing concepts. A theory of 
hegemony is better suited for a political theory in order to explain political 
struggle in terms of power.  

I do not claim that the idea of dialectics as such is faulty. With regard to 
theory and theoretical reflection it is a useful tool, but as an idea that real 
conflicts should be transcended in this way it seems implausible. One of the 
problems with dialectics implemented on politics is that it may draw oneself 
into the quagmire of historical determination.  

For example, if we consider the Hegelian idea of history as the fulfilment of 
objective spirit or the Marxian idea of viewing history as determined by the 
modes of production, it is possible to view dialectics as not being completely 
historically determined if there are many possible ways to transcend 
contradictory relations.   

However, history seems to be at least partially determined if there is not an 
unlimited number of possible ways to transcend these conceptual 
contradictions. Another problem with dialectics, more specifically the forms that 
assume some kind of historical determinism, is that they seem to give a specific 
role to a specific political agent.  

For example, in Marxism it is the proletariat that is the privileged political 
agent. With regard to dissent, dialectics seems to at least in some forms force 
the idea of viewing political conflicts without taking into account relations of 
power other than opposites. Another problem is that there is the possibility of 
having to accept some form of historical determinism. 

With regard to the theories of justice that I have presented earlier, it is a bit 
problematic that both Honneth and Fraser seem at least partially to adhere to 
approaches that follow dialectical logic. For Honneth this is clear as he derives 
his theory from Hegel, especially the master-slave dialectics. For Fraser it is 
evident through her critique of other ideas of justice, such as Honneth’s and 
liberal theories, as being false antitheses.   

I assume that Fraser’s usage of the term antithesis relates to Hegel’s 
aufhebung, which Fraser quite often describes using the formula thesis – 
antithesis – synthesis. So when Fraser claims that some feature is a false 
antithesis she claims that the opposite of the contradiction is false. One example 
is when she claims that the idea of discourse and agonism is a false antithesis. 
Hence, what she claims is that discourse and agonism should not be viewed in 
terms of conceptual contradiction, instead they should be viewed as concepts 
that add to each other. In my opinion this view is false.   

However, it is possible to view the dialectics in Fraser’s theories as an 
approach that uses dialectics as a theoretical tool and not claim that the 
dynamics of struggle in society should be viewed as dialectical struggles. On this 
point I also assume that it is possible to detach the idea of dialectical struggle 
from Fraser’s framework, even if it was there from the beginning.  
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For Honneth, the detachment of dialectics seems to be somewhat more 
problematic as his whole theory of recognition presupposes the idea of 
dialectical struggles. However, Honneth does not, at least explicitly, adhere to 
any idea of historical determinism and he does not presuppose any specific 
political agent as being primary in any way.  

However, his idea of recognition does entail that at least in the recognition 
order society strives towards full recognition. This does not presuppose any kind 
of determinism as such, but as Honneth has such close ties to the Hegelian 
approach, the case can be made that there is at least the possibility of 
determinism with regard to recognition.  

One interpretation of dialectics in Honneth’s theory would go as follows. 
Initially there is the idea of a relation of power that creates misrecognition. This 
leads to the struggle for recognition. From these premises recognition happens 
when the power that creates misrecognition and its counterpart, the struggle for 
recognition, is transcended. The possibility for recognition is thus intrinsic to 
the opposition between the power that creates misrecognition and the struggle 
that aims for recognition. 

However, if one does not put as much weight on the Hegelian connection, 
then the same feature seems only to be a proof of a framework that is 
normatively strong. My critique is perhaps unfair, but it illustrates a problem 
that is present if one employs a too strict conception of dialectics in order to 
explain social change. 
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4.3 PROCEDURAL AND IDEAL DEMOCRACY 

The concept of democracy is commonly viewed as a dynamic concept where the 
real part and the ideal part of democracy interacts and sets boundaries for the 
final conception. The idea is that ideal democracy is the utopian view of 
democracy that is limited by the real or possible institutional arrangements of 
government. In a sense ideal democracy is the regulative ideal that ought to 
regulate the real configuration of democratic society.  

From this division one can conclude that democracy is attractive and 
something to strive for but that it is at the same time by definition unrealizable 
because of the boundaries set by reality. While it may, initially, seem like a good 
idea to operate with a utopian concept for purposes of regulating real world 
institutional arrangements, there are some serious issues with this idea.   

A main problem is that because there are different interpretations of the 
ideal, it is always unclear what kind of institutional configuration is acceptable 
as the best possible configuration. In other words, if we lack a common 
conception of what an ideal democracy would look like, it is hard to make any 
evaluations of what kind of arrangements are best. If we cannot do this we have 
to accept that every interpretation of the democratic ideal is at least partially 
valid. A regulative ideal where any interpretation of the ideal is valid can hardly 
be seen as a regulative ideal at all.  

To make sense of this confusion it is quite common to introduce the idea of 
democracy as a constant process, and I agree.  In other words, the institutional 
arrangements of democracy and the democratic ideal are both viewed from the 
perspective of constant betterment.  

To reach a coherent view of the division between real and ideal democracy 
one needs to introduce the idea of democracy as a process. Thus, we have the 
ideal of democracy that is always unattainable but has the function of eternally 
guiding the institutional configuration on the path towards ideal democracy.  

Because of the possibility of multiple interpretations, the ideal concept of 
democracy has to be very vague. Usually, it is sufficient to define ideal 
democracy as a societal configuration where societal power belongs to the 
people. This idea is compatible with a conception of pluralist liberal equality and 
also other conceptions of democracy.  

In this dissertation, participatory parity functions as the content for what is 
meant by the idea that the power in democratic society belongs to the people. 
The reason why it is sufficient to define the ideal in such minimal terms is 
because any definition of ideal democracy that would be more specific runs into 
the same problem of multiple interpretations that the idea of process was 
implemented to overcome. In other words, because one cannot provide a clear 
substantive content to the original ideal concept one needs the idea of 
democracy as a process. The idea of democracy as a process cannot be given a 
clear definition of the ideal as the idea of the process was implemented in order 
to avoid this problem. No ideal form of democracy can give this answer as an 
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eternal truth. It is from this chain of thought that the division of real and ideal 
democracy arises.  

For the process-based idea to be sensible, it is sufficient to accept that we do 
not know the best configuration but we have the inclination that we can always 
have a societal configuration that is a bit more democratic than the current one. 
In other words, we are always tweaking the societal configuration to make it a 
little more democratic. This is done through a process of trial and error.  

If we have, within this line of thought, a different idea of a democratic 
configuration, we should supposedly argue for its implementation and show that 
the configuration of democracy that we argue for is more in line with the ideal of 
democracy. Hence, we should start to implement it because it is more 
reasonable and more democratic.  

Different theories of democracy are argued for on the grounds that they are 
more democratic than our current or opposing configuration because they are 
more in line with the concept of ideal democracy. I point out again that the 
concept of ideal democracy retains its quite open or undefined nature.  

One could claim that we need a democratic procedure to decide on which 
societal configuration is more democratic and because we cannot have a 
substantive view of democracy. The substantive view is impossible because we 
cannot have an eternal truth about democracy.  

If it were possible to have a substantive concept of democracy as the ideal, it 
would make the real and ideal divide unnecessary. In other words, we would 
never have had the problem of how to decide between competing conceptions of 
democracy as the problem would be decided once and for all. Hence, we need a 
democratic procedure so that we can reach an outcome that we can call 
democratic when we have competing ideas of democracy. In other words, we 
cannot decide which configuration is more democratic by referring to a 
substantial concept as many competing conceptions would have a similar claim. 
Hence, we need to create a procedure that can be interpreted as democratic so 
that we can overcome the problem of deciding on a democratic configuration.  

The outcome of the democratic procedure is thought of as being democratic. 
This idea leads to the further idea that the struggle for the concept of democracy 
is incorporated into the procedures. Hence, the concept of democracy is left 
open by definition. We would not need the concept of procedures in order to 
arrive at the best configuration if we had a clearly defined concept of democracy.  

While I agree that the concept of democracy is open in the sense that it is 
always contested, I disagree with the introduction of the concept of procedure to 
aid us in overcoming the real and ideal democracy. I disagree on two accounts.  

First, we have the idea that as long as the procedure of arriving at a specific 
institutional configuration is democratic, we can conclude that the procedural 
outcome or institutional arrangement is also democratic.  

From this we can conclude that any current configuration is democratically 
acceptable to some extent as long as it has gone through the correct procedures. 
One can always argue that any current institutional arrangement is democratic 
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because it is part of the democratic process or trajectory towards the ideal of 
democracy.  

The configuration itself always refers to an interpretation of the ideal concept 
of democracy. However, the interpretation of the ideal concept of democracy 
does not have its origin in the ideal concept but in the interpretation of the ideal. 
Hence, the interpretation uses itself as a guideline for itself. If we have another 
conception of democracy we need to show why it is more democratic than the 
current configuration. This is, however, always done while referring to a 
conception of ideal democracy. From this we arrive at the second reason for my 
disagreement.  

As any current configuration has gone through the procedural process and by 
virtue of being “more” democratic than a former arrangement, any argument for 
a new configuration has to show that it is “more” democratic either by referring 
to the same concept of ideal democracy that the former arrangement did or by 
introducing a new ideal democracy and trying to show why it is better than the 
former. Both strategies are problematic.  

First, if we refer to the same concept of ideal democracy we would not in fact 
need the idea of procedural democracy as we would in a sense operate with a 
substantive concept of democracy. This would be satisfactory if everyone could 
agree upon the use of that interpretation, but we should remember that the 
concept of an ideal democracy has to be open and vague by definition.  

On the other hand, if we want to introduce a new concept of ideal democracy 
that the new institutional arrangement should refer to we have to introduce a 
new interpretation of what the ideal is either by referring to yet another newly 
introduced concept or by accepting that we cannot introduce new parts in this 
chain ad infinitum. Hence, we arrive to the idea that at some point one of the 
concepts of democracy is always conflicted in a way that cannot be reconciled 
through any process.  

Thus, the opposition that the procedural idea tries to overcome by 
introducing the idea of democratic procedure is not overcome, as the opposition 
will always and necessarily exist on a different level. The idea of procedure is 
useful only to strengthen the current status quo as the most democratic as it is 
by definition the currently most democratic alternative.  

Also, while operating with an idea of democratic process and democratic 
ideals, one always keeps referring to a higher order of democracy. In other 
words, democracy is democratic because it refers to the democratic ideal that is 
more democratic than any other because it in turn refers to yet another 
democratic ideal or thought.  

The procedural idea requires the premise of constant betterment of 
democratic practices. This idea of constant betterment is precisely the idea that 
leads to the requirement that one has to show why a certain idea of democracy is 
better than the earlier and then in turn creates the infinite chain of referring to 
democratic ideals. On these grounds I would reject both the divide of real and 
ideal democracy and the idea of democratic procedure as a means to arriving at 
the most democratic institutional configuration. Instead, the struggle for the 
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meaning of the concept of democracy must be interpreted as a struggle for the 
hegemonic interpretation of the concept. 

There are also other arguments against the procedural account of democracy. 
For example, in Wittgenstein’s interpretation in Mouffe (1999) one can find the 
argument that the procedural is actually substantial. The reason for this is that, 
according to Mouffe’s interpretation, Wittgenstein argues for an account where 
life-forms are prior to meanings (Mouffe, 1999, p. 749). In other words, 
identities are prior to speech. If this is true, then speech carries with itself 
substantial ethical commitments. In other words, speech is not free of 
substance, which leads to the idea that procedural democracy is substantial. If 
this is true, then there are ontological restrictions for procedural democracy. 

The relevance of the critique of procedural democracy as something that can 
solve the opposition between different forms of democracy is that dissent as 
such can and often has its roots in differing conceptions of democracy. The 
emphasis on dissent allows us to translate this opposition into the terms of 
hegemonic struggle.  

The procedural account seems to push away the opposition by always 
referring to something that is further away. Hence, differing conceptions of 
democracy are in a sense internalized in this chain in a very vague way that will 
never lead to a conclusion.  

On the other hand, if we follow Mouffe’s interpretation of Wittgenstein, we 
arrive at the conclusion that procedural democracy is actually substantive 
because life-forms or identities are prior to speech acts. Hence, we need to 
introduce the idea of hegemonic struggle to make sense of the unbridgeable 
opposition that different conceptions lead to. The different conceptions all share 
legitimacy especially in a political theory of dissent insofar as they do not 
destroy the possibility of dissent altogether. Hence, an account of dissent cannot 
work with a procedural account and can only work with a substantive concept 
under the premise that the substantive concepts are viewed as contingent or 
provisional.   

The idea of participatory parity can be viewed as a normative ideal that lies 
between a purely ideal and a procedural idea of democracy. As an example one 
can view Rawls as a proponent of a substantial idea and Habermas as defending 
a purely procedural theory. While Rawls spells out the principles for justice in 
society in A Theory of Justice, Habermas focuses more on the procedure (Rawls, 
1978 (1972), pp. 53-54) (Habermas, 1994, p. 6).  

Participatory parity can be viewed as being between these two accounts as it 
focuses on the possibilities and rights of participation. The difficulty of making 
sense of a purely ideal or procedural conceptualization of democracy leads to the 
idea that we need another concept to set limits for democracy. I propose that 
Nancy Fraser’s account of justice as participatory parity can set limits for 
democracy where needed.  

Further participatory parity as a regulative ideal is compatible with an 
antagonistic logic of change. Participatory parity only sets such limits on 
democracy that ensures that democracy does not change into something else. In 
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other words, participatory parity can be viewed as a safeguard for democracy 
while making democratic alterations possible. 
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4.4 DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY  

As this thesis is done within the scope of radical democracy it is necessary to 
take a stance in the debate between deliberative and agonistic democracy. This 
means taking a stance on the foundations of radical democracy itself. To achieve 
this it is relevant to present the main arguments for and against the deliberative 
and the agonist conception. Deliberative democracy holds the position of being 
the more widespread conception of democratic theory. One could even make the 
case for viewing deliberative democracy as the leading theory of democracy at 
the moment. Hence, it is justified to start our investigation there. 

While there is nothing wrong with deliberation as such, there are some 
arguments that force us to reconsider its leading position within radical 
democratic theories. For this dissertation, the different strands of democratic 
theory are considered against the background of which one of the theories is 
most capable of meeting the normative requirements of a political theory of 
dissent. In other words, the question is what kind of radical democratic theory is 
most suitable for a political theory of dissent.  I have already ruled out liberalism 
as being suitable for a political theory of dissent because liberalism internalizes 
dissent within the system which domesticates dissent itself.  

Along with Iris Young, I understand deliberative democracy to be a 
normative account of democratic legitimacy and of how citizens in a democracy 
should participate (Young, 2001, p. 672). The idea is that the best way to be 
politically active is through deliberation. The process of deliberation means that 
conflicts and disagreements in a pluralist society are overcome by different 
parties making proposals and arguing for and against them. The difference 
between deliberative democracy and other accounts is that deliberative 
democracy compels us to take into consideration others’ accounts, not merely 
our own. 

The general idea is that the aim of the deliberative democrat is to create more 
and better spaces for deliberation so that we can arrive at conclusions that can 
be accepted by all (Young, 2001, p. 672). The discussion is governed by the idea 
that participants argue for their own cause under the idea that the best 
argument wins. Thus, we should argue for our own position and at the same 
time take into consideration other accounts. This requires a common idea of 
adjudicating differences. Within the deliberative paradigm participants in 
deliberation are committed to changing their own positions on the tenets of 
reason.  

Hence, reason is the common idea that is used to determine which account 
and which positions are the ones that should be furthered and which should be 
discarded. This leads to the importance within deliberative democratic theory to 
achieve a process of deliberation that can take into account as many different 
voices as possible while still being able to uphold some idea of common ground. 
The requirement of common ground arises from the requirement that we should 
attempt to overcome political opposition through argumentative procedures.  
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Young points out a couple of points in the deliberative account which are 
open for criticism. First, the deliberative account pictures an ideal situation 
where everyone should be included and everyone would be heard on equal 
grounds. However, in the real world of politics, Young points out, we have 
powerful elites that represent structurally dominant groups that have a 
significant influence on the political process. She agrees that deliberation can 
happen in the real world in boardrooms, parliaments, etc. However, elite groups 
can control the deliberative settings by controlling entrance to deliberative 
organs. In her words, “Deliberation is primarily an activity of political elites who 
treat one another with cordial respect and try to work out their differences” 
(Young, 2001, p. 677).  

If the process of deliberation is controlled in this manner the justification for 
the deliberative conception diminishes. According to Young, we can justify 
resorting to protest and using non-deliberative means if the process of 
deliberation is exclusive (Young, 2001, pp. 677, 681, 683-686). Also, according 
to Young, formally inclusive processes of deliberation limit the access of 
structurally unequal groups. In other words, real world deliberation under 
structural inequality cannot be conceived of as democratic in the sense that 
deliberative theory proposes. Deliberative processes remain unjust as they 
reproduce and strengthen the structural injustices by only granting formal voice 
to the marginalized. The practical discourse appears “innocent” to the 
deliberative democrats while others see hegemonic powers and so on at play. 

Another convincing critique against deliberation is levelled by Lynn Sanders. 
She argues that the fact that some people are better at arguing than others tips 
the process of deliberation in favour of people who are versed in argumentation. 
Sanders adds that there are also people that we listen to more and those that we 
decide not to listen to. Hence, deliberation presupposes mutual respect which 
we mistakenly decide exists when we start the practice of deliberation. Sanders 
also points out that there are material restrictions on deliberation that are 
unequally distributed. In other words, we require equality of resources, a 
guarantee of equal opportunity to articulate persuasively and also what she calls 
epistemological authority, that is, “the capacity to evoke acknowledgement of 
one’s arguments” (Sanders, 1997, pp. 347-349). 

For Sanders, the main problem is how more of the people that do not speak 
up and are alienated from politics could be heard and how those who “normally” 
dominate political discourse could be forced to listen and take into account 
those who do not take part.  

There is a problem when democratic theorists make abstractions about the 
people who take part in deliberative practices. This has according to Sanders 
two effects (Sanders, 1997, p. 350). First, it has the positive effect of assisting the 
ending of discrimination based on ascriptive characteristics. 

On the other hand, it also deprives democratic theorists of tools to notice 
“systematic patterns of exclusion” (Sanders, 1997, pp. 350-351). This idealized 
speech situation may lead to a situation where those who discriminate and those 
who are discriminated against become blind to discriminatory practices. In a 
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practical situation all rational arguments may still be disregarded completely, a 
matter which deliberative democratic theory has difficulty in answering.  

Deliberation may prove to work against itself in trying to foster an 
autonomous spirit if the process is one that is discriminatory (Sanders, 1997, p. 
360). A discriminatory process may lead to a situation where participation leads 
to a sense of alienation instead of community.  

If deliberation cannot overcome structural inequalities and the problem of 
power, then injustices are reproduced through the process of deliberation itself. 

Against both of these critiques Kadlec and Friedman attempt to defend the 
deliberative democratic project. They frame the answer as a challenge to the 
question of control, design and change (Kadlec & Friedman, 2007, pp. 7, 9-11, 
15-18).   

The challenge to control is the challenge of who controls the deliberative 
process (Kadlec & Friedman, 2007, p. 7). They argue that it is possible to 
overcome the critiques of both Young and Sanders by deploying non-partisan 
intermediary organizations to oversee the process. 

There should also, according to them, be multi-partisan deliberative 
leadership coalitions (Kadlec & Friedman, 2007, pp. 7-8). The main idea with 
non-partisan intermediary organizations is that they could cultivate properly 
democratic opportunities for deliberation. These multi-partisan leadership 
coalitions would be formed to ensure that all involved parties would have a stake 
in becoming involved in the process of deliberation as that would be one way to 
further any cause. The agendas would be partially balanced as there would be 
different parties involved in the process. This idea is in principle the same as 
Rousseau’s idea of a non-partisan legislator. 

I fail to see how a non-partisan intermediary group would differ from having 
bureaucrats or involving NGOs in the process of deliberation. If one or some 
groups were given the task of ensuring that the deliberative process would be as 
fair as possible, then I assume that the partisan forces would start to attempt to 
influence the non-partisan intermediary groups.  

Hence, the problem would be reproduced merely in another venue. Also a 
multi-partisan coalition is no guarantee of a deliberative process as it makes 
sense for some parties that form a majority to form a coalition to dominate the 
decision process according to their respective interests where matters of politics 
are being haggled over rather than deliberated upon. 

Kadlec and Friedman also identify the problem of design, which is the 
process of framing the questions at hand. They identify two different ways of 
framing: “framing for deliberation” and “framing to persuade” (Kadlec & 
Friedman, 2007, pp. 9-11). Again, they partially argue for intermediary 
organizations, which I claim would become partisan when institutionalized. The 
problem of design is partially overcome by defining the two ways of framing and 
then implementing non-partisan guides to ensure that the process does not 
evolve into a framing to persuade.  

Kadlec and Friedman also identify the problem of striving towards a 
consensus as it presupposes a background agreement with one another. They 
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propose using the concept of confluence which means “gathering or flowing 
together at a juncture” (Kadlec & Friedman, 2007, p. 13).  

In my opinion, this is the same strategy as Rawls implements with his 
introduction of the notion of overlapping consensus (Rawls, 2005 ). The overall 
problem with their solution is that the solution is always to develop deliberation 
by instituting some kind of non-partisan agent to eliminate political conflict.  

Even though we could find actors that are completely non-partisan we have 
to remember that partisan forces are usually very experienced in politics while 
non-partisan guides would come from the outside and would be very susceptible 
to influence. In other words, the non-partisan actors would be either idealists 
that are unused to politicians or politicians themselves.  

Also, this does not answer the question of what should be done when a 
participant in the deliberative process simply does not accept another person’s 
arguments, however reasonable they may be. From personal experience this is 
more often than not the case in party politics.  

They also claim that the critique Sanders levelled based on the idea that 
deliberation requires mutual respect as a prerequisite for deliberation is false 
and that their process-based approach treats mutual respect as something that 
grows from the deliberative process (Kadlec & Friedman, 2007, p. 14). This may 
be the case, but one can use the same argument in support of the agonist 
perspective. The main idea seems to be that mutual respect grows from social 
interaction. This seems acceptable but is not in any specific way attached to the 
deliberative paradigm unless one claims that this only holds for interaction 
based on the tenets of reason within the deliberative paradigm. As there are 
many other ways of fostering mutual respect, it seems highly unlikely that this is 
what Kadlec and Friedman would have in mind.  

The last problem that Kadlec and Friedman identify is the problem of 
democratic change (Kadlec & Friedman, 2007, pp. 15-18). The main idea is that 
a democratic theory should be a vehicle of social change and that the theory of 
deliberation should be more strongly anchored to change. They argue that the 
development of deliberative norms provides contexts and opportunities for 
people to take part in and foster communicative inquiry on common concerns.  

They rely on Dewey’s account of social intelligence as one of the main 
characteristics that a well-designed process of deliberation stimulates (Kadlec & 
Friedman, 2007, pp. 15-18). However, they also point out that a process of 
deliberation should always be controlled outside the official channels to 
overcome the problems of reproducing the discriminatory practices that Young 
and Sanders warned about.  

If deliberation is conceived as a practice governed by reason, then one opens 
for the critique that we would not need more democracy but a government of 
elites (Lafont, 2006, pp. 8-9) For example, if the idea why we adhere to the 
principle of deliberation is that it leads to the best results and that this process is 
governed by reason, then it is plausible to claim that we should focus on getting 
an elite government. This claim would itself also be made on the basis of reason.  
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As Lafont points out, the principle of deliberation is also used as a 
justificatory principle.  Outcomes of political decision-making can be justified as 
if they would have been through the scrutiny of public argumentation (Lafont, 
2006, pp. 10-13). This goes for all decisions regardless of whether they have 
factually been through any deliberative process. Lafont argues that democracy is 
at the best a sort of epistocracy. This holds especially if we consider the idea that 
the point of deliberation is to achieve answers that are in everyone’s interests 
combined with the idea that everyone personally knows what is in their own 
interest.  Hence, Lafont argues that the main defence of deliberation does not 
come from its adherence to reason, but from its strength to justify and legitimize 
outcomes.   

Lafont also touches on the problem of why minorities should consent to a 
majority view (Lafont, 2006, p. 17). The minority does not consent because of 
substantive correctness but because the view after deliberation is more likely to 
reflect the force of the better argument at that specific time. 

Hence, despite deliberative democracy’s strength of legitimation and 
justification we still return to the question of reason. Lafont points out that the 
democratic commitment to public justification is not satisfied if a minority has 
not been given sensible reasons that they can accept. In other words, the process 
is justified only insofar as it is mutually justifiable. From this arises the further 
problem of how mutual justifiability can be adhered to under conditions of 
deliberative disagreement. What follows from this is that we should commit to a 
“permanent possibility of effective contestation of collective decisions” (Lafont, 
2006, p. 22).  

This means that the mutual justification is not undermined but the minority 
should accept that they have not been able to give reasons for their claims that 
most people in the community can accept (Lafont, 2006, pp. 20-23).  However, 
if they succeed in giving reasons then the majority should by parity of argument 
have to accept the claims of the minority.  

According to an epistemic view, deliberative democracy is justified and 
decisions made through the process of deliberation are legitimate because 
democratic deliberative values have more epistemic value that any other 
democratic alternative (Marti, 2006, pp. 31-33). In other words, decisions made 
through such a process are more likely to be right than other democratic 
processes, even though other processes may be more correct in certain 
particular cases. This view is attributed to philosophers such as David Estlund 
(Estlund, 1997) and Joshua Cohen (Cohen J. , 1986).  

This ideal has to adopt a “standard of rightness” that is in a sense objective 
and not dependent on the deliberative process. In other words, through 
deliberation we will arrive at, or at least be closer to, objective truth. This idea is 
based on what Marti calls the ontological and the epistemological theses: 
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One or several standards of rightness of political decisions exist as 
something at least partially independent both from the decision-making 
procedure and from the participants’ beliefs, preferences and desires. 
And this standard is knowable. (Marti, 2006, p. 34) 

 

Democratic deliberation is in general the most reliable democratic 
procedure in order to identify which are the right political decisions, and 
therefore it is the adequate method to make legitimate political 
decisions. (Marti, 2006, p. 35) 

 

From this Marti arrives at the conclusion that we have two ways of justifying 
deliberative democracy, the intrinsic justification and the instrumental 
justification (Marti, 2006, pp. 35-36). The intrinsic justification is when 
justification is based on the intrinsic feature of the process itself. Instrumental 
justification is when justification refers to the outcome of the process. The 
different justifications are not mutually exclusive.  

David Estlund conceives of the ideal speech act as something broader than 
merely a regulative ideal that in an ideal situation should mirror society 
(Estlund, 2006, pp. 86-87, 90). He claims that his view is supported by 
Habermas. Estlund conceives of the ideal speech situation as a breakdown 
theory, based on Marcuse. This means that the role of deliberative democracy is 
to identify deviations from the deliberative ideal so that we can decide what to 
do with them later.  

This idea is based on the reinterpretation of the Habermasian public sphere 
in the sense that there should be an informal public sphere that is unruly 
(Estlund, 2006, pp. 86-87, 90). This means that the informal sphere should not 
be governed by any principles of deliberation. In such a public sphere conflicts 
could play out and arguments based on emotions could be given in order to 
provide new insights for political deliberation. It seems that Estlund attempts to 
introduce an agonist public sphere in order to avoid some of the criticism 
against deliberative democracy. The introduction of the agonist public sphere 
can be viewed as agreeing with the agonist critique of deliberative democracy. I 
would claim that such an introduction would turn Estlund’s conception into an 
agonist conception of democracy.  

If deliberative democracy is about striving for truth, the question will always 
return to the question of whose truth we are striving for, as the conception of 
reason and the rules of the deliberative process define the outcome. Hence, if 
the speech act and the rules are not in reality defined together by everyone then 
the definer is the one holding the ultimate power in deliberative democracy.   

One of the main ideas in deliberative democracy is that through deliberation 
we can arrive at a view of the common good. According to Jane Mansbridge, no 
decision about the common good can be legitimate if it does not take into 
account conflicting interests (Mansbridge, 2006, pp. 107-108, 117-119, 128-129). 
Consequently, according to her, deliberation should also be judged on the basis 
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of how well it can command genuine consensus and how well the process can 
clarify the conflicts at play.  

She proposes a view of the deliberative process as a three-stage process to 
properly take into account conflicts in deliberation (Mansbridge, 2006, pp. 107-
108). At the first stage, different interest groups or the “like-minded” deliberate 
amongst themselves to clarify their own agenda, also allowing for suppressed 
groups to mobilize.  This idea is quite similar to Fraser’s subaltern 
counterpublics.  

At the second stage we would have full-scale deliberation where both 
conflicting and common interests would attempt to clarify both conflict and 
commonality in order to achieve mutual understanding (Mansbridge, 2006, pp. 
117-119). If this proves impossible there would be a third stage of negotiation to 
reach a decision in spite of disagreement. This three-stage model is partially 
proposed because, according to Mansbridge, deliberative processes that are 
aimed at understanding may suppress dissent.  

She points out that conflict in opinion has always been central for thinkers 
like Habermas, Arendt and Wolin (Mansbridge, 2006, pp. 128-129). The main 
problem is when self-interest plays a bigger role in political decision-making. 
However, this kind of thinking, according to Mansbridge, undermines well-
reasoned and fair decisions in conditions that reflect closely the equality and 
freedom of each individual.  

In other words, such deliberation, which attempts to force conflict of 
interests within procedures, does not respect freedom and equality. One is 
forced to accept something that is not acceptable, at least partially. 
Mansbridge’s three-stage deliberative process may actually provide a solution to 
this. However, it is unclear if her theory strictly speaking should be conceived of 
as a deliberative democratic theory.  

This is, as I see it, also one of the pitfalls of the classification of agonist as 
opposed to deliberative democracy. As long as we hold strictly to one view and 
attempt to define clearly different standpoints, we forget the bigger picture of 
how radical democracy could evolve into something better.  

We tend to miss different points of view and that different paradigms do 
better in comparison to one another. Hence, the reaction should not try to 
define Mansbridge as either deliberative or agonist but to ask the question if her 
point of view differs on some relevant points from valuable aspects of agonistic 
democracy. On this point I would claim that even though I agree with her on the 
feasibility of her model and that it is probably also applicable in reality, the main 
difference with agonists is the constitution of identity. For many of agonists, 
identity is constituted through conflict. Pluralism is not merely a fact of 
pluralism (Rawls, 2005 ) but refers to the circumstances that constitute identity.  

Thus, even though the question of whether Mansbridge is an agonist or a 
deliberative democrat is at least partially irrelevant, her model should be 
expanded to take into account the wider implication on identity if one wants to 
view her theory as one that could overcome the opposition between deliberation 
and agonism.  
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4.5 CHARACTERIZATION OF AGONISTIC DEMOCRACY 

At the moment there are not many overall works on what agonistic democracy 
entails. One of the first comprehensive works is Mark Wenman’s book Agonistic 
Democracy: Constituent Power in the Era of Globalization. Even though I 
disagree with Wenman on many points, I will follow his work in order to paint a 
clearer picture of what the unifying factors of agonistic democracy are and also 
to show the differences between his and my characterization of radical 
democracy and agonistic democracy.  

To begin with, Wenman identifies deliberative democracy, agonistic 
democracy, cosmopolitan democracy and radical democracy as new models of 
democracy (Wenman, 2013, pp. 3, 18, 28). These are all different forms of 
democracy and mark different standpoints in contemporary debates.  He 
identifies three central components that mark agonistic democrats; they share 
an emphasis on constitutive pluralism, a tragic vision of the world and a belief 
that certain forms of conflict can be a political good.  

The parts that I mainly disagree with are the claims that radical democracy is 
a distinct form of democracy and that the “tragic vision” is a common feature.  

I agree that most agonists share an idea of pluralism as constitutive 
pluralism, in other words they usually hold to an idea of value pluralism. This is 
an idea of pluralism as opposed to, for example, Rawls’ idea of pluralism as a 
fact.16  

The main idea of pluralism as a fact is that the world is factually such that 
there are different political values and hence we are required to take this into 
account when creating theories of society. In other words, theories based on the 
idea of pluralism as a fact are based on the idea of how we should manage the 
diversity of values. As Wenman also points out, agonists usually do not agree to 
this conception but “…reject the idea that pluralism can be mediated by a 
determinant set of rational principles” (Wenman, 2013, p. 29).  

Agonists focus on how different identities are created and conditioned and 
on how plurality itself can be distorted and manipulated (Wenman, 2013, pp. 
29-31). Hence, pluralism is not something that is characterized by managing a 
conflict of values but it shares the idea that identities, values and moralities are 
actually created and formed in and by the conflict. Agonists share the idea that 
there is no common measure or principle according to which one can adjudicate 
between competing values. 

Wenman also distinguishes the tragic vision as one characteristic that all 
agonists share. According to Wenman, one characteristic of both ancient and 
post-modern times is the “…idea that conflict, suffering and strife are endemic 
in social and political life and not a temporary condition on a journey towards 
reconciliation or redemption” (Wenman, 2013, p. 35).  

This should not, according to him, be understood as a mere conflict between 
good or evil but as “… an impossible contest between incommensurate 

                                                
16 See, for example, Rawls (2005).  
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conceptions of the good, where neither has unqualified right on their side.” 
(Wenman, 2013, p. 35) . 

Thus far I agree with Wenman. However, I disagree with the idea that 
tragedy or tragic vision should be a necessary feature of agonism. 

Wenman ascribes the idea or the resurrection of the idea of tragedy to 
Nietzsche through Connolly (Wenman, 2013, pp. 36-37,39). He cites Derek 
Barker to show that tragedies are open to interpretation and that they do not 
decisively resolve the questions that they raise and as such are open to 
interpretation and discussion. Inherent in the idea of tragedy can also be found 
the idea that suffering and despair is involved. Even though we can find the 
ideas of tragedy, as Wenman does, in Connolly’s, Honig’s and Foucalt’s writings 
it still remains unclear why tragic vision is counted as something that all 
agonists should share.  

Where Wenman identifies conflict, suffering and strife as necessary 
prerequisites for agonism, I would agree wholly only with the idea of conflict. I 
do not think that the concept of tragedy is a necessary feature of agonism. 
Clearly, some agonist philosophers do share the idea of tragedy and utilize it in a 
fruitful manner, but postulating it as a necessary feature only confuses matters 
by bringing in the whole discussion of different interpretations of the tragedies 
of antiquity into the contemporary discussion of the foundations of democracy. 

 Wenman’s requirement of tragic vision seems to be connected to his 
distinction of agonistic democracy as being different from radical democracy.  

The idea of tragedy in connection with agonism is derived from the 
Nietzschean idea of tragedy as opposed to optimism. Here the tragic view 
accepts conflict as inevitable and the optimist as dissolving conflicts. 17  

This idea as such is similar to the division between agonistic and deliberative 
democracy, where reason dissolves the conflicts in deliberative democracy and 
agonistic democracy embraces conflicts as inevitable.  

As a feature that characterizes agonistic democracy, the idea of tragic vision 
merely serves to bracket all agonists as being related to Nietzsche and Greek 
antiquity. This characterization does not provide any new insight into the 
contemporary debate between agonists and deliberative democrats. In other 
words, relying on the idea of tragic vision merely narrows down the number of 
agonist philosophers.  Not many agonists utilize or take part in the scholarly 
discussions on tragedy.  

The idea of tragedy is inherently related to the idea of things going wrong. In 
a tragic story; the hero usually loses or at least does not achieve what he was set 
out to do. In relation to contemporary democratic politics this idea seems 
somewhat out of place. I claim that even though agonists highlight and embrace 
conflict and struggle, there are not many tragic elements in the sense of 
suffering or misery. On the contrary, agonistic democracy should be seen as a 
strand of democratic theory which sees conflict as something positive.  

                                                
17 On this I am indebted to Sanna Tirkkonen. For an article where the topic is discussed, see Tirkkonen 

(2015) 



Radical Democracy and Dissent 

118 

By putting more weight on the idea of the tragic vision than the idea that 
irreducible conflict characterizes agonism, Wenman opens agonistic democracy 
up for the critique that it is inherently tied to the idea of misery and suffering. 
This only serves to heighten the misunderstanding between agonists and 
deliberative democrats. 

The third feature Wenman identifies is the idea of conflict as a political good 
(Wenman, 2013, pp. 45-46). This idea is, according to him, the part that is often 
misunderstood with regard to agonism. He claims, rightly, that agonists are 
often criticized for not being able to give a conception of the political good and 
thus that agonists are also criticized for not being able to give a normative 
position. What is misunderstood, according to Wenman, is that agonism is itself 
a political value. In other words, it is conflict as a positive value that is 
emphasized.  

 
 

4.5.1 AGONIST ALTERNATIVES 
The agonistic critique of deliberative democracy is traditionally a critique of 
consensus and the insistence that the democratic contest or struggle should go 
all the way to include the principles and procedures that regulate political life 
(Schaap A., 2009, pp.1-3).  

One of the most influential theories of agonism is Chantal Mouffe’s idea of 
agonistic pluralism. Mouffe’s thesis is that a consensus-based approach can 
lead to a moral distinction between those involved in the presumed consensus 
and those that are not (Mouffe, 1999, p. 754). In other words, this leads to a 
distinction between good and evil which in turn leads to a relation between 
friend and enemy which can only play out as a societal pathology of antagonism 
or the destruction of the enemy.  

Mouffe assumes that the we/they relation is fundamental for us to 
understand the sphere of the political (Mouffe, 2005, p. 52). In Mouffe’s 
scheme, conflicts should play out as agonism between adversaries, that is, 
within the democratic system so that they do not evolve into antagonistic 
relations between friends and enemies. An enemy is one whose demands are not 
recognized, an adversary is one who shares some common ground. The common 
ground in Mouffe’s case refers to adherence to democracy.  

According to Mouffe, collective identities always entail a we/they distinction. 
We should not try to overcome these distinctions through consensus, instead the 
divisions should be energized through confrontation (Mouffe, 2005, pp. 5-6).  

The reason for this is that, according to Mouffe, consensus leads to no-
difference policies which in turn lead to growing disaffection with politics and 
thus the decline of democracy (Mouffe, 2005, pp. 62-63).  
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When politics is played out in the register of morality antagonism cannot 
play out as agonism, that is, a legitimate conflict of plurality of interest that can 
never be completely reconciled (Mouffe, 2005, p. 76).  

Consensus silences this plurality through a conceived unity of interest. 
Hence, what is at stake in Mouffe’s theory is what to do in order to achieve a 
situation where conflicts play out as agonism and not as destructive antagonism. 
In other words, politics should be conducted within the sphere of democracy, 
that is, within the field where conflicts play out agonistically. In short, Mouffe’s 
idea of agonism is that pluralism is defined as many competing values and 
empirical restrictions for unlimited deliberations lead to non-rational consensus 
plus hegemonic practices (Mouffe, 2013, pp. 3-4). What should be noticed is 
that Mouffe actually defines common and shared boundaries for democratic 
agonism. 

Mouffe presupposes that liberty and equality are central values that we could 
all agree upon (Mouffe, 2013, p. 7).  A similar idea where emancipatory politics 
requires liberty and equality can be found in Balibar (2002, p. 2). The idea of the 
centrality of equality and freedom can also be found in Laclau’s idea of 
democratic demands and Fraser’s idea of participatory parity. However, Mouffe 
does not provide us with an idea why, how and where we have agreed upon this 
principle. One way of doing this is by referring to a postulated or idealized 
discourse, but that would go against the principle of agonism.  

However, this is only the case if one views agonism as a value that has 
priority over democracy. Wenman seems to see agonistic democracy in this way. 
However it is justified to set democratic boundaries for agonism, even if it would 
merely serve to make sense of the concept. Hence, if democracy and agonism 
are both viewed as values as such, then one can conclude that democracy has 
priority in Mouffe’s theory. My characterization of agonism as a sub-category of 
radical democracy defines all the agonist alternatives as being secondary to 
democracy. Hence, under my categorization there is no problem with the idea 
that Mouffe gives priority to the idea of democracy. 

Mouffe argues for an agonistic public sphere where passions can be played 
out politically (Mouffe, 2005b, p. 124). The idea is that passions are central for 
the democratic struggle. This would be a way to get away from the striving for 
consensus in the political centre. Her argument is that the movement towards 
the political centre gives grounds for the rise of fundamentalist movements.  

The problem with deliberative democracy is that every political question 
acquires a moral nature and is hence subsumed under rational discourse 
(Mouffe, 2005b, p. 124).  

Thus, we arrive at the problems with liberalism and deliberative democracy, 
namely that they cannot approach and think about conflicts in political terms 
(Mouffe, 2005b, p. 125). Conflicts are solved through other mediums such as 
economics or morality. A well-functioning democracy requires adversarial 
positions to function properly. The democratic struggle mobilizes the passions 
towards democratic design (Mouffe, 2005b, p. 127).  
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The problem with the public sphere in liberal and deliberative democracy is 
that when political conflicts are translated into moral terms, the conflicts lead to 
enemy relations (Mouffe, 2005b, pp. 126, 129-130). The idea is to have the 
political played out between adversaries. The main idea is that adversaries fight 
for hegemonization of their viewpoint. Enemies fight to destroy. The hegemonic 
struggle constitutes the democratic struggle. For Mouffe, hegemony is when 
objectivity and power meet (Mouffe, 1999, pp. 752-753). 

Another agonist alternative is William Connolly’s. His idea of agonistic 
democracy is based on the importance of genealogy as a key to undermining 
claims to normality and the fostering of agonistic respect as a feature to dampen 
agonistic contest (Wenman, 2013, p. 109). In Connolly (2002), agonistic 
democracy is a model where no positive vision can be enunciated and 
contestation takes priority over every other aspect of politics. Agonistic respect 
is a civic virtue that allows people to honour different final sources. “Agonistic 
respect is a reciprocal virtue appropriate to a world in which partisans find 
themselves in intensive relations of political interdependence.” (Connolly, 2002 
(1991), pp. xxv-xxvi).  

Connolly investigates the identity/difference dilemma and analyses how 
democratic identity can either become oppressive or configured to foster 
diversity. One task is thus to avoid the translation of difference into a threat in 
order that a certain collective identity is not “dogmatized”. According to 
Connolly, democracy is the key practice that should be nourished. A democracy 
“infused with agonism” is a democracy where different and divergent 
orientations can flourish in public life (Connolly, 2002 (1991), pp. 200, 210-
211).  

Connolly also states that agonal democracy presupposes a reduction in 
economic inequalities that require a mobilization of public energies to promote 
it (Connolly, 2002 (1991), p. 212). Hence, for Connolly democracy requires some 
kind of material equality. This idea is very similar to Fraser’s idea. Connolly’s 
strategy of mobilizing public energies also seems to be similar to Fraser’s 
subaltern counterpublics. The mobilizing is done against hegemony, which in 
Connolly’s theory is described as a predominance of will in public life (Connolly, 
2002 (1991), p. 212).  

What should also be noticed is that Connolly’s agonal democracy requires 
equality. The case that one of agonistic democracy’s features is equality becomes 
somewhat stronger. Moreover, with the idea of politics as a “politics of 
becoming” Connolly also shows how pluralism is in a sense pluralized. The 
politics of becoming is a paradoxical politics where new things surge into being, 
such as new identities and new moral inspirations that upset older and stratified 
conceptions of these things (Connolly, Pluralism, 2005, p. 121).  

Another agonistic theory that also focuses on equality is Jacques Rancière’s 
theory. For Rancière the concept of equality is essential for his conception of 
democratic politics.  

Rancière contrasts the idea of police with politics (Rancière, 1995, pp. 39-61). 
The police is for Rancière the governing functions that belong to the social 
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order. The sphere of politics is when claims of equality interrupt the police order 
and reintroduce the principle of equality as opposed to a naturally conceived 
social order. Even though Rancière holds that politics is in a sense pure and 
always directed towards the social order, he is not an anarchist (Klockars, 2010, 
pp. 285-290). For Rancière there are no natural grounds for a social order and 
he strives to conceive politics as the challenging of existing power structures.  

The democratic element in Rancière is connected with his view of equality 
(Rancière, 1995, pp. 39-61). Equality, according to Rancière, is not a positive 
evaluation. Equality exists on a pre-evaluative level where no values as such 
exist. It is when an evaluation is made that we can start speaking of equality and 
inequality. Hence, everyone is potentially equal as no one has any natural or 
given right to evaluate him- or herself above another. Thus, on the level when 
we start to conceive of justice and stability, questions of equality come into play 
(Klockars, 2010, pp. 285-290).  

For Rancière, democracy does not entail a specific social system but an 
activity that is closely related to politics in its “original” meaning (Rancière, 
1995, pp. 39-61). Hence, democratic politics for Rancière can be conceived of as 
the returning of politics to its original level of equal diversity (Klockars, 2010, 
pp. 285-290). Hence, Rancière creates an opposition where on one side is 
democracy and politics, and on the other order and different social structures.  

Democracy is thus not a government or model for a state but a 
reintroduction of the foundations of politics, in other words the dismantling of 
order (Klockars, 2010, pp. 285-290). Thus, we should not focus on politics as a 
question of how power is legitimately exercised. Instead we should focus on the 
disruption of current configurations of power and ruling ideas (Rancière, 1995, 
pp. 39-61). Hence, politics is grounded in difference not power. The reason for 
me to count Rancière as an agonist is tied to the idea that, for Rancière, 
disagreement is a fundamental factor of politics.  

With regard to the debate on recognition, there are some works that 
approach the idea of recognition from an agonist point of view. These are 
amongst others James Tully18 and Patchen Markell.19 Also there is the 
possibility of reading Axel Honneth and Nancy Fraser as agonists. James Tully’s 
approach, which is heavily influenced by Foucault, can also be read as an agonist 
account of recognition (Owen, 2012, p. 133).  

Overall agonistic democracy in my opinion should be seen as theories of 
democracy that are constructed on the basis of disagreement and conflict. They 
are opposed to deliberative democratic theories with which they often are 
contrasted and together with deliberative democratic theories they are usually 
also opposed to liberal democratic theories. Hence, agonistic theories of 
democracy assume the priority of the value of radical democracy and approach 
it from the point of view of agonism.  

                                                
18 see for example (Tully, 1995), (Tully, 2008) and (Tully, 2009) 
19 see for example (Markell, 2003) 
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One can conceive of agonistic theories that are not democratic at all. On this 
point Wenman’s identification of agonistic democracy is misleading as it seems 
that he first establishes agonism and after that its relation to democracy.  This 
has to do with the conception that all models of democracy are seen as distinct 
models and not as an evolution of a wider debate on democracy. In other words, 
the categorization of radical democracy as the umbrella concept establishes the 
priority of democracy in a way that does not lead to unnecessary criticism later 
on. 
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4.6 LACLAU’S RADICAL DEMOCRATIC POPULISM 

4.6.1 DEMOCRATIC DEMANDS AND PARTICIPATORY PARITY 
The main aim of this chapter is to present some of Laclau’s political theories. 
Through this integration it is possible to achieve a more justified radical 
democratic framework that is based on the ideas of dissent and participatory 
parity.  

One of the reasons for utilizing the insights of Laclau is that his idea of 
politics that arises from democratic demands can be interpreted as participatory 
parity. As I have mentioned earlier, democratic demands are demands that 1) 
are made by the underdog in society, 2) have an egalitarian dimension and 3) 
have their roots in exclusion, deprivation and society’s creation of others as 
deficient beings (Laclau, 2005a, p. 125).  

In Fraser’s terms, Laclau’s first feature would coincide with her idea of 
subaltern counterpublics and a strong connection to new social movements. The 
second feature coincides primarily with the sphere of distribution but also with 
the sphere of recognition. Lastly, Laclau’s third feature can be seen as similar to 
Fraser’s sphere of recognition and the sphere of representation.  

Laclau’s insights into populist democracy can add strength to Fraser’s 
framework by giving a better interpretation of democratic politics. The key 
concept for this understanding is Laclau’s concept of hegemony.  

From the point of view of dissent, Laclau’s theory can show how the idea of 
the people is created through dissent. Laclau’s theory is also strongly tied to the 
idea of actually occurring dissent as he views the struggles of society as 
contingent antagonisms. This means that social conflicts should be interpreted 
as conflicts when they actually happen and are created, and not seen as logical 
necessities.  

Laclau’s theory is a radical democratic alternative that encompasses the 
antagonistic logic of change. In my interpretation, he is also an agonist 
philosopher. One of the strongest arguments for this is when he claims that 
reason cannot function as a common adjudicator for political conflicts as reason 
itself is dependent on hegemony (Laclau, 1990, p. 31).  

Even though Laclau’s reinterpretation of populism is innovative and also 
useful, I hold that the use of the concept of populism is bad. In other words, 
even though Laclau’s theory is based on many ideas of populism he has a strong 
commitment to democracy. The common usage of populism views it more or 
less as a social pathology. With the common usage I refer to, for example, how 
populism is used to describe far-right anti-immigrant movements in Europe. I 
would be inclined to view populism as a social feature that is bad for democracy 
even though Laclau gives us the possibility of distinguishing between 
democratic and undemocratic populism. Hence, I agree with the substance that 
Laclau gives to the concept of populism. My disagreement is with the usage of 
the concept of populism for this description. In my view, giving a democratic 
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reinterpretation of the concept of populism is an attempt to hijack the concept 
by giving it a new interpretation.  

 
  

4.6.2 HEGEMONY  
As mentioned earlier, I follow Mouffe and Laclau’s views on the concept of 
hegemony. Roughly stated the view is that hegemony is the place where power 
and objectivity meet. To arrive at this, they have partially rewritten Marx’s 
concept of hegemony as found in Gramsci’s work (Norval, 2005, p. 86). One of 
the main reasons for me to follow this interpretation of hegemony is that 
Laclau’s work on hegemony shows convincingly that no analysis of politics can 
be done without understanding hegemony and the hegemonic struggle.  

The underlying idea behind this concept of hegemony is that it highlights 
both politics and society as contingent features. In other words, the political and 
the social are created through power and decisions. Hegemony temporarily fixes 
the meanings of social relations (Critchley, 2006, p. 114).   

Both Laclau’s and Mouffe’s concepts of hegemony are detached from the 
Marxian idea of historic necessity (Laclau, 1990, pp. 27-28).  It has to be 
detached in order to avoid the totalizing effects of “objective structures”.  Fixed 
objective structures are an impossibility as no hegemonic configuration can fully 
totalize itself into society.  

Hence, from the point of view of Laclau’s concept of hegemony, the Marxian 
concept of hegemony is impossible because it has strong ties to historical 
necessity and hence to objective structures.   

Laclau operates with “open signifiers”, meaning that a concept is left open to 
different interpretations and will be filled with different content depending from 
what point of view the concept is used (Laclau, 1990, pp. 27-30). In other words, 
a left-wing and a right-wing politician would mean different things when 
referring to, for example, the concept of justice.  

The hegemonic struggle is a struggle about whose definition fixes the 
meaning of concepts for a wider audience (Laclau, 1990, pp. 27-30). The 
hegemonic struggle is thus translated into a struggle on hegemonizing the 
contents of concepts and fixing them according to a specific configuration.  

According to Laclau, the field of the social could be likened to a “trench war” 
where different political projects attempt to hijack as many of these signifiers 
around themselves (Laclau, 1990, pp. 27-30). Necessity and objectivity in this 
case would be grounded in “stable hegemony” and in between we would have 
times of “organic crisis” when hegemonic articulations weaken. A complete 
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hegemonic totality would, according to Laclau, be impossible because it is not 
empirically possible for a social force to impose its supremacy completely.20   

The hegemonic structure as a whole is always in question (Laclau, 1990, pp. 
27-30). A social structure cannot, according to Laclau, be seen as the realization 
of a project or of rationality which has its foundations in a preceding 
configuration. A social structure has to be seen as an act of construction. 
According to Laclau, all the rules that govern coherence in society are grounded 
in hegemony and are thus dependent on who is in command. This does not 
mean that every new configuration would be founded completely apart from any 
current hegemonic configuration. It only means that the new configuration 
would not be determined by the preceding configuration. There would still be a 
partial relation as the preceding structure makes new structures possible.  

Political agents in society share a similar relation to societal structures as 
they actualize some structural possibilities while rejecting others. In other 
words, the identities of political agents change when the structures of society 
change (Laclau, 1990, pp. 27-30). Laclau uses as an example the trade union’s 
relationship with society. When society changes we are not left with the same 
trade unions in a new configuration but with trade unions who have also 
changed their identity.  

Any structural objectivity that is formed is based on a power relationship. 
This is also true for any decision made on this basis. We can arrive at this insight 
by examining how a decision is made in Laclau’s theory.  

First, an agent is autonomous but not completely detached from social 
structures.  A social structure as such is ultimately undecidable as any other 
configuration could have been possible. Hence, according to Laclau, this means 
that a political subject is determined by the distance between an undecidable 
structure and any decision made on the basis of it (Laclau, 1990, pp. 27-30). 
When determining grounds for the decision the social structures are actually as 
primary as the decision itself because the structures are undecidable. If different 
possible decisions refer to different undecidable structures, then such a decision 
means repressing the possible alternative. Hence, any conception of structural 
objectivity is formed as a power relationship.  

Laclau points out that a decision taken on the grounds of undecidable 
structures may seem unreasonable as it cannot refer to any solid grounds 
(Laclau, 1990, p. 31). This is, however, only the case if the undecidability is only 
attributed to the social structures. Undecidability, according to Laclau, can be 
viewed as a factor that is located within reason itself. Hence, reason and 
undecidable structures are not opposites but something that supplements and 
highlights reason’s deficiencies.  

This means that when two groups make decisions on the basis of undecidable 
structures the relation between them will be one of antagonism and power 

                                                
20 One can see the similarity to Mouffe’s idea, where democratic society is characterized as something that 

cannot be realized fully because democracy is constituted by the fact that no factor can control the totality (Mouffe, 
1999, p. 752). 
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(Laclau, 1990, p. 31). Both decisions are made on the basis of reason but there 
cannot be any ultimate rational ground for deciding which of the decisions 
would be correct. This undecidability is transcended on the basis of power.  

Hegemony as such can be associated with political domination (Howarth, 
2008) (Connolly, 2002 (1991)). I pointed out earlier that any established 
hegemony is undemocratic as it always entails the imposition of a specific point 
of view as being universal. Hence, from this point of view the struggle for 
hegemony may be democratic but any set hegemonic configuration is at least 
potentially undemocratic. This holds even if hegemony is constructed in a 
manner where “empty signifiers” should be filled with democratic content. 
Hegemony’s undemocratic nature comes from the imposition of a set of ideas as 
universal.  

 
 

4.6.3 REMARKS ON HEGEMONY 
Laclau’s and Mouffe’s idea of hegemony is a reworked version of the Gramscian 
idea.  

The Gramscian idea is roughly that hegemony is a political mechanism 
through which a group establishes its intellectual and moral leadership 
(Gramsci, 2000, pp. 249-250, 306). The hegemonic group uses a combination of 
coercion and consent to forge together a new hegemonic bloc that is based on 
the universalization of the group’s own interests (Khan, 2008, p. 196).  

In the Marxian framework the proletariat has to establish its counter-
hegemony by achieving the consent of subordinated groups (Gramsci, 2000, pp. 
249-250, 306). For Gramsci, domination and hegemony are decoupled in the 
sense that domination is the power that is used through the state while 
hegemonic power is the wider societal power.  

What Laclau and Mouffe did in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy was to 
detach the idea of hegemony from its class essentialism (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001 
(1985), pp. 137-138) (Khan, 2008, p. 196). In other words, there is no privileged 
class agent. Thus, any group in society can construct a “hegemonic bloc”, not 
only the proletariat.  

According to Khan, in Laclau’s view the stability of society exists in a 
paradoxical tension with the social (Khan, 2008, p. 196 ), and the social is 
identified with the infinite play of differences. Society, on the other hand, exists 
to limit that play by containing it within the finitude of an order. Even though 
there is an attempt to institute this totality by society, it is impossible as society 
is always exceeded by the social.   
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The social is governed by the political logics of difference and equivalence, 
where difference refers to expansion and complexity and equivalence to 
simplification (Laclau, 2005a, p. 82) (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001 (1985), p. 130). 21   

Laclau’s view is that hegemony is the political relation of power that is 
temporarily able to bring together the fragmented and particularistic moments 
of the social into the ordering of social relations (Khan, 2008, p. 196). Hence, no 
hegemonic agent can ever achieve full hegemony as Laclau rejects an idea of 
universal history moving in the direction of a specific telos.  

According to Khan, Laclau’s theory of hegemony is  
 

“dubious” insofar as it is a “notion of hegemony (understood as a 
conception of the social bond in which there will always be a leader) is a 
monistic form of power relation that precludes the very possibility of 
more egalitarian forms of power. (Khan, 2008, p. 201) 

 
I agree with Khan that it seems that Laclau views politics as the perpetual 
replacement of one hegemony with another (Khan, 2008, p. 201).  

This may be problematic if hegemony itself is found to be undemocratic. In a 
sense, Laclau could probably agree that the idea of hegemony as such, that is, 
the filling of empty signifiers according to a specific configuration, could be 
undemocratic. However, it is problematic only if one holds to the idea that any 
configuration of hegemony is supposedly eternally final.  

Laclau’s theory rests on the idea that the democratic populus is based on 
democratic claims. From this it follows that any hegemony that is built on 
democratic claims should also be democratic. Hence, when a hegemonic 
position is “won”, it would be a democratic configuration.  

However, this only means that the content would be democratic; hegemony 
as such would still have its undemocratic nature.  

Hegemony and difference are compatible in Laclau’s and Mouffe’s work, 
according to Howarth, if one takes Marx’s idea that “the free development of 
each is the condition for the free development of all” seriously (Marx & Engels, 
2005, p. 71) (Howarth, 2008, p. 187). Hence, in order to secure the 
compatibility of hegemony and difference it has to be understood that freedom 
and equality are not self-sufficient values but a balanced tension of mutually 
constitutive logics.  

The logic of hegemony is interpreted as the political practice of linking 
different demands and identities into a common project that recognizes and 
respects difference (Howarth, 2008, p. 187). This presupposes the move from a 
closed system of social relations in which all identities and interests are fixed to 
an open-textured social ontology that is marked by radical contingency and a 
plurality of heterogenous social spaces.  
 

                                                
21 In Khan (2008), the logic of equivalence refers to complexity and difference to simplification. It is 

probable that this is the author’s error rather than a different interpretation. 
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4.6.4 DEMOCRATIC POPULISM  
A political theory of dissent needs a theory that can explain how dissent arises 
and how it is channeled in society. Ernesto Laclau’s theory of populist 
democracy can explain this dynamic. This, however, requires an understanding 
of populism as something else than the traditional view which, for example, 
explains right-wing populist movements in Europe. Laclau’s conception of 
populist politics creates a new and innovative way to understand populism. His 
view also opens up the possibility of making an evaluation between democratic 
and undemocratic populism.  

According to Laclau, political identities are necessarily popular (Laclau, 
2014, p. 176). Political identity and the populus are created through chains of 
equivalences, in other words through similarities of demands that are connected 
to each other. For example a populus can be created on the basis of a group of 
people whose demands are not met. The similarity or equivalence then would be 
the unanswered demand. Political identity is formed at the same time as the 
populus is formed. In other words, political identities are created on the basis of 
equivalence of demands. This is what Laclau refers to when he speaks about a 
populist logic. From this conception it follows that all political identities are 
popular because they are formed on the basis of a populist logic.  

One should not confuse Laclau’s interpretation of populism with the 
common definition that is used to describe, for example, the far right 
movements in Europe. Laclau’s interpretation provides a novel way of analysing 
how popular identities are formed. Further, it is possible to evaluate democratic 
and undemocratic populism on the basis of this. 

 For Laclau, populism is necessarily tied to politics and also to all democracy. 
The idea of creating popular identities through chains of equivalences resonates 
well with a political theory of dissent. This holds especially in the case where the 
connecting of unanswered demands creates the populus. In this case the 
populist movement is created through dissent.  

In order to make the distinction between democratic and undemocratic 
populism, one needs to take a look at the boundaries of populism.  

Laclau is sympathetic to Mouffe’s logic on agonism/antagonism (Laclau, 
2014, p. 176). For Mouffe, this distinction establishes the boundaries between 
democratic and undemocratic politics. In Laclau’s scheme, the democratic 
boundaries of politics arise from the idea that the populus is based on the idea of 
democratic demands. In other words, a populus that is created on the basis of 
democratic demands is also democratic. When a populus is created though the 
equivalence of unanswered demands one should notice that it is created around 
unanswered democratic demands.  

 For Laclau, it is important that the demands arise from society even though 
they can be created so that they are partially from the outside (Laclau, 2014, p. 
176). Hence, the demands should be such that they have a link with society 
which gives them their nature of being democratic while also being open to the 
opportunity of introducing features that do not necessarily follow from current 
society.  
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Democratic demands are made with one foot in society (Laclau, 2014, p. 
176). It follows that the antagonisms that Laclau speaks about are democratic. 
However, there is the possibility of making claims and building populist agendas 
around claims from the outside; these are considered undemocratic because 
they are claims that strive to eradicate democratic politics as such.  

I interpret Laclau’s conception of claims that are based on the “outside” as 
claims that are against democratic politics. The idea is that when one makes 
claims that accept democratic politics as such but are highly critical of society, 
one makes claims that are partially based on society. An easier way to 
conceptualize this is by thinking of outside claims as anti-democratic claims, in 
other words, claims that strive to eradicate democratic politics as such. 

Hence, the political is the arena for democratic claims making. If we use the 
Mouffean distinction of agonism/antagonism, those claims that are partially 
interior to the system could be rewritten as agonistic claims while claims that 
are made completely on the basis of exteriority could be considered 
antagonistic. Mouffe also employs this kind of distinction as she speaks for a 
democratic agonistic politics that does not turn into undemocratic antagonism. 
Hence, Laclau and Mouffe share the idea that one should be able to make a 
distinction between anti-democratic claims and democratic claims.22 It serves to 
remind ourselves that Laclau defines political logic as antagonistic as opposed to 
contradictory.  Hence, when Laclau refers to antagonism he refers to the 
underlying political logic, whereas Mouffe refers to the boundaries of 
democratic politics.  

Simon Critchely seems to have a view of the political project that sounds 
somewhat similar to Laclau’s. He starts from the idea that we are stuck with 
both capitalism and with the state. However, it is possible to be distant from the 
state within the state (Critchley, 2005, p. 226). The idea is to work within the 
state against the state to open up places of opposition. Thus, an oppositional 
political project creates political subjectivity by gluing together cells of 
opposition. This idea seems very similar to Laclau’s interpretation of populist 
reason, where political identities are formed around unmet demands.  

The people in a democracy should have the power in a society. However, 
people have very different values and views on political reality. Thus, the 
concept of democracy should be eternally left open to contestation. If democracy 
is always open to contestation, we cannot have a consensus on the content of 
democracy. Hence, the question for us is how to deal with the varying concepts 
of democracy and still be able to have a concept that can be used for guiding 
institutional arrangements. This struggle should be interpreted as a hegemonic 
struggle where the current concept of democracy is the hegemonic one.  

This does not mean that the current conception is the best one in any way, 
nor does it assume that the following view would be more democratic than the 

                                                
22 Democratic demands are demands that 1) are made by the underdog in society, 2) have an egalitarian 

dimension and 3) have their roots in exclusion, deprivation and society’s creation of others as deficient beings 
(Laclau, 2005a, p. 125). 
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last one. Hence, a view of democracy cannot be said to be more or less 
democratic by referring to a hegemonic conception of democracy because all 
such conceptions are interpretations on how we can realize the idea of power to 
the people.23 This is because any common source is also created through 
hegemonic struggle. In order to transcend this contest we need a minimal 
substantial conception of what the power of the people entails. In this 
dissertation I have claimed that the norm of participatory parity can be 
interpreted as such a conception. This does not change the undemocratic nature 
of the imposition of hegemony.  

If hegemony is undemocratic because it imposes its view of democracy on 
others we can also conclude that any institutional configuration is undemocratic 
as it is based on a view that does not take into account the whole populus. The 
only conception of democracy that would take into account the whole populus is 
one that would take into account every possible conception of democracy. Such 
a concept is clearly impossible and highlights the necessity to operate with an 
open concept of democracy.  

Dissent in a radical democratic theory highlights this idea. It reminds us that 
all of our institutions are constantly contested and that a specific hegemonic 
view can never be counted as the whole truth. Similar ideas can be found in 
Laclau’s and Mouffe’s theories. For example, in Mouffe what constitutes 
democratic politics is the clash of irreconcilable hegemonic views (Mouffe, 2013, 
p. 17).  

On the basis of Laclau’s theory of populism it is possible to distinguish two 
kinds of undemocratic populism. The first one is when the populist claims and 
hence also the populist agenda are created on the basis of exteriority or from the 
outside of society. In other words, they are anti-democratic claims which aim to 
destroy the field of the political as such. Hence, democratic claims have to 
accept the democratic contestation to be counted as democratic claims. This 
means that democratic claims are such claims that take into account hegemonic 
plurality and hence can be internal and partially external claims. The main 
requirement is that they can accommodate the idea of such democratic claims 
that are based in another hegemonic construction which do not aim to 
undermine the field of the political. 

The other form of undemocratic populism is when the populist cause 
imposes its own particular view as universal. Hence, the populist cause should 
take into account hegemonic plurality in order to retain its democratic nature. If 
movements attempt to impose its particular claims in a way that excludes other 
formations of identity, one can also speak of an undemocratic populism.  

A similar idea to Laclau’s can be found in Balibar’s work where he claims that 
the demos in democracy is a schismatic notion that is divided against itself while 
reinterpreted in a rhetoric of the universal (Balibar, 2014, p. 195).  

                                                
23 This is but one node that one should investigate to achieve a measurable conception of what a 

possible idea of good democracy vs. bad democracy could entail. 
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Balibar further suggests that it would be better if Laclau had concentrated on 
how the demands in Laclau’s theory could be democratized in order to serve 
emancipation (Balibar, 2014, p. 195).   

I do not see this as necessary since the demands in Laclau’s theory are 
defined according to both democracy and emancipation. Laclau’s definition of 
democratic demands can, as I have shown, be interpreted as participatory 
parity. Participatory parity is a normative ideal that is democratic and also 
serves emancipation as participatory parity requires institutions to secure parity 
for all. I would claim that Laclau’s definition of democratic demands would be 
sufficient in order to answer Balibar’s claim. I consider that my interpretation of 
Laclau’s democratic claims as participatory parity make this matter even clearer.  

 

 

4.6.5 INCLUSION AND THE LIMITS OF DEMOCRATIC POPULISM 
In a globalized world the question of who should be taken into account and how 
they should do it is central and usually quite problematic with regard to 
democracy. The main problem is who should be able to take part and have a say 
in democratic decisions.  

The easy answer is that everyone who is affected by the decision should be 
taken into account, but in a globalized world there are severe empirical 
restrictions as many decisions cut cross traditional boundaries. This leads to the 
idea that while democracy is necessarily dependent on the people, the notion of 
the people is also one of the most problematic ideas in democracy. Bonnie 
Honig seems to make a similar conclusion in her article “Between Decision and 
Deliberation: Political Paradox in Democratic Theory” (Honig, 2007).   

The question at hand is how we should establish the demos in particular 
cases. The question is obviously tied to how we frame political goals and 
questions. The general question is who should have a say in particular decisions. 
There are a lot of different answers to the questions. Because political questions 
may transcend national borders a strict interpretation of the all-affected 
principle is problematic as those affected can be outside of a national border and 
hence, can be interpreted as legitimately excluded.  Hence, the construction of 
the demos is related to how we conceive of the body of representation as a body 
that is responsible mainly to the people that elected it.  

In other words, the all-affected principle is viable when talking about the 
democratic process as a whole. The idea of restriction or exclusion has closer 
ties with the idea of representation. The logic behind the idea of representation 
necessarily carries with it the idea of exclusion. In other words, when the 
decision of who should be represented is made someone necessarily has to be 
excluded. The logic of representation as an exclusionary logic becomes a wider 
problem of politics if one founds politics on the idea of discourse. According to 
Seyla Benhabib, the idea of discourse as an ethical principle requires that 
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everyone is able to take part in the discourse. At the same time we have the logic 
of representation that requires exclusionary principles (Benhabib, 2007, pp. 
450-451).  

In other words, the idea of representation necessarily requires borders, or at 
least some kind of limits. Otherwise we could not establish who is represented 
as otherwise “everyone” should be represented.  

Hence, representation itself is intrinsically exclusionary (Benhabib, 2007, p. 
448). On the other hand, the idea of democracy as a principle where inclusion is 
seen as one main factor only functions to highlight the contradictory nature of 
democracy itself.  Benhabib’s solution is her idea of porous borders, which is the 
idea that while representational democracy requires set and perhaps strict 
borders they should be such that anyone can potentially cross them and take 
part as part of the represented body.  

One interpretation of this is that the definition of who constitutes the demos 
in democracy is necessarily both defined and undefined at the same time. This 
contradiction arises from the inherently conflicting logic of democracy.  

For Benhabib, demarcation does not amount to injustice, injustices arise 
from the allocation of membership and voice (Benhabib, 2007, p. 449). Hence, 
for Benhabib the people are constructed as those who are within the borders of 
the represented.  

As we saw, the people for Benhabib are more or less established within the 
borders of a geographic location. Or at least this is true in the case of nations as 
the body being represented is also based on geographical location.  

Naturally, it is possible to conceive of representative bodies that are not 
based on geography but there are few existing democratic bodies that are not 
connected at some point to the idea of geographic location. One alternative way 
of constructing the people is Laclau’s idea of populism, where the people are 
constructed around political demands.  

However Laclau’s idea runs into some problems as his idea at an initial 
glance seems to be lacking any principle of inclusion or an idea of attempting to 
establish some limits to democracy. However, on closer inspection, we can find 
both in his theory.  

In a way, Laclau’s idea is very similar to Mouffe’s idea where she establishes 
the limits for agonism as being democratic conflicts. The way Laclau arrive at 
this is a little different. For Laclau the idea is that we have articulated demands 
that the people are constructed around. The people are also constructed as those 
whose demands are not met. These people then enter the hegemonic struggle 
and attempt to “fill” or “hijack” the empty signifiers and arrange the 
configuration of them according to their own idea. 

If we go back a bit, we can see that for Laclau the important demands are 
democratic demands. Hence, if we start from the idea of democratic demands, 
which are demands made on the basis of equality, freedom, etc., we can 
conclude that the people constructed around the demands not being met are a 
democratic people. This idea of the people is quite different as we see because 
the people that are constructed comes into being through conflict.  
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It is possible to interpret that the people created through the populist logic 
cease to exist when hegemony is established. This is only if we require the 
democratic populus to be specified for a longer amount of time. The people as 
such remain, the identities and the different struggling populus remain.  

Hence, one can conclude that the idea that the people in a sense vanishes 
actually gives room to further democratic and also undemocratic demands in an 
ongoing process of political struggle.  
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4.7 FRASER AND LACLAU 

I have mentioned earlier, that one can conceive of Fraser’s framework as an 
agonist conception or a deliberative conception of radical democracy. I claim 
that it is most justified to conceive of Fraser’s conception as an agonist 
conception. This will allow us to better be able to combine Fraser’s theory with 
Laclau’s theory. In order to arrive at this, I will first present Fraser’s conception 
of radical democracy, and then make the case for viewing her theory as an 
agonist conception.  

The concept “radical” has a central role in Fraser’s thought. She places what 
she calls the radical democratic norm of participatory parity at the core of her 
framework (Fraser, 2003a, p. 36). What she does not do, at least in a clear way, 
is to elaborate on the meaning of “radical” in the norm. This is in my opinion 
problematic because she ends up relying on a norm that is not sufficiently 
clearly defined.  

In Fraser’s early work she explicitly states that a conception of radical 
democracy must be able to provide answers to the question of what is required 
to ensure that everyone can participate as peers. She claims that a conception of 
radical democracy is distinguished from rival conceptions of democracy by the 
answers it gives to the questions if democracy requires social equality, 
recognition of difference and absence of systemic dominance or subordination. 
She states that to be a radical democrat is to appreciate and eliminate two 
obstacles of democratic participation. These are social inequalities and 
misrecognition of difference. (Fraser, 1997, pp. 173-175) Her interpretation is 
that radical democracy “...is the view that democracy today requires both 
economic redistribution and multicultural recognition” (Fraser, 1997, p. 174). To 
this one could add the sphere of representation that Fraser introduces in her 
later works.   

As it turns out with regard to Fraser, she defines radical democracy in a way 
that perfectly fits her own conceptions of justice. In other words, she claims that 
her norm of participatory parity is a radical democratic norm and she then 
defines radical democracy as an idea which implies a view of justice that takes 
into account both the spheres of redistribution and recognition.  

Hence, participatory parity is a radical democratic norm in Fraser’s theory 
because it takes into account redistribution and recognition. To follow this 
definition would allow most contemporary theories of justice to be characterized 
as radical democratic because they take into account redistributive justice and 
also some form of identity-based justice claims. 

It is however possible to read Fraser’s theory in a way where she takes radical 
democracy as a given. In this sense when Fraser states that radical democracy 
should take into account recognition and redistribution, what she means is that 
radical democratic theories should focus on these matters. The conception of 
radical democracy itself is left open.  

The first way of defining radical democracy is problematic with regard to 
dissent. She defines radical democracy in a way that fits her theory perfectly but 
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this definition may effectively exclude other conceptions of radical democracy. 
With regard to dissent, this is problematic with regard to the self-
characterization of dissent and the idea of democracy as being in constant 
motion.  

My definition of radical democracy as the umbrella concept for the debate 
between agonism and deliberative democracy is compatible with Fraser’s 
theory. However this may require that Fraser’s theory should also be positioned 
on the agonist deliberation axis. To define Fraser’s theory according to my 
conception of radical democracy would provide Fraser’s theory with an 
explanation for what it is that makes her norm of participatory parity radical. 
With regard to a political theory of dissent I will claim that it is most justified to 
conceive of Fraser’s theory as an agonist theory.   

Fraser attempts to define her theory somewhere between agonism and 
deliberative democracy through the concept of reflexive justice (Fraser, 2008b, 
pp. 72-73). With regard to agonism she claims that it “revels in openings” and 
opposes the kind of closure that Fraser strives to encompass with the idea of 
closed frameworks. The idea of closed frameworks in Fraser’s theory refers to 
such frameworks which are widely accepted and referred to without question. I 
claimed earlier that this dynamic is best conceived of through the idea of 
hegemonic struggle.  

Agonism does not necessarily have to “revel in openings” or oppose a closure 
of the kind that Fraser seems to have in mind. I do agree with Fraser that a 
conception of society should be sensitive to the dynamics she tries to encompass 
with the closing and opening of frameworks.  

A practical example of Fraser’s conception could be the following. First if we 
conceive of the agonist part, or the part that utilizes an open framework. A social 
movement that is not averse to conflict utilizes the openness of a framework to 
challenge existing conceptions and attempting to introduce new political 
conceptions and ideas. Fraser would conceive of this as agonism.  

When similar claims are negotiated within an institutional body, say 
parliament, the rules and regulations that govern this process requires a 
framework of closure, in other words a set conception that promotes decision-
making. This would be conceived as deliberation (discourse).  

Fraser attempts to solve the opposition between agonism and discourse by 
overcoming the opposition between them. I disagree with the fact that Fraser is 
trying to frame this as a question of agonism contra deliberation (discourse) and 
that the solution would require an overcoming of this opposition. If one 
conceives of Fraser’s theory as an agonist theory one can both retain the 
dynamic that Fraser attempts to encompass and further give an account of what 
is meant by radical democracy in her theory.  

The agonism deliberation debate is a debate on the foundations of 
democracy. It is a debate on if democracy has a common ground on which to 
adjudicate conflicts or if disagreement is fundamental. In Abnormal Justice 
Fraser proposes that a central feature of our times is that almost all aspects of 
justice are up for grabs.  
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Abnormality in Fraser refers to the open framework. This is completely in 
line with an agonist conception. The difficulty in Fraser’s definition is when she 
claims that that we can move from agonism to discourse in a manner that is 
similar to Kuhnian paradigm shifts. As I have pointed out the deliberation 
versus agonism debate requires the taking of one of the positions. One cannot be 
held to the deliberative account and the agonist account at the same time.  

Abnormal justice is not compatible with the deliberative account because 
then every aspect of the frameworks would not be up for grabs. In other words, 
abnormal justice requires that one has to reject any notion of fixed and shared 
similarities if one holds to the idea that all aspects of justice is up for grabs.  

The agonist conception obviously can meet the requirements of the open 
framework and I claim that it is also possible to have closed frameworks within 
the agonist conception. I have earlier proposed that this dynamic is better 
conceived of through Laclau’s theory of hegemony. The closed frameworks 
would be the hegemonic idea to which one can refer to when making claims of 
justice.  

Another agonist feature in Fraser’s theory is her conception of the subaltern 
counterpublics. The subaltern counterpublics are smaller sheltered public 
spheres that exist in order to mobilize ideas so that they are stronger or more 
widely accepted when they enter the public sphere (Fraser, 1997a, pp. 81-82). In 
other words the subaltern counterpublics exist as arenas where ideas are 
mobilized against the hegemonic view.  

The subaltern counterpublics are similar to Laclau’s idea of democratic 
demands that arise from the excluded or deficient in society.  The subaltern 
counterpublics are also similar to the idea that one can find in Mouffe’s work; 
mainly that she thinks that political mobilization cannot exist without a 
production of conflictual representation of the world (Mouffe, 2005, pp. 24-25). 
Without the disagreement with the representation of the world, Fraser would 
not need the subaltern counterpublics at all.  

I would claim that the idea that one has venues where oppositional identities 
are made and that these venues exist to mobilize against hegemonic views, 
require an understanding of a we/they opposition that is usually equated with 
an agonist conception.  

Hence, Fraser identifies the requirement for the oppositional setting in 
politics. A similar oppositional setting is most often found within the agonist 
theories as they usually are based in the idea that societal conflicts have their 
roots in insurmountable disagreements and that political power allows conflicts 
to be “decided”.   

Thus, Fraser’s conception can be interpreted as an agonist one. It would not 
be possible to go the other way and interpret her framework as deliberative as a 
framework that assumes a background consensus cannot incorporate the “open” 
framework where everything is up for question. 

Fraser’s own position in this debate is that she does not want to position 
herself in either group as she views the debate as not being directly about real 
problems. It is in a sense understandable if one is focused on how to change 
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institutional arrangements but as she also is an academic and is working on 
democratic theory one could counter with the argument that it is a real problem 
that one cannot ground ones theory solidly or coherently. Hence, as an activist 
her answer is completely feasible but as an academic it is lacking.  

Fraser’s dynamic of opening and closing is philosophically more sound when 
interpreted in accordance with Laclau’s theory of hegemony. Further this allows 
us to frame Fraser’s framework as an agonist theory of radical democracy. This 
also adds meaning to radical democracy and to Fraser’s governing norm of 
participatory parity. This however requires the framing of Fraser’s framework as 
an agonist framework of radical democracy.  

The interpretation of Fraser’s theory as an agonist theory is however a 
plausible interpretation because of the agonist elements that already exist in 
Fraser’s theory. This interpretation also adds to the possibility to combine 
Fraser’s framework with Laclau’s political theory.    

I mentioned that it is better to conceive of the dynamic that Fraser attempts 
to encompass with the concept of abnormal justice though Laclau’s theory of 
hegemony.  

One reason for the need for such a move is that one should be able to explain 
how political concepts, such as of justice, gets their meaning if one claims that 
they are “up for grabs” or open.  

I propose that in this case one should utilize insights from Laclau in order to 
explain how the struggle to “fill” the concepts should unfold and also thus to add 
philosophical strength on the part of Fraser’s framework. The theory of 
hegemonic struggle also adds the element of political power to Fraser’s 
framework.  

One could also describe the dynamic that Fraser attempts to encompass 
through Laclau’s idea of hegemony. The claim is that the filling of the signifiers 
or hegemonic configuration is equated with the closed frameworks and Fraser’s 
idea of open frameworks is equated with Laclau’s idea that no configuration can 
ever be totalized. Hence, we could have the dynamic of opening and closing in 
one single framework that is an agonist one. This is according to me the most 
plausible explanation.    

With regard to the question of political power, I do not claim that Fraser 
would not have taken into account power relations, especially as her earlier 
writings focus on power and takes into account Foucault’s work. Also, her work 
on feminist theory is closely tied to the question of power. However, the only 
explicit reference to a dynamic of political power, in her framework of justice, is 
through the subaltern counterpublics.  

Hence, Laclau’s theory of hegemony and populist reason would add strength 
to Fraser’s theory by introducing a way to theorize power and also the struggle 
for the conceptualization of political life.  

With regard to dissent this allows for the self-characterization of dissent. 
This move is also compatible with regard to Fraser because she claims she 
makes theory from and for the social movements. Hence, to provide a more 
justified way of characterizing democratic politics that allows the movements 
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themselves to characterize their struggles should be a welcome reinterpretation 
to Fraser’s theory.  
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4.8 DISSENT, RADICAL DEMOCRACY AND POPULISM 

With regard to the concept of radical democracy I hold that both deliberative 
democracy and agonistic forms of democracy should be counted as being sub-
categories of radical democracy.  

Radical democracy as such is a form of critique of liberal democracy where 
the idea is loosely to widen the scope of democracy in different ways. With 
regard to dissent the main task is to consider what kind of democratic approach 
it fits better. It is quite clear that dissent as defined in this dissertation, does not 
fit into the liberal paradigm as liberalism strives to institutionalize the conflict 
and in this sense also institutionalizes dissent.  

What this leads to is that liberalism cannot encompass dissent that comes 
from outside of the system and hence needs to rely on exhaustive valve 
mechanisms like theories of civil disobedience etc. Thus, the question arises 
which of the two radical democratic frameworks are more plausible for an 
approach based on dissent. 

One of the main problems, in some cases merit, with regard to the 
deliberative approach is that it relies heavily on the idea of reason to overcome 
conflicts. If it ultimately can fall back on reason to resolve differences, we need 
to accept that there is an underlying mechanism on which basis one can 
adjudicate conflicts on.  

Hence, we arrive at a similar problem that the liberal paradigm runs into 
where conflicts get internalized into the system. Those differences that cannot 
be adjudicated by reason’s decree lose their legitimation as they become 
branded as unreasonable. Hence, differences that stem from the outside and 
that reject our conception of reason are excluded in a way that seems legitimate. 
Thus, one can interpret deliberation as domesticating dissent. 

As pointed out by Laclau a conception of radical democracy should avoid any 
institutionalization of any singular configuration of democracy. In part, it is 
because of the impossibility of such an institutionalization and in part because 
such an institutionalization would in itself constitute a regime that is anti-
democratic by nature.  

With regard to the foundations of democracy one can read Laclau’s approach 
as a critique of both liberal and deliberative democracy. Both frameworks rely 
on the idea of a common signifier to make sense of the framework. Also both 
frameworks attempt to secure a neutral procedure to govern society in a neutral 
and proper way.  

As Mouffe pointed out through her interpretation of Wittgenstein, life-form 
precludes speech acts. Hence, identity is prior to speech which leads to the idea 
that there are ontological restrictions for adjudicating conflicts through 
procedures or deliberation. In other words, procedures contain ethical 
commitments and are as such themselves substantive conceptions.  

Hence, as dissent requires a non-substantive view on society, because 
anything could potentially be a target for dissent, a dissent-perspectival view on 
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democracy should avoid foundations that restrict or carry substantive baggage 
with them.  

Also if it is so that identity or way of life is prior to language, then one cannot 
choose only rational discussion as the proper medium of politics as for some this 
is not at all the most suitable form of participation.  

Hence, the framework of democracy should be able to encompass the idea 
that not all clashes between different life worlds can be bridged or adjudicated 
through the medium of rational discussion.  

Thus, if one sees participatory parity as one of the core features of 
democracy, then it seems that the framework cannot be one that relies primarily 
on rational discussion. At this point it seems that the agonist framework is the 
more suitable one for a dissent perspectival framework.  

It should be pointed out that Wittgenstein’s idea of the priority of life-world 
is not an uncontested view. However it seems a plausible idea if we compare it to 
real life political discussions where it is for example very hard to see any 
possibilities for equal deliberation between someone at the top of the socio-
economic ladder and someone from the bottom.  

Hence, there is also an agonistic relation between different positions in 
society. This may be a quite self-evident idea but it adds support to the 
Mouffean interpretation of Wittgenstein. This interpretation does not prove 
deliberative democracy wrong as such but it sets ontological constraints for the 
deliberation process in the sense that one has to show how and why language 
can bridge the gap and adjudicate conflicts between life worlds.  

Also it shows quite clearly that deliberative democracy is a substantive form 
of democracy. This is in the sense the more grave critique as one of the main 
pillars of deliberative democracy is to strive for a procedure in that everyone can 
take part in equally. The procedure itself should be as neutral as possible. The 
Mouffean/Wittgensteinian critique also highlights that the conflicts are based in 
identity. Hence, with regard to dissent, and if we hold to the idea that dissenters 
themselves should hold the power to decide on the means of participation, it 
seems that one should reject the framework of deliberative democracy. 

If a radical democratic political theory of dissent requires the rejection of the 
deliberative framework then we should investigate if the agonist frameworks 
can better answer the requirements of dissent.  

First of all the idea of hegemony is a central concept in the agonist theories, 
especially Mouffes and Laclau’s theories. With regard to dissent and the 
problems deliberative democracy runs into, the idea that one should be able to 
decide on the means of participation and that one cannot have any set form of 
adjudicatory principle (reason) that everyone should adhere to, the idea of 
hegemony provides some solutions.  

Hegemony, as presented by Laclau, is the main factor that also determines 
the rules of coherency. Hence, hegemony in Laclau occupies the same 
significant place that reason occupies in deliberative democracy. The difference 
is that a hegemonic configuration is never “eternal”. This also leads to the idea 
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that rules of coherence are changing and that from an “eternal” point of view 
they are undecidable.  

This should not be seen as a rejection of reason as such but as a feature that 
shows where reason is lacking, or as Laclau puts it, it highlights a deficiency of 
reason itself. This idea also highlights the centrality of antagonism and power in 
politics over reason. Hence, the idea of the centrality of hegemony seems to be 
in line with the idea of the self-characterization of dissent. 

The struggle for hegemony, which in Laclau translates to the struggle for the 
“filling” of the empty signifiers according to ones owns view is also in line with 
the idea of dissent. This is so because struggle as Laclau describes it becomes a 
struggle where rhetoric is central as we cannot ground our political claims in 
any strong ontological foundation. This idea is compatible with Fraser’s theory 
because, as I have shown, she avoids strong ontological foundations and stresses 
that her theory is derived from and for the social movements. Further for Fraser 
the concept of justice is “filled” through the struggle of the new social 
movements. Hence the dynamic of “filling” empty signifiers is arguably present 
in Fraser’s theory.  

The idea of hegemony, though, retains its feature of being at least partially 
undemocratic when set while the struggle for hegemony is democratic by 
nature.  

It is partially undemocratic because if we follow Laclau’s definition 
hegemonic totality is impossible as no social force can totalize it completely. It 
would be completely undemocratic if any hegemonic configuration would be 
totalized. However hegemony still “forces” a certain view with its set rules of 
coherence upon us whether we agree to it or not, hence there is an undemocratic 
character in hegemony itself.  

Under this interpretation the struggle for hegemony retains the character of 
being more democratic than the current configuration as the struggle itself 
highlights or unmasks the “oppressive” power of hegemony. What this entails in 
a larger picture is that democratic society should allow and foster the struggle 
against hegemony in order to keep itself democratic.  

In this sense the outcome or the victor of a hegemonic struggle creates an 
elite which loses a part of its legitimacy when winning. From this we can 
conclude that society should foster the struggle between political adversaries on 
the grounds of democracy itself. With regard to dissent, this legitimizes the 
subaltern as the subaltern will per definition have a stronger democratic 
legitimation than any existing power.      

Laclau’s and Mouffe’s reinterpretation of hegemony which detaches the 
privileged role of the proletariat also allows for the idea that the democratic 
legitimation of dissent is available for any dissenting group. It also allows for the 
detachment of the potentially historical determinism of the dialectical logic. 
However if we follow the idea that any dissenting group has a stronger 
democratic legitimation than any existing configuration we still have to answer 
the question of how we can ensure the boundaries of democracy as there exists 
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claims that attempts to overthrow hegemony that in themselves are 
undemocratic.   

On this point we can also rely on Laclau’s framework as it treats all claims 
that come completely from the outside as anti-democratic claims that are aimed 
to destroy politics as such. This is precisely the dynamic that allows for the 
understanding of democratic claims in a way that does not domesticate dissent. 
In other words, the possibility of treating claims that are partially from the 
outside as democratic, and still retain the possibility to make a distinction 
between democratic and anti-democratic claims, allows for a radical democratic 
theory that does not domesticate dissent within itself.  

Hence, accepted claims fall within the boundary of having at least some ties 
to the existing systemic logic. Having roots inside the current configuration does 
not determine claims but makes them dependent on current politics. This allows 
for new introductions because of the possibility of making claims that are 
partially from the outside.  

Hence, the boundaries of democratic claims are set to ensure that democratic 
politics as such is not destroyed. This is an important factor with regard to 
dissent as we can on this point make a categorization of what entails democratic 
dissent with strong legitimacy versus hegemony and what kinds of claims can be 
excluded as undemocratic. Also the detachment of the privileged position of the 
proletariat makes it possible for anyone to dissent and have strong and 
legitimate claims. The strong privileged position of the proletariat in the earlier 
Marxist traditions makes the claims of the proletariat against capital privileged 
in relation to other democratic claims in society.  

Laclau’s reinterpretation of populism as not merely a pathology of 
democracy but as one of its core principles can be linked to the idea of dissent.  

One of the main ideas is that the populus of populism is constituted through 
chains of equivalence between groups or actors whose demands are not met. In 
other words, the populus is constituted through those who dissent and whose 
dissent is not taken into account.   

For this interpretation to be valid one has to answer the question of how we 
can identify the kind of populism that Laclau talks about and the negative kind 
of populism that for example Mouffe refers to in her analysis of the 
depoliticizing  effects of consensus.  

As we have seen, Laclau thinks that the claims are undemocratic if they are 
made completely from the “outside” which means that they strive to eradicate 
the field of the political. When this idea is viewed through the perspective of 
dissent, the eradication of the field of the political is similar to eradicating 
dissent. Hence, the boundaries of democracy are set as the boundary that keeps 
the field of the political intact.  

In other words, the boundaries of democracy should guarantee dissent as 
long as dissent does not turn against itself in a way that eliminates its own 
possibility. In a sense, the boundaries of democracy could be seen to maximize 
dissent as long as it is not incompatible with the possibility of itself. Thus, the 
boundary of dissent is set by the actual possibility to dissent itself.  
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The function of dissent as a core principle also highlights the provisionary 
nature of democratic configurations and the fact that no democratic 
configuration can ever encompasses the whole full truth. Hence, democracy 
exists only as long as it does not exist completely. Hence, any claim of a full and 
true description of democracy is impossible.  
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4.9 DISSENT, INSTITUTIONS AND THE QUESTION OF 
ENGAGEMENT 

A very common question within democratic theory is if one should seek change 
by engaging with existing institutions or should one choose a strategy of 
withdrawal. Mouffe argues for a radical politics of engagement with institutions 
rather than one of withdrawal (Mouffe, 2013, p. 71). 

I agree with Mouffe’s idea, also Fraser and Young seems to be adherents to 
the idea of institutional engagement, Fraser’s framework of justice is tied to the 
possibility of institutions to guarantee participatory parity and Young tries to 
unmask latent possibilities of emancipation in our existing institutions.  

However from this we cannot yet conclude how this engagement should be 
played out. For example it is possible to engage with institutions, both 
deliberatively and agonistically. Mouffe clearly favors the agonistic approach 
with the claim of attempting to make the institutions a vehicle for democratic 
change (Mouffe, 2013, pp. 75-76). In order to facilitate this change we should be 
able to articulate a common world (Mouffe, 2013, p. 81). The common world in 
Mouffe’s and also Laclau’s theories are constituted through the hegemonic 
struggle.  

For example Laclau argues for the idea that identities are created through the 
antagonistic relations, hence a common world can also be constructed only on a 
similar basis.  

For Mouffe the common world is constructed in opposition to opposed to our 
adversaries. Also for example Fraser and also Benhabib seems to favor an 
approach where the idea of conflict and decision making can be separated so 
that we can have a conflictual discussion and reach a decisional closure 
(Benhabib, 2007, p. 452) (Fraser, 2008a, pp. 72-73). The idea that we can have 
agonistic politics and reasonable decision making is also that can also be found 
in for example Mouffe’s idea of conflictual consensus (Mouffe, 2013, p. 15).  For 
Laclau the inherently antagonistic nature does not disqualify reason, it only 
highlights the fact that reason cannot alone function as an adjudicating principle 
in politics.  

Generally what these philosophers share is the idea that there is something 
valuable in conflicts, democratic discussion and also in reasonable decision 
making.  

This is something that probably most of us can agree with. However a theory 
of radical democracy has to be able to accommodate all the above mentioned 
features in order to be justified. The question is tied to the question of justifiable 
grounds for democratic politics. For this thesis it is especially relevant because it 
is tied to the question how radical democracy should be conceived of if the idea 
of dissent is counted as a central feature.  

With regard to the question of institutional engagement I would claim that 
institutional engagement is a necessity. The main question is not whether one 
should engage with institutions or not, but how one should do it.  
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As I claimed earlier, dissent arises from lack of voice or exclusion. Lack of 
voice and exclusion are effects of institutional arrangements in society. If this is 
true then dissent necessarily arises as an effect of institutional arrangements. 

With regard to non-institutional engagement there are two main ways to 
conceive of it.  

First if we consider dissent as having arisen from the institutional 
configuration of society one option is to leave the institutions and society 
behind. If one would be able to leave society completely behind this would entail 
some kind of complete exit strategy. In practice this would entail leaving 
everything behind. If one relates this strategy to the idea of dissent, it entails the 
complete dissolution of dissent as there would remain no one and nothing to 
dissent with. This would also entail leaving society completely. As a wider 
phenomenon this would be an impossibility because such a withdrawal would 
dissolve society completely.  

The other possibility of withdrawal would be a withdrawal from the 
institutional configuration in order to undermine the legitimacy. This however 
cannot be viewed as a practice that would be non-institutional as the aim of 
withdrawal is to change the institutions as such. Hence, withdrawal in this sense 
should always be seen as an attempt to influence existing institutions. This is 
true especially if one conceives of politics based on dissent. Politics as 
withdrawal without the attempt to influence anything is not politics. It is 
something else, perhaps a party or a social gathering.  

As we have institutions, we already also imply membership. Membership in 
democratic institutions also implies representation. And if we have membership 
and representation we also get their logical counterpart which is exclusion. 
Hence, if we have representation we have exclusion, as exclusion can potentially 
affect everyone, it leads to dissent.  

Also as everyone cannot be represented, that same everyone can dissent. Be 
it for reasons of getting membership or any other feature. Even if we follows 
Benhabib’s idea where representation has set boundaries while membership is 
potentially given to everyone, dissent arises on the principle that we cannot, at 
any given time, guarantee representation and voice to everyone.  

 Hence, on the question of who can dissent, or whose dissent should be taken 
into account, we would have to answer that potentially everyone on both 
questions. It is only potentially as there are limits to dissent as we have seen. 
Mainly this would include such dissent that destroys the future possibilities for 
dissent. 

As Laclau pointed out, the idea of injustices arise from the idea of 
membership and voice. Hence, dissent arises from an already existing populous 
or those who are connected to it through ties or partial ties.  

Hence, if we return to the question of engagement or withdrawal and we 
remember that the idea of dissent being directed towards institutions we can 
conclude that the people in a democracy is constructed from those whose 
demands are not met in relation to existing institutions.  
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If we use the principle in relation to a representative model we could 
conclude that we need an open system because dissent is by definition not tied 
to any substantive claims, hence all models that are based on dissent are 
provisionary.  

This highlights the nature and the feature of democracy of its own widening. 
In other words, dissent is tied to the idea of widening democracy to areas where 
it is nonexistent. The common world in a democracy is articulated through 
dissent and through the conflict that arises from it. Also dissent as a strand of 
agonist democracy which highlights the deficiency of reason makes reasonable 
decision making possible while it does not force any specific conception of 
rationality on everyone. 
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5 A POLITICAL THEORY OF DISSENT 

5.1 GENERAL REMARKS 

The main research question for this thesis was to investigate what a radical 
democratic theory that is based on dissent would look like. I set out to 
investigate dissent within the framework of radical democracy. I have defined 
dissent in general terms, where to dissent with something is to disagree with a 
specific feature in society and to articulate this disagreement. The claim is that a 
radical democratic theory should feature a political theory of dissent at its core.  

The political theory of dissent developed is a theory of society that embraces 
dissent and values pluralism as core values. Such a theory should be able to 
enable as much dissent as possible while still not removing or diminishing the 
possibility of dissent for others. Hence, dissent is tied to parity of participation. I 
frame this theory of dissent within the framework of radical democracy. I 
believe that radical democratic accounts are the best democratic theories to 
embrace the centrality of dissent. A radical democratic theory enables dissent 
and does not neutralize it as liberal democratic theories may do.  

I argued that radical democracy should be seen as an umbrella concept of 
agonist and deliberative democracy. The agonist and the deliberative account 
should be seen as radical democratic accounts. The discussion on agonism 
versus deliberation should thus be seen as a discussion on the foundations of 
radical democracy. I claimed that radical democracy is more democratic than 
the constitutional liberal regime because it puts equal weight on the normative 
ideal of democracy, freedom, human rights and equality.  

With regard to a political theory of dissent I claimed that the radical 
democratic theory that has the strongest justification is the agonist version. The 
main problem with the deliberative account is that it shares some of liberalism’s 
attempt to internalize or contain dissent within a systemic framework. 
Deliberative democracy does this by adhering to an account of commonly shared 
reason.  

In the first part on justice I argued that a political theory of dissent should 
not have too many substantive claims on justice. A too specific or substantive 
conception of justice may contain dissent by not enabling it, amongst other 
things, towards itself. My claim is that participatory parity is a sufficient 
minimal conception of justice that enables dissent and still brackets dissent 
within democratic limits.  

Hence, I argued for the view that Nancy Fraser’s framework of justice as 
participatory parity proved to be the most justifiable for a political theory of 
dissent. The main reason is that the framework enables dissent and allows for 
the self-characterization of dissent. Another reason is that it is not burdened by 
as strong philosophical foundations as Axel Honneth’s framework is. To 
investigate the relation between strong philosophical foundations and practical 
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application of theories of justice in political theory on a general level would be 
an interesting question to further delve into.   

However, the lack of philosophical grounds in Fraser’s framework can, in 
some cases, be seen as a weakness in her theory. I have argued that one can view 
Laclau’s account of democratic demands as a version of Fraser’s account of 
participatory parity. Partially based on this I have claimed that one can arrive at 
a more better radical democratic account that asserts dissent as one of its core 
features by combining Fraser’s account of justice as participatory parity with 
Laclau’s account of populist democracy and hegemony.   

The normative core of dissent, within democracy, lies in its ties to 
participatory democracy. This means that dissent is viewed as a way of 
participating in democratic society. Hence, if we guarantee participatory parity 
in society we should also enable dissent as a way of participation. In other 
words, the norm that guarantees rights to participate also guarantees the right 
to dissent. Because dissent can be targeted towards almost any feature in society 
and we are required to guarantee parity of participation, we are required to 
allow for the self-characterization of dissent.  

I claim that a political theory that takes dissent seriously has to utilize 
partially open concepts of democracy and justice in order to allow for definition 
through dissent. The contents of the concepts of justice and democracy are 
decided temporarily through hegemonic struggle. This does not entail the 
legitimation of undemocratic movements. I proposed that the evaluation of the 
democratic nature of movements should be made in two stages. First, every 
movement is accepted when a substance is given to the concept of justice and 
democracy. In this I follow Fraser when she states that the concept of justice is 
determined by the struggles of contemporary social movements. This 
interpretation means that the hegemonic struggle for justice determines the 
contents of justice.24 In the second stage we can evaluate if the demands of the 
social movement are in line with participatory parity. Hence, an undemocratic 
movement is accepted in the definition of justice and democracy. Undemocratic 
movements are, however, legitimately excluded when they make articulated and 
concrete undemocratic demands. 

The hegemonic configuration of power in society may impose identities upon 
us. For example, a citizen or a consumer can be viewed as examples of identities 
that are labelled upon a political actor. Both identities are carried through by the 
conception of democracy and justice. The political actor conceived as a 
consumer is carried through by a liberal conception that is strongly based on 
economics. This conception has been criticized as employing an 
instrumentalizing conception of justice.  

The citizen is carried through the idea of the democratic national state as 
signifying the member of the political community that has a say and voice in 
political matters. Both identities are political identities that can be and often are 
criticized through dissent. Hence, a political theory of dissent requires an idea of 

                                                
24 This interpretation relies on Laclau’s definition of hegemony. 
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political agency that is in movement in the sense that it can be specified at any 
given moment while also having the potential of being something else.  

An account of radical democracy is tied to the idea of democracy as being in 
constant motion and widening its scope in order to create democratic 
possibilities where they are not available. A political theory of dissent is most 
justified when framed as an agonist account because the agonist perspective 
retains the possibility for self-characterization of one’s struggle, means and 
goals. The deliberative view constrains self-characterization through its reliance 
on reason and such rules for deliberation that domesticate dissent.  

Following Laclau, reason should not be thought of as being outside of politics 
but as being governed by it. The agonism that I am advocating rejects any single 
governing principle as grounds for adjudicating conflicts. Also, the agonist 
account of identity formation through conflict allows for self-characterization. 
In other words, dissenters should be able to define themselves. The agonist 
perspective makes it possible to be identified politically through dissent.   

A political theory of dissent is tied to the idea of liberty and equality through 
the idea of participatory parity. Participatory parity is not arrived at on the basis 
of some “ideal theory” but one can justify it on the basis of the requirements of 
dissent itself. In other words, dissent requires the widest possibility to dissent 
which does not contradict others’ equal possibility. Hence, dissent is also a 
regulative principle because of the before-mentioned requirement. Even though 
the way through which we arrive at this distinction is similar to liberalism’s 
distinction between unreasonable and reasonable, my account differs from it 
because dissent as such is not bound by reason. In other words, while the 
account of reasonable/unreasonable refers to a form of reason to make 
distinctions, the account of dissent refers to every aspect that one can question, 
even itself. One could argue that there is some aspect or hidden claim which 
refers to reason. This is, however, only partially true. My account, like Laclau’s, 
treats reason as referring to hegemony. Further, the notion of hegemonic 
plurality requires the accepting of a plurality of hegemonic projects and hence 
also a plurality of accounts for reason. Thus, my claim is that the liberal 
distinction between reasonable/unreasonable refers to one specific account of 
reason. My account based on dissent does not do this as it can refer to a plurality 
of different accounts of reason.  

Dissent can be justified through the idea of the hegemonic struggle. As 
mentioned at the beginning, hegemony itself is always potentially undemocratic 
as it imposes a particular view on society. Hegemony also dictates the 
requirements of reason. The hegemonic struggle itself is democratic as it is the 
place where views and identities are vetted against each other. Because the 
struggle is democratic and hegemony itself is potentially undemocratic, 
dissenters always have stronger democratic legitimacy. This idea also leads to 
the idea that a democratic state is required to listen to its dissenters as they 
have, by definition, stronger claims of legitimacy than the state itself. The 
potential for wider unrest that is intrinsic in dissent leads to the requirement 
that the state takes dissent seriously. The responsibility for unrest lies on the 
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state, not the dissenters. Dissent limits itself in the sense that any view that 
would destroy the possibility to dissent can be viewed as illegitimate. 

A political theory of dissent is tied to the struggles of social movements. The 
introduction of Laclau’s theory of populist democracy leads to the requirement 
of a plurality of populisms. I, however, proposed that the concept of populism 
should not be hijacked. Nor should it be associated with a simplified politics of 
blame, where, for example, complex political questions are reduced to the fault 
of, say, immigrants or other minorities. Hence, the logic that Laclau describes is 
viable and provides important insights into democracy, but it should not be 
called populism.  

Laclau’s theory raises the question that society itself may be an impossibility. 
The impossibility is arrived at from the idea that the people are created through 
dissent, in Laclau’s theory, by the chains of equivalence of unanswered 
demands. The idea of society requires the idea of a people. Hence, a populist 
agenda creates society as it imposes its own view as the hegemonic view. 
However this destroys the idea of the people for those whose demands are not 
met. The establishment of a hegemonic view is continuously challenged in 
hegemonic struggle. This means that there are also more demands that are 
connected in different ways. From this one can conclude that democracy 
requires a pluralism of populisms or conceptions of “the people”. The problem is 
that if society requires the idea of a people then the pluralism of “peoples” does 
not constitute society. Or more specifically the requirement of a pluralism of 
populisms requires the pluralism of societies which can be interpreted as no 
society at all.  

If society is conceived through a specific view of the people, then the only 
way to constitute society is by fully totalizing a hegemonic view. This would 
entail a totalitarian society that imposes a specific view on everyone while 
rejecting others. As Laclau claimed, a full totalization of hegemony is 
impossible. Hence, a radical democratic theory of dissent has to accept to some 
extent the provisional nature of society itself.  

I argued that a concept of democracy should be open within the limits of 
participatory parity in order to enable dissent. One possible radical democratic 
theory that has dissent at its core can be achieved by combining the theories of 
Nancy Fraser and Ernesto Laclau. This combination results in an agonist theory 
of radical democracy which is based on the norm of participatory parity. I view 
Laclau’s account of democratic demands as his version of participatory parity. 
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5.2 THE FRAMEWORK OF THE POLITICAL THEORY OF 
DISSENT  

Because of the possibility of interpreting Laclau’s democratic demands as a 
version of participatory parity both Laclau’s and Fraser’s theories enable dissent 
by not giving too strong a substantive content to justice. In other words, it is 
possible to interpret both theories as allowing for the maximal amount of 
dissent but still not hindering the equal possibility of dissent for others. This 
means that the combined theory adheres to the principle of participatory parity 
in a way that guarantees maximal participatory freedom for all.  

A radical democratic account of dissent guarantees the right to dissent 
because it is viewed as a form of participation. Because dissent is often targeted 
against current affairs in society that are deemed unjust or exclusionary, this 
right enables the underdogs in society to voice their grievances. Both Fraser’s 
and Laclau’s frameworks share the feature of being based on the idea of 
underdogs in society. Laclau states this explicitly as a feature of democratic 
demands. In Fraser’s framework the strong position of the underdog is clear 
partially because of her critical approach in which she starts with injustices in 
society. Further, Fraser introduces the conception of subaltern counterpublics, 
which is a mechanism that allows divergent opinions to be mobilized against 
public opinion so that the people and their opinions can take part on equal 
grounds in the public sphere. This means that the possibility of mobilizing is 
recognized and partially guaranteed. It is only partially guaranteed as the 
mobilization of anti-democratic demands can be excluded according to the two-
stage evaluation I have presented earlier. Hence, it is safe to claim that the 
combined theory fosters and guarantees dissent in society.  

The two-stage evaluation is central for meeting the requirement for a 
political theory of dissent. Here one should employ a conception of justice that 
recognizes democracy as a primary good and enables us to distinguish between 
democratic and undemocratic demands.  

The right to dissent and value pluralism leads to an account of radical 
democracy that promotes individual participatory freedom. Because of the 
possibility of contradictory values in a value pluralist society, the right to dissent 
becomes a necessity. This necessity arises from the hegemonic position of 
certain values and the necessity of divergent values in society. Hence, the right 
to dissent becomes a necessity. Because society should guarantee participatory 
parity for every individual and it is possible to conceive of individual dissent, 
this account of radical democracy guarantees individual participatory freedom 
for all.  

Both value pluralism and an account of participatory freedom are central 
features in Laclau and Fraser. Hence, the radical democratic theory of dissent 
that is built on Laclau’s and Fraser’s theories meets the requirement of 
promoting individual participatory freedom for all.  

In order to be able to make an interpretation based on dissent of Fraser’s 
theory one has to make some modifications. The main modifications are that 
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Fraser’s framework should be seen as an agonist account of democracy and that 
the division of justice into three spheres should be revised. I have argued for the 
view that Fraser’s framework is philosophically stronger when conceived as an 
agonist conception of radical democracy. I have also shown that it is possible not 
to conceive of Fraser’s framework through three spheres of justice. This is 
especially the case as Fraser divides the spheres of representation into two 
different spheres. Hence, it is justified to claim that Fraser divides her 
framework of justice into four spheres. If one introduces the insights of Michael 
Walzer’s in Spheres of Justice one can further argue for the view that the 
number of spheres of justice should be left open as we cannot beforehand decide 
how justice should work in every instance.  

I have argued for the view that the dissent that a radical democratic theory 
should take into account is actually occurring dissent and not merely dissenting 
thoughts. In other words, dissent that is not articulated into actual demands is 
politically irrelevant. It may be that dissent that is not actually articulated is 
impossible. The idea of dissent as actually occurring dissent establishes its ties 
to social movements. I have proposed that social movements should be 
conceived of as being constituted on the basis of demands. Leaning on Laclau, I 
propose that social movements should be viewed as entering the hegemonic 
struggle by unifying different demands on the basis of equivalence.  

Laclau’s theory of hegemony and populist democracy explains how social 
movements arise and how the hegemonic struggle should be conceived. Fraser’s 
theory has a stronger tie to institutional reality. Hence, the combination of the 
two theories strengthens each other by allowing for a description of how 
movements are established (Laclau) and ties them strongly to institutional 
reality (Fraser).  

I have proposed that a radical democratic theory based on dissent requires a 
logic of change to explain change in democratic society. This logic of change is 
most justifiably conceived of as an agonist logic in order not to domesticate 
dissent. A dialectical or historical determinist logic may internalize and 
domesticate dissent. The problem with dialectical logic is that the possibility of 
change is intrinsic to a dialectical opposition. Antagonistic logic views change as 
a contingent feature. Hence, Laclau’s account of an antagonistic social logic can 
be integrated with a radical democratic theory based on dissent. Antagonistic 
logic also has the descriptive feature of being able to sufficiently describe change 
in democratic society.  

It may be that Fraser is tied to a dialectic logic, although not necessarily so. If 
one conceives of Fraser’s framework as an agonistic framework this detachment 
of dialectics becomes stronger. Fraser may presuppose an antagonistic logic as 
she does not presuppose any metaphysically decided agent of change and she 
employs a “hegemonic grammar of contestation”. Hence, it is possible to 
interpret Fraser’s framework on the basis of Laclau’s antagonistic logic of 
change.  

A radical democratic political theory based on dissent views dissent as a 
positive contribution to society. Some positive features of dissent are that it 
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fosters democratic citizenship, removes injustices, improves our institutional 
framework and strengthens participatory parity in society. The combined 
framework of Fraser and Laclau shows how dissent is positive by showing a 
strong tie to institutional reality and guaranteeing the right to dissent in society.  

The close tie to social movements and demands based upon dissent 
combined with the idea of participatory parity explains how democratic 
citizenship is fostered in a radical democratic theory based on dissent. To voice 
demands and to be heard is a requirement of participatory parity. Hence, a 
theory of dissent fosters democratic citizenship by guaranteeing the 
introduction of ways of participation that are based on the needs and means of 
the dissenters themselves, in other words on the self-characterization of dissent.  

The removal of injustices is explained through the emphasis on dissent and 
its ties to institutions. When institutions are oppressive they can be the basis of 
dissent, which in turn leads to demands and movements against them. This 
again leads to a requirement for the state to listen and meet the demands. If the 
demands are not met they may lead to mass movements that are aimed at 
overthrowing current hegemonic configurations. Hence, dissent should be 
viewed as a feature that improves the institutional framework. The possibility of 
cataclysmic change in society does not lead to the legitimation of lessening 
dissent in society. On the contrary, I have argued that this possibility leads to 
the requirement that the state listens to and takes dissenting voices seriously in 
society.   

The improvement of institutional frameworks is tied to the idea of the 
removal of institutional oppression. When oppression or any other feature that 
dissent is targeted at is removed, the frameworks are at least potentially 
improved. This is viewed as a continual process since a completely unoppressive 
framework is probably impossible.  

Another positive contribution is that dissent strengthens participatory parity. 
This is quite self-evident in a framework that sets the norm of parity of 
participatory parity as a guiding norm. I have proposed that Laclau’s conception 
of democratic demands can be seen as a conception of participatory parity. 
Hence, it is justified to claim that Fraser’s and Laclau’s frameworks share the 
central idea of participatory parity. This in turn adds to the possibility of 
combining their theories.  

Fraser’s account of recognition can also be explained using Laclau’s 
framework. Fraser states that it may be that her account of recognition 
presupposes a mechanism that Honneth describes. This also leaves us the 
possible interpretation that recognition should not be viewed in a similar way as 
Honneth does.  

Honneth follows a Hegelian framework where social concepts follow from 
each other according to the dialectics of the struggle for recognition. As I have 
pointed out, social change that is based on antagonistic relations does not 
ground itself in the conceptual logic of contradiction and their transcendence.   

Laclau conceives of identity as formed through antagonistic relations. 
Recognition in both Fraser’s and Honneth’s theories are conceived of as a 
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struggle. It is also possible to view both Fraser’s and Honneth’s theories as 
agonist accounts of radical democracy. Hence, it may be that the struggle for 
recognition could be conceived of as one that is based on antagonistic relations. 
This opens up the possibility of viewing recognition politically through Fraser’s 
status model and combining it with Laclau’s account of hegemonic struggle. 
Honneth’s theory could probably be viewed as a struggle for recognition where 
the dialectical other is hegemony. Hence, it would seem as if one can retain the 
substance of Honneth’s theory of recognition within the combined framework of 
Laclau and Fraser.  

Even though one would retain Honneth’s dialectical account within the 
framework it would not change the fact that society should be viewed through 
antagonistic logic. Antagonistic logic governs the hegemonic configuration of 
society. Honneth’s dialectical account only explains how individuals and groups 
relate to hegemony. Hence, Honneth’s dialectics can be viewed as being internal 
to the larger framework.  

Fraser conceives of justice through her conception of our times as being 
abnormal. This means that almost every part of our conceptions of justice can be 
contested. Laclau’s account of hegemonic struggles and the filling of open 
signifiers describe the same dynamic that Fraser attempts to encompass. 
Fraser’s theory is, however, tied to the idea of viewing hegemonic struggle in 
terms of Kuhnian paradigm change. Laclau’s and Mouffe’s account of 
hegemonic struggle is better as it actually explains how hegemony is created on 
a conceptual and practical level.   

Misrecognition is for Fraser when the cultural structures of value create an 
identity that is despised. Within Laclau’s framework the same idea is interpreted 
as having its grounds in the hegemonic configuration. More specifically, the 
open signifiers that hegemony “fills” are filled in a way that makes certain 
identities despised. Hence, one effect of hegemony is that it constructs certain 
identities as despised.   
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5.3 CONCLUDING REMARKS  

In this dissertation I have defended a radical democratic political theory of 
dissent that is arrived at by integrating the ideas of hegemonic and democratic 
populist struggles of Laclau with Fraser’s radical democratic theory of justice as 
participatory parity. The framework of the combined theory can answer the 
requirements of a political theory of dissent.  

The requirements were that a framework should enable dissent and not 
contain it in the manner of liberal democracy and some forms of deliberative 
democratic accounts. Another requirement that I argued for was that the 
framework should employ a conception of justice as participatory parity in order 
to set limits for democracy. Participatory parity is interpreted as a minimal 
definition of justice in order to allow the interpretation of democracy as being 
open and in constant motion. Because dissent is viewed as participation, it 
secures the participatory freedom for all. Dissent, thus, strengthens 
participatory parity and also improves the institutional framework in society. It 
is thus justified to view dissent as a positive contribution in society. 

There are probably many possible radical democratic frameworks that can 
answer these requirements. However, there are very few radical democratic 
frameworks that integrate the conceptions of justice and democracy under a 
single framework. It is common to focus only on justice or democracy as single 
features. My view is that a conception of justice requires a justifiable conception 
of democracy and vice versa. To combine justice and democracy is a clear merit 
of Fraser’s framework. This also improves Laclau’s theory as Fraser’s conception 
of justice sets necessary limits for democracy. With regard to the framework of 
justice, the combination of Laclau and Fraser is considered an improvement 
over the philosophers’ own theory in isolation.  

Hence, the investigation of the political theory of dissent proved to be fruitful 
in the sense that it led to a way of creating a better framework of radical 
democracy by integrating the insights of two thinkers that initially seemed to be 
quite different. The investigation also leads to the characterization of radical 
democracy as an umbrella concept which in my opinion is the most justified way 
of approaching the discussion on agonism and deliberative democracy.  

Overall, I have defended the view that dissent, the plurality of values and the 
necessary conflict that arises from them are and should be taken as a basis in 
radical democracy. This means that a radical democratic theory should start out 
from the idea that the necessary divergent values, opinions and conceptions of 
society are the basis of democracy. In a sense this means that when we talk 
about democratic society we talk about the possibility of having different views 
about what society means and how it should function. If society is viewed as a 
single unified conception shared by agents in society, then a democratic society 
becomes an oxymoron. In other words, democratic society would not be a 
society at all. However, it is more justified to view society as being constituted by 
the hegemonic struggle of different conceptions of society. In this sense 
democratic society’s foundations show their provisionary character.  



A Political Theory of Dissent 

156 

If the constitution of society is viewed on the basis of hegemonic struggle, 
then it is justified to claim that society is constituted on the basis of dissent. 
Hence, a political theory that attempts to understand such a society should also 
be based on the idea of the centrality of dissent.  

My main aim in this thesis was to investigate what it would entail to base a 
radical democratic theory on dissent. I have given a suitable definition for 
dissent and argued for a specific conception of radical democratic justice. 
Further, I have shown that we need a logic of change in radical democratic 
theory. Lastly, I have argued for the centrality of the conception of hegemonic 
struggle and have suggested that it is possible to build a radical democratic 
theory of dissent by combining the theories of Nancy Fraser and Ernesto Laclau. 
Even though it is possible to conceive of other possible theories I consider that 
Fraser’s and Laclau’s combined theories provide the best current radical 
democratic alternative. 
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Abstract 
 
Michael Oakeshott, one of the most influential theoreticians of the 

twentieth century, has been brought to the forefront surprisingly by a strand in 
democratic theory that advocates the radicalization of democracy. What is 
interesting is that Chantal Mouffe, the leading theoretician of the project of 
radical democracy argues that Oakeshott, who is known as one of the symbolic 
names of the conservative thought, could make an important contribution to their 
project. In doing that Mouffe is aware of the incongruence between their 
approaches but nevertheless she insists that Oakeshott’s conceptual and 
theoretical framework can be incorporated into radical democracy. As this article 
shows, the most important parallelism between the two approaches is their 
concern with individual and his/her life choices and with the danger and/or 
impossibility of politics of uniformity as well as their focus on the general rules 
that are supposed to regulate the intersection between the public and private. But 
they seriously diverge in their approach to the processes through which these 
rules emerge, in short, to the concept of politics: while Oakeshott has a 
consensus-oriented conception of politics which has no particular reference to 
the conflicts, antagonisms, unequal power relations or hegemony Mouffe’s 
conceptualization of politics is built completely on these phenomena. This in 
turn leads us to argue that these two approaches are indeed too different to be 
brought together or that the effort to bridge them is far from being persuading, 
since this pair seems artificial.  
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haline getirildi. İlgi çekici olan, demokrasinin radikal bir yorumunu yapma 
iddiasındaki bir yaklaşımın en önde gelen temsilcisi Chantal Mouffe’un 
muhafazakar düşüncenin önde gelen temsilcilerinden biri olan Oakeshott’un 
kendi projeleri açısında açımlayıcı bir rol oynayabileceğini iddia etmesidir. Bunu 
yaparken Mouffe, kendi görüşleri ve Oakeshott’un bakış açısı arasındaki 
farklılığın ayırdındadır; ancak yine de Oakeshott’un kavramsal ve kuramsal 
çerçevesini radikal demokrasi projesine entegre edilebileceğini önermektedir. Bu 
çalışmanın da gösterdiği üzere iki yaklaşımın en önemli ortak noktası siyasal 
topluluk kavramıyla ilişkili olarak yazdıklarında siyasal topluluğu çerçeveleyen 
kuralların önemini, bu kuralların içeriğiyle ilgili olarak bireyi ve bireyin yaptığı 
seçimlerin önceliğini, bireyleri bütüncül toplumsal projelerde biraraya getirmeye 
çalışmanın imkansızlığını ve hatta tehlikesini vurgulamalarıdır. Ancak bu 
kuralların oluşum süreçlerine, yani aslında bir anlamda siyaset kavramına 
yaklaşımları neredeyse birbirine tamamen zıt kutupları yansıtmaktadır: 
Oakeshott uzlaşma kavramını esas alan, toplumun kendi dinamikleriyle 
şekillenen bir siyaset algısından söz eder ve çatışma, antagonizma, eşitsiz güç 
ilişkileri ve hegemonya gibi kavramlara hiç atıfta bulunmazken Mouffe tümüyle 
bu kavramlar üzerinde şekillenen bir siyaset anlayışını savunmaktadır. Bu ise 
aslında iki yaklaşımın biraraya gelemeyecek kadar farklı olduklarını ya da onları 
biraraya getirme çabalarının ikna edicilikten uzak ve yapay olduklarını 
düşünmemize yol açmaktadır.  

 
Anahtar Sözcükler: Oakeshott, Mouffe, radikal demokrasi, çoğulculuk, 

farklılık, demokratik siyaset. 
 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Michael J. Oakeshott is considered as one of the most significant political 

theorists of the twentieth century. His views have been usually evaluated in 
terms of their contribution to conservative thought in the Western world. 
Recently, however, there was a change in the interpretative debate about 
Oakeshott, in the sense that his works began to constitute an important reference 
point in the discussions revolving around the concept of democracy. In 
Gerencser’s (1999: 845) words, certain features of Michael Oakeshott’s 
political thought have attracted interest from “an unexpected source, those who 
are advocates of radical democratic theory and practice.” As is well known, at 
the core of such discussions concerning democracy, we see the questions 
associated with equality in the context of difference. All of those involved in the 
debate tries to find an answer to a very crucial question that Mouffe (1992a: 3) 
formulates as follows:  
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How can the maximum of pluralism can be defended –in 
order to respect the rights of the widest possible groups- without 
destroying the very framework of the political community as 
constituted by the institutions and practices that constitute modern 
democracy and define our identity as citizens? 

 
It deserves attention that in such a context there has been a revived 

interest in Oakeshott’s political philosophy. For instance, Mouffe, as a central 
figure in the debates about democracy, has given a central place to Oakeshott’s 
views in her influential works that advocates radical democracy. She has built 
her basic arguments upon central themes of Oakeshott’s political thought on the 
grounds that she has found a theoretical potential in his work. At this point, one 
is tended to ask, why this is the case, that is to say, why look to Oakeshott while 
there are a number of political theorists to draw upon for a democratic theory? 
More specifically, why an advocate of a “radicalization” of democracy draws 
upon a figure who is well known for his conservative disposition? Actually, the 
starting point of this study is this question and hence it will, to a great extent, be 
based upon an analysis of the ways in which an important strand in 
contemporary democratic theory tries to come to terms with the question of 
plurality by incorporating Oakeshott’s framework into its own. Nevertheless, 
the main contention of this article is that although in some cases there is much 
to be gained from bridging different theoretical standpoints, the coupling 
between Oakeshott and radical democracy seems highly artificial.  

 
This article starts with an overview of the major themes and questions 

that Oakeshott dealt with in analyzing the relationship between individual and 
political community. Then, it will highlight the central themes of the debate 
about a radicalization of democracy, and the main criticisms directed by the 
advocates of this approach towards the dominant understanding of democracy 
(i.e. liberal democracy). After doing that it will try to delineate the essentials of 
the alternative vision that the project of radical democracy brings to the fore  
and discuss the place of Oakeshott’s views in this alternative vision.  

 
 
1. OAKESHOTT ON RATIONALITY, REASON, PLURALITY, 

AND THE POLITICAL COMMUNITY 
 
Oakeshott’s critique of rationalism lies at the centre of his thought. It is 

necessary; therefore, to grasp the essence of this critique in order to understand 
his views about experience, knowledge, human conduct, politics and the state. 
Before an analysis of his critique of rationalism, however, we should look at 
how he defines rationalism and its main characteristics. In a letter to Karl 
Popper Oakeshott (1948) says, “When I argue against rationalism I do not argue 
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against reason. Rationalism in my sense is, among other things, thoroughly 
unreasonable.”1 This is an interesting sentence that deserves attention. What 
does ‘rationality’ mean for Oakeshott and what does ‘reason’ refer to in his 
formulation? What constitutes the essence of his critique of rationalism and of 
his alternative understanding of reason? Oakeshott (1962a:1) characterizes 
rationalism as “the most remarkable intellectual fashion of post-Renaissance 
Europe.” According to him, although it is not the only or the most fruitful 
fashion in modern European political thinking, rationalism in politics is strong 
and it has come to colour the ideas of all political persuasions. He argues that 
“almost all politics today have become rationalist or near-Rationalist” (1962a: 
1). At this point we should point out that when we consider the time period 
during which Oakeshott’s major works appeared, we see that his position was 
that of an opposition to the mainstream politics of the time. As Eccleshall 
(1992: 173) points out, “what seems to have prompted Oakeshott to reflect more 
explicitly about the nature of politics was the penchant of post-war Europe for 
economic planning. Certainly, he was appalled by the reforming zeal of the 
British Labour government of 1945-1951.” When we look at his definition of 
“the general character and disposition of the rationalist” we see that the 
rationalist for Oakeshott stands for independence of mind on all occasions; he 
stands for thought free from obligation to any authority except the authority of 
‘reason’; he is the enemy of authority, of prejudice, of the merely traditional, 
customary or habitual (Oakeshott, 1962a: 1). He defines the Rationalist’s 
“mental attitude” as “at once sceptical and optimistic”:  

 
Skeptical because there is no opinion, no habit, no belief, 

nothing so firmly rooted or so widely believed that he hesitates to 
question it and to judge by what he calls his ‘reason’; optimistic 
because the Rationalist never doubts the power of his reason.... to 
determine the worth of a thing, the truth of an opinion or the 
propriety of an action. Moreover, he is fortified by a belief in a 
‘reason’ common to all mankind, a common power of rational 
consideration which is the ground and inspiration of argument 
(Oakeshott, 1962a: 1-2).  

 
According to the rationalist, “the unhindered human reason” is an 

“infallible guide in political activity: “Consequently, much of his political 
activity consists in bringing the social, political, legal and institutional 
inheritance of his society before the tribunal of his intellect; and the rest is 
rational administration, ‘reason’ exercising an uncontrolled jurisdiction over the 
circumstances of the case.” (Oakeshott, 1962a: 4). It becomes clear from those 
quotations that Oakeshott defines rationalism as a doctrine that takes reason to 
mean as the pipeline to the universal truth and certainty. It is the idea that 
through the guidance of reason, which is common to all humanity, it is possible 
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to reach general abstract principles about the ideal or about the best for all. 
Oakeshott strongly rejects this formulation of reason and the consequent 
understanding of rational politics. The main reason for his rejection is his claim 
that such an understanding results in “the assimilation of politics to 
engineering.” “The conduct of affairs for the Rationalist, is a matter of solving 
problems... political life is resolved into a succession of crises each to be 
surmounted by the application of ‘reason’ (Oakeshott, 1962a: 4). 

 
Oakeshott (1962a: 5) argues that rationalist politics has two components: 

one of them is the politics of perfection and the other is the politics of 

uniformity. For him, “the essence of rationalism is their combination”. For the 
Rationalist, politics can consist only in solving problems and there can be no 
problem without a ‘rational’ solution; besides, the rational solution of any 
problem is, in its nature, ‘the perfect solution’. There is no place in the 
rationalist scheme for a ‘best in circumstances’, only a place for ‘the best’; 
because the function of reason is precisely to surmount circumstances. In other 
words, in rationalism there is the belief that reason is supposed to point out “the 
best” irrespective of the circumstances, meaning irrespective of social, political, 
legal and institutional inheritance of any society. There is the view that “all 
rational preferences necessarily coincide”. This is how, in Oakeshott’s view, the 
politics of perfection leads to the politics of uniformity. As a result, “political 
activity is recognized as the imposition of a uniform condition of perfection 
upon human conduct.” 

 
After considering the way Oakeshott defines the main characteristics of 

rationalist politics we can now look at his objections to that disposition. 
According to Oakeshott, the rationalist politics, with its emphasis on reason, 
politics of perfection and politics of uniformity, has led to a certain 
understanding of the state, which is “state as an enterprise association”. This 
association is not the ideal condition in his view, but it has somehow (and 
unfortunately for Oakeshott) become the most widespread. Enterprise 
association denotes an understanding of the state as an association whose aim is 
to pursue a common goal. In the second essay of his book On Human Conduct 
Oakeshott deals extensively with that notion as well as the alternative that he 
proposes. He defines enterprise association as “...relationship in terms of the 
pursuit of some common purpose, some substantive condition of things to be 
jointly procured, or some common interest to be continuously satisfied” 
(Oakeshott, 1975: 114).  What is most important in such a scheme is the 
reduction of individuals to mere “role players” and hence Oakeshott strongly 
rejects the view that identifies enterprise association with civil relationship:  
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Some writers takes this view of the matter, because they 
mistakenly think there is no alternative to it... they find it impossible 
to imagine association except in terms of a common purpose... They 
are concerned to celebrate or to believe it to be of supreme worth, or, 
as they say, the only mode of relationship in which the ‘social’ 
nature of man is fully requited (Oakeshott, 1975: 118).  

 
Oakeshott, on the other hand, opposes the idea that enterprise association 

is the ideal condition and that there is no alternative to it. He proposes the 
concept of “civil association” as an alternative way of conceptualizing the state. 
Before going into the details of this alternative model, however, we should first 
grasp Oakeshott’s thought about reason and knowledge, individuality and 
contingency, all of which are central to his thoughts about politics. As Shirley 
Letwin (1978: 53) points out, rationalism takes it for granted “reason is the 
power to discover a system of laws... Reasoning is identified with starting from 
a universal truth and deducing from it a particular conclusion.” Our world, it is 
argued, presents us a picture of confusing variety and frequent, irregular 
change; it is difficult for us to cope with it. Only by using reason this ‘chaos’ 
can be reduced to order. Rationalism supposes to “allow us to hope that by 
exercising our reason we can put everything into a clearly defined place in a 
single system” (Letwin, 1978: 53).  Oakeshott opposes to such an understanding 
of the world around us and develops instead, “a thesis of the primacy of 
practice” (Gray, 1993: 202). As was mentioned before, rationalism insists that 
practice (practical life) should be governed comprehensively by a system of 
propositions and principles; otherwise practice is irrational. Oakeshott (1962a: 
7) thinks that such a claim is a result of a mistaken conception of knowledge 
and tries to show how mistaken it is by developing his own: “every human 
activity whatsoever involves knowledge. And universally, this knowledge is of 
two sorts” which are technical knowledge and practical knowledge. Technical 
knowledge is the knowledge that can be “formulated into rules which are or 
may be deliberately learned, remembered and... put into practice... its chief 
characteristic is that it is susceptible of precise formulation”. Therefore, it “can 
be learned from a book and “can be applied mechanically. The second sort of 
knowledge, practical knowledge, on the other hand, “exists only in use” and 
cannot be formulated in rules. Therefore, says Oakeshott, it can be called as 
“traditional knowledge.” According to him, these two sorts of knowledge are 
inseparable; they are “the twin components of the knowledge involved in every 
concrete human activity.” Oakeshott criticizes rationalism for underestimating 
practical or traditional knowledge; for considering only the technical knowledge 
as knowledge. He argues that these two are inseparable, they cannot be 
considered identical with one another; and none of them is able to take the place 
of the other (Oakeshott, 1962a: 7-13). This emphasis on practice (practical life, 
practical knowledge etc.) brings with it a radically different conception of 
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‘reason’ from the rationalist conception of the term. In this conception “reason 
has to be understood not as a pipeline to universal truths, but rather as a creative 
capacity to transform whatever is experienced into a variety of interpretations, 
responses, and reflections (Letwin, 1978: 56). 

 
It is at this point that the emphasis on circumstances comes into the 

scene. Human beings find themselves in a variety of experiences none of them 
reducible to one another. There are different modes of experience in human life. 
According to this second definition of reason, a human being is always 
interpreting his experience and responding in the manner he selects; hence he 
can give different meanings to events (Letwin, 1978: 57). Circumstances are 
important but not in the sense of automatically causing desires or determining 
the interests. “A man’s circumstances are only conditions which he interprets 
and takes into account in making choices.” So, the conception of reason as a 
creative capacity implies that human beings make sense of the world around 
themselves not only through technical knowledge, but also through practical 
knowledge that in turn is inseparable from the circumstances in which a human 
being finds himself. Here the importance of individuality and contingency 
comes out. In Letwin’s (1978: 59) terms, 

 
We are obliged to recognize that human beings may disagree 

for many reasons, not because some are less wise and good than 
others, but because being  rational they can always notice or 
emphasize different aspects of what they perceive, or pursue 
different purposes. We are obliged, in short, to renounce the dream 
of achieving unity by common recognition of one universal truth. 

 
Letwin (1978: 58) explains that, Oakeshott draws a picture of the human 

world “not as a chaos being reduced to systematic unity by reason but as a web 
of responses that are constantly being created by intelligent individuals.” In that 
picture, “each human being possesses individuality not in spite of but because of 
his rationality... to say that human beings possesses individuality means that 
each is the maker of his own thoughts, that he is capable of shaping a 
personality, and that he is responsible for what he becomes (1978: 59, emphasis 
added). Oakeshott (1962b: 184-185) also underlines this notion of individuality 
in his depiction of the “image of ourselves as we have come to be” according to 
which, 

 
[w]e are apt to entertain a multiplicity of opinions on every 

conceivable subject and are disposed to change these beliefs as we 
grow tired of them or as they prove serviceable. Each of us is 
pursuing a course of his own…We are all inclined to be passionate 
about our own concerns… Each of us has preferences of his own…  
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In sum, then, by evaluating their circumstances human beings reach 
different views about what is good, bad, true, false etc. besides, these 
considerations are not constant they are open to be reformulated; they are 
contingent upon the circumstances, they are constantly made and remade. Such 
a conception of rational human conduct is very different from the rationalist 
understanding. As I have mentioned before, rationalism assumed the possibility 
of a knowledge that is completely freed from the particular circumstances, 
prejudices, previous experiences, etc. As we have seen, Oakeshott rejects this; 
and in that respect he is in line with the subjectivism of the Austrian school, to 
use Dunleavy and O’Leary’s (1987: 89) terms. They define subjectivism as “the 
doctrine, which asserts that the private experience of each individual is the 
ultimate foundation of knowledge” according to which, From this perspective, 
social facts are what people think they are, and the proper subject matter of 
economics and politics consists of the expectations and evaluations of 
individuals... The process of verstehen (understanding from within) is 
distinctive to the social sciences (Dunleavy, O’Leary, 1987: 89). 

 
Oakeshott’s emphasis on reason as a creative power has important 

implications for his critique of enterprise association, and hence, for his 
alternative model, i.e. the civil association. Since he defines reason as a creative 
force leading to a variety of interpretations, reflections and responses whereby 
emphasizing the significance of individuality and contingency, it becomes 
impossible for him to accept the enterprise association as the ideal condition. 
The main reason for this is that enterprise association is built upon the idea of a 
collective good, common purpose. However, in Oakeshott’s formulation since 
we all have reason, we all have different goals, purposes, enterprises etc. none 
of us can impose these upon others, we choose them we formulate them out of 
our different interpretations of the world around us. As O’Sullivan (2002) puts 
it,  

What he is saying is that we always look at the world from a 
particular standpoint-scientific, historical or practical. We can become 
aware what that standpoint is, but we can never a view from 
nowhere… we always wear conceptual spectacles when we look at the 
world. Although we can never get rid of them, we can become aware 
of them and the assumptions they make.  

 
Moreover, again due to our reason as a creative power and/or as an 

intelligent capacity, we always tend to change or reformulate them on the face 
of our conditions. So, in short, there can be no common good to pursue, in 
Oakeshott’s own words there can be nothing common to all. Letwin (1978: 60-
61) uses the term “metaphysical skepticism” to denote this kind of approach: 
“Metaphysical skepticism rejects the possibility of achieving knowledge which 
will remove uncertainty and reveal the purpose and destiny of human life.” 
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What, then, is the main characteristic of a civil association, the ideal 
condition? What is the role of the government? What is the function of the state 
in the ideal condition? Letwin points out that the government, as a ruler of a 
civil association does not organize life for the members of the community. In 
other words, the object of the rules of the political community is not to 
overcome rifts, to give men a purpose in life, or to create national unity, but to 
allow individuals to make their own lives as they choose (Letwin, 1978: 66-67). 

 
Oakeshott deals with the general character of rules of a civil association 

in his On Human Conduct. It is a system of law (lex) “which prescribes not 
satisfactions to be sought or actions to be performed, but moral conditions to be 
subscribed to in seeking self chosen satisfactions and in performing self-chosen 
actions (1975: 158). His distinction between civil obedience and civil obligation 
is important to understand the role that he prescribes for the rules of conduct in 
civil association.2 Our obligation does not stem from a fear of penalty for not 
following those rules, and also it does not stem from a view that those rules 
should be obliged to because they serve some common purpose. We feel 
obliged to the rules of the civil association because we have the respect for their 
authority. We feel obliged to them even if we may have questions about their 
desirability. In other words, we have to acknowledge their authority no matter 
we approve or disapprove. However, what rules are most desirable cannot be 
decided in the abstract or for all times. It can be decided only by living through 
those rules, if there is a need for change it will be revealed by the practice, that 
is, in the course of the spontaneous development of the society.   

 
These points about the rules of a civil association are in direct 

relationship with Oakeshott’s conservatism. He attributes a special importance 
to the historical, political, legal and institutional heritage of a society, in short to 
the circumstances that human beings find themselves within. It is not possible, 
for him to ignore them by engaging in grand change programs shaped according 
to the some abstract generalizations or universal truth claims. He believes that 
we can only think of ‘a best in circumstances’ not ‘the best’. And what is best 
for a society cannot be determined only by technical knowledge; traditional 
practical knowledge is also required. Practical knowledge exists only in use, 
that knowledge can be acquired only through practice. So, if there is a need for 
change, it will be influenced by the direction of the movement of the society. 
Oakeshott is against radical change programs imposed upon society and rejects 
the presupposition that “some over-all scheme of mechanized control is 
possible” to administer the practice (1962a: 23). On the notion of change, he 
insists that “the politics of destruction and creation” is not better than “the 
politics of repair” and that “the consciously planned and deliberately executed” 
is not better than “what has grown up and established itself unselfconsciously 
over a period of time” (1962: 21). This is true, therefore, for the law of the ideal 
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condition. As was mentioned above, their desirability can be a matter of 
discussion among the cives. There is always room for such notions as 
desirability of laws (he defines politics around this notion) approval, 
disapproval. Oakeshott (1975: 165) states “where these conditions are 
understood to be alterable, and where there are known procedures in which they 
may be deliberately enacted, changed, or terminated, cives are invited to think 
of them in terms of approval or disapproval.” However, we should always 
remember that what is asked of the cives is their acknowledgement of the 
authority of these rules not their approval. Once those rules are in force they are 
considered to have an authority that is not open to be questioned and/or 
challenged.  

 
What can be said about the criterion of desirability is that “the rules 

should be such as to maintain the character of a civil association and not to 
convert it into an enterprise which will compel everyone to do what those in 
power consider desirable” (Letwin, 1978: 66). According to Oakeshott “the 
rules of civil association are not to be understood as demanding associates to 
take certain actions in order to achieve a particular, substantive common 
purpose. Instead, such rules are to be understood as formal considerations to be 
subscribed to in pursuing one’s own ends” (Gerencser, 2000: 132). In 
Oakeshoot’s (1962b: 187) terms, “the office of government is not to impose 
other beliefs and activities upon its subjects, nor to tutor or to educate them, not 
to make them happier in another way, not to direct them, to galvanize them into 
action, to lead them or to coordinate their activities... the office of government 
is merely to rule.” 

 
As this brief analysis shows, Oakeshott’s understanding of reason as a 

creative intellectual capacity, which transforms whatever experienced into a 
variety of interpretations, responses, and reflections, naturally results in his 
assertion that there can be nothing common to all and hence there is no way of 
eliminating plurality within the society. This is the basic principle an ideal type 
of political community (i.e. a civil association or societas) should be built upon. 
This, as we shall below, is at the same time the main point of convergence 
between Oakeshott and a certain group of the political theorists who advocate a 
radicalization of democracy. Before coming to an analysis of these convergence 
points, however, we should look at what prompted those students of democracy 
to urge for a radicalization of democracy. Thus, the next section of this study 
will deal with the question of pluralism in liberal democratic tradition.   
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2. THE QUESTION OF PLURALISM, IDENTITY AND 
DIFFERENCE 

 
In order to see how liberal democratic tradition deals with the question of 

plurality, it would be illuminating to look at the historical development of 
liberal democratic conception of citizenship and the constitution of public 
political life. One core principle, which constitutes the basis for the liberal 
democratic citizenship, is that of universality. The major questions that we 
referred above as ‘the questions associated with equality in the context of 
difference’ include such questions as:  

 
How are democracies to deal with divisions by gender or 

ethnicity or religion or race, and the way these impinge on political 
equality? What meaning can we give to the political community 
when so many groups feel themselves outside it? How can 
democracies deliver on equality while accommodating and indeed 
welcoming difference? (Phillips, 1993: 2)  

 
These questions that contemporary democracies face take us to the 

questions of justice, equality and freedom. Members of the nation-states have 
different personal identities as evidenced by their ethnic affiliations, religious 
beliefs, their views of personal morality etc. In all these areas there is a little 
possibility of convergence. At the same time, however, the individuals and 
groups having those particularities need to live together politically. This in turn 
means that there should be some common ground or reference point from which 
their claims on the state can be judged. In liberal democracy, the notion of 
citizenship is supposed to provide this reference point; but nowadays it is at the 
center of hot debates whether it can really meet such expectations. Liberal 
democratic notion of citizenship is grounded on the premise of universality. 
Universality implies that all individuals are given the same formal legal/legal 
rights regardless of gender, race, ethnicity, religion or class that result in an 
abstract notion of citizen-individual. The rationale behind this formula is that 
these latter categories are conceptualized and formulated as private matters. The 
real of politics, on the other hand, is defined in the public sphere and so is 
citizenship. Consequently, liberal democratic citizenship has taken the form of a 
legal status where everybody is equal and the possessor of the same political 
rights. The public sphere, so defined, has to be impartial with regard to the 
'private concerns'. However, both the intensity of the ongoing intellectual 
debates and the problems at the practical level show that this distinction has not 
been so successful in dealing with particularities. The notion of citizenship in its 
liberal democratic formulation has tried to solve the problem by creating a 
homogenous public by relegating all particularity and difference to the private 
(Mouffe, 1992a: 7). Liberal democracy has presumed that we can abstract some 



94                                                                              Funda GENÇOĞLU ONBAŞI 
 

 

essential human sameness in people and tried to structure the political public 
realm on this principle of universality. Within this framework, being a member 
of a political community has come to mean being the bearers of the same legal 
rights. As Hall and Held point out, “From the ancient world to the present day, 
citizenship has entailed a discussion of, and a struggle over, the meaning and 
scope of membership of the community in which one lives. Who belongs and 
what does belonging mean in practice? (Hall, Held, 1990: 144). In today's 
conditions, it has become increasingly difficult to answer this question largely 
due to the process that we call globalization. The latter has been going hand in 
hand with the tension between cultural homogenization and cultural 
heterogenization that is also known as the tension between universalism and 
particularism (Ronald Robertson quoted in Keyman, 1995: 100). If the deeply 
different perspectives on critical subjects are allowed to dominate political life 
(because such differences have important implications for collective life and 
consequently for political decisions), the result may become disunity; on the 
other hand, if citizens are told that in politics they should not use their most 
fundamental beliefs about what is true, that may seem both unreasonable and a 
serious infringement of full liberty; consequently "this conflict is the dilemma 
and it is a genuine one" (Greenawalt, 1999: 670). Various theorists respond to 
the above-mentioned questions and this dilemma in various ways. This study 
will try to show how an important strand in democratic theory (i.e. radical 
democracy) has been trying to respond them. While doing that we will pay a 
specific attention to the ways in which their proposed alternative draws upon 
Michael Oakeshott’s political thought.   

 
 

3. MICHAEL OAKESHOTT AND RADICAL DEMOCRACY  
 
Mouffe, the most prominent advocate of the project of radical democracy, 

builds her basic argument upon a critique of liberal pluralism and defines the 
project as a “strategy” to “pursue and deepen the democratic project of 
modernity” (1993:21). At the center of her critique of liberal democratic 
tradition lies a rejection of a perspective that tries to come to terms with 
pluralism through the presumption that via ‘rationality’, which is common to all 
human beings, it is possible to reach a consensus in the public realm. As we 
have seen in the previous section, liberal democratic tradition tries to get rid of 
antagonisms that stem from the radical plurality of views, beliefs, opinions, and 
experiences by  

 
“…relegating pluralism and dissent to the private sphere in order 

to secure consensus in the public realm. All controversial issues are taken 
off the agenda in order to create the conditions for a ‘rational’ consensus. 
As a result, the realm of politics becomes merely the terrain where 
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individuals, stripped of their ‘disruptive’ passions and beliefs and 
understood as rational agents in search of self-advantage within the 
constraints of morality, of course- submit to procedures for adjudicating 
between their claims that they consider ‘fair’ (Mouffe, 1993: 140). 
 
In the light of our analysis of Oakeshott’s views on rationalism and 

politics of uniformity we can say that there is an important parallelism between 
Mouffe and Oakeshott in their rejection of the possibility of reaching at a 
consensus through the use of reason that is common to all humanity. Although 
Mouffe does not refer directly to Okasehott in her criticism of a consensus 
based upon rationality, the parallelism between the two can be observed quite 
easily. The point where Mouffe directly draws upon Oakeshott is Oakeshott’s 
differentiation between two alternative interpretations of the modern state that is 
between civil association and enterprise association or between universitas and 
societas (Mouffe, 1992b: 232-235). As we have seen above, universitas 
indicates an engagement in an enterprise to pursue a common purpose or to 
promote a common interest. Contrary to that model of association of agents 
engaged in a common enterprise, defined by a purpose, societas designates a 
formal relationship in terms of rules, not a substantive relation in terms of 
common action. In Oakeshott’s (1975: 201) words: “The idea societas is that of 
agents who, by choice or circumstance, are related to one another so as to 
compose an identifiable association of a certain sort. The tie which joins them... 
is not that of an engagement in an enterprise to pursue a common substantive 
purpose or to promote a common interest, but that of loyalty to one another”. 

 
It is not a mode of relation, therefore, in terms of common action but a 

relation in which participants are related to one another in the acknowledgment 
of the authority of certain conditions of acting. To belong to the political 
community -societas- what is required is that we accept a specific language of 
civil intercourse. Oakeshott calls this res publica. Those rules prescribe norms 
of conduct to be subscribed to in seeking self-chosen satisfactions and in 
performing self-chosen actions. To recover citizenship as a strong form of 
political identification requires our loyalty to the res publica, to the political 
principles of modern democracy and the commitment to defend its key 
institutions. 'Equality and liberty for all' is the central political principle of 
modern liberal democracy. "The conditions to be subscribed to and taken into 
account in acting are to be understood as the exigency of treating the others as 
free and equal persons" (Mouffe, 1992b: 236). However, there is an important 
point that needs to be underlined here. She considers that if interpreted in a 

certain way, Oakeshott’s reflections on civil association views illuminating. She 
(1992b: 231) argues: 
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We need to conceive of a mode of political association, which, 
although it does not postulate the existence of a substantive common 
good, nevertheless implies the idea of commonality, of an ethico-political 
bond that creates a linkage among the participants in the association, 
allowing us to speak of a political ‘community’ even if it is not in the 
strong sense.  
 
So, she sees the model of a civil association can serve such a purpose by 

envisaging a common identity of persons who might be engaging in many 
different communities and who have different conceptions of good, but who 
accept submission to certain authoritative rules of conduct, and thereby linked 
to each other: 

 
It seems to me that Oakeshott’s idea of the civil association as 

societas is adequate to define political association under modern 
democratic conditions. Indeed it is a mode of human association that 
recognizes the disappearance of a single substantive idea of the common 
good and makes room for individual liberty. It is a form of association 
that can be enjoyed among relative strangers belonging to many 
purposive associations and whose allegiances to specific communities is 
not seen as conflicting with their membership in civil association. This 
would not be possible if such an association were conceived as 
universitas, as purposive association, because it would not allow for the 
existence of other genuine purposive associations in which individuals 
would be free to participate (Mouffe, 1992b: 233).  
 
What is required to belong to the political community is that we accept a 

specific language of civil intercourse, the respublica. Those rules only provide a 
framework of common practices to guide political activities of the citizens. The 
identification with those rules, in turn, creates a “common political identity”. 
So, it is in this sense that Mouffe finds Oakeshott’s views useful to a radical 
democratic project. She is attracted to Oakeshott’s elaboration of the concept of 
societas, because with it Oakeshott has portrayed a strong conception of 

political community (Gerencser, 1999: 847, emphasis added.) Moreover, she 
thinks that such an approach brings with it not abandonment but a reformulation 
of the public/private distinction and hence can help us to find an alternative to 
the limitations of liberalism: “In societas, every situation is an encounter 
between “private” and “public”… The wants, choices, and decisions are private 
because they are the responsibility of each individual but the performances are 
public because they are required to subscribe to the conditions specified in 
respublica” (Mouffe, 1992: 237-238). She finds this important because, in a 
similar vein, the project of radical democracy also proposes, as a major strategy 
to overcome this shortcoming of liberal understanding of pluralism, the 
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revitalization of the public sphere in the form of a new mode of articulation 
between the public and the private.  

 
Notwithstanding the common ground between Oakeshott and Mouffe, 

Mouffe has important rejections and criticisms regarding that model. At the 
heart of that criticism we see her claim that Okaeshott’s idea of politics is a 
flawed one “for his conception of politics as a shared language of civility is 
only adequate for one aspect of politics: the point of view of the ‘we’, the 
friend’s side… What is completely missing in Oakeshott is division and 
antagonism that is the aspect of the ‘enemy’.” (Mouffe, 1992b: 237-238). 
Indeed, this is the most distinguishing aspect of Mouffe’s interpretation of 
Oakeshott. She draws attention to the fact that “to introduce conflict and 
antagonism into Oakeshott’s model, it is necessary to recognize that the 

respublica is the product of a given hegemony, the expression of power 

relations, and that it can be challenged” (Mouffe, 1992b: 237-238). If we recall 
Oaksehott’s views about the unquestionable nature of the authority of the 
respublica we can grasp what Mouffe sees as absent in that approach. As we 
have seen, Okaeshott argues that even if we find those rules undesirable we 
have to acknowledge their authority. With his emphasis upon spontaneity he 
sees those rules of conduct as the expression of the spontaneous development of 
a particular society; they evolve and take shape in accordance with the 
particular path that the historical development of a society follows. They 
emerge as a result of the political, legal and cultural inheritance of that society. 
Oakeshott does not question, takes for granted, or simply ignores, the nature of 
the process through which those particular rules come to have that authority. In 
other words, he does not mention the power relations and its dynamics 
characterizing a particular social context and their influence in determining the 
rules of conduct whose authority has to be acknowledged by all in the society. 
He fails to see that those rules are an expression and/or reflection of the 
particular configuration of power relations. He does not tackle with the crucial 
question of how those groups who neither ‘desire’ nor ‘approve’ those rules 
come to accept their authority.  

 
Mouffe, tries to shed some light on these complex processes by insisting 

that “(p)olitics is to a great extent about the rules of the respublica and its many 
possible interpretations, it is about the constitution of the political community” 
(Mouffe, 1992b: 237-238). In order to grasp the essence of this argument we 
should be familiar with the definition of “politics” that she proposes. In this 
definition, Mouffe draws largely upon Carl Schmitt.3 In her words:  

 
… for Schmitt, the criterion of the political, its differentia specifica 

is the friend-enemy relation; this involves the creation of a ‘we’ as 
opposed to a ‘them’, and it is located, from the outset, in the realm of 
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collective identifications. The political always has to do with conflicts and 
antagonisms and cannot but be beyond liberal rationalism since it 
indicates the limits of any rational consensus and reveals that any 
consensus is based on acts of exclusion (1992b: 123). 

 
Mouffe maintains that the political can be defined only with reference to 

relations of power and antagonisms and that unless we do this we completely 
miss its nature. This is why she criticizes liberal democratic tradition for 
“conceiving the well-ordered society as one exempt from politics” (1992b: 139). 
As we have seen, in liberal understanding of pluralism the diversities that are 
viewed as the source of conflict are relegated to the private realm. Mouffe 
(1992b: 127) sees this kind of an approach as “a dangerous liberal illusion 
which renders us incapable of grasping the phenomenon of politics.” 

 
The definition of politics based upon antagonism is directly related to the 

notion of 'relational identity' which Mouffe develops with reference to Derrida’s 
concept of “constitutive outside”. Mouffe uses the concept by pointing out that 
it “cannot be reduced to a dialectical negation” and that it implies something 
more than saying simply that there is no ‘us’ without ‘them’ (Mouffe, 2000: 12-
13). According to this, “in order to be a true outside, the outside has to be 
incommensurable with the inside, and at the same time, the condition of 
emergence of the latter. This is only possible if what is ‘outside’ is not simply 
the outside of a concrete content but something which puts into question 
‘concreteness’ as such” (Mouffe, 2000: 12). 

 
This approach brings with it the perception of the us/them relation as one 

between friend and enemy instead of as simple difference. Hence, “(f)rom that 
on, it becomes the locus of an antagonism, that is, it becomes political” them’ 
(Mouffe, 2000: 13). This in turn means that antagonism can never be eliminated 
and it constitutes an ever-present possibility in politics. In addition to this, such 
a conception of requires a non-essentialist framework, which suggests that all 
identities are necessarily precarious and unstable (Mouffe, 1992a: 10). A 
corollary to that understanding of politics is the conceptualization of democracy 
as a continuous process rather than as an end point to be reached at. It is the 
precariousness of identities that makes democracy an endless process since, as 
was mentioned above, an identity can develop through its relation and, perhaps 
more importantly, on the face of the challenge posed by its constitutive outside.  

 
To sum up, the comparative analysis made above shows that there are 

both important divergences and convergences between the theoretical 
frameworks developed by two leading figures of the modern political thought. 
They share a common ground in regard to their concern with individual and 
his/her life choices and with the danger and/or impossibility of politics of 
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uniformity as well as in regard to their focus on the general rules that are 
supposed to regulate the intersection between the public and private. These can 
be considered as the essentials of their understanding of (democratic) political 
community. However, the points raised by Mouffe related with the 
conceptualization of politics with reference to conflict and antagonism, as well 
as the hegemonic configuration of unequal power relations seems to indicate an 
almost completely different understanding of political community.  

 
 
4. CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
The relation between the individual and the community has been at the 

heart of the political thought since the antiquity. The debate has always 
revolved around this central theme and all those involved have endeavoured to 
find the ideal way of relating the individual to the society. This article made a 
comparative analysis of two leading modern political theorists, who are well 
known for their concern to come to terms with this crucial question. The 
starting point of this study was a indeed a humble curiosity: how and why 
Chantal Mouffe, an advocate of the radicalization of democracy incorporates 
the ideas of Michael Oakeshott, a conservative (or conservative individualist), 
in her reflection on the notion of democratic political community. Although 
Mouffe writes about the points of divergence between Oakeshott and herself 
and revises the former in a significant manner, she nevertheless finds important 
parallelism between the two perspectives. However, her emphasis on the 
notions of conflict, antagonism and unequal power relations with reference to 
the concept of hegemony is the keystone of a distinct view on socio-political 
life, especially on the decision-making processes that end up with the 
formulation of the rules of the respublica. This is so because Oakeshott has a 
rather consensus-oriented perspective in this respect in that he does not go 
beyond suggesting that these rules are to emerge as part and parcel of the 
practical life of the society and they are to prioritize the self-chosen actions of 
inidivuals. So, it is a bit puzzling that Mouffe tries to bring together this 
approach with her antagonism and conflict-oriented perspective. These two 
approaches seem to be mutually exclusive rather than complementary and hence 
the attempt to bridge them seems to be destined to be unconvincing. 

 
 

NOTES 
                                                 
1  http://www.michael-oakeshott-association.com/pdfs/mo_letters_popper.pdf Emphasis 
in the original. 
2 As Gerencser rightly points out, Oakeshott uses a series of terms that carry with them 
similar meanings. The central theoretical distinction in On Human Conduct is between 
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civil association and enterprise assocation. However, Oakeshott uses a series of Latin 
terms to explore this distinction. Thus, discussing civil association , he uses civitas for 
this ideal condition, and respublica for the comprehensive conditions of association. 
However, in the third essay of On Human Conduct, he introduces the terms societas and 
universitas for the historical expressions of civil and enterprise associaition 
respectively. Thus, we see civil association, civitas, respublica and societas on the one 
side; and enterprise association and universitas on the other. See, Gerencser, 
“Oakeshott, Authority and Civil Disobedience”, footnote 3. I prefer civil and enterprise 
association in this paper, but when we come to a review of Chantal Mouffe’s 
elaboration on Oakeshott’s thought we will need to use the other terms that she prefers.  
3 Mouffe tries to make it clear that she does not accept Schmitt’s ideas in toto and 
especially his understanding of democracy “as a logic of identity between government 
and governed, between the law and popular will” which she thinks “perfectly 
compatible with an authoritarian form of government”; and also that she does not accept 
the consequences Schmitt draws from his critique of liberal democracy. She says “If 
Schmitt can help us understand the nature of modern democracy, it is, paradoxically, he 
must himself remain blind to it.” What she finds helpful in Schmitt’s thought in that 
sense is his definition of politics with reference to friend/enemy relation, antagonism 
and conflict. For a detailed analysis of Mouffe’s interpretation of Carl Schmitt see the 
eighth chapter of The Return of the Political titled “Pluralism and Modern Democracy: 
Around Carl Schmitt”. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

I explore whether recently formed indigenous political parties in Ecuador and Bolivia are 
fulfilling their promise to improve the quality of local government by establishing 
institutions that promote intercultural cooperation and the participation of individuals and 
civil society groups. To the extent that such improvements have occurred, I seek to 
identify the conditions under which they succeed. I argue that under certain conditions 
even "least-likely cases" for the establishment of radical democratic models can produce 
positive changes in relations among hostile ethnic groups, shift resources toward 
underserved populations, and create spaces for citizens and civil society groups to 
deliberate public spending priorities. Such models are most likely to work when 
indigenous parties and their social movement sponsors are able to (1) maintain internal 
unity and solidarity; (2) develop distinct, complementary roles; (3) attract charismatic, 
talented mayors who are willing and able to work across ethnic lines; (4) reelect 
successful mayors; and (5) attract resources and technical support from external donors.  
 
 

RESUMEN 
 
Exploro si los partidos políticos indígenas recientemente formados en Ecuador y Bolivia 
están cumpliendo su promesa de mejorar la calidad del gobierno local a través del 
establecimiento de instituciones que promuevan la cooperación intercultural y la 
participación de los individuos y los grupos de la sociedad civil. En la medida en que 
estas mejoras hayan ocurrido, busco identificar las condiciones bajo las cuales ellas han 
tenido éxito. Sostengo que bajo ciertas condiciones aún los “casos más improbables” para 
el establecimiento de modelos democráticos radicales pueden producir cambios positivos 
en las relaciones entre grupos étnicos hostiles, orientar recursos hacia poblaciones 
desatendidas y crear espacios para que los ciudadanos y los grupos de la sociedad civil 
deliberen acerca de las prioridades de gasto público. Es más probable que estos modelos 
funcionen cuando los partidos políticos indígenas y los movimientos sociales que los 
respaldan están en condiciones de: (1) mantener la unidad interna y la solidaridad; (2) 
desarrollar roles sociales distintos y complementarios; (3) atraer alcaldes carismáticos y 
talentosos que están dispuestos y capacitados para trabajar cruzando las divisiones 
étnicas; (4) reelegir a los alcaldes exitosos; y (5) atraer recursos y apoyo técnico de parte 
de  donantes externos. 



 



 In the 1990s, as South America’s party systems began to undergo serious crises, 

indigenous peoples’ social movement organizations formed electorally viable political 

parties for the first time. In Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, and Venezuela, 

candidates emphasizing an ethnically indigenous identity, representing parties affiliated 

with indigenous social movement organizations, gained a foothold in national legislatures 

and control of local and subnational governments. They have been most successful in 

Bolivia and Ecuador, where they not only dominate dozens of local governments but 

control significant blocs in Congress, and in 2005 and 2002, respectively, elected the 

country’s top executive. 

Much has been written about the implications for democratic quality of the recent 

decline of Latin America’s traditional parties (Coppedge 1998; Mainwaring 1999; 

Mainwaring and Scully 1995; K. Roberts 2002). The failure of parties to reduce poverty 

and inequality, to protect citizens from crime and violence, to raise levels of economic 

development, and to protect human rights in the two decades since the shift from military 

regimes to elected civilian democracy has generated declines in public support for parties 

and for democracy itself (O’Donnell 2004: 46–51; UNDP 2004: 62). But we have yet to 

learn much about the impact of the new indigenous parties on the quality of democracy. 

They certainly have fulfilled their promise to indigenous constituents to improve their 

“descriptive representation”—that is, electing representatives that share the same ethnic 

and cultural characteristics (Mansbridge 2000: 100–101). Some indigenous party 

candidates and platforms also promised voters that they would provide a more 

participatory, intercultural model of democracy, particularly at the local level where they 

have captured municipal government. And they proposed that their alternative models 

should serve as a model for the world. For example, the Ecuadorian indigenous-

movement-based party Pachakutik (Pachakutik Movement of Plurinational Unity) boasts 

that its goal is “the metamorphosis from utopia to reality” through the creation of 

“Alternative Local Governments” (Coordinadora de Gobiernos Locales Alternativos 

2004: 3). As one of its coordinators explained to me: 

We believe that we were the first, the pioneers. Now there are other experiences 
in Ecuador, but we were the pioneers with respect to what is a participatory, 
democratic government, and we defined various areas. This is not done as an 
experiment but rather as a real exercise of power in order to demonstrate to the 
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country and to the world what is possible, that it is possible to have other types of 
democracy, where the society is taken into consideration. (Interview, Benito 
Suarez, Quito, Ecuador, 21 June 2005) 
 

Similarly, at its Fifth Congress, the Bolivian indigenous-movement-based party 

Movimiento al Socialismo (Movement toward Socialism, or MAS) approved the 

following principles, among others: 

To postulate a true participatory democracy of consensus, respect and 
recognition of the diverse social organizations, where the Communities and the 
people find their liberation from all forms of poverty, misery and discrimination 
without being subordinated or exploited... 

To consider Bolivia to be a multinational and pluricultural State integrated 
by living and existing together in mutual respect.... 

The Movement toward Socialism, expresses its profound commitment to 
the development of a Communitarian Democracy, of consensus and Participation, 
of social and economic content. This democracy must contain political 
mechanisms that constitute channels for links between government and all 
popular sectors.1 

 
I seek to discover whether the new indigenous parties are fulfilling their promise to 

improve the quality of local government by establishing institutions that promote 

intercultural cooperation and the participation of individuals and civil society groups. To 

the extent that such improvements have occurred, I seek to understand the conditions in 

which indigenous party innovations succeed or fail.  

 

RESEARCH DESIGN 
 

My framework for evaluating the success of experiments in participatory, 

intercultural democracy is derived from the rich debate in democratic theory concerning 

alternative norms and processes that could significantly improve the quality of 

democratic life. These alternatives usually are grouped under the heading “radical 

democracy.” Although there is considerable variety among the proposals, most 

emphasize greater opportunities for participation in public life of individuals, voluntary 

associations, and social movements; institutions that promote public debate on public 

policy issues; opportunities for civil society organizations and individual citizens to 

participate in the monitoring of government activities; the creation of state or quasi-state 

institutions representing identity groups as a complement to territorially based 
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representative institutions; measures to ensure that disadvantaged individuals and groups 

have the resources necessary to participate on a basis of greater equality with more 

advantaged groups; and the promotion of a more lively and free civil society. For radical 

democrats, improvements in democratic quality are those that increase the availability of 

these properties; the more properties available, the greater the democratic quality. 

I apply the insights of this normative debate to comparative social science 

research of real-life cases in which Bolivian and Ecuadorian indigenous political parties 

attempted to realize some or all of the goals that radical democrats articulate. I combine 

the two approaches because traditional political science efforts to evaluate democratic 

quality (e.g., Dahl 1971; Coppedge, Alvarez, and Maldonado 2005; Altman and Pérez-

Liñán 2002; Munck and Verkuilen 2002; A. Roberts 2005), based on measurement of 

(mostly quantifiable) indicators of contestation and participation, are useful but 

insufficient. They typically fail to capture crucial information about diverse modes of 

participation beyond voting, to incorporate an assessment of the participation of civil 

society organizations/voluntary associations in public life, or to reveal and assess patterns 

of domination based on group membership. Despite the extensive amount of work 

produced on democratic quality, the literature lacks a consensus on an appropriate 

definition of democracy or the appropriate criteria for its assessment and measurement 

(Armony and Schamis 2005;Vargas Cullel 2004: 107). The insights of this literature tend 

to point to incremental institutional reforms, such as adjusting the formula for turning 

votes into seats or the relative power of executives and legislatures. However, given the 

profound problems with democracy in the ethnically divided, politically unstable, 

impoverished central Andean countries, improvements in democratic quality cannot rely 

on existing institutional designs and processes, which mainly have been copied from 

distinct contexts. We must look instead to radical, innovative alternatives that challenge 

the prevailing values and institutions that have consistently failed to provide conditions 

for meaningful citizenship. And we must expand our vision of democratization in 

developing regions like Latin America to encompass new possibilities. As Hagopian 

observes (2005: 321), existing paradigms of regime transition and democratization have 

failed to explain why democracies are doing so poorly—in Latin America, as well as in 

regions with longer democratic traditions. I concur with Leonardo Avritzer that our best 
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hope is to identify practices and institutions in society that have the potential for 

improving the quality of democracy, and  

…to transfer democratic potentials that emerge at the societal level to the political 
arena through participatory designs. Without this second step through which 
informal publics become deliberative, problem-solving publics, democratization 
in Latin America will not be able to bridge the gap between democratic societal 
practices and a hybrid political society that resists its full democratization. Thus, 
deliberative publics become the central arena for completing democratization due 
to the way they manage to connect renovations within the public culture to 
institutional designs capable of transforming non-public and hybrid practices into 
democratic forms of decision making. (Avritzer 2002: 9–10) 
 

 The social science literature on municipal innovation tends to focus on causal 

variables related to economic and social structure, the role of the state, and transnational 

influences.2 To date such studies have shed little light on the key role of political parties 

as catalysts and transmission belts for experiments in alternative local government. An 

important exception is the much-studied participatory budgeting in the Brazilian city of 

Porto Alegre, which the Workers Party (PT) instituted in 1989 (Avritzer 2002; Baiocchi 

2003, 2005). This fascinating case shares some similarities with the cases studied here: 

the leftist, anti-neoliberal orientation of the governing party and the focus on local 

government, particularly its budgeting process. Indeed, NGOs helping indigenous parties 

in Bolivia and Euador to design and implement participatory governance models 

explicitly offered the Porto Alegre case as a model. But there are significant differences 

that limit the relevance of comparisons, including the absence of a focus on intercultural 

participation in Porto Alegre; the size of the municipalities studied (Porto Alegre has a 

metropolitan area of almost 3 million people, whereas the Andean municipalities studied 

contain less than 100,000 persons); starkly different political and institutional 

environment (highly decentralized, federal Brazil, and unitary Bolivia and Ecuador); and 

the far higher level of economic and social development and greater availability of 

economic resources in Porto Alegre (Baiocchi 2001: 47, 65). Nevertheless, my agenda is 

similar to that of Gianpaolo Baiocchi, who applies Fung and Wright’s “empowered 

participatory government” model as a normative framework for evaluating the Workers’ 

Party’s radical democratic experiment in Porto Alegre (2003, 2005), and to that of 

Leonardo Avritzer, who constructs a theory of “participatory publics,” which he uses to 
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reveal the democratizing features of the Porto Alegre participatory budgeting experiment, 

as well as of citizen participation in electoral monitoring in Mexico (2002). I likewise 

draw from the radical democracy literature to construct an ideal-typical model of 

indigenous party goals and practices in the Andes that I use to evaluate the results of 

indigenous party experiments in participatory, intercultural democracy in local 

government in Bolivia and Ecuador. Like Baiocchi and Avritzer, I also use my cases to 

test the validity of normative democratic theory. 

The philosophical literature on radical democracy also has limitations. It tends to 

be abstract and usually fails to offer concrete models applicable to real-world cases 

(Johnson 1998: 175–6; Fung and Wright 2003a; James 2004: 15). The few real-world 

examples chosen usually are taken from advanced industrialized societies (e.g., Cohen 

and Rogers 1995, 2003; James 2004: 3; Warren 2001)3 and philosophers often ignore 

divided societies, writing them off as impossible cases (James 2004: 15). This is 

unfortunate because ethnically divided developing countries are more in need than stable, 

institutionalized democracies of innovative solutions to address democratic stagnation or 

reversal. Moreover, Western democracies (and other struggling democratizing societies) 

might learn from developing-country examples, just as developing countries have learned 

from advanced industrialized society models (Armony and Schamis 2005: 126).  

Because the quality of democracy in the central Andes is poor by any social 

science measure, the experiments studied are at most 10 years old, and the social and 

economic conditions are extremely adverse, we must keep our expectations for the results 

of these efforts modest. I define a “successful” experiment as one in which new 

participatory, deliberative, intercultural institutions are established and survive the 

transition from the founding administration to another, and in which these institutions are 

formally open to the participation of all citizens—individually, or collectively through 

membership in voluntary associations. This is, admittedly, a low standard for success, but 

it denotes an impressive achievement given the constraints on such reforms in the 

environment studied: high inequality and poverty, extreme party system fragmentation 

and electoral volatility, and longstanding interethnic hostility and mistrust. I concur with 

Abers, who avers, “[a]ny positive transformation will have contradictions, imperfections, 

and failures. The temptation is often either to focus on the inadequacies or to ignore them 
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altogether” (2000: 18). Thus, she urges us to “appreciate modest gains, understanding 

them as windows of insight into better possibilities” (2000: 19). Judith Tendler sets a 

comparably low standard for success in her study of municipal reform in Ceará, Brazil, 

arguing that this provides “a more realistic portrayal of the typical development success 

story” (1997: 17). Similarly, in his study of the quality of public life in Spain, Robert 

Fishman examines whether a political society “affords citizens an engaging public arena 

within which they may contemplate, discuss if they wish, and ultimately choose among 

competing views, alternatives, and proposals,” rather than measuring substantive 

improvements in public policy or social justice (2004: 3). In this study of the Andes, 

“successful” experiments should be considered promising and suggestive, rather than 

replicable models. Thus, the outcome of interest is improvements in democratic quality in 

particular municipalities owing to the establishment of participatory, intercultural, 

deliberative institutions. 

 The factors determining the outcome are the conditions that enabled or impeded 

an indigenous party from serving as catalyst, designer, and executor of democratic 

innovation. Political parties merit particularly close scrutiny in any study of democratic 

quality: as key links between citizens and the state, and as potential transmission belts for 

the diffusion of local innovations to higher levels of government. In the Andes, some 

indigenous political parties are at the forefront of offering new visions of democracy. The 

conditions I identify vary both among these parties and within them. For example, 

whereas Ecuador’s Pachakutik has been responsible for the most successful experiments, 

several of its efforts have failed or been reversed; meanwhile, Bolivia’s Movimiento 

Indígena Pachakuti (Pachakutik Indigenous Movement, or MIP) has produced no 

improvement in democratic quality. I argue that a significant part of the variation in the 

relative success of indigenous parties’ efforts to improve democratic quality can be 

explained by: (1) the degree of organizational unity and solidarity in the local party 

apparatus, and in the national party structure more generally; (2) the successful 

development of distinct roles and the maintenance of harmonious relations between the 

indigenous party and its parent social movement organization; (3) the party’s ability to 

attract and cultivate charismatic mayoral candidates who can communicate effectively 

across ethnic boundaries; (4) the party’s ability to reelect such mayors and, thus, provide 
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the necessary political continuity for innovations to become institutionalized; and (5) the 

party’s ability to attract financial resources from NGOs and international donors that 

augment tiny municipal budgets. 

 Bolivia and Ecuador were chosen for study because they are the Latin American 

countries with the most electorally successful indigenous political parties in terms of 

geographic scope and levels of government occupied. Thus, they were most likely to 

provide a range of examples of municipal government and to offer variation in terms of 

outcomes. Both have struggled with the challenge of national economic, political, and 

social integration, owing to the physical barriers to communication and transportation 

presented by high mountain ranges and dense Amazon jungle. These geographic enclaves 

facilitated the relative isolation, until the 20th century, of indigenous cultures. As a result, 

both countries have a significant population that retains and expresses a distinct, non-

nation-state identity, alternately expressed as originario, indígena, or campesino. An 

estimated 62.5% of Bolivians are indigenous and the national indigenous affairs office 

recognizes 37 distinct ethnic groups.4 Estimates of Ecuador’s indigenous population vary 

widely, ranging from 6.6 percent (from a 2001 census undertaken by the government’s 

statistical agency, SIISE) to 45 percent (estimated by the country’s main indigenous 

organizations and sympathetic anthropologists).5  

In both countries declining public support for democracy coincided with the 

emergence of viable ethnic parties, according to Latinobarometro surveys.6 Both 

countries provide a 10-year history of ethnic party activity and governance, beginning in 

1995 in Bolivia and 1996 in Ecuador. Both have an indigenous-peoples’-movement-

based political party with a consistent presence at the national level since 1997 and 1996, 

respectively. In Ecuador, this is the Movimiento Unido Plurinacional Pachakutik (United 

Plurinational Pachakutik Movement, or Pachakutik), which the Confederación de 

Nacionalidades Indígenas del Ecuador (Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of 

Ecuador, or CONAIE) formed in 1996 in association with a variety of weaker popular 

movements. In Bolivia, a branch of an indigenous-peasant movement, the coca growers 

of Cochabamba, formed the Asamblea para la Soberanía de los Pueblos (Assembly for 

the Sovereignty of the Peoples, or ASP) in 1995. The portion of the ASP that best 

survived a 1999 split currently competes as the MAS. Both countries have an additional, 
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smaller indigenous political party that formed to compete with the first, and which has a 

more circumscribed regional base. In Ecuador, evangelical indigenous organizations 

associated with the Federación Ecuatoriana de Indígenas Evangélicos (Ecuadorian 

Federation of Indigenous Evangelicals, or FEINE) formed the Movimiento Indígena 

Amauta Jatari (Amauta Jatari Indigenous Movement, or Amauta Jatari) in 1998 to 

compete with Pachakutik. In Bolivia, indigenous peasant leader Felipe Quispe, then 

secretary-general of a portion of the Confederación Sindical Única de Trabajadores 

Campesinos de Bolivia (Unitary Syndical Confederation of Peasant Workers of Bolivia, 

or CSUTCB), formed the Movimiento Indígena Pachakuti in 2002 to support his 

presidential aspirations. Both secondary indigenous parties have elected mayors and 

municipal council members; the MIP elected a handful of national legislators in 2002.  

 Notwithstanding many demographic, economic, geographic, and political 

similarities, the institutional context for municipal innovation varies between the two 

countries. In Bolivia, the Law of Popular Participation (LPP) created 311 municipal 

governments in 1995 (today 327), the majority in places that previously had not held local 

elections or received public spending. It created vigilance committees to allow 

representatives of some 13,000 “Territorial Base Organizations” (now called Community 

Organizations) to monitor local spending and public works management, and required local 

mayors and municipal councils to develop annual operating plans using a participatory 

planning methodology. Although, compared to Ecuador, Bolivian law provides a more rigid, 

mandatory municipal structure, there is room for the incorporation of traditional authorities 

and customs in decision-making processes (interviews, Filemon Choque, Antonio Iskandar, 

July 29, 2005). As José Blanes observes, some mayors have “appropriated the legal 

framework” of the LPP and initiated creative innovations that allow communities to stretch 

the scarce resources provided by “co-participation” revenues, and many of these are rooted 

in the strong socio-territorial identification that communities share (2003: 200). Traditional 

communities are redefining the LLP’s goals and using it “to strengthen the traditional 

roles of the communities and their leaders” (202). After protests from indigenous and other 

civil society groups, a 2004 Bolivian law allowed citizens’ groups (agrupaciones 

ciudadanos, or ACs) and indigenous peoples (pueblos indígenas, or PIs) to participate in 

local elections without registering as political parties, breaking the partisan monopoly on 
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local political power. In the department of La Paz alone, 60 ACs and PIs participated in the 

2004 municipal elections. Parties and groups representing indigenous constituencies are 

likely to incorporate local ethnic traditions into governance—for example, creating a role for 

traditional spiritual authorities in local decision making, or having traditional authorities 

(mallkus) serve a dual role as official representatives on vigilance committees (interview, 

Filemon Choque, July 26, 2005; Blanes 2000). 

 Municipal decentralization began in Ecuador after the transition to civilian elected 

rule in 1979 and accelerated in the 1980s and 1990s. Under the 1997 Special Law of 

Distribution, 15 percent of Ecuadorian state revenues are directed to Ecuador’s 219 cantons, 

compared to 20 percent under Bolivia’s 1994 LPP (Sánchez 2004: 83). Ecuador’s municipal 

regime is vague and flexible with respect to the budgetary process. The 2001 Law of 

Decentralization does not specify mechanisms for promoting citizen participation in 

decision making or oversight, allowing for greater innovation by local governments, as well 

as greater variation in experiences. Thus, participatory budgeting and citizen oversight 

institutions only exist in Ecuador where local authorities have taken the initiative to establish 

them, whereas (in theory) they exist in all Bolivian municipalities (Radcliffe 2001; Sánchez 

2004: 84; Van Cott 2000). Only 35 percent of Ecuadorian municipalities have developed 

local development plans (Ojeda Segovia 2004: 109). 

 Focusing on the local level illuminates variations in the quality of democracy 

within countries, notwithstanding the existence of identical legal and institutional 

structures. It is here that indigenous parties have the longest history of government 

experience and there are fewer impediments to institutional innovation. In order to make 

the project more manageable, I chose to examine the operation of indigenous parties 

within selected subnational regions in each country: in Bolivia, the departments of La Paz 

and Cochabamba; in Ecuador, the provinces of Bolívar, Chimborazo, and Imbabura. La 

Paz and Chimborazo are the only subnational regions in each country where two distinct 

indigenous-movement-based parties elected mayors in local elections between 1995 and 

2005.7 These are the regional strongholds of the weaker, more geographically 

circumscribed indigenous party. Choosing these two regions illuminates variations within 

and across indigenous parties within a relatively homogenous political space. Both 

subnational regions also possess high proportions of indigenous population: in Ecuador 
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Chimborazo has the highest in the country (49.3%) and La Paz has the second highest in 

Bolivia (77.5%). I included Cochabamba, another majority-indigenous department 

(74.31%), because it is the bastion of Bolivia’s most successful indigenous party, MAS, 

and the region where it has the longest experience controlling local government. Bolivia 

is a much larger country than Ecuador and its subnational regions contain many more 

municipalities (La Paz has 75, Cochabamba has 44). Therefore, I chose two additional 

Ecuadorian provinces in order to increase the number of municipalities in the data set. 

Bolívar and Imbabura both have relatively large indigenous populations (28.4% and 

39.6%, respectively) and Pachakutik has had considerable electoral success in both 

provinces, electing mayors and congressional representatives. This increases the total 

number of Ecuadorian municipalities in the data set to 23 (see figure 1).  

 I begin by demonstrating how indigenous political parties rooted in Andean 

indigenous cultural traditions are offering a vision of radical democracy that closely 

mirrors the central principles and institutional innovations of the radical democracy 

literature, while offering their own distinct interpretations. The remainder of the paper is 

organized around the conditions specified above that impede or promote indigenous party 

efforts to improve democratic quality. 
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Figure 1 
 
 

Geographic Scope of Research 
 

COUNTRY 
 

TOTAL POPULATION 
 

BOLIVIA 
 

8,274,325 

ECUADOR 
 

12,090,804 

TOTAL 
DEPARTMENTS/PROVINCES 
(2004) 
 
TOTAL MUNICIPALITIES (2004) 
 

9 
 
 
 

327 
 

22 
 
 
 

219 
 

SUBNATIONAL REGIONS 
COMPARED 

Department of La Paz 
total population: 2,350,466 
percent indigenous: 77.5  
municipalities: 75 
Indigenous parties in local 
government: MAS, MIP 
 
Department of Cochabamba 
total population: 1,455,711 
percent indigenous: 74.4  
municipalities: 44 
Indigenous parties in local 
government: MAS 

Province of Chimborazo 
total population: 403,185 
percent indigenous: 49.3 
municipalities: 10, parishes: 61 
urban/rural parishes: 16/45 
Indigenous parties in local 
government: MUPP, MIAJ 
 
Province of Bolivar 
total population: 168,874 
percent indigenous: 28.4  
municipalities: 7, parishes: 29 
urban/rural parishes: 10/19 
Indigenous parties in local 
government: MUPP 
 
Province of Imbabura 
total population: 345,781 
percent indigenous: 39.6 
municipalities: 10, parishes: 49 
urban/rural parishes: 13/36 
Indigenous parties in local 
government: MUPP 

 
 

RADICAL DEMOCRACY 
 
 Radical democrats reject the minimalist, procedural definitions of democracy 

offered by most political scientists. They seek not only to dramatically improve the 

quality of contestation and participation and the protection of civil liberties, but also to 

improve the nature of civic life and the lives of citizens in substantive ways. This implies 

both the greater equalization of power and resources within a society and the uplifting of 

human beings as autonomous moral actors. Finally, radical democrats are committed to 

expanding the sphere of democracy beyond the state and to root it more in social life (see, 

e.g., Cohen and Rogers 1995: 239, 262; Hirst 1994: 12; Warren 2001). Indigenous 
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political parties claim to share these goals. They are allied with leftist ideologies and 

movements that promote redistributive economic policies. They reject the sharp 

distinction between the public sphere of government decision making and administration, 

and the private sphere of family and voluntary organizations delineated by the Western, 

liberal model of representative democracy. These spheres traditionally have been fused in 

indigenous communities, where the same leaders often perform administrative, economic, 

law enforcement, and spiritual roles, and families are the basic unit of politics. Some 

indigenous parties even have adopted the jargon of radical democratic political theory. In 

the capital of Ecuador’s Bolívar province, Guaranda, the local Pachakutik affiliate 

included the following definition of “radical democracy” in its 2000 political platform: 

Where the people effectively exercise social control and taking of decisions 
concerning their history, present and future, guaranteeing thus the real 
participation of civil society in the decisions, management, and execution of the 
most important aspects of their own lives. (cited in Arevalo and Chela Amangandi 
2001: 21; my translation) 
 

Indigenous movements in South America over the past 25 years have developed a 

common ideology of intercultural, participatory, transparent government that infuses 

indigenous parties’ experiments in radical democracy. Most communities have legitimate 

structures of self-government and their own customary methods of justice, dispute 

resolution, leadership rotation, and collective decision making. According to the 

indigenous ex-mayor of Guamote, “these forms of participation, apparently new, are 

nothing more than the recuperation of ancestral forms of democratic practice among 

indigenous peoples” (Pachakutik 1999: 66). Although such statements must be examined 

critically, owing to the tendency of some indigenous leaders and their advocates to 

essentialize, romanticize, and reinvent cultural histories for external consumption, 

indigenous organizations and communities practice traditions rooted in indigenous 

culture that may facilitate radical democratic experiments. 

Scholarship on radical democracy can be divided loosely into work on 

participatory democracy, associative democracy, and deliberative democracy, although 

overlap exists among those categories. Participatory democrats seek to expand 

opportunities for common citizens to take part in a variety of government decision-

making processes, particularly at the local level where it is more feasible for individuals 
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to play an active role.8 Thus, they share with Andean indigenous political parties the goal 

of making existing representative institutions, in which citizens participate mainly by 

voting, more open to opportunities for collective decision making involving individuals 

and civil society organizations, particularly those representing disadvantaged and 

excluded groups. Although political theorists working in the Liberal tradition usually 

define participation in terms of individuals, it is important to expand the definition 

because in the Andes indigenous peoples seek collective citizenship rights—alongside 

liberal individual rights, such as voting and free speech—and consider the autonomous 

participation of their community organizations to constitute effective participation. Such 

organizations have a high level of legitimacy and accountability to members and are 

crucial to the maintenance of ethnic identity.  

The insights of associative democrats are important to an analysis of indigenous 

parties in Latin America because most are the electoral vehicles of social movement 

organizations or community associations. The indigenous vision of citizenship 

encompasses the participation of representatives of the indigenous community and 

higher-tier ethnic and political organizations in all aspects of government decision 

making, alongside individual participation as voters and through membership in these 

organizations. Associative democrats emphasize the failure of the state in advanced 

democracies to satisfy human needs, resolve political conflicts and social problems, and 

participate in global cooperative activities (Hirst 1994: 9; Warren 2001: 6). To fill this 

vacuum, civil society is increasingly called upon—or takes upon itself the 

responsibility—to perform some of these roles. Indeed, in many rural areas of the Andes, 

and in the teeming migrant-receiving shantytowns that encircle major cities, indigenous 

community organizations provide law and order and regulate economic and social life. In 

fact, the public jurisdiction of indigenous customary law has been recognized in all five 

Andean constitutions. In this context “customary law” (usos y costumbres or derecho 

consuetudinario) refers to the common practices used by a particular indigenous 

community or ethnic group to regulate its internal affairs, sanction proscribed behavior, 

afford mutual protection and assistance, and maintain a cohesive collective identity. What 

Latin American constitutions increasingly are recognizing is not a static body of specified 

indigenous norms but, rather, the public authority of indigenous self-governing 
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institutions to make and apply such norms. These rights are typically constrained by 

higher-order constitutional rights and international human rights norms (Van Cott 2006). 

Associative democrats argue that civil society associations contribute “social 

capital,” which fosters trust and solidarity that may extend beyond the associations to 

society as a whole. High levels of trust and solidarity improve the quality and efficiency 

of democratic governance (Putnam 1993; Warren 2001: 74). Indigenous communities and 

organizations have ample stores of social capital because they are organized around 

strong collective identities forged through mutual suffering and self-defense. Social 

scientists note that Andean indigenous communities share a strong sense of community 

identity that is attached to a particular territory, and which is reinforced by local self-

governing systems and a tradition of community cooperation to achieve collective goals 

(Baéz et al. 1999: 50–52). This has generated a stock of “Andean social capital,” they 

argue, based on norms of “reciprocity, complementarity, and redistribution” (51, my 

translation).  

Associative democrats Joshua Cohen and Joel Rogers argue that, under the 

conditions that they specify, associations improve democratic quality by making the 

system of interest representation more diverse and differentiated, allowing the maximum 

expression of interests that are poorly represented by parties and formal institutions 

(1995: 29). In addition, in some cases, they serve as instances of “alternative 

governance,” 

that permit society to realize the important benefits of cooperation among member 
citizens. In providing a form of governance, associations figure more as problem-
solvers than simply as representatives of their members to authoritative political 
decision-makers, pressuring those decision-makers on behalf of member interests. 
They help to formulate and execute public policies and take on quasi-public 
functions, which supplement or supplant the state’s more directly regulatory 
actions. (Cohen and Rogers 1995: 44) 
 

Many indigenous organizations perform this “alternative governance” role. For example, 

Ecuador’s 25-year old Unión de Organizaciones Campesinos e Indígenas de Cotacachi 

(Union of Peasant and Indigenous Organizations of Cotacachi, or UNORCAC) functions 

like a “little municipality” by providing services to its members, maintaining its own 

technical management team of approximately 20 people, and serving as an operating arm 

for NGOs and international donors (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 104–6).9 The Bolivian and 
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Ecuadorian governments have formally recognized local indigenous spaces of self-

government. In Ecuador, indigenous communities have been organized into comunas 

since the 1937 Ley de Comunas conferred special self-governing rights on these entities. 

Each comuna has a governing cabildo, which is elected annually in a public assembly 

(Baéz et al. 1999: 57). In Bolivia, the 1994 LPP gave legal standing and oversight 

authority to thousands of indigenous and campesino communities that had previously 

functioned informally (Van Cott 2000).  

 Mark Warren cautions, however, that associations are just as likely to promote 

illiberal values and practices that impair the quality of democracy (2001: 18). Many 

associations are advocacy groups, which form to promote narrow interests and not to 

create “alternative venues of governance” where opposing ideas gain equal attention 

(2001: 27). As “identity-based groups,” indigenous peoples’ movements are likely to 

“increase in-group solidarity … by demonizing out-groups” (Warren 2001: 35). 

Similarly, Szasz notes that social movements often employ methods that weaken 

democratic institutions by normalizing or legitimizing extra-institutional and sometimes 

extra-legal, even violent, direct actions (1995: 150). Therefore, we must not idealize 

indigenous cultures. The democratic potential of indigenous community social capital 

varies according to local historical conditions, leaving some areas with more horizontal, 

democratic, equitable relations while others are more marked by the opposite (Baéz et al. 

1999: 50–52).  

Some community members are less able to participate than others. In particular, 

women, less-educated members, members of less-dominant or less-numerous indigenous 

subgroups, and those considered “outsiders” have difficulty speaking in community fora, 

because they are silenced or lack the self-confidence to speak publicly (Abers 2000: 9). 

In Ecuador, cabildos are completely or predominantly male owing to lower levels of 

literacy among women, the opposition of husbands, women’s lack of free time after 

housework and child care, and sexist cultural norms. In the canton of Cotacachi, for 

example, female adult illiteracy is 27 percent, 10 percent higher than for adult men (Ortiz 

Crespo 2004: 59). The situation is worse in Bolivia, where female illiteracy rates are 

higher, particularly in rural areas. For example, in rural provinces of La Paz an estimated 

45 percent of women are illiterate. Indigenous women almost never serve in leadership 
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roles, apart from auxiliary functions associated with domestic life that complement the 

positions of their husbands. Language is another barrier to equitable participation. If 

deliberation occurs in Spanish, those less proficient—particularly older and female 

community members—may be disadvantaged. Moreover, as Simmel observes, groups 

based on a “feeling of belongingness” are particularly threatened by any manifestation of 

internal disunity, especially if they consider themselves to be in a state of war against 

non-group members. Such groups do not tolerate dissent because they cannot afford to 

weaken the group unity they believe underpins their survival (1955: 93). This explains 

the tendency of indigenous communities—particularly those in close contact with 

nonindigenous antagonists, such as the coca growers of Bolivia—to enforce what 

outsiders consider to be authoritarian policies within social movement organizations and 

their electoral partners. For example, Andean indigenous parties often expel dissenting 

members who propose more conciliatory strategies toward adversaries. Expulsion of 

dissenters maintains unity and avoids giving opponents the perception of weakness 

(Simmel 1955: 96). 

 Deliberative democracy shares important norms with associative democracy 

because group members mainly associate through communication and face-to-face social 

interaction. But deliberative democracy requires a particular type of communication: 

reasoned argument among equal individuals who are predisposed toward cooperation, 

respect for others, and the possibility of being persuaded (Dryzek 2005: 220; Elster 1998: 

8; James 2004: 6). Deliberative democrats argue that democratic quality improves when 

public policy decisions are made collectively and publicly following reasoned arguments, 

which are made by and to those affected by the decisions. Deliberation increases the 

availability and facilitates the exchange of information; organizes the collective talents of 

a large group of people who are capable of correcting the mistakes of others; forces 

citizens to make reasoned arguments that appeal to others, rather than simply voting for 

their own interests; legitimizes collective decision making as people feel that their own 

views were heard and recognize that collective decisions reflect the will of a majority; 

facilitates implementation, compliance, and monitoring, as citizens feel greater ownership 

of decisions; and improves the quality of citizens (Elster 1998: 8–11; Fearon 1998: 50).  
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Virtually all indigenous communities in the Andes have a tradition of deliberative 

assemblies where leaders are chosen, important decisions are made, and cultural 

identities and community solidarity are built and maintained (Baéz et al. 1999; Ortiz 

Crespo 2004: 70; interview, Alberto Yumbay, July 7, 2005). As Segundo Andrango, a 

Quichua Indian and coordinator of a USAID-funded NGO in Ecuador, observes: 

There is a long tradition that the people govern themselves in these territories, 
these families. There they resolve their conflicts, they make accords and 
decisions. That is to say, there is a strong political participation and also exercise 
of democracy and governability, which doesn’t happen in an urban-mestizo 
neighborhood of western culture, where all are individuals. They [urban people] 
are neighbors [vecinos]10 but they are not citizens. This is the strength of 
[indigenous parties] Pachakutik and Amauta Jatari, this structure from below. 
(Interview, my translation, July 8, 2005) 
 

Where a habit of public deliberation already is part of the local culture, deliberative 

democracy proposals are more likely to prosper (Fearon 1998: 58). Indigenous 

communities are particularly auspicious spaces because indigenous cultures promote 

consensus seeking as a means to strengthen community identity and solidarity against the 

threat of external oppression and forcible cultural change. Decisions typically are made in 

assemblies in which all actors (in many cases these are mainly male) have an opportunity 

to express their positions. Deliberations go on at length until the majority opinion 

becomes clear. In Cotacachi’s annual budget-planning assemblies, for example, decisions 

are more often taken by consensus than by vote (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 158). According to 

assembly president Patricia Espinosa,  

decisions are made in the Assembly through the realization of diagnostics among 
the actors, adopting proposals and negotiated decisions and not through decisions 
of the majority or minority. This form of deliberating and resolving has an 
advantage: in a society that has a history of interethnic conflicts one doesn’t seek 
to deepen differences but rather to overcome them. Thus in the Assembly 
importance is given to listening to diverse opinions and tolerating discrepancies, 
and to a practice of dialogue and reconciliation. (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 160; my 
translation) 
 

Although losers may grumble, there is strong pressure to go along with assembly 

decisions (interview, Gonzalo Guzman, June 22, 2005). In addition to social disapproval, 

dissenters may face material sanctions for failing to support community projects. This 

system of social control ensures that decisions are supported by the community and, thus, 
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enjoy greater legitimacy, which facilitates more effective implementation and monitoring 

of projects. The legitimacy of government decisions, moreover, is strengthened by their 

being embedded in cultural institutions. As the director of the Association of 

Municipalities of the Department of La Paz explains, 

Some times there are problems of conflicts among authorities, but they have 
achieved the incorporation of ancestral cultures into public administration to some 
extent in the moments of municipal planning, their traditional authorities 
participate in the convocation of the people, they take part in deciding what 
projects to prioritize, the management of community resources. If someone 
commits an error they are punished using usos y costumbres [customary 
practices], so this permits that the culture is immersed in the government. This 
form of administration is empowering to both in a complementary way. 
(Interview, Filemon Choque, July 26, 2005). 
 
Nevertheless, the literature on deliberative democracy does not offer much hope 

for the type of experiments in deliberative democracy that indigenous parties currently 

are undertaking because the necessary conditions for deliberative democracy usually are 

not available in ethnically divided, economically unequal societies, where rival groups 

may not be open to persuasion or willing to compromise identity- or resource-based 

demands (Dryzek 2005: 219–20). Members of disadvantaged groups seek “‘cathartic’ 

communication that unifies the group and demands respect from others” (220). Although 

these challenges exist, subordinate cultures that have developed a habit of deliberation 

and consensus seeking may draw on this cultural capital to offset them. They also have 

the potential to infuse the larger society with these values when their institutional 

innovations incorporate nonindigenous citizens and groups and gain national and 

international recognition for their greater efficiency and legitimacy, as has occurred in 

Ecuador.11 

In addition, indigenous cultures in the Andes can use social and cultural capital to 

compensate for the scarce economic resources available to their local governments. 

Indigenous communities throughout Latin America have a tradition of contributing 

unpaid labor for community projects and public works. In the Andes this practice is 

called the minga (Baéz et al. 1999: 52; Ortiz Crespo 2004: 62, 96; interview, Abraham 

Borda, July 26, 2005). Such labor is generally supplied without resistance provided that 

the leaders convoking the minga are considered legitimate and all members participate, 
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including community leaders. With respect to Ecuador, Baéz et al. observe that 

approximately 80–90 percent of community members participate in the execution of 

public works projects, although the percentage tends to fall significantly with regard to 

administration and maintenance (1999: 52). Municipal resources are scarce throughout 

the rural Andes and municipal governments have little money to invest in community 

projects. In indigenous communities, authorities can induce community members to 

provide free labor for these projects, which stretches the money further by reducing labor 

costs.12 

 In short, we can discern an ideal-typical model of indigenous-party-directed 

radical democracy that encompasses an emphasis on direct participation (as opposed to 

representation); the incorporation of voluntary associations into the spheres of 

government decision making, oversight, and implementation; the provision of spaces for 

public deliberation; and a call for economic redistribution. These are key themes in the 

contemporary theoretical literature on radical democracy. But the indigenous vision is 

distinct in that it puts greater emphasis on collective—as opposed to individual—

participation that is rooted in shared cultural identity, and on promoting cross-cultural 

communication and cooperation in divided, highly unequal societies, where many radical 

democrats don’t believe democratic innovation is feasible. In contrast to Avritzer’s idea 

of “participatory publics,” which emphasizes the face-to-face interactions among 

individuals and keeping the sphere of public discussion independent from the state (2002: 

39), indigenous parties emphasize collective representation and participation, and prefer 

to insert civil society organizations and voluntary associations directly into public policy-

making spheres. Nevertheless, they share his emphasis on constructing stronger public 

spaces for deliberation, giving social movements privileged access to this space, and 

fusing Western institutional traditions with nonwestern cultural specificities (40–44, 56). 
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CONDITIONS THAT PROMOTE THE SUCCESS OF INDIGENOUS PARTIES’ 

RADICAL DEMOCRACY EXPERIMENTS 

 
In this section I articulate my argument with respect to the role of five conditions 

that influence the relative success of indigenous parties in establishing radically 

democratic innovations. Because the space constraints of a working paper preclude a 

systematic analysis of the data, I provide anecdotal evidence to illustrate my argument. 

 
The Degree of Organizational Unity in the Local Party Apparatus 
 
 Electoral politics typically becomes divisive when social movement organizations 

enter the electoral arena and struggles emerge over access to candidacies and salaried 

positions. Leaders of local indigenous organizations affiliated with indigenous parties 

often expect to select the party’s candidates and place their leaders in appointed 

government positions. Sometimes they butt heads with national or subnational leaders 

who prefer other candidates. In addition, splits occur within the local party organization 

when competing factions and personalities struggle over candidacies, often requiring 

national leaders to mediate. These internal struggles generate disunity, consume 

resources, and turn off voters. In the best of cases, base-level members will rise up and 

obligate their leaders to make peace (interviews, Segundo Andrango, July 8, 2005; Rafael 

Archondo, August 1, 2005).  

 Competition between indigenous parties also can sabotage participatory processes 

by dividing the indigenous population and emphasizing competition over cooperation. 

For example, in the Chimborazo municipality of Guamote, which is 93 percent 

indigenous, Pachakutik mayor Mariano Curicama established an Indigenous and Popular 

Parliament in 1997. The parliament is composed of 114 annually elected cabildo 

presidents. It works with a local development committee, which provides technical 

assistance and includes the participation of the 12 presidents of Guamote’s major social 

organizations. The parliament enjoyed considerable success until Curicama retired and 

Pachakutik mayor José Delgado took his place in 2000. Subsequently, the evangelical 

indigenous party Amauta Jatari elected its leader, Juan de Dios Roman, head of the 

parliament. Competition between Pachakutik and Amauta Jatari over control of the 
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municipality sunk the participatory project. The municipality refused to share information 

with the parliament, preventing it from carrying out its monitoring function. The situation 

continued after the 2004 elections, in which Dios Roman was elected mayor and Delgado 

head of the parliament (interview, Lucia Duran, June 24, 2005). Since that time the 

mayor and municipal council have monopolized decision making, with the exception of 

small amounts of money distributed to each parish (parroquia). The politicization of the 

indigenous movement and the disunity that party competition fostered in Guamote led 

indigenous social movement organizations that had once supported Pachakutik to 

distance themselves from the party (interviews, Emilio Guzniay, June 29, 2005; Jorge 

Leon, June 16, 2005; Yangol 2003). 

 
The Ability of Indigenous Parties and Their Parent Social Movement Organizations 
to Develop Distinct Roles and Maintain Harmonious Relations  
 
 The four parties studied exhibit distinct relationships with their sponsoring 

indigenous social movement organizations, and these have changed as party 

organizations have matured. In Bolivia, relations between the coca growers’ federations 

and the MAS originally were symbiotic. When MAS first formed, there was little 

difference between the movement and the party—the latter was merely the political 

instrument of the former. In the party’s base in the coca-growing region of the Chapare of 

Cochabamba, and in rural areas of Oruro and Potosi where the campesino sindicato 

(union) is the main community organization, there is little differentiation between the 

social organization and the MAS—the union leaders simply perform additional political 

functions. Even at the national level, when MAS and coca federation leaders meet in 

assemblies it is difficult to distinguish party from movement representatives. The only 

clear distinction between the MAS and the campesino-indigenous movement occurs in 

urban areas and in the MAS congressional delegation. Both spaces include leaders of 

more diverse political and social sectors.  

However, tensions have emerged between local social movement and national 

party leaders in Bolivia since the 2002 national elections when, in response to its 

unexpected second-place showing, the MAS began to construct a more formal party-style 

apparatus and increasingly to act according to the logic of a political party. Whereas in 
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1995 and 1999 it was the norm for centrals—the basic units of the coca growers’ 

movement—to choose their own local candidates, in 2004 higher-tier MAS leaders tried 

to impose them. Sometimes they succeeded, sometimes not. This was particularly the 

case where the MAS was expanding outside of its base to urban and more heterogeneous 

areas, where they face more competition and must form alliances with diverse popular 

and middle-class movements. In these cases it has been common since 2002 for national 

leaders to intervene to settle disputes, often at the expense of local peasant organizations. 

The shift to more partisan behavior has caused many militants to feel that the MAS has 

betrayed the original goals of the coca growers’ movement—to defend their territory and 

their right to grow coca leaf (interviews, Rafael Archondo, August 1, 2005; Abraham 

Borda, July 26, 2005; Fernando Mayorga, August 8, 2005; Pablo Regalsky, August 8, 

2005).  

A different set of problems occurs when indigenous parties gain office and fail to 

respond as expected to the demands of their social-movement partners and the latter’s 

base constituency. At the local level, some Pachakutik mayors have provoked the ire of 

local indigenous movement sponsors by spending money in urban, nonindigenous 

neighborhoods, rewarding nonindigenous groups in the Pachakutik electoral coalition 

with government jobs and development projects, and failing to obey the commands of 

local indigenous movement leaders (see the example of Guaranda, below). Conversely, if 

the party prioritizes indigenous interests, nonindigenous groups attack it for failing to 

represent the entire population. Baiocchi discovered the same tensions between the PT 

and its component social movements as the latter struggled for voice and influence within 

the party. Meanwhile, opponents of the PT in São Paulo criticized the party for 

privileging its constituent movements over the interests of the public at large. He 

articulates the problem this way: 

Without a broad-based participatory system that drew participants from outside 
organized movement sectors, the municipal government was open to the charge of 
“left patronage.” And without a clear system of rules for negotiating competing 
interests, the administration in time also came under attack from segments of the 
Party that accused the administration of “class treason” for attending to the 
interests of business in certain decisions. (Baiocchi 2003: 66) 
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Movement-party conflicts have dampened enthusiasm for electoral politics in both 

Ecuador and Bolivia. As indigenous movement leaders often point out, the organizations 

formed Pachakutik and the MAS to further the agenda of the indigenous movement, not 

the other way around (interview, Gilberto Talahua, Quito, June 23, 2005; CSUTCB 1996: 

68–69). 

Even where open conflict does not emerge, in both countries confusion exists 

over the distinct roles that the parties and movements should play. In Ecuador in 

particular, leaders of CONAIE and Pachakutik bicker publicly over the appropriate role 

of the other and struggle to monopolize political representation of the indigenous. A large 

part of the problem is that the same individuals cycle through the movement, the political 

party apparatus, and into the government in elected or appointed positions. This has the 

effect of blurring the boundaries between state and society, and between party and 

movement. Rebecca Abers (2000: 17) observed the same problem in her study of the PT 

in Brazil. 

 
The Party’s Ability to Attract and Cultivate Charismatic Mayoral Candidates Who 
Can Communicate Effectively across Ethnic Boundaries 
 

The quality of mayoral leadership is among the most important determinants of 

indigenous party success. Mayors of indigenous parties who are able to implement and 

gain public support for innovative models of government have two things in common: (1) 

substantial personal charisma; and (2) the capacity and willingness to communicate and 

negotiate effectively across ethnic divides. Those willing and able to reach out across 

ethnic and urban/rural divides have tended to be indigenous leaders with professional 

training who are comfortable in urban settings. That is, they are comfortable living in two 

worlds: that of the indigenous community, movement, and organization, as well as that of 

the urban, mestizo professional.  

Pachakutik vice-mayor Washington Bazante describes the popular deceased 

indigenous mayor of Guaranda, Alberto Yumbay, emphasizing these qualities: 

Mayor Yumbay was more active, more aglutinador (linking together) of the 
masses, more enterprising, he had another mística (mystical quality) in the work. 
… And he worked with the indigenous and mestizo sectors through mingas 
[voluntary collective labor], and he was always present in these works, he was 
with the government apparatus, he was a very charismatic man. He was a man 
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who had innate qualities of knowing how to approach the community, the 
collective. (interview, Washington Bazante, July 4, 2005) 
 

Another example is Cotacachi indigenous mayor Auki Tituaña, an economist, who lived 

in the urban part of the canton prior to entering politics. He had cultivated good relations 

with NGOs and government leaders prior to his election while working in various 

capacities with the national indigenous organization CONAIE. Thus, he has strong ties 

both to the indigenous movement and to key domestic and international actors, who have 

provided technical assistance and substantial economic aid (Guerrero 1999: 120). Ortiz 

Crespo argues that Tituaña’s talents enabled him to fill the vacuum of political leadership 

in the canton: 

Probably this tension between a social fabric that is strong but lacking agency and 
a clear political agenda left a vacuum that is filled by the presence of Mayor Auki 
Tituaña, which unites in a quite original manner various characteristics of his 
leadership: his professional formation and management capacity, his discourse of 
indigenous identity, and his great capacity to negotiate with mestizo sectors 
within and outside the canton. (Crespo 2004: 193; my translation) 
 

In short, successful mayors tend to personify the new indigenous governance model and 

its values of transparency, interculturality, active participation, and society-state 

partnerships. A mayor who can charm mestizos and international donors, while infusing 

local government with the legitimacy of indigenous traditional authority is the ideal. 

As Judith Tendler ably argues, leadership is a difficult variable to operationalize 

and, on its own, an unsatisfying explanation for effective municipal governments (2004: 

17–18). If charismatic leadership is required for success, and its availability is largely 

owing to luck, then such experiences do not offer transferable models, or even hope, for 

developments elsewhere. For that reason, although students of municipal reform 

commonly emphasize the importance of good leadership and attribute failure to its 

absence, she chose to pay it little attention in her study of Ceará, Brazil. Emphasizing 

leadership, she argues, “does not add up to much of a guide for action.” Moreover, some 

capable, charismatic leaders fail to launch effective programs and some programs survive 

the loss of a charismatic leader (Tendler 1997: 18). Nevertheless, because charismatic, 

cross-cultural leadership is a common feature of successful participatory, intercultural 

innovation in the countries studied, I elected to keep it in the mix. Given the scarcity of 
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professionally educated indigenous leaders who are able to credibly present an 

indigenous identity, appropriate leadership is an important explanation for successful 

municipal reform in the Andes. 

 
The Party’s Capacity to Reelect Effective Mayors  
 

In the absence of strong, established institutions, reelection enables mayors to 

nurture economic development and public works projects to fruition and, thus, instill 

public support for participatory processes. Reelection also provides more time to 

institutionalize innovations, giving citizens more time to get involved and to feel a sense 

of ownership, and making it more difficult for subsequent administrations to dismantle 

them (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 178). It also facilitates the institution-building efforts of NGOs. 

They don’t have to wait for 10 months or more for a new government to take office and 

appoint personnel, and it reduces the need for training programs that consume time and 

money. 

 The most notable example of a long-serving, successful indigenous mayor in 

South America is Auki Tituaña, the Pachakutik mayor of Cotacachi, a small canton in the 

Ecuadorian province of Imbabura. Tituaña was elected with 24.11 percent of the vote in 

1996, reelected with 60.70 percent in 2000, and reelected again in 2004 with 55.49% 

(Anrango 2004: 57; Pallares 2002: 104–6; www.tse.gov.ec). These results demonstrate 

significant mestizo support, since indigenous people make up only 37% of the population 

and mestizos 62% (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 59). In contrast to prior public officials in 

Cotacachi, Tituaña reached out to diverse social groups and got them to cooperate with 

each other (Baéz et al. 1999: 64; Ortiz Crespo 2004: 170). One month after taking office. 

with NGO and international support—more than 30 donor organizations worked in the 

canton between 1996 and 2002 (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 77)—Tituaña initiated a series of 

annual cantonal assemblies, which now are institutionalized in municipal law. He 

established a Committee of Cantonal Management to represent civil society 

organizations, with 10 mesas (sectoral committees) under its direction, addressing such 

issues as environment and health. The Cantonal Assembly operates year round through 

permanent links between citizens groups and municipal officials. Tituaña’s longevity 

enabled him to establish close ties to donors, to demonstrate substantive results, to 
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institutionalize in municipal law new participatory mechanisms, and to instill in the 

population new habits of participation. 

Leadership continuity is an acute problem in Bolivia. Under the indirect electoral 

system governing local elections, municipal councilors elect the mayor. Because 

Bolivia’s party system is extremely fragmented, municipal councils usually lack a party 

with an absolute majority and ruling coalitions are highly volatile. However, MAS 

municipalities in the Chapare have enjoyed political stability because the party has had 

hegemonic control in the tropics since 1995 and several mayors have been re-elected. 

Chapare municipalities lack the political conflicts and frequent recalls and replacements 

of mayors that in other parts of Bolivia have delayed or prevented the execution of public 

works projects and the institutionalization of municipal structures established by the LPP 

(interviews, Rafael Archondo, August 1, 2005; Ivan Arias, August 1, 2005).  

In contrast, even wildly successful experiments can collapse if they are not 

allowed to take root. In Guaranda, indigenous leader Arturo Yumbay was elected mayor 

in 2000 representing Pachakutik. Yumbay instituted a Plan of Participatory Development 

by organizing urban and rural neighborhood organizations, unions, clubs, youths, and 

indigenous community organizations. With modest financial support from NGOs and 

foreign governments, Yumbay fostered participation by personally visiting all of the 

neighborhoods and convincing them to provide volunteer labor to make scarce resources 

stretch further (interview, Gonzalo Chela Morocho, June 21, 2005; Arevalo and Chela 

Amangandi 2001). After Yumbay died in a 2002 car accident, the incoming government 

ended many of his initiatives. The change in government was accompanied by a fierce 

struggle between supporters of the deceased mayor’s brother Alberto, who had the 

backing of the local Pachakutik organization and its indigenous movement sponsor, 

Federación Campesino de Bolívar-Runari (Bolívar-Runari Campesino Federation), and 

Pachakutik vice-mayor Alberto Coles, who legally assumed the mayor’s office upon the 

death of Yumbay over the objection of Pachakutik leaders. The local Pachakutik affiliate 

expelled Coles from the party but he remained in office and won re-election in 2004 with 

support from the leftist Izquierda Democrática (Democratic Left). According to 

Guaranda’s Pachakutik contingent, Coles reversed spending priorities to favor urban 

areas, in contrast to his predecessor’s greater balance between rural and urban needs. 
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According to Coles, he is trying to continue the participatory and transparency initiatives 

of his predecessor, but has had difficulty working with urban mestizos, who he says lack 

interest in collective labor, although under Yumbay, even urban professionals and 

mestizos participated in mingas with the mayor—collecting garbage during the night with 

community brigades, for example (interviews, Alberto Coles, July 5, 2005; Wilfredo 

Macas, July 5, 2005; Alberto Yumbay, July 7, 2005; El Comercio 2003). 

 
Indigenous Parties Must Attract External Resources 
 
 As Giancarlo Baiocchi discovered in Porto Alegre, people will not invest hours of 

their time making reasoned arguments about public policy without a substantive payoff in 

a relatively short time (2001: 65). Such debate is particularly unlikely among 

impoverished populations in developing countries, who work long hours at arduous tasks 

and may have to travel some distance to attend a community meeting. Notwithstanding a 

strong culture of participatory, collective decision making, indigenous community 

members won’t participate in public policy making if they don’t see concrete results in 

the short term; without them, participation ceases (interview, Paula de la Puente, June 24, 

2005). Porto Alegre had ample tax receipts to motivate citizen participation when the PT 

initiated its experiment in 1989 and early substantive rewards rapidly increased interest in 

participation (Baiocchi 2001: 65). In Bolivia and Ecuador, however, governments don’t 

have sufficient funds to design and support the creation of innovative municipal 

institutions and they lack the money to fund the development projects that attract 

sustained participation by community members. Thus, international donors working 

through NGOs are the main source of financing for indigenous parties’ innovative 

models.13 For example, Cotacachi, Ecuador, receives 46 percent of its $2.1 million 

average annual budget from external donors (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 183–4). International 

NGOs were working on participatory technologies long before indigenous parties gained 

office in Bolivia and Ecuador. In the mid-1990s, development NGOs were looking for 

spaces and actors to experiment with and took advantage of the opportunity to work with 

indigenous mayors, who shared their interest in promoting more participatory, transparent 

government with a strong economic development focus. European and North American 

NGOs also value the incorporation of intercultural practices into local democracy and 
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development as a means to confer greater legitimacy and sustainability (interviews, 

Fernando Garcia, June 17, 2005; Jorge Leon, June 16, 2005; Radcliffe 2001: 7–8). The 

availability of NGO technical support and funding influences the decisions of indigenous 

municipal leaders to adopt innovative institutional models. Several Ecuadorian mayors 

enlisted NGOs with whom they already had good working relationships to initiate their 

vision of participatory government (Larrea and Larrea 1999: 139). 

The involvement of external donors carries risks. Their interests are not 

necessarily the same as the citizens they purport to serve. And they will eventually move 

on, leaving impoverished rural governments with the challenge of sustaining innovative 

institutions that are less able to provide the economic benefits that motivate citizen 

participation and deliberation. In fact, the European Union was preparing to pull out of 

Ecuador in 2005 because the country’s average annual income had exceeded the required 

level for development assistance (confidential interview, July 8, 2005).  

 
CONCLUSION 

 
 Preliminary findings from this project confirm that political philosophers are 

correct: improving democratic quality in ethnically divided, unequal, impoverished 

countries is difficult. However, in the Andes indigenous political parties are mobilizing 

cultural and social capital to overcome some of these difficulties. These parties benefit 

from organic relations with multitiered networks of mature, deeply rooted indigenous 

movements that are increasingly connected to broader networks of popular and middle-

class social movements. They offer a coherent alternative to elite-dominated democratic 

institutions that have failed to improve citizens’ lives in meaningful ways. They harness 

the capital of Andean indigenous cultures, which are more predisposed toward 

deliberation, consensus seeking, and the effective use of social control than are 

urban/mestizo cultures. The question remains whether they will be able to infuse these 

political values into the larger political culture. The diffusion of innovative democratic 

institutions will require a strategy that transcends the ambit of any one party or set of 

parties. 

I have argued that under certain conditions even “least-likely cases” for the 

establishment of radical democratic models can produce positive changes in relations 
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among hostile ethnic groups, shift resources toward underserved populations, and create 

spaces for citizens and civil society groups to deliberate public spending priorities. Such 

models are most likely to work when indigenous parties and their social movement 

sponsors are able to maintain internal unity and solidarity and to develop distinct, 

complementary roles; when indigenous parties can attract charismatic, talented mayors 

who are willing and able to work across ethnic lines and to serve several consecutive 

terms in office; and when parties are able to attract resources and technical support from 

external donors. Owing to space constraints, I have not been able to examine here a 

number of other important factors. In future work I will pay more attention to variations 

between the two countries in the municipal legal frameworks that constrain indigenous 

parties’ choices, such as requirements that a certain portion of municipal revenues be 

spent on particular sectors (i.e., health or education) and the relative difficulty of reducing 

the size of the municipal staff, whose salaries tend to consume municipal budgets. 

Attention also will be paid to the local and national political contexts, particularly 

relations among parties. How does the configuration of political parties on local 

municipal councils affect the success of participatory, intercultural institutional 

innovations? Can national politicians from opposing parties sabotage local experiments 

by cutting off access to resources? 

 Social scientists and radical democrats should pay greater attention to the role of 

political parties as the architects and engines of innovative democracy-improving 

institutions. They are in a unique position to serve as transmission belts of ideas and 

methods between and within geographic levels of government, once they have earned 

public support and have established effective means of communication and coordination. 

In order to harness this potential, proposals to improve the region’s low democratic 

quality must not seek to circumvent the region’s ailing parties but, rather, to make them a 

central focus of reform and innovation.  
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ENDNOTES 

 
1 Movimiento al Socialismo (2004: 19–22), my translation. 
2

 For example, geographer Sarah Radcliffe (2001: 6) argues that the emergence of 
innovative municipal institutions in Ecuador is a result of “the addition of development 
agendas to local governments’ remit; transnational connections; multiculturalism; and 
alliances between previously autonomous sectors.” Political scientist John Cameron 
focuses on: “[t]he balance of power among different classes;” “[t]he impact of 
international and global political and economic forces on the balance of class power and 
state-society relations”; “[t]he degree of state autonomy from class forces”; “[t]he 
institutional design of the state”; and “[t]he political strategies of state officials” 
(Cameron n.d.: 72–73). 
3 Fung and Wright (2003b) are notable exceptions; two of their cases are developing 
countries. 
4 Most Bolivian Indians are Aymara (25%) or Quechua (31%) and are settled in the 
western highlands. The remaining 286,726 Indians live mainly in the eastern lowland 
departments (INE, 2001). 
5 The Quichua are by far the largest language group with an estimated 1.3 million in 
the highland region. Many Quichua have migrated to the lowlands, where they also are 
the most numerous group (approximately 90,000 members). There are 17 distinct sub-
groupings or “pueblos” within the Quichua group, according to the government 
indigenous affairs office. In the Amazon region, apart from the Quichua, there are 12 
indigenous “nationalities” (Pallares 2002: 6). 
6 In Bolivia, 64 percent of respondents agreed with the statement, “Democracy is 
preferable to any other kind of government” in 1996, but only 50 percent agreed in 2003. 
In Ecuador, affirmative responses to the same question fell from 52 percent to 46 percent 
during the same time period (Mainwaring and Pérez-Liñán (2005: 50). 
7 Two minor indigenous parties—Eje Pachakuti and the Tupaj Katari Revolutionary 
Movement of Liberation, formed in 1992 and 1985, respectively—were in decline during 
the period studied and did not participate in the 2004 municipal elections. See Van Cott 
(2005). 
8 For example, Archon Fung and Erik Olin Wright advocate “empowered participatory 
governance” (EPG), which refers to a variety of experiments that “rely on the 
commitment and capacities of ordinary people to make sensible decisions through 
reasoned deliberations and […] attempt to tie action to discussion” (2003b: 5). 
9 In 2002 it managed a budget of approximately $500,000 (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 102). 
10 As an anonymous reader of this article correctly points out, the term vecino is 
commonly translated as “neighbor,” but has a distinctly urban-mestizo connotation in this 
context. 
11 Cotacachi mayor Auki Tituaña won the Dubai-Habitat prize from the United Nations, 
which recognizes mayors for transparency in government (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 124). 
12 Although voluntary collective labor in South America typically is associated with 
indigenous cultures and it can be difficult to induce mestizo citizens to participate in such 
efforts, in urban neighborhoods in Porto Alegre the Workers’ Party was able to organize 
mutiroes—voluntary labor performed on weekends—in the early years of the 
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participatory budgeting experience (Bruce 2004: 42). 
13 In Ecuador, for example, the Spanish government funds the government’s Alternative 
Municipal Government program. The Belgian, Cuban, Danish, Dutch, German, Japanese, 
Norwegian, Swiss, and US governments, as well as the European Union, the multilateral 
Indigenous Peoples Fund, the United Nations Development Program, the Corporación 
Andina de Fomento, the World Bank, and the Inter-American Development Bank, are 
major funders of municipal development projects in Bolivia and Ecuador, with foreign-
based private foundations, such as CARE, Heifer Foundation, and the Esquel Foundation, 
providing smaller donations. 
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Radical Democracy and Methodology in 
post-Marxist Maruyama Masao

Shuichi KAKUTA

Abstract : 

Maruyama Masao （1914―1996） was a major political philosopher and democratic theorist of 
the 20th century in Japan. Main works of him were translated into English, Thought and 
Behavior in Modern Japanese Politics （1963）, Studies in the Intellectual History of Tokugawa 
Japan （1974） and so on. Maruyama stayed at UC Berkeley in 1976 and 1983 as a special 
visiting professor. And the Center for Japanese Studies （CJS） at UC Berkeley has opened 
Maruyama Masao Seminar after his coming. Though there have been a vast number of 
studies about Maruyama in Japan, we have to look into the methodology of his study on 
the history of political thought more deeply. Maruyama had built up his methodology un-
der the influence of European Marxism, Hegelian and Neo-Kantian philosophy, Max Weber 
and Karl Mannheim. Both the study of political thought and the criticism of orthodox 
Marxism were done by his idea, radical democracy and post-Marxism, and his methodolo-
gy. This paper clarifies five points of the study of history of thought in Maruyama. 1. Ten-
sion between liberalism and democracy, 2. Independent and internal logic of development, 3. 
Dynamism, acceptance and modification, 4. Multiple dimensions, 5. Various possibilities of 
thought. 

Introduction

　There is a school of the social scientists in Japan that has considered Japanese society 
and its capitalistic economy as exceptional or peculiar. Another traditional school has con-
sidered that Japanese society and its economy had universal features shared with the rest 
of the world. Social scientists in Japan seem to have been schizophrenic on this point. 
They fail to conceive of the relationship between peculiarity and universal in the methodol-
ogy. In addition, sometimes social scientists in Japan have been torn up into theory and 
feeling of the reality.
　Maruyama Masao who was a major political thinker and democratic theorist of the 20th 
century in Japan （Barshay 2004）, had pointed out these methodological divisions in the so-
cial scientists in Japan

1）
. These problems are related to democracy, methodology of the so-
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cial science and Marxism in Japan. 
　Then I would like to focus on three themes that appear in Maruyama’s works. This es-
say is made up of my research notes.
　The first of the three themes is on radical democracy in Maruyama. The first point 
means his intellectual position in a wide sense. Democracy as permanent revolution is a 
key point in understanding his thought and methodology. 
　The second is his research methodology for the history of thought. This point refers to 
his viewpoint as a researcher of the political thought in Japan.
　The last is Marxism. This third theme is one of the applications of the second theme for 
Maruyama. From the first point, radical democracy, Marxism relates to socialism and de-
mocracy for him. Maruyama had been influenced by Marxist thinking in Japan, but he had 
never been a Marxist. He was a strong critic of Stalinist Marxism. Because of his method-
ology, Marxism was one of his research themes, and it might be said that it was “the ob-
ject of knowledge” （H. Rickert） for him. 
　Naturally, the three themes are connected to each other. What is the proper relation of 
politics to science in a democracy ? Why did Maruyama, as a post-Marxist thinker, pro-
nounce a permanent revolution for democracy ? How did the Maruyama’s methodological 
standpoint apply to Marxism, although he had never been a Marxist. These questions must 
be very interesting

2）3）
.

Figure 1. Framework in this essay on Maruyama

⑴ Democracy as permanent revolution

⑵ Methodology of research of   ⑶ Attitude for Marxism
the history of thought in Japan

１．Radical Democracy as Permanent Revolution

⑴　Liberalism and Democracy
　Maruyama was known as a modernist in the broader sense of that term. A modernist is 
someone who believes in Modernism, who likes modernity and promotes the modernization 
of society. Is it true that Maruyama was a modernist ? What then is the meaning of “radi-
cal” and the spiritual aristocratism in Maruyama’s words ? And how are modernism, mo-
dernity and modernization related together ?
　Modernization of Japanese society had been necessary for the newly ruling class after 
the Meiji Restoration of 1868. There was a dilemma here. The ruling class in Meiji society 
under the Tennou-sei （Japanese emperor system） had to introduce several modern tech-
nologies and institutions of western world, and to improve the productive power of society. 
The institutional changes involved the conversion of people’s minds. But, for the sake of 
unification of state and the concentration of power, the ruling class needed to restore the 
old authority of the Tennou and the hierarchical orders under the Japanese emperor. The 
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system gave people some measure of freedom, especially in terms of private ownership, 
but it strongly restricted the human rights of the people. The nation state in modern Ja-
pan had to be an authoritarian society by means of traditional discourse. Sovereignty resid-
ed nominally in the Emperor, Tennou, but actually in a small number of higher politicians, 
military groups and high-ranking officials. Including these groups, the Japanese people must 
be the subjects of Tennou. The nationalism in prewar Japan meant statism, antiforeign 
sentiment and chauvinism. And this system and thought had been widened to the colonial 
empire. But it included ambivalence.
　The process of modernization in Japan had a fundamental contradiction between the au-
thoritarian statism as a strong means of uniting of the nation （＊nation had never meant 
people, because Japanese nation was a subject of Tennou） and producing a strong capital-
ist economy as a social basis and modernity of the society. 
　Several works of Maruyama concentrate on analyzing the structure of mind in prewar 
Japan（“Ultra-nationalism”）. In the literal sense of approving the modernization in general 
of Japanese society, Maruyama had never been a modernist. His thought had never been 
modernism. That is why he strongly rejected the peculiar modernization in prewar Japan. 
After the war he said that his enemy had been the mind structure of Tennou-sei. 
　After World War Ⅱ , Maruyama wrote several papers about modern society in general. 
In 1947, the year in which Japanese society’s democratization was the most important 
problem for the US occupation and Japanese people, Maruyama said that “we have been 
confronting the subject of democratic revolution which had never been accomplished by 
the Meiji Restoration.”（“Shu” vol. 3, p. 161） Furthermore it pressed people to confront with 
the problem of freedom again. He proceeded that those who would shoulder freedom were 
never the citizens whom liberal thinkers （after J. Locke） thought of, but they would be the 
many workers and small farmers in Japan. How were they able to acquire a new con-
sciousness of ethics （in ibid.） For Maruyama, the important thing is the function of mod-
ern intellect and the mind of the people. The function of modern intellect comes down to 
understanding others as others and becoming other in and as oneself （“Gendai ni okeru 
Ningen to Seiji” 1961, in “Shu”, vol. 9, p. 44, cf. Barshay 2004, p. 242―243） 
　Modernism for Maruyama is best understood, therefore, as a reaction to the traditional 
discourse of community and ethos of family. He had never been a modernist, because he 
understood the risks of the modernizing of society. There are two phases in the formation 
of a modern society. First, modernization means the reification （becoming impersonal） of 
personal relationships. But, second, it means that people have to make their own social sys-
tem, like an institution, an organization and rules. These consciously man-made things are 
fictions. There has to be an awareness that institutions and rules are man-made, not some 
kind of absolute, and people must always try to prevent a fiction from turning into an end 
of itself and to keep fictions relative. The contradiction of modern society exists in the pro-
cess of individualization and substantialization of the organization in our society. When peo-
ple would come to disbelieve the democratic formation of their organization, fascism would 
come to them. It was a myth of the 20th century. （“Nikutai-Bungaku kara Nikutai-Seiji 
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made” 1949, in “Shu” vol. 4, “From Carnal Literature to Carnal Politics”, in “Thought” ch. 
Ⅷ .） 
　At that time, Maruyama considered all experiences and theories in prewar and wartime 
of the world. He was well aware that the ideologies of liberalism, democracy and socialism 
in the modernization of Japanese society involved traditional patterns, a way of thinking 
and a daily behavior of ordinary people. Since the pre-modern relations of people were 
powerful in Japan, these ideologies tended to have never been mediated with the real way 
of thinking and behavior of people. Modern ideology and traditional ways of thinking coex-
isted with each other. “This is the problem of limit in highly purposeful and selective mod-
ernization. … Modernization implies ambivalent possibilities in a cultural and political do-
main … ” （“Patterns of Individuation”, in English version, 1965, p. 493, in “Shu” vol. 9, p. 382）
　Then, for Maruyama, modernization implies ambivalent possibilities. Modernization cre-
ates liberal relationships among people, but it limited them on the other side. In the sense, 
“nationalism must be rationalized in the same degree that democracy is irrationalized.” 
（“Nationalism in Japan” 1951, in “Shu” vol. 5, p. 75） The quotation means that irrational na-
tionalism must be denounced, and democracy must become usual way of thinking of peo-
ple.
　Furthermore, he noticed that liberalism in the modern world has never been a classical 
one. It is too naïve to believe that formal liberty does correspond to real liberty. Fascism 
which rejected people’s freedom had been brought from formal liberty. Russian Bolshevism 
made a theory of vanguard which meant that a part of social group must lead other peo-
ple. And it is a dilemma that under the name of freedom the liberty is forced to people, 
and the way of life is uniform among people （especially in USA）.
　On the whole, Maruyama noticed the ambivalence of democracy. Liberalism and democ-
racy have a tension between them. Though liberalism is the opposite of statism, elitist lib-
eralism and oligarchy is the opposite of democracy. Democracy tends to produce the dicta-
torship of the majority which means oppression of people’s liberty. Then liberal democratic 
society always has such a tension for Maruyama.

⑵　Dynamism of Being and Doing
　For Maruyama, liberty and democracy are both dynamic processes. That is, being liberal 
is done by doing to be liberal. Democracy is essentially done by doing to be democratized, 
too. The most important thing is that the institutions of liberty and democracy must al-
ways be checked on and criticized by people. People must always be cautious of reification 
of the institutions （they take as their highest purpose themselves） and look out for their 
functions.
　Maruyama said that the dynamism of modern spirit has been borne by giving relative 
priority to the logic or value of doing rather than the logic or value of being. It turns the 
realism of concepts to nominalism, and it screens and tests all dogmas. （“Nihon no Shiso”, p. 
156―157, in “Shu” vol. 7, p. 25―26）
　While being or to be is the relationships of the people, like as kinship, race and their so-
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cial rank （Mibun）, doing or to do is the role and play of the people. While the former is 
fixed, the latter is moving and it is divided several into parts according of the internal 
functions. The so-called functional groups ― company, political party, union and associa-
tion ― are essentially made by the logic of doing and they characterize the modern society.
　Maruyama’s idea that the being has changed into the doing seems to be the same as 
Max Weber’s. Weber expressed it as the transition from Gemeinschaft （the community） to 
Gesellschaft （the society）. For M. Weber, the community was a native relationship of hu-
man being. And it had changed to the society in which people act and trade with each 
other. So the relationship had been separated to several sides. Those behaviors are evalu-
ated by doing something each other. Being is functional in human culture, especially in 
modern era

4）
.

　But Maruyama’s idea of being and doing and their changing patterns include a special 
meaning. The transition from being to doing was perversed in prewar society in Japan. 
The perversion meant that absolute being subsumed all other being and doings of people. 
That is, for Maruyama, the logic of being and doing was a strong criterion for evaluating 
historical matters. Being refers to situation or state of affairs, such as family’s social stand-
ing （Ie-gara） and their assets （Shisan）. In Japan, the traditional situation had become 
deeply rooted, to be more precise, the situation had been re-established after the Meiji Res-
toration. So that doing of people was separated each other. Though the logic of doing is 
originally a functional difference, under which the logic of being is strongly subsumed, peo-
ple could not understand the mutual meanings of their doings, they could only do with 
each other in a small and narrow world. He named this phenomenon the octopus pot （“Ta-
kotsubo”） society. Where the voluntary formation of multiple groups and the autonomous 
communication of people has been limited, the social base of discussion and meeting has 
never matured. 
　I guess Maruyama may say that cultural values must be judged by themselves （being）, 
while political and economic values must be judged by these functions （doing）. In Japan, 
however, the value of doings used to be judged by being （not functional）, the value of be-
ing used to be judged by the functional matters. He pointed it was “perversion”. And he 
raised the question by himself whether the conversion of politics into culture means the 
conservative position of him or not, he answered it and ended his assertion as following : 
“The most necessary thing in the intellectual world of modern Japan is that radical intel-
lectual aristocratism should be linked interiorly with a radical democracy” （“Nihon no Shi-
sou” 1959, p. 179, in “Shu” vol. 8, p. 44）.
　Insofar as democracy is an intellectual and spiritual concern, for Maruyama, it is a vital 
“fictions”. Without the efforts of people, democracy would remain a fictitious matter, and 
the reality （situation or being） of society would become an ideological affirmation of the 
established order, and it would kill democracy in its own name. 
　So the word “radical” means a permanent movement （“doings”）. His aristocratism does 
not mean aristocrat. The bearer of aristocratism is not only intellectuals. The broad work-
ing masses including workers and farmers at the core carry the democratic thought for 
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their own sake and by themselves as their own spirits
5）
.

⑶　Socialism
　Now, I have to talk about what socialism meant for Maruyama. Though he wrote about 
Marxism as I will discuss later, he never talked much about socialism. From the viewpoint 
of Marxism, socialism was the opposite of capitalism. If capitalism was one of scientific 
words which specifies the economic basis of modern civil society, socialism must be a 
movement and form of thought that would overcome the capitalist system of society. To 
be sure socialism could be connected with statism and oligarchy, and it then tended to 
produce dictatorship in society. But in its own sense socialism is a negation of the capital-
ist economy. Socialism as a negation of capitalism can be bound with liberalism and democ-
racy as an ideal thought and permanent movement.
　For Maruyama, the relation between democracy and socialism was a pressing issue. The 
issue is how the masses acquire a new normative consciousness of the tension between 
freedom, liberty and democracy. If liberalism and democracy would become a permanent 
revolution, its goal would be the associated society for Maruyama. He said that “socialism 
is a road to enlarge democratization to the inside of production relationship” （1957, in “Shu” 
vol. 6, p. 356

6）
）, and from its meaning democracy is newer than any socialism （1964, in “Shu” 

vol. 9, p. 174）. In my opinion, the associated society including individuation and democratiza-
tion in the individuation is not only any idea of socialist society, but also near of to the 
idea of Marx.
　Maruyama discussed with many thinkers. At a three-man talk in 1966, Maruyama said, 
“Saying sweepingly, the democratic institutions have come to strain the bourgeois system 
of rule. … At that time, the opposite of fascism, the principles of democratic institutions 
which have developed in the womb of bourgeois society would be exerted to the produc-
tion relationship and the management form. This is socialism.” （“Zadan” vol. 6, p. 156.）
　At a meeting in 1965, Maruyama stated that “in the history of thought, socialism was 
born when democracy tried to break its limitation within capitalism, and socialism neces-
sarily relates to democracy, but it could not be said that political democracy would be 
born on the basis of socialism. If we can think there is a different level between socialism 
and democracy, the connection of socialism and democracy is best.” （“Zadan” vol. 5, p. 135.）
　When I close this first section, I would like to introduce another famous phrase of 
Maruyama ; “As for my own choice in the matter : Rather than opt for the ‘reality’ of the 
empire of Japan, I’ll put my money on the ‘sham’ of postwar democracy.” （“Gendai Seiji no 
Shiso to Kodo”, 1964, p. 585, in “Shu” vol. 9, p. 184）

Figure2 : Three cores of Maruyama’s thought
（vs. Statism）

Liberalism

Democracy　
（vs. Oligarchy）

Socialism　　
（vs. Capitalism）

＊The words in each parenthesis mean the opposite things of three cores.
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２．The Method of Research of the History of Thought in Japan ― five points

　Maruyama specialized in the history of political and social thought. His object of study 
had been several forms of thoughts and their history, especially in Japan. Though he talk-
ed and wrote about his method, his research attitude was that of “jumping into the water”. 
He had never written about the principles for the study of history of thought. It is there-
fore difficult for us to understand his research methodology for the history of thought. And 
he said research methodology for the history of thought must be pluralistic. 
　But I might say that there are five points of Maruyama’s methodology.
　First, while he might seem to control his passions and desires concerning his sense of 
value, he was fully aware of his standpoint. It was the tension between liberalism and de-
mocracy as I mentioned above. In his research of the history of thought the tension be-
tween liberalism and democracy set the basic tone. A typical example of this was the his-
torical study of Japanese political thought. He extracted the tendency toward liberal 
thought in typical and traditional feudalism of Japan. And he studied the turning from ex-
clusionism to the notion of an equal relationship among nation states. The formation of 
modern intellect in the process of modernization in Japan is the first point of his research 
methodology. This point had never changed. 
　The second point is that he studied the development of the independent and internal 
logic of thought. For example, he wrote that the question was how to turn from exclusion-
ism to a modern notion of an equal relationship of nation states within established theory. 
In this sense thought develops an original position independently of the social structure, 
but it is not unrelated to the structure. The development of thought is not simple and has 
several possibilities, for Maruyama. 
　The categories of thinking refer to the given condition when man thinks about concrete 
things. Human thinking and doing have their original and historical conditions. These are 
not only our social environment, but also include the subject （human brain） as the pat-
terns of thinking that have been accumulated in the history. 
　Then, for Maruyama, ideas and thoughts are not a reflection of the economic basis of so-
ciety. The problem is to understand the autonomic and internal movement of thought and 
to try to understand it positively as a moment of change in the whole system of society as 
a concrete universal. For Maruyama, there does not exist a relation between economic ba-
sis and its superstructure in terms of a one-to-one meaning. Using this methodology 
Maruyama was able to write his famous essay, “Theory and Psychology of Ultra-national-
ism” （1946, in “Shu” vol. 3）. He described the main ideological factors and attempted any 
fundamental analysis of its intellectual structure. He grasped two main principles of “trans-
fer of oppression” and “stunted-ness of power” （irresponsibility of power） in it. Thus he 
explained the origins and features of an ideology and a way of thinking.
　At the same time, Maruyama emphasized that the history of thought is to be understood 
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in the context of social history, and the inner structure of consciousness and the principles 
of the subject of thought can not be understood without the relationship between the sub-
ject and the historical process of society. In short, Maruyama found the key of setting the 
historical context of thought in social history and the peculiar forms of mental develop-
ment. Through setting the mediator, the idea of conditioned thought model, the idea of 
perspectives, between ideas and social basis, he could point out the so-called restriction of 
knowledge by social existence （Karl Mannheim, 1893―1947）. He tried to grasp the dyna-
mism of thought. 
　He wrote that it is a primary theme and the origin of interestingness of research of the 
history of thought to reproduce a past thought through so-called dialectic tension that ex-
ists between the restriction of oneself by history and the reconstruction of a historical ob-
ject by oneself. （1961, “Shu” vol. 9, p. 72）
　The third point concerns the dynamism, acceptance and modification of thought. When 
Maruyama considered the modernization of Japanese society, he noticed the close connec-
tion between the lengthways historical change, from traditional to modern, and the cross-
wise contact between the West （including China and Korea） and Japan. The problem is 
how to understand the acceptance and modification of thought itself. Maruyama introduced 
to the history of thought perspective, cultural change and cultural contact between differ-
ent countries. He noted, “the introduction to intellectual history of this perspec-
tive …… which includes the problem of translating words, necessarily involves the rejection 
of universalistic theories of historical stages of development.” （1978, “Shu” vol. 10, p. 343, Cf. 
Barshay 2004, p. 234）
　He wrote about the tradition of thought and making use of it. Abstract theories and 
world views came to Japan from foreign countries. Although it is important to research 
their changes from the original when they entered Japan, if we use only the yardstick of 
deviation and degeneration, we will end up with a history of Japanese thought that is a 
history of total distortion and error. Several forms of thought were imported with a highly 
developed awareness. In the very process, the people or thinkers approached the problems 
of their day in their own subjective way. （Cf., 1961, “Shiso-shi no Kangae-kata ni tsuite” in 
“Shu” vol. 9, “An Approach to the History of Thought.” in Asian Cultural Studies 5, p. 14―
15.）
　The fourth point, therefore, is the problem of thought having multiple dimensions. The 
dynamism of thought that Maruyama intended to grasp was the relationship between an 
awareness of the issues facing the times, inner reformation of thought and its influence on 
real lives.
　The way of thinking and its categories are restricted by the patterns of tradition in a 
nation and its historical period, and they exist under given conditions as the lower level of 
our consciousness and semi-consciousness. Then Maruyama clarified that thought has multi-
ple dimensions. Historical and social conditions, as mentioned above, entered into the sub-
jects as the several patterns of thinking. 
　There are five levels of ideal forms. ⑴　The so-called “stratosphere”, the most abstract 
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and systemized theories and doctrines, ⑵　more comprehensive views and images of the 
world and life, ⑶　the levels of particular opinions and attitudes, ⑷　the feelings, moods 
and sentiments about life, ⑸　under-conscious awareness. （Cf., “Shu” vol. 9, p. 64）
　Maruyama emphasized various dimensions of archaic Japanese consciousness in his later 
years. The words “prototype” “ ancient substrate” and “the basso ostinato” mean what op-
erates in it. Its effect was not to prevent change but to pattern it. In Maruyama, spiritual 
change in Japanese is apprehended in terms of an élan of succession without end, tsugi-
tsugi to nariyuku ikioi in Japanese. （Cf. Barshay 2004, p. 246） He had never changed his 
point of view and his methodology. On the contrary, this study was a result of his re-
search. 
　The fifth, final point. Maruyama aimed at various possibilities of thought, derived from 
four points mentioned above.
　He said that there was a stronger inertia in thoughts and ideas than in the institutions 
and organization of society. New ideas and forms of thought sometimes must be dressed in 
old clothes in order to smoothly enter the inside of people’s consciousness. Thought has its 
own origins and characteristics. This means that thought has its own original forms of de-
velopment. A type of thought has to be understood in terms of its ambivalence at the 
starting point. We need to concentrate on the various factors and possibilities of a thought 
which are able to develop in any direction. （1961, “Shu” vol. 9, p. 77）
　In terms of the autonomy, dynamism and multi-dimensionality of thoughts, the last point 
is a natural result. But, the various possibilities of thought do not mean there are no con-
tradictions, ambivalences and conflicts among them. 
　Maruyama researched and wrote his works by using these five points of view. Naturally, 
according to the concrete theme he was treating at any given time, he used one of these 
points in particular.
　As mentioned above, for Maruyama, the function of modern intellect comes down to un-
derstanding others as others and to become others in and as oneself. （1961, “Shu” vol. 9, p. 
44, cf. Barshay 2004, p. 242―243）
　In my own view, this phrase is related to Hegel’s dialectic of Self and Others. In Hegel’s 
logic the dialectic meaning of relation has three dimensions. In the first dimension, some-
thing （Self） converts into others. It is alteration. In the second dimension, something op-
poses itself to others. It is an essential relationship. In the third dimension, something be-
comes others, which are not in fact others, it is in itself. Then a particular thing does not 
remain as itself. While it opposes itself to another particular thing, it becomes not only the 
other particular, but also it penetrates the others. In that sense, something or a peculiar 
thing has to be called universality, and particularity equals universality at the same time. 
The dialogue seems to be mysterious, it is true, but it is not only the way of understand-
ing an organic body, like a society, but also the way of development of things for Hegel. 
And it is an important point that something has its own contradiction within itself.
　Maruyama used to use the words of ambivalence, contradiction, dilemma and tension. 
What do these words mean ? They say that thought has no contradiction in logic and 
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sense. But, for Maruyama, the function of modern intellect has its own multiple conflicts.
　Furthermore, modern intellect had been introduced （imported） to Japan in the process 
of the modernization of society. So political and social thought in modern Japan have had 
three dimensions. One is what Maruyama named deep things of consciousness, second are 
the modernist minds, and third are several anti-modern thoughts.
　Maruyama focused on the process of the modernization of consciousness. The most im-
portant thing for Maruyama is how consciousness of independent and free persons as the 
bearers of democracy had been made up in the process of modernization of Japanese soci-
ety. This way is called the internal development of thought. The process necessarily in-
volves several tensions, contradictions and ambivalences.
　When Maruyama considered the process of development of consciousness, he never re-
mained neutral. Because from his viewpoint, democracy as permanent revolution, it was 
important that how the modern intellect had been begun to bud, what is an obstacle of it, 
and to what the modern thought and mind had opposed. Sometimes the thought of a per-
son has two sites. A sort of social thought too.
　In connection to the ambivalence, contradictions of thoughts, I have to raise a question 
of the split into universal and particular. The ambivalence between universal and particular 
is one of the contradictions of thought. What are universal and particular in terms of 
thought ?
　If a kind of thought would assert its universality, all of another thought is particular. 
Maruyama wrote that the identification of the “universal” with what is “external” to Japan 
tends to become a sort of particularism in itself. As its reaction the emphasizing the inside 
appears （“Uchi” in Japanese）. It means nativism which would be opposed to universalism 
（1977, “Shu” vol. 10, p. 264―265, cf. Barshay 2004, p. 234）. It had appeared in prewar social 
science that the challenge of Japanese empire against the Western world was the conflict 
of particularism versus universalism.
　For Maruyama, the universal does not exist in the external area or any model-country. 
Universal is the feeling and logic in which all of persons, cultures and nations have to be 
seen as same. Universal could be realized to be particular by its own mediation. The par-
ticular has to be mediated by the universal, though Maruyama denied the existence of uni-
versal. For him it seems that all things are individual and particular. 

３．Marxism as an Object of Research of the History of Thought

　What was Marxism for Maruyama, especially in terms of his thought, democracy as per-
manent revolution, and in terms of the methodology of the history of thought in Japan ? 
As mentioned above, Marxism, as one of the forms of thought imported from abroad into 
Japan, had to be an object of research from the standpoint of the sociology of knowledge 
for Maruyama. Though he had been strongly influenced by prewar Marxism, especially 
during his younger period, he could remain a non-Marxist. 

（　　）

10 The Ritsumeikan Economic Review（Vol. 61，No. 3）

368



　Maruyama’s reference to the “interesting ambivalence” （1983, “Shu” vol. 10, p. 85） in Japa-
nese Marxism can be applied to the ambivalent relationship between him and Marxism too. 
What is the meaning of ambivalence in this case ?

⑴　The role of Marxism in prewar Japan
　In one of Maruyama’s most famous works, the negation of the Tennou-sei as ideology, he 
taught that Tennou-sei as ideology had been one of his enemies in his own life. It is impor-
tant to note that Tennou-sei ideology had a material power at the mass level. The problem 
was that it could have produced the mobilization, or rationalization, of the “irrational” pri-
mary attachment to family in the service of the state.” （Barshay 2004, p. 217） Marxists 
could not understand how Tennou-sei could “have taken hold of the Japanese people’s 
mode of behavior, way of life, and forms of thinking.”（ibid.） Although Karl Marx wrote 
that if a theory could have taken hold of the mass it has become a material power, Marx-
ism had never come to be so in Japan

7）
.

　We can understand the meaning of Marxism in the Japanese history of thought in 
Maruyama’s “Nihon no Shiso”（1961）.
　First, “Marxist philosophy and the interpretation of history held not only that … econo-
my, law and politics were ineluctably linked, but that even the fields of literature and art 
had to be seen not in isolation but as linked mutually with them. By pointing out the com-
mon foundation from which the various aspects of the “superstructure” arise, Marxism may 
fairly be deemed the first world view （Weltanschauung in German） in modern Japan 
which compelled one intellectually to explicate the transformation of social systems in a to-
tal and coherent fashion.”（Barshay 2004, p. 202）. “Marxism was a grand theory of modern 
idealism, which bore the name of materialism”, Maruyama said that its “methodology pre-
sented a startling freshness of vision as an integrating, systematic science” （1973, “Shu” vol. 
12, p. 85―86） to Japanese who were mired in a precociously overspecialized academism.
　Second, Maruyama recognized that Marxism as communism includes the universal values 
of humanism and democracy. （Cf., 1959, “Shu”vol. 8, p. 33） Marxism clarified the inseparable 
relationship between scholarship and thought. When scientists select something as valuable, 
they use their mental abilities. For Maruyama the most important notion was that true 
radicalism and its essence has the idea of humanity as human beings being the free cre-
ator of society which means that they have the ability to control themselves and their so-
ciety just as they hope. （Cf., 1959, “Shu” vol. 8, p. 157） From these words he noticed one 
aspect of Marxism, the idea of human development.

⑵　Criticism ― Faith in Theory （Riron-Shinkou）
　Maruyama argued that even though Marxism had good points, it also, on the other hand, 
or precisely for that reason, produced some points that needed to be criticized in Japan.
　One of these is the faith in theory. It means fetishism of theory and thought. The fetish-
ism of theory corresponds to the fetishism of institutions in society. Though the essence of 
modern spirit is to create the institutions of society, the institutions in Japan were ready-
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made articles from the western world. Thus their spirit tended to be neglected. As a re-
sult, sometimes theory and concept are confused with reality.
　The theory and duty of the theorist exist in dividing and putting in order the complicat-
ed and various realities from a particular value standard, for Maruyama. The ordered 
knowledge can not only wrap whole realities in itself, but also substitute for the realities. If 
someone would think that his theoretical position essentially could grasp whole realities, 
there would be no limitation of possibility for reality, and from that, on the contrary, theo-
retical irresponsibility for its own theory would appear.
　If scholars were to place absolute trust in the theory, so-called fetishism of theory, it 
would be unavoidable either there would happen a self-consolation of revolution in social 
science, that is a mere revolution in the academic world, or the interpretation of the sacred 
books （for example, Marx’s “Capital”）. （Cf., “Shu” vol. 7, p. 241）

⑶　Universal and Particular
　Thus a split between theory and reality had been developing. The autonomy, dynamism, 
multi-dimensions and multiple possibilities of thought had disappeared in Japanese Marxism. 
And that’s not all ; as a consequence, Japanese Marxism had divided into a kind of particu-
larism and universalism. 
　A Marxist thinker who identifies universal with what is external to Japan, for example 
with the western world or any model-country, tends to emphasize the particularity of Japa-
nese society. They consider Japan as a society alienated from the universal. On the con-
trary, some thinkers considered Japan as a mere representation of the universal, for exam-
ple of monopoly capitalism or something of that sort. They would stand on the perspective 
of universalism. But they can not understand the phenomenological forms of the universal 
in Japan. So the way of appearance of universal is any particularity. Universal arises amid 
historical particularity and also transcend any particularity. 
　Maruyama was a thinker broadly in the Japanese Marxian tradition, the Koza-ha （Lec-
tures Faction） line. He holds the particularist perspective of the Koza-ha. But he held a 
stubborn perspective of universalism by stressing the common formation of free and inde-
pendent persons in modern history. Then he could understand the conditions and limita-
tions of thoughts in the formation of persons in a history of Japan. As Maruyama was an 
outstanding dialectician, he could understand the mediation of the universal and particular.

⑷　Theory and Reality
　Maruyama pointed out that there was a confusion of theory and reality in Marxism. 
　Because of fetishism of theory or a faith in theory, Marxism had never understood the 
reality of politics and society and it had never overcome a faith in actual feeling. From 
that points formulism and schematism had appeared in their way of thinking. As a result 
they neglected the irrational factor in the way of thinking and doing in real politics. 
Maruyama thought that they left an irrational action because of reductionism in theory. 
The closed system and perfectionism of theory sometimes produced terrorism or inhuman 
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action in real politics. It is a practical translation of its theory to real politics. We can find 
an example in real politics of history in communist countries and Jacobin democracy as its 
origin. 
　For Maruyama, political process is an accumulation of innumerable determinations. That 
is the second reason why an irrational moment enters in political process. There is a ten-
sion between an individual determination and a knowledge of law in society. An individual 
and personal determination can not be reduced to the universal. If we reduced, a sense of 
responsibility in politics would be deducted. There is a different between rationalism and 
pragmatism in the view of science for Maruyama. 

⑸　Anti-Stalinist Way of Thinking
　An essay “A Critique of De-Stalinization” （1956） was one of famous essays of Maruyama. 
（Cf., “Shu” vol. 6, “Thought”, pp. 177―224）.
　Maruyama wrote in the essay that the consistent awareness of issue was to criticize De-
Stalinization “from the point of method of knowledge in politics”. That means he tried to 
clarify the principal problems of Marx-Leninism, especially the so-called liberalization of 
thought. It stands to reason that he considered the problem from the standpoint of his 
methodology as has been mentioned in the second section of this paper. The conclusion of 
Maruyama’s essay was that the truth and historical meaning of Marxism would be in a po-
sition suitable for it on a stage of history of thought only by shaking off the dictatorship 
and compulsion of truth. 
　This problem exists in the epistemology of politics. Furthermore it must be considered 
under the common basis shared by Marxists and non-Marxists for extracting the common 
issue and political learning of a lesson. Then we have to notice the title of his essay. The 
essay did not try to criticize so-called Stalinism or Stalinist system, but to criticize a way 
of thinking in anti-Stalinist Marxism. Maruyama wrote that the essay would not criticize 
the principles of Marxism and the system of the Soviet Union and the people’s democracy, 
but it could separate out a way of thinking which seemed to exist among communists. 
　The Stalinist and other Marxists tend to consider the system of theory and party spirit 
as closed and perfect. Then they tend to put the minds and political means limited by the 
particular conditions in their world view, and tend to rationalize all of them by the necessi-
ty of political conflicts. Their disposition not only obstructed communication with other po-
sitions in scholarship, but also confronted the difficulties of self-control of political means. 
Maruyama, therefore, required them to separate out the peculiar logic of politics from their 
world view.
　There was a way of thinking, the so-called base-reductionism in Marxism. Because of it 
Marxists rejected the effort of understanding the personalities of humanity, the way of hu-
man actions and their interaction. So they sometimes explained the reasons of concrete be-
havior of people in tremendously naïve and impractical ways. By a Marxist way of think-
ing, that is the manifestation of the essence, all things are tangible of an inborn and 
inherent one, they are explained by the logic of development of an organic body, and 
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moreover the logic of norms is a way of thinking about natural law. But, for Maruyama, 
by a dialectic way of thinking, the subject （Uchi） is changed by an external （Soto） shock, 
and the outside itself is changed by the movement and action of the inside.
　By a reductionist way of thinking on history, thoughts are explained in one dimension, 
and they develop through a single line. The things that exist multi-dimensionally and are 
mutually determined are arranged by the stages of history that are founded upon the es-
sence. So, an ideology in the following stage essentially absorbs and has passed through a 
previous one. For example, socialism as a form of thought passed through liberalism and 
democracy. 
　In short, Marxist way of thinking had tended to neglect or reject dynamism, multi-di-
mensionality, and the various possibilities of thoughts, including itself, which has been men-
tioned above in the second section of this paper.
　Maruyama wrote that if the occurrence of the Stalin era is expressed in a tragedy it 
would lead us to a moral sentimentalism on the one side and to Machiavellianism in a pop-
ular sense on the other side.

⑹　Hegel and Marx in Maruyama
　Maruyama said many times that he had studied G. W. Hegel and he was influenced by 
Hegel’s philosophy, especially the reason of history, in his youth just as he was by Marx-
ism. Maruyama explained the reason why he did not become a Marxist. First, his father 
was a journalist who was involved in factual details and did not believe in any grand theo-
ry. Second, Maruyama had studied neo-Kantian thought and empirical rationalism as well 
as Hegelian philosophy. He was unable to accept any social science founded upon a reflec-
tionist epistemology. Maruyama had believed in the power of ideas, progressiveness and 
reason in human history derived from Hegel. Then he sympathized with Marxism. But, in 
my viewpoint, one of the reasons why he never went down the road toward Marxism, is 
that he could not find the rational foundation of dialectic.
　In Hegel’s philosophy the truth of fact and the idea of practice are identified. Hegel 
thought he could grasp the whole of history in his encyclopedia （system of philosophy）, 
and the absolute idea is the creator of whole of the world in Hegel’s philosophy. Marx crit-
icized this conversion in Hegel’s system of philosophy. Marx could write his “Capital” and 
drafts for it based on his rational dialectic

8）
. Marx destroyed the fetishism of the typical sys-

tem and construction of concepts in Hegel’s philosophy.
　Maruyama criticized the thought of Hegelian Marxism in which “an analogous conflation 
（of fact and value） took place” （Barshay 2004, p. 208）. In my view, Marxist remnants were 
responsible for the conflation of fact and value, theory and reality. Though Maruyama talk-
ed about Marxism, he had never written about the original texts of Marx. After Marx’s 
death, his successors had divided into Hegelian Marxists and positivist Marxists. As 
Maruyama wrote, Marxism （Marx’s stand too） is a materialism which dialectically does lift 
（“aufheben” in German） the antagonism between rational and positive, and it is a world 
view which practically （not in meditation） identify the thought of natural law with the 
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thought of romantic. （Cf.,”Shu”vol. 8, p. 123）
　But finally from the standpoint of methodology, I have to point out that there is one 
great difference between Hegel-Marx and Maruyama. This is the difference between the 
substantialist view of concepts in Hegel-Marx and the nominalist idea in Maruyama. （Cf., 
“Shu”vol. 12, p. 46―47.） 
　Maruyama thought that modern spirit turned the substantialist view of concepts to nom-
inalist view. （Cf., “Shu”vol. 8, p. 12） Surely, in the Middle Ages substantialist view of the 
universal was connected with the proof of existence of God, and modern empiricism was 
connected to the nominalism. But in the nominalist view, the universal does not exist, just 
only the individual and separate things exist. The universal is a mere means for explaining 
of phenomena. It exists in recognizing subject （person）. It is understandable that 
Maruyama took a position of nominalism because he stood on modern intellect which 
doubts all of existence. But, as mentioned above, he understood a contradiction or ambiva-
lence between the universal and the particular of things and thoughts. If the universal 
does not exist, he could not say so. In this final point, there exists a self-contradictory 
thought in Maruyama

9）
.

　For Hegel and Marx both the individual and the universal exist, and the particular ex-
ists too as a mediator between individual and universal. The universal exists as one of par-
ticulars, especially as Marx clarified. Hegel and Marx thought the concepts are realistic. 
This is a negation of negation in the history of philosophical thought. Hegel overturned the 
philosophical standpoint again.

Conclusion

　As a political thinker and democratic theorist, Maruyama concretized methodology of the 
history of thought by asserting pluralism in method. Though he had been influenced by 
German idealism, I. Kant, G. W. Hegel and Neo-Kantian, K. Marx, M. Weber, and western 
positivism, he had a unified personality as a researcher. So it is necessary for us to under-
stand Maruyama’s several methodological resources. But he imagined democracy as a per-
manent revolution in postwar Japan. He carried through his idea, and at the same time 
from his standpoint he pointed out the limits of modern liberalism and socialism. Though 
he could hardly be called a Marxist, and criticized the lack of methodology in Marxism, he 
had always declared openly that he had been influenced by Marx and he participated in 
discussion with many Marxists. In this sense, from his ideas and methodology, we can say 
that he should be called a post-Marxist and Maruyama’s works must be considered as an 
intellectual heritage of Japan.

Footnotes :
1）　Maruyama Masao （1914―1996） is a great historian and political scientist in Japan. 
2）　I would like to introduce English quotations from Maruyama that will be helpful for this pa-
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per. The “vol.” means the number of volume in “Maruyama Masao Shu” （1996）.
⑴　“ What is seriously short of, and most needful for the intellectual world in modern Japan is 

radical intellectual aristocratism linked interiorly with radical democracy” isn’t it. （from Bar-
shay 2004, p. 226） in “Shu”, vol. 8, p. 44.

　　「現代日本の知的世界に切実に不足し，もっとも要求されるのは，ラディカル（根底的）な精神
的貴族主義がラディカルな民主主義と内面的に結びつくことではないか」（「『である』ことと『す
る』こと」1959年，『日本の思想』1961年，p. 179）

⑵　“The impact of Marxist methodology in the field of intellectual history in Japan was in a 
curious way ambivalent.”, Maruyama （1974） p. xxiii. in “Shu”, vol. 12, p. 85.
　　「思想史という領域においてマルクス主義の方法があたえた衝撃は，日本ではきわめて興味深い
両義性（ambivalence）を示した」（『日本政治思想史研究』英語版への序文，1983年）
⑶　“Anyone who has directly passed through Marxism, even if they became post-Marxian, 

could not ignore Marx. It is the same as in the field of research called history of thought.”, 
in “Shu”, vol. 10, p. 344.
　　「まともにマルクス主義をかいくぐった者は，マルクス以後派（post-marxist）ではあっても，
マルクス無視派にはなれません。それは思想史という学問領域でも同じことです。」（「思想史の方
法を模索して」1978年）

3）　There have been a vast number of studies about Maruyama in Japan. This paper is not one 
of these studies about Maruyama, and is based only upon my limited notes. It is just a note of 
learning from Maruyama for the author who has specialized in comparative study of methodol-
ogy between G. Hegel, K. Marx, C. Menger, G. Schmoller and M. Weber. See, Kakuta （2008a, b）.

4）　Sociology, for Weber, is a way of understanding human actions by their cultural mind.
5）　He wrote about “civil society”, mass society and the dilemma of “civil society”. But Maruyama 

said, “I never call those people who are alienated from monopoly （capital） citizen. There is no 
substance of citizenship.” “Gendai ni okeru Kakumei no Ronri”, with Sato Noboru, 1961, “Zadan” 
vol. 4, p. 148.

6）　In the English edition of “Thought,” the word “production relationship” （Marxist word） was 
translated to “industrial organization” （modernist word）. （“Thought”, p. 286）

7）　Tosaka Jun who was a famous philosopher in Japanese Marxism and died in prison for an 
ideological offence, said that Marxism had never spread among the masses like “Okesa-bushi”, a 
traditional folk form of music and dancing in Japan.

8）　Cf., Kakuta （2005）.
9）　I criticized a Neo-Kantian’s view of subjective concept in G. Schmoller and M. Weber in Ka-

kuta （2008b）.
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Yves Sintomer 

FROM DELIBERATIVE TO RADICAL DEMOCRACY? SORTITION 
AND POLITICS IN THE 21TH CENTURY 

 
INTRODUCTION 

John Gastil and Erik Olin Wright present Legislature by lot as a real utopia which would 
push a step further a long democratic tradition coming from Athens and revitalized by 
contemporary mini-publics at the end of the 20P

th
P century.P0F

1
P A number of convincing arguments tend 

to demonstrate that this is a promising way of democratizing the political system. However, some 
questions should be raised. What kind of democracy is at stake: deliberative democracy, as most 
of the proponents of mini-publics advocate? Radical democracy, as induced by the frequent 
reference to Athens? A mixt between both–or even something quite different? What is the specific 
value of sortition? Although defending a mixt constitution and a complex vision of democracyP1F

2
P, 

Aristotle famously wrote: “It is considered democratic that offices should be filled by lot, and 
oligarchic that they should be elective.P2F

3
P” Jacques Rancière go in the same direction when he writes: 

“The scandal of democracy, and of the drawing of lots which is its essence, is to reveal […] that 
the government of societies cannot but rest in the last resort on its own contingency”P3F

4
P. The political 

scientist Bernard Manin, in his seminal book on representative government, seems to share the 
same idea.P4F

5
P This article advocates for a much more complex narrative. The idea that sortition in 

politics has sustained a trans-historical democratic logic is more a myth than a historical fact, as 
political sortition has been used in quite different functions along historyP5F

6
P.  

I will defend four claims, two historical and two normative ones. The first historical claim, 
which will be central in this article, is that when analyzing the experiments that have taken place 
in the last decades, two waves have to be differentiated, based on partly different concrete devices, 
embodying different social dynamics and pointing towards different kinds of democracy. To a large 
extent, the rational of political sortition has changed from the first wave to the second one. The 
second historical claim is that the rational of the first wave of democratic innovations based on 
randomly selected mini-publics largely differs from the dynamic of political sortition in Athens, as 
it embodies a logic of deliberative democracy rather than a logic of self-government and radical 
democracy. Conversely, the second wave is more differentiated and more compatible with a Neo-
Athenian perspective empowered sortition processes that have emerged during the second wave 
better capture the spirit of radical Athenian democratic traditions than consultative mini-publics. 
My third claim is normative: these empowered sortition processes are promising for a real 

                                                 
1. John Gastil and Erik Olin Wright, “Legislature by Lot”, in John Gastil and Erik Olin Wright (eds.), Legislature by 
Lot. An Alternative Design for Deliberative Governance (London: Verso, 2018, forthcoming). 
2 Hubertus Buchstein, “Countering the “Democracy Thesis”–Sortition in Ancient Greek Political Theory”, 
Redescriptions, Vol. 18, No. 2 (Autumn 2015), pp. 126-157. 
3 Aristotle, The Politics. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1962, p. 168; translation modified). 
4 Jacques Rancière, Hatred of Democracy (London: Verso, 2009, p. 47). 
5 Bernard Manin, Principles of Representative Government (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
6 Yves Sintomer, From Radical to Deliberative Democracy? Random Selection in Politics from Athens to the Present 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018, forthcoming); Liliane Lopez-Rabatel, Yves Sintomer (eds.), Sortition 
and Democracy. Practices, Tools, Theories (Imprint Academic, Exeter, 2018, forthcoming). 
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democratization of democracy. My last claim is that any proposal of a legislature by lot has to rely 
on this lesson when trying to defend a normatively convincing and politically realistic perspective.  

In what follows, I will take a critical approach, which studies real democratic experiments 
(historical and present) to better understand the normative and political claims that come from 
society, rather than trying to assert pure philosophical principles. I will first describe the initial 
wave of experiments, composed by deliberative pools, citizen juries, and consensus conferences, 
that have used sortition in politics at the end of the 20P

th
P century. These experiments have been 

mostly top-down consultative mini-publics. They have complemented representative democracy 
with deliberative democracy, and the later has been differentiated from, or opposed to, radical 
democracy and social movements. These devices have been sort of what Europeans call “protected 
designations of origin (PDO)”: carefully designed, closely monitored and often patented by their 
inventors. I will briefly oppose this logic of deliberative democracy based upon randomly selected 
mini-publics to the logic of radical democracy and self-rule that characterized Athens.  

In the second part, I will present the second wave of experiments. It has been much more 
plural than the first one. From citizen assemblies to Oregon citizens’ initiative, from the Students’ 
Association of Lausanne University to the Left-wing party Morena in Mexico, from the use of 
sortition between 2011 and 2016 by Occupy-like social movements such as the Syntagma place in 
Greece, 15.M in Spain or Nuit Debout in France to the new French President Macron’s political 
movement (“En Marche”), the devices have been hybridized and inventive, offering spaces for 
creative imagination to both practitioners and theoreticians. Most of them have been directly linked 
to some real decision making and may therefore be analyzed as empowered processes. They have 
been coupled to representative government, but also to direct democracy and to grassroots 
democracy. They often have articulated deliberative democracy with radical democracy.  

In the third and conclusive part, drawing the conclusions of my analysis of the two waves 
of sortition experiments, I will develop my normative claims and explain why legislature by lot 
can be a crucial dimension a a radical democratization of democracy.  

1. THE FIRST WAVE OF MODERN POLITICAL SORTITION: DELIBERATIVE MINI-
PUBLICS 

Over the last two decades, tools that bring selection by lot back into politics, such as citizen 
juries, consensus conferences and of deliberative polls, have spread to other countries and resulted 
in many new experiences. Thousands of citizen juries have been held around the worldP6F

7
P. Between 

hundred and fifty and several hundred consensus conferences have been held, nearly half of them 
in DenmarkP7F

8
P. Dozens of deliberative polls have been conducted in the United States and in all the 

world.P8F

9
P  

Citizen juries, deliberative pools, consensus conferences 
These trends can only be understood in relation to the social upheavals of the 1960s and 

1970s and a broader push for democratic change. The ideas of participatory democracy or self-
                                                 

7 Antoine Vergne, “Le modèle Planungszelle-citizen jury,” in Marie-Hélène Bacqué, Yves Sintomer (eds.), La 
démocratie participative inachevée. Genèse, adaptations et diffusions (Paris: Yves Michel, 2010, pp. 83-100). 
8 Simon Joss, and James Durant (eds.), Public Participation in Science. The Role of Consensus Conference in Europe 
(London: Science Museum, 1995).  
9 James Fishkin and Cynthia Farrar, “Deliberative Polling. From Experiment to Community Resource,” in John Gastil, 
Peter Levine (eds.), The Deliberative Democracy Handbook (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005, pp. 68-79). 
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management began to inspire activists, finding an echo in the academic world. These themes built 
on old arguments about the elitist character of representative democracy and sounded the charge 
against the existing political system. However, random selection came to public attention only 
gradually. Its advocates were concerned with giving institutional expression to the critique of 
representative democracy but took a distance from radical left-wing tendencies that were modelled 
on the workers’ councils of 1905–1920. Sortition appealed to ordinary citizens, and its attraction 
increased as the fascination for vanguards began to wane. The title of one of the first volumes to 
defend the idea of broadly using selection by lot in politics, After the Revolution?, is thus quite 
revealing.P9F

10 
The idea of selecting a small group of citizens to deliberate within a regulated procedural 

framework also ran counter to some of the grassroots democracy ideologies of the 1970s, which 
saw the general assembly as the highest embodiment of democracy. In this sense, deliberative polls, 
citizens’ juries, and consensus conferences are all part and parcel of a “deliberative turn” in 
participatory practices, as greater attention is being paid to the quality of debates and to the 
institutional tools that allow people to have their say on a balanced and egalitarian basis.  

The idea of random selection in politics re-emerged separately in Germany, where Peter 
Dienel argued in 1969 for “planning cells” (Planungszellen), the first ones being tested out in the 
winter of 1972–3, and in the United States, where Ned Crosby created a similar structure in 1974 
that he called the “citizen jury”.P10F

11
P. In 1988, James Fishkin invented “deliberative polling” and in 

1994 experimented with it for the first time in Britain. All three of these men were political or 
social scientists, and because they had no initial support from a movement, party or institution, all 
three endeavored to found an institution that would disseminate, or indeed, commercialize the 
concept. All three moved quickly to patent it, even if Ned Crosby continued to work from a more 
activist perspective. Independently of these experiments, the Teknologiradet (Danish Board of 
Technology) decided in 1987 to open up consensus conferences to “lay” citizens, after a period 
during which they had been used in medical circles in the United States. Only in the late 1990s did 
political and academic figures begin to consider the consensus conference, the citizen jury and 
deliberative polling as largely convergent procedures, and the first moves were made to produce 
both conceptual and empirical hybrids. 

Meanwhile, whereas the earliest conceptual justifications of random selection in politics 
had been closely tied to an experimental urge, a more theoretical process of reflection began to 
gather steam. From the 1990s on, three fast-developing currents independently helped to give 
theoretical nobility to these procedures, at first indirectly and then in more direct ways. One of 
these currents has based itself on the work of John Rawls and Jürgen Habermas to theorize the 
practice of deliberative democracy in politics.P11F

12
P The work and action of James Fishkin has been 

important to link deliberative democracy (whose main authors initially did not speak about random 

                                                 
10 Robert A. Dahl, After the Revolution? Authority in a Good Society, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1970. 
11 Peter Dienel (1997) Die Planungszelle, Wiesbaden: Westdeutscher Verlag; Ned Crosby, In Search of the Competent 
Citizen (Plymouth: Center for New Democratic Processes, 2005); Denis C. Mueller, Robert D. Tollison, Thomas 
Willet, “Representative Democracy via Random Selection”, Public Choice, (1972), 12, pp. 57–68. 
12 Jürgen Habermas, Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory of Law and Democracy 
(Cambridge (MA): MIT Press, 1996) ; John Dryzek, Discursive Democracy. Politics, Policy and Political Science 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990) ; Jon Elster, (ed.), Deliberative Democracy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988). 
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selection) and sortitionP12F

13
P.P

 
PThe other trend of literature, central for consensus conferences, has 

concentrated on the vast realm of “technical democracy”, drawing theoretically on the social 
history of the sciencesP13F

14
P. On a less massive scale, a few books and articles that defend or indirectly 

legitimize the reintroduction of random selection in politics helped to further awaken interest in 
the subject, especially in English-speaking and French-speaking countriesP14F

15
P.  

Height common features 
Beyond their differences, eight features characterize these devices of the “first wave”. 

(i) They constitute mini-publics, i.e. randomly selected representative samples, or at least “fair 
cross-section of the communityP15F

16
P”. Most often, they are composed through some kind of stratified 

random selection in order to increase their representativeness. (ii) Most of these experiments are 
top-down. Those who organize them are public authorities, or in some cases foundations, in 
collaboration with social scientists. They are not linked to social movements. They can even be 
opposed to grassroots democracy. (iii) These devices have been what Europeans call “protected 
designations of origin (PDO)”: carefully designed, closely monitored and often patented by their 
inventors. They function well, and are highly interesting for a scientific analysis of the ordinary 
deliberation between lay citizens. The dark side of the “protected designations of origin (PDO)” is 
that the political imagination of actors remains limited and the diffusion hindered. (iv) Most of 
these devices have been one-shot events. The number of institutions that have organized such mini-
publics several times is quite reduced compared to those which have organized them once or twice. 
The only exception is the Teknologiradet (Danish Board of Technology) and its citizen 
conferences. But even in this case, the mini-public has not become part of the “constitution”: in 
Denmark, the experiments are nearly over now. (v) Random sortition is linked to a high quality 
deliberation. The mini-public is a place where a high quality deliberation can take place, with 
carefully balanced briefing materials, with intensive discussions in small groups and in general 
assembly, with facilitators helping an equal and inclusive discussion, and with the chance to 
question competing experts and politicians. (vi) Most of these devices are only consultative. They 
give a recommendation to public authorities, and/or provide them a counterfactual enlightened 
public opinion. They complement representative democracy. The aim is not to take decisions, but 
to improve the decision-making process with a device that enable a sophisticated deliberation of 
lay citizens. The mini-publics allow to know “what the public would think, had it a better 

                                                 
13 Julien Talpin: “Deliberative Democracy and Sortition in Politics: A Critical Assessment”, in Liliane Lopez-Rabatel, 
Yves Sintomer (eds.), Sortition and Democracy. Practices, Instruments, Theories (Exeter: Imprint Academic, 2018, 
forthcoming). 
14 Richard Sclove (1995), Democracy and Technology (New York: Guilford Press, 2015); Michel Callon, Pierre 
Lascoumes, Yannick Barthe, Acting in an Uncertain World: An Essay on Technical Democracy (Inside Technology) 
(Cambridge (Mass.): MIT Press, 2011). 
15 Benjamin Barber, Strong Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New Age (Berkeley/London: University of 
California Press, 1984); John Burnheim, Is Democracy Possible? (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1985); Ernest Callenbach, 
Michael Philips, A Citizen Legislature (Berkeley: Banyan Tree/Clear Glass. 1985); Lynn Carson, Brian Martin, 
Random Selection in Politics (Westport: Praeger Publishers, 1999); Robert A Dahl, “The Problem of Civic 
Competence” (Journal of Democracy, 3, 4, October 1992, pp.  45–59); John Gastil, By Popular Demand: Revitalizing 
Representative Democracy through Deliberative Elections. University of California Press, Berkeley, 2000; Barbara 
Goodwin, Justice by Lottery (New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 2012); Bernard Manin (ibid.); Yves Sintomer, Le 
pouvoir au peuple. Jurys citoyens, tirage au sort et démocratie participative (Paris: La Découverte, 2007); Hubertus 
Buchstein, Demokratie und Lotterie. Das Los als politisches Entscheidungsinstrument von der Antike bis zu EU 
(Campus, Frankfurt/Main, 2009); David Van Reybrouck, Against Election (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2016). 
16 “The Jury Selection and Service Act”, 28 U.S.C., secs 1861-69. 
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opportunity to consider the questions at issue”.P16F

17
P (vii) The mini-public are not embedded in 

everyday social and political relations. Citizen have no link with each other, nor are they organized 
or mobilized. They discuss in an artificial institution. (viii) These devices are concrete 
embodiments of deliberative democracy. In most books of political theory, deliberative democracy 
is differentiated or even opposed to participatory democracy.  

The contrast with Athens: representative sample vs. self-government of the people  
The supporters of citizens juries, deliberative polls and consensus conferences generally 

consider that civic participation in politics is crucial for the good health of our political system. 
Even if we bracket the obvious and important differences in the social, political, economic and 
institutional contexts of modern democracies on the one hand, and of ancient Athens on the other, 
is it enough to diagnose a partial resurgence of the ideal of Athenian radical democracy? 

The close link between sortition and democracy in Athens is well-known. Athens had a 
“mixed system” of aristocratic and democratic elements, and sortition was crucial for the second 
dimension. Each citizen could stand for selection by lot. This operated in three major types of 
institution. First, it served for the yearly constitution of the Boule, the main council of Athenian 
democracy. Second, most of the magistracies were filled by random selection.P17F

18
P Finally, all the 

judges were selected by lot. Citizenship entailed the unalienable right to participate in the assembly 
and to become a juror and selection by lot became a routine activityP 18F

19
P. The kleroterion, the 

allotment “machine” most likely mentioned by Aristophanes as early as 393 BCP19F

20
P, made the 

procedure quicker and more straightforward, while simultaneously protecting it from any attempts 
at manipulation.  

In Athens, however, the link between random sortition and deliberation was complex. On 
the one hand, the Greeks theorized a form of public debate that would involve all citizens. 
Nevertheless, the concrete dynamic of deliberation was differentiated according to the institutions. 
In the people’s assembly, an essentially contradictory debate unfolded, wherein orators attempted 
to convince the audience: a practice conceptualized by Aristotle as rhetoric.P20F

21
P Nonetheless, the 

public could actively express their feelings speaking loudly. The practices of the Boule were 
doubtless more interactive, whereas one-on-one political discussions took place in the various 
public spaces of the agora.P

 
PIn the courts, on the contrary, juries were required to form their opinion 

by listening to the various parties but without deliberating, as all discussion among jury members 
was prohibited.  

The coupling of rotation of the functions of power with selection by lot became a highly 
rational procedure which was particularly effective in warding off the professionalization of 
political activity and the monopolization of power by experts in a realm cut off from the citizenry. 

                                                 
17 James Fishkin, The Voice of the People. Public Opinion & Democracy (New Haven/London: Yale University Press, 
1997, p. 162). 
18 Mogens Herman Hansen, Athenian Democracy in the Age of Demosthenes (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991, pp. 231-
232). 
19 Aristotle, The Politics (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1962, III: 2, 1275a); Aristotle, The Athenian Constitution 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1984, pp. 110-112). 
20 Liliane Lopez-Rabatel (2018), “Sortition in Athens: Instruments and Words”, in Liliane Rabatel, Yves Sintomer 
(eds.) Sortition and Democracy. Practices, Instruments, Theories (Exeter: Imprint Academic, 2018, forthcoming). 
21 Bernard Manin, “Comment promouvoir la délibération démocratique ? Priorité du débat contradictoire sur la 
discussion,” Raisons politiques, 42, 2011, pp. 83-113. 
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Of course, the Athenian city-state excluded women and slaves from political life, and used its 
strength to subjugate allied cities. Within those and other important limitations, however, the 
Athenian way of life revolved around political activity, and citizens participated on a highly 
egalitarian basis in comparison with other systems known to history. Nearly 70 per cent of citizens 
aged over thirty were bouletai at least once during their lifetimes,P21F

22
P and a still higher proportion 

were called upon to be jurors. These institutions functioned as schools of democracy, in a society 
with a developed civic culture where face-to-face contact made mutual checking easy to achieve. 
Within the relatively narrow circle of citizens, power was largely exercised by the people. 

A crucial difference opposes Athens use of sortition and contemporary practices: the 
representative sampleP22F

23
P. In Athens, sortition and the rapid rotation of offices enabled citizens to 

govern and be governed in turn. This is why, in classical political thought, random selection has 
been associated with democracy and elections with aristocracy. Compared to present representative 
democracy, Athens embodied an example of radical democracy. The contemporary use of random 
selection is quite different. The real likelihood of being selected for a citizen jury, a deliberative 
pool or a consensus conference is very low. The idea is to use sortition to select a microcosm of 
the citizenry, a group that has the same features and the same diversity as the citizenry, but on a 
smaller scale. A group of hundreds of randomly selected citizens tends to be statistically a 
representative sample of the citizenry as a whole. A smaller group of twelve to twenty five persons 
cannot be truly representative, but this “fair cross-section of the community22TP

”
P22T incorporates some of 

the people’s diversity. Both types of panels embody a specific kind of descriptive representation. 
The notion of representative sample is familiar to twenty-first-century readers thanks to 

decades of its intensive use in statistics and opinion polls. This is why it seems “quite rational to 
see lotteries as a means to the end of descriptive representation”.P23F

24
P However, the representative 

sample is a late 19th-century invention. It was first introduced in politics with the opinion polls in 
the 1930s, it only became an instrument for selecting trial juries at the end of the 1960sP24F

25
P and the 

political mini-publics in the 1970s. There could be no relation between random selection and 
descriptive representation in Athens, as the idea that random selection statistically leads to a cross 
section of the population was not scientifically available at the time. Chance had not yet been 
scientifically “tamed”.P25F

26
P Descriptive representation was important during the age of the French 

and North-American revolutions. Mirabeau argued that the assembly should be “for the nation what 
a scaled-down map is for its physical area; whether in part or in full, the copy should always have 
the same proportions as the original.P

 
26F

27
P” But because it was impossible to rely on the notion of a 

representative sample, promoters of descriptive representation ignored sortition and put forward 
other technical solutions. Mirabeau suggested the separate representation of different social groups 

                                                 
22 Moses I. Finley, The Invention of Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991, pp. 73f.) 
23 Anja Röcke, Losverfahren und Demokratie. Historische und demokratietheoretische Perspektiven (Münster: LIT, 
2005); Yves Sintomer, Petite histoire de l'expérimentation démocratique. Tirage au sort et politique d'Athènes à nos 
jours (Paris: La Découverte, 2011). 
24 Peter Stone (2009), “The Logic of Random Selection” (Political Theory 37, p. 390). 
25 Jeffrey B. Abramson, We the Jury. The Jury System and the Ideal of Democracy (3rd edn. Cambridge 
(Mass.)/London: Harvard University Press, 2003). 
26 Ian Hacking, The Taming of Chance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
27 Mirabeau (1789) “Discours devant les états de Provence,” in Œuvres de Mirabeau (1825) VII:7, quoted in Pierre 
Rosanvallon, Le peuple introuvable. Histoire de la représentation démocratique en France (Paris: Gallimard, 1998). 
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through what we could call today corporatist methods. The Anti-Federalists proposed small 
constituencies.P27F

28
P  

Bernard ManinP28F

29
P was the first to wonder why selection by lot disappeared from the political 

scene along with the modern revolutions. He gave a two-part answer. On the one hand, the founding 
fathers of the modern republics wanted an elective aristocracy rather than a democracy, and so it 
was logical that they should reject random selection. On the other hand, the theory of consent, 
deeply rooted in modern conceptions of natural law, had gained so much ground that it seemed 
difficult to legitimize any political authority not formally approved by the State’s citizens. These 
two arguments are important, but they do not tell the whole story. In particular, they fail to explain 
why radical minorities did not demand the use of selection by lot in politics, even though they 
campaigned for descriptive representation.  

To understand these developments, one has to point to a number of other factors. We have 
to abandon the realm of “pure” political ideas and look at the way in which they take material shape 
through governance techniques and various tools and mechanisms. The lack of a statistical concept 
of representative sampling at the time of the French and American revolutions, when probability 
and statistics were already well established but not melt together, was a crucial reason why 
legislation by lot seemed doomed in modern democracies – as well as why those who upheld a 
descriptive conception of representation inevitably had to select other tools to advance their ideals. 
The sheer demographic and territorial size of modern republics seemed to forbid any serious 
consideration of political lotteries, since it could not allow all citizens to govern and be governed 
in turn.  

Conversely, the present comeback of random selection is also related to representative 
sampling. Random selection as it is practiced in politics today is inseparably bound up with that 
concept. In modern democracy, the deliberation of a fair cross-section of the people is not the same 
as the people’s self-government. It gives anybody the same chance to be selected; but because this 
chance is very small, it does not allow all citizens to hold public office in turn. It leads instead to a 
mini-public, a counterfactual opinion that is representative of what the larger public opinion could 
think. John Adams wrote that the microcosmic representation he was claiming for “should think, 
feel, reason, and act” like the people. For contemporary deliberative democrats, the statistical 
similarity between “descriptive” representatives and the people is only a starting point. The mini-
public has to deliberate, and during this process, it changes its mind. It begins to think somehow 
differently, and this is precisely the added value of deliberationP29F

30
P. 

2. THE SECOND WAVE: LIBERATING DEMOCRATIC IMAGINATION 
The inventors of the first wave of deliberative mini-publics had hoped that these techniques 

would soon or eventually come into general use, but up to now they have had no standardized 
application on a large scale. This, according to Hans-Liudger Dienel, the leading expert on citizen 
juries in Germany, is partly due to the fact of the promoters’ concern to preserve the “purity” and 
seriousness of procedures: “I wonder whether the protagonists of deliberative democracy, with 
their societal approach, with their academic and ideological culture, might be a major obstacle for 

                                                 
28 Bernard Manin, Principles of Representative Government (ibid.). 
29 Bernard Manin (ibid.). 
30 Yves Sintomer, “Random Selection, Republican Self-government, and Deliberative Democracy” (Constellations, 
17/3, 2010, pp. 472-487). 
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mass application of citizens juries and other direct deliberative instruments. Do they, do we, really 
want to leave the niche and join new coalitions to see mass application of deliberative democratic 
tools?P30F

31
P” 
Another reason was the position of those who wanted to promote participatory democracy 

in politics and in the academy. They were more interested in other mechanisms and processes, such 
as Latin American participatory budgets, which were bound up with the social mobilization of 
subaltern classes or challenges to the existing order. Although advocates of participatory 
democracy have been attentive to the deliberative quality of new participatory procedures, they 
have thought of them mainly as instruments in the service of social change; they initially ignored 
or had a rather skeptical attitude towards mechanisms based on random selection, since by their 
very nature they give little scope for citizen mobilization and are mainly introduced top downP31F

32
P.  

This situation has changed with a second wave of experiments relying on political sortition. 
This second wave has not replaced the first one: some of the experiments of the former begun very 
early, and the three “classical” devices of the later are still experimented. In addition, the second 
wave has taken advantage of the achievements and lessons of the first one: the techniques for 
organizing a good deliberation among lay citizens; the demonstration that these lay citizens can 
enter reasonable deliberation when organized in such conditions; the values of impartiality, 
epistemic diversity and democracy attached to political sortition; the increasing public legitimacy 
of this particular kind of democratic innovation, etc. Last but not least, some of the promotors of 
the first wave have also been very active in the second one. However, the second wave has much 
broaden the panorama. The numbers have increased and the types of experiments have diversified. 
Four main streams can be differentiated. 

Randomly selected mini-publics and direct democracy  
The first direction of innovation tends to couple deliberative democracy, embodied by mini-

publics selected by lot, and direct democracy. Citizen assemblies are the most well-known 
examples of this trend. The first experiment was the British Columbia citizen assembly (2004), 
followed by the Ontario experiment the year after. British Columbia became a source of inspiration 
for other regions. In November 2009, Iceland was profoundly shaken by the financial crisis. Huge 
social movements imposed new elections and a new deal between business and unions. A citizen 
assembly of 950 randomly selected individuals and a few hundred qualified persons was created. 
The assembly was tasked with identifying the most important points for constitutional reform. 
Iceland repeated the process with a new assembly, this time entirely selected by lot, before using 
universal suffrage to elect a kind of jury from among the population, composed of twenty-five 
ordinary citizens responsible for elaborating a new fundamental law based on the material produced 
by the previous assembly. This process has led to a dead-end due to the opposition of the new 
ruling parties. Another experiment, in Ireland, has been more successful. Following an initiative 
launched by a NGO movement, a citizens’ assembly of 150 individuals met in February 2009. 
Calling itself the Citizen Parliament, the group sought to make suggestions for constitutional 

                                                 
31 Hans-Liudger Dienel “Les jurys citoyens: pourquoi sont-ils encore si rarement utilisés?”, in Marie-Hélène Bacqué, 
Yves Sintomer (eds.), La démocratie participative inachevée (ibid., p. 105). 
32 Tarso Genro and Ubiratan de Souza, Orçamento Participativo. A experiência de Porto Alegre (São Paulo: Fundação 
Perseu Abramo, 1997); Archon Fung and Erick Olin Wright (eds) (2003), Deepening Democracy. Institutional 
Innovations in Empowered Participatory Governance (London/New York: Verso, 2003); Boaventura de Sousa Santos 
(ed.), Democratizing Democracy. Beyond the Liberal Democratic Canon (London/New York: Verso, 2005). 
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reform. It was met with significant response in the media. After the 2011 election, the new 
government accepted the idea supported by the majority of the different parties and organized a 
Constitutional Convention, 67 of whose 100 members were ordinary citizens randomly selected 
from the electoral register. The others were politicians, in order to avoid the negative pushback 
from political parties that had made the adoption of the proposals coming from the citizens’ 
assemblies in British Columbia or Ontario more difficult. From the work of the Convention 
emerged the proposal to legalize same-sex marriage, which was ultimately validated by a 
referendum in May 2015. One of the most ambitious attempts to combine deliberative and direct 
democracy was thus ultimately a great successP32F

33
P. The process is being repeated in 2017-2018, this 

time about abortion and with a constituent committee entirely selected by lot. Other examples have 
been organized bottom-up, the most well-known being the G 1000 in BelgiumP33F

34
P. 

In Oregon, one of the most interesting experiments with citizen juries has been conducted, 
called the Citizens’ Initiative Review. Following a grassroots movement calling for deliberative 
democracy to be reconciled with the existing forms of direct democracy,P34F

35
P and benefiting from the 

expertise of Ned Crosby, the inventor of citizen juries, members of government from both sides of 
the aisle decided to institutionalize the use of randomly selected citizen panels. The Citizens’ 
Initiative Review was officially adopted in 2011. Its principle is the following: once a collection of 
signatures meets with success but before voting takes place, a panel of citizen voters is organized 
to debate and evaluate the ballot measure in question. The panel’s decision is then shared with 
citizens, as well as the informational material usually distributed (opinions from both an initiative’s 
supporters and opponents). With this kind of procedure, deliberative democracy does not short-
circuit direct democracy but rather increases its rational component. Moreover, it should be noted 
that at the end of deliberations, the panels are forced to elaborate a majority position, rather than 
find consensus. The proposals submitted to the jury and the popular vote have ranged from a ballot 
seeking to introduce a mandatory minimum sentencing measure, officially designed to deter crime, 
to another legalizing medical marijuana dispensaries, passing through the legalization of non-tribal 
casinos and corporate tax reform. The evaluations that the procedure has received have been largely 
positive: overall, the quality of its deliberations has been touted,P35F

36
P and the impact of the juries’ 

opinions on voting has been non-negligible. 

                                                 
33 Jane Suiter, David Farrell and Clodagh Harris, “The Irish Constitutional Convention: A Case of ‘High 
Legitimacy’?”, in Min Reuchamps, Jane Suiter (eds.), Constitutional Deliberative Democracy in Europe (Colchester: 
ECPR Press, 2016, pp. 33-52). 
34 Didier Caluwaerts, Confrontation and Communication: Deliberative Democracy in Divided Belgium (Brussels: 
European Interuniversity Press, 2012); Inge Henneman et al., G 1000, le rapport final. L’innovation démocratique 
mise en pratique (Brussels, 2012); Vincent Jacquet et al., “The Macro Political Uptake of the G1000 in Belgium” in 
Min Reuchamps, Jane Suiter (eds.), Constitutional Deliberative Democracy in Europe (ibid., pp. 53-74). 
35 John Gastil, By Popular Demand: Revitalizing Representative Democracy through Deliberative Elections (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2000). 
36 Katherine R. Knobloch et al., “Did They Deliberate? Applying an Evaluative Model of Democratic Deliberation to 
the Oregon Citizens’ Initiative Review” (Journal of Applied Communication Research, 2013, 41 (2), pp. 105–125); 
Katherine R. Knobloch et al.., Evaluation report on the 2012 Citizens' Initiative Reviews for the Oregon CIR 
Commission (State College: Pennsylvania State University, 2013); Katherine R. Knobloch, John Gastil, Tyrone 
Reitman, “Connecting Micro-Deliberation to Electoral Decision-Making Institutionalizing the Oregon Citizens’ 
Initiative”, in Stephen Coleman, Anna Przybylska and Yves Sintomer (eds.), Deliberation: values, processes, 
institutions (Frankfurt/Main: Peter Lang, 2015, pp. 21-40). 
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Randomly selected mini-publics and participatory democracy 
A second trend of innovations make use of randomly selected mini-publics within larger 

participatory dynamics. Randomly selected mini-publics have been combined with participatory 
budgeting. The citizen juries of Berlin, organized between 2001 and 2003, were one of the most 
interesting examples, where Peter Dienel’s planning cells have been hybridized in an interesting 
way (Peter Dienel himself was not satisfied with this innovation). In each of the capital’s 17 
districts federally targeted for urban renewal, a sum of 500,000 euros was made freely available to 
a group of inhabitants for the support of local projects. They were composed half of people selected 
by lot from the list of residents, and half of citizens organized or active in their local area. They 
were given decision-making powers, and the local authority endeavored to follow their advice to 
the limits of its jurisdiction and the legislation then in forceP36F

37
P. The random method has also been 

used in the participatory budgets of other German and Spanish cities and in Pont-de-Claix (France) 
during the period 2001–2008P37F

38
P. Since 2005, and with moderate success, the Chinese borough of 

Zeguo has even mixed the participatory budgeting taking place in the city of Wenling (an eastern 
Chinese city with a population of over one million inhabitants) with a version of the deliberative 
pollsP38F

39
P. Later, a quota was established to allow for the over-representation of entrepreneurs, so that 

this social class, important for local economic development, could wield more influence than its 
demographic weight would otherwise allow. 

Randomly selected permanent councils within institutions and associations 
Democratic imagination has been so prolific that it is in fact impossible to describe all of 

the different forms taken by the contemporary political use of random selection. Nonetheless, some 
important examples of a third trend making use of random selection in order to establish permanent 
councils within institutions or associations should be mentioned.  

Following a cooperation with Jams Fishkin’s Stanford’s Center for Deliberative 
Democracy, Mongolia passed a law in 2017 which makes it compulsory to organize a deliberative 
poll before any constitutional amendment. On April 2017, the Mongolian parliament did just that 
when it brought together 669 randomly selected citizens from across the country to Ulaanbaatar 
for the first-ever national deliberative poll on the future of the Mongolian constitution. Although 
negatively affected by a number of procedural defectsP39F

40
P, this initiative could launch a new era of 

institutionalization at national level for one of the most well-known mini-publics. 
A more bottom-up and original initiative took place in Switzerland. The Federation of 

Student Associations of the University of Lausanne, which enjoys institutional recognition and 
plays a significant role in the university’s operations, is organized around a statutory assembly 

                                                 
37 Anja Röcke, Yves Sintomer (2005), “Les jurys de citoyens berlinois et le tirage au sort”, in Marie-Hélène Bacqué, 
Henry Rey, Yves Sintomer (eds), Gestion de proximité et démocratie participative. Paris: La Découverte, pp. 139–60. 
38 Yves Sintomer, Carsten Herzberg, Anja Röcke, Participatory Budgeting in Europe; Democracy and Public 
Governance (London: Ashgate, 2016). 
39 Baogang He, “Participatory budgeting in China. An overview”, in Yves Sintomer, Rudolf Traub-Merz and Junhua 
Zhang (eds), Participatory Budgeting in Asia and Europe. Key Challenges of Deliberative Democracy (Hong Kong: 
Palgrave, 2011); Joseph Cheng, Yu Sheh and Fan Li, “Local Government’s Consultative Budgetary Reforms in China: 
A Case Study of Wenling City” (China International Journal, 13/1, April 2015, pp. 115–118). 
40 Munkhsaikhan Odonkhuu, “Mongolia’s (flawed) experiment with deliberative polling in constitutional reform” 
(06/29/2017, http://www.constitutionnet.org/news/mongolias-flawed-experiment-deliberative-polling-constitutional-
reform). 
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composed half of representatives from student associations and half of representatives supposed to 
speak on behalf of the Federation as a whole. Until 2011, the latter were elected. Lists were drafted 
by the youth chapters of the various political parties on campus and their debates were not aligned 
with those of the student association representatives, who were more likely to discuss the everyday 
problems of students than issues of partisan politics. In 2012, it was therefore decided that 
representatives would be randomly selected. Several variations were tried out but the general 
principle remained that a lottery was organized among students who voluntarily presented 
themselves. The first evaluations to emerge show that discussions within the Federation have 
become more peaceful and more constructive, but the presence of less politically informed students 
simultaneously strengthens the influence of the bureau, composed of more politicized volunteers 
who henceforth have no true political counterweight within the Federation.P40F

41
P  

On a broader scale, in 1969 the French military welcomed the Conseil Supérieur de la 
Fonction Militaire, whose delegates are randomly selected following quotas that correspond to the 
various military corps. The council was design to create a consultative body that allowed soldiers 
to express their requests while avoiding any kind of politicization or union activity, both of which 
are legally prohibited in France within the armed forces. Since then, the designation procedure has 
been modified numerous times. In 2015, it was based on a combination of random selection from 
a group of volunteers (first step), followed by an election within this group (second step). The 
Conseil Supérieur de la Fonction Militaire is viewed as highly legitimate within the French armed 
forces and is a powerful interlocutor for the minister –– much more powerful than its police 
equivalent, elected from trade union lists. In this case, random selection has helped to forge a 
representative body, to level the playing field between representatives of different ranks and to 
encourage discussions oriented towards the general well-being of soldiers. As the representatives 
do not enjoy any sort of individual legitimacy or power by virtue of being randomly selected, they 
tend to encourage a form of collective “legitimacy of humility” based on their impartiality and the 
quality of their deliberations.P41F

42 
A number of other examples exist worldwide. In France, for example, since the middle of 

the 2010s, randomly selected citizen’s councils are compulsory in the most disadvantaged 
neighborhoods, and Paris’ youth council is also selected by lot. Both Citizen’s councils and Paris’ 
youth council are advisory, but they are included in the law or at least official rules and are not 
more one shot events depending of the good will of the majority. However, in the absence of 
grassroots social movements that would push in favor of empowered mini-publics and verify 
whether they are well-organized and whether their recommendations produce real changes in 
public policies, the impact of such institutionalized randomly-selected bodies but still be reduced. 

Random selection in party politics 
A last trend makes use of sortition in order to select new kinds of representatives, instead 

of a mini-public. A series of experiments have used random selection in order to select party 
candidates in the frame of competitive party elections. A first experiment, inspired by the procedure 
of the deliberative poll, took place in 2006 in Marousi, a medium-sized town in the suburbs of 
Athens. 131 randomly chosen local citizens voted for who should be the mayoral candidate of 

                                                 
41 Maxime Mellina, Démocratiser la démocratie? Le tirage au sort de l’assemblée des délégué.e.s de la fédération des 
associations d’étudiant.e.s de l’UNIL (Master’s thesis in political science, Lausanne University, January 2016). 
42 Dimitri Courant, Tirage au sort et concertation dans l’armée française. Le cas du Conseil Supérieur de la Fonction 
Militaire (1969–2015) (Master’s thesis in political science, EHESS, September 2015). 
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PASOK, the Greek Socialist PartyP 42F

43
P. At the beginning of the 2010’, the local Metz chapter of the 

French Greens randomly selected its candidates for local and legislative electionsP43F

44
P.  

It is ultimately in Mexico that the most ambitious form of random selection has been used 
to choose election candidates. The procedure was intensely discussed for several years in academic 
circles but also in politics. It was then proposed by the Movimiento Regeneración Nacional 
(Morena), the party of the former and future left-wing presidential candidate, Manuel López 
Obrador, and one of the opposition’s main political organizations.P44F

45
P Morena decided to select two-

thirds of its candidates for the legislative election on June 7P

th
P, 2015 by using a combination of 

election and lottery (the other third was reserved for external candidates who were not members of 
the party). In each electoral district, party supporters met in assemblies to elect 10 individuals (5 
men and 5 women), from which the candidates were in turn selected using a giant lottery system. 
This experiment has already had a significant impact throughout Latin America’s second-largest 
country, allowing outsiders who would never have been selected to become candidates and, for 
some, members of the new parliament.  

This mix of sortition and elections remembers the way in which a lot of electoral processes 
took place during the Middle-Age and Early modern period in Italian and other European 
communes, and at the beginning of the 19P

th
P century in Mexico. Conversely, there is no historical 

precedent for another innovation that introduce random selection in order to select members of 
party assemblies or central committees. In Spain, regional sections of the left-wing parties 
Izquierda Unida and Podemos also have introduced sortition within their internal procedures. In 
Andalusia, Izquierda Unida has randomly selected 15% of the delegates of its 2017 assembly. In 
Valencia and Murcia, Podemos has randomly selected 17.5% of the members of its standing 
committee, and the procedure should be extended to Baleares and Aragon. In France, 25% of the 
central committee of “République en marche!” (“Republic get started”), the new French President 
Macron’s political organization, were randomly selected among members in 2017. The radical left-
wing political movement “Les Insoumis”, also used sortition in order to select among the members 
the 1200 delegates to its 2017 national convention, while smaller parties randomly selected their 
legislatives candidates or the members of their standing committees.  

Selection by lot as a tool for radical democracy? 
What are the main differences between the first and the second wave of experiments? A 

very serious challenge of randomly selected mini-publics concerns the tension between their 
deliberation and the wider public sphereP45F

46
P. By definition, deliberative mini-publics aim to reach a 

counterfactual opinion of what public opinion could be – they are better informed and enjoy a 
reasonably satisfactory setting in which to be formulated -- that may well differ from wider popular 
opinion. Deliberation and participation may be presented as opposite models of democracy.P46F

47
P This 

must not be the case, but some trade-offs are inevitable.P47F

48
P A majority of deliberative mini-publics 

                                                 
43 Mauro Buonocore, “Un weekend deliberativo all’ombra del Partenone” (Reset, 96, July-August 2006, pp. 6-8). 
44 Yves Sintomer, From Radical to Deliberative Democracy?, ibid. 
45 José Antonio Aguilar Rivera, “Las razones de la tómbola” (Nexos, 04/01/2015). 
46 Robert E Goodin., John Dryzeck, “Deliberative impacts. The macro-political uptake of mini-publics” (Politics and 
Society, 34, 2006, pp. 219–244). 
47 David Held, Models of Democracy (3rd edn. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2006). 
48 Yves Sintomer, “Délibération et participation : affinité élective ou concepts en tension ?,” (Participations. Revue de 
sciences sociales sur la démocratie et la citoyenneté,1, 2011, pp. 239-276. 
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of the first wave did not have much impact on the wider public sphere and in the worst case 
scenario, the democratic deliberation of a small circle of randomly selected citizens could replace 
a deliberative democracy including all citizens.P48F

49
P In such circumstances, deliberative mini-publics 

could be implicated in a kind of elitism, at the antipodes of radical Athenian democracy. This 
deliberative elitism would argue that the implication of lay citizens in politics could only ever take 
place within the managed arena of mini-publics, other forms of participation being suspected of 
contributing emotional and non-reasonable elements. The first wave of experiments were also top-
down and consultative (and most often, they were only for one-shot experiments). This limited 
strongly their potential impact on social change. They have been successful in demonstrating the 
possibility of a reasonable deliberation among lay citizens – but they have not been efficacious in 
substantially changing the real life of citizens. Given that their existence has stemmed solely from 
the willingness of public authorities, it was unlikely that they could really be subversive with regard 
to power structures and massive injusticeP49F

50
P. Reasonable discussions in modest committees are not 

enough to impose positive change in a world where the structural resistance of dominant interests 
is enormous. 

Had mini-publics not entered the second wave, their legitimacy would have remained weak. 
We needed these bodies to become more than “just talk.” This happened with the second wave, 
which has opened the floor to more dynamical experiments. Because they have been characterized 
by hybridizations, the political imagination of practitioners has been liberated. Often, concrete 
experiments have not been pure examples of deliberative democracy, and deliberation has not been 
perfect, but a lot of them have been empowered. This is a major difference with the first wave. In 
addition, random selection has also been advocated within social movements such as the 15. M in 
Spain, Syntagma square in Greece and Nuit debout in France. There are now real grassroots 
movements that reclaim “real democracy now” and include in this perspective the reintroduction 
of random selection in politics and even Legislature by lot. For many of activists who advocate the 
coming back of random selection in politics, such as Etienne Chouard in France or David Van 
Reybrouck in Belgium, the legitimacy of this device has to do with some radical democratic quality 
it is supposed to have. In some cases, as in Mongolia, the sortition device has been institutionalized 
and rulers now have to organize randomly selected muni-publics. This could lead to major 
breakthroughs: In 2006, Ségolène Royal – who was to become French Socialist Party candidate for 
the 2007 presidential elections – envisaged “popular scrutiny” of political leaders and a 
requirement that these should “regularly give an account of themselves to citizen juries selected by 
lot”.P50F

51
P She lost the elections but had planned to revise the constitution and introduce sortition in 

case of success. Important is also the fact that sortition is no more a mere supplement to 
representative democracy. A number of experiments have coupled deliberative with direct or 
participatory democracy. It is also striking that random selection has been introduced within party 
politics in order to make it less elitist, but has at the same time been proposed as a new path to 
democratization in authoritarian contexts: the well-known Chinese intellectual Wang Shaoguang, 
one of the most prominent figure of the “New Left”, has advocated Legislature by lot instead 

                                                 
49 Simone Chambers, “Rhetoric and the Public Sphere: Has Deliberative Democracy Abandoned Mass Democracy?” 
(Political Theory, 37, 3, June 2009, pp. 323–350). 
50 Archon Fung, “Deliberation before Revolution. Toward an Ethics of Deliberative Democracy in an Unjust World” 
(Political Theory, 33, 2005, pp. 397-419). 
51 Yves Sintomer, Le pouvoir au peuple (ibid.). 
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through Western-like elections in order to make China more democratic and its political system 
more representativeP51F

52
P.  

According to many of the supporters of these deliberative instruments, the return of sortition 
in politics, after centuries of eclipse, implies that some of the ideals of ancient democracies are 
coming back. James Fishkin, who invented the deliberative poll, describes it as a “neo-Athenian 
solution” and even argues that “the key infirmities in modern democracy can find a constructive 
response in modern refinements and improvements in the two essential components of the ancient 
Athenian solution—random sampling and deliberation”.P52F

53
P We have argued that random sampling 

was a modern invention, unknown at the time of Pericles, and that the first wave of mini-publics 
could seem at odd with radical democracy. However, relying of the second wave, and especially 
and those cases of empowered experiments, it seems now possible to reclaim the radical democratic 
imaginary that was coupled with sortition in the Athenian democracy. Table one summarizes the 
main features of political sortition in Athens and in the two waves of contemporary experiments. 

 

  

                                                 
52 Shaoguang Wang, Democracy, Republic and Sortition: From Athens to Venice (in Chinese; Beijing: CITIC Press, 
2018). 
53 Fishkin, James, “Reviving Deliberative Democracy: Reflections on Recent Experiments” (in Stephen Coleman, 
Anna Przybylska and Yves Sintomer (eds.), Deliberation: Values, Processes, Institutions, ibid., pp. 99-108). 
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Source: compilation by author 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Comparing political sortition in Athens and in the two waves of contemporary experiments 
 

 Athens First wave of 
experiments 

Second wave of experiments 

Main logic of the device 
Everyone takes turns 
to govern and be 
governed 

Counterfactual 
deliberative public 
opinion 

Various: counterfactual 
deliberative public opinion, 
selection of political 
representatives, of juries with 
decision-making power, etc. 

Model of democracy Radical democracy 
Deliberative democracy 
complementary to 
representative democracy 

Deliberative democracy 
combined with representative, 
direct, participatory democracy 

Institutions Council, tribunal, 
magistrates Mini-publics Mini-publics, representatives 

Where the initiative 
comes from Not applicable Top-down Top-down and bottom-up 

Relation to first 
inventors Not applicable Patented by the inventors Hybridized by the practitioners 

Institutionalization Full 
institutionalization 

Quite limited or no 
institutionalization, the 
use of sortition depends 
from the arbitrary of the 
public authority 

Various. 

Complete institutionalization and 
compulsory use of sortition 
possible 

Repetition in time Permanent 
institutions One-shot Various. Repetition possible 

Link to decision-
making process binding Consultative Various: consultative, binding, in 

between 

Link to deliberation Variable Consubstantial 
Consubstantial in mini-publics, 
no link for the selection of 
representatives 

Link to the notion of 
representative sample Inexistent Consubstantial Consubstantial 

Link to the ordinary 
social/political life Consubstantial Disembedded Various 
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3. FROM MINI-PUBLICS TO THE LEGISLATURE BY LOT 
In Switzerland, starting in 2015, a group of activists called “Génération nomination” has 

been preparing a citizen initiative that would propose to replace the lower chamber by a sortition 
chamber. Although it will probably not succeed, it shows that Legislature by lot is not only a 
proposal from theoreticians. This was also manifest in France with Nuit Debout, when Legislature 
by lot was considered as a natural and self-evident dimension of democracy. The invention of the 
Welfare state in the 19P

th
P and 20P

th
P century was the outcome of quite different actors: the 

revolutionary labor movement and statesmen such as the German chancellor Bismarck, churches 
who wanted more solidarity and businessmen who wanted to sell their products to their workers... 
The return of random selection in politics could follow a similar path. As grassroots NGOs and 
social movements make their voice heard, the perspective of transforming the political system and 
society becomes more credible, as organized citizens embedded in their social world are necessary 
to impose a real democratic changes. They could encounter theoreticians interested in democratic 
theory, entrepreneurs or scientists disgusted with corruption and short-term political games, and 
politicians in search of a new profile. The Ancients thought mixed government as coupling the 
virtues of democracy, aristocracy and monarchy. A sortition chamber could become part of a new 
kind of mixed government that would couple deliberative democracy with direct, participatory and 
representative democracy. When linked to social, economic and ecological changes, this new mix 
could be understood as part of a radical democratic turn.  

However, as contemporary schemes based on random selection rely on representative 
samples and not upon the self-rule of citizens, legislature by lot should have specific features that 
differ from Athenian democracy. Gordon Gibson, the creator of British Columbia’s Citizen 
Assembly and former councilor of the Prime Minister, justified the experiment in the following 
manner: “We are... adding new elements to both representative and direct democracy. These new 
elements differ in detail but all share one thing in common. They add to the mix a new set of 
representatives, different from those we elect... The idea of deliberative democracy is essentially 
to import the public interest, as represented by random panels, as a muscular third force. The 
traditional representatives we elect are chosen by majority consensus, for an extended period, as 
professionals, with unlimited jurisdiction to act in our name. The new kinds we are talking about 
are chosen at random, for a short period, as lay citizens for specified and limited purposes.”P53F

54
P 

When widely used: for a sortition chamber, in party politics and in social movements, sortition 
could be even more significant by coupling strong participatory elements to the deliberative ones. 
It should contribute to the pluralization of the forms of democratic legitimacy.P54F

55
P Focusing on a 

sortition chamber, and drawing the lessons of the two waves of experiments, I will conclude by 
highlighting some of its key features. 

Randomly selected bodies should be institutionalized: their organization cannot be let to 
the arbitrary of rulers. These bodies should be empowered and have a real decision-making power: 
a counterfactual and merely consultative enlightened public opinion alone will not be able to really 
change the life of citizens. There will not be one perfect model which could apply everywhere: 
democratic innovations are always hybridized and highly influenced by the context and path-
dependencies. To give an example: in a federal system, a sortition chamber should probably be a 

                                                 
54 Gordon Gibson, “Deliberative Democracy and the B.C. Citizens’ Assembly”, speech delivered on 23 February 2007. 
55 Pierre Rosanvallon, La contre-démocratie (ibid.). 
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third chamber. This is why the following lines wish to indicate more a direction rather than a rigid 
standard.  

Legislature by lot empowers a random selection of the people and not the all citizenry; its 
concrete institutional design should take this crucial feature into account. First of all, experience 
shows that randomly selected mini-publics work much well when they have to focus on a specific 
issue rather than on general topics. This is why a sortition chamber should take the form proposed 
by David Owen and Graham Smith: As the Athenian popular courts, the sortition chamber should 
be a popular body of 6,000 citizens, and pools of members will be frequently randomly selected 
for participation in mini-publics working on concrete issues. The 6,000 body would itself be rotated 
on a regular basis of one to a few yearsP55F

56
P.  

What would be the topics at stake? History shows that selection by lot have had a clear 
advantage over other forms of selection, including elections, when the imperative of impartiality 
is high (either because a conflict of interest is probable, such as in the case of an elected chamber 
reforming the electoral law, or because of massive tradeoffs and complex modeling of dynamic 
systems, such as those involved in long-term environmental policies). In modern democracies, 
elected officials, experts and organized interests have a strong tendency to defend particular 
interests. Conversely, legislature by lot will tend to recruit non-partisan people without career 
interests to defend, encouraged by the deliberative procedural rules to reach a judgment tending 
towards the public interest. In addition, when both representative and direct democratic have 
difficulties to represent the values at stake, legislature by lot is a good alternative. This is the case 
when it comes to dealing with the preservation of the ecosphere and living conditions for future 
generations. This is why a sortition chamber should have three main tasks: defining the rules of the 
political game, proposing solutions to highly controversial issues, such as the lesbian and gay 
marriage or abortion in Ireland, and legislating upon the long term.P56F

57
P In order to increase the 

legitimacy of its most important decisions, it is probable that they should be validated by 
referendums at large: the coupling of a sortition chamber and direct democracy that has been 
experimented several times seems promising. 

What would be the legitimacy of the sortition chamber? In addition to its impartiality, its 
democratic nature will be crucial. As Lynn Carson and Brian Martin put it, “The assumption behind 
random selection in politics is that just about anyone who wishes to be involved in decision-making 
is capable of making a useful contribution, and that the fairest way to ensure that everyone has such 
an opportunity is to give them an equal chance to be involved.P57F

58
P” In addition, the deliberative 

quality of randomly selected mini-publics focusing on a specific issue is high, and usually much 
better than the one of elected chambers. Deliberation by lay citizens conducted in good conditions 
leads to reasonable results. A representative sample or a fair cross section of the people has 
epistemological advantages over representative government and committees of wise men: good 
deliberation must include diverse points of view, so that the range of arguments considered will be 
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broader and discussion will be more inclusive.P58F

59
P Randomly-selected mini-publics have the 

advantage of being socially – and therefore epistemologically – richer than committees of experts 
or of political leaders, but also than publics where participants come purely from volunteers or 
from already organized civil society. This input is important in a world of increasing complexity. 
Last but not least, a specific kind of accountability will be developed in the sortition chamber. It is 
often claim that the advantage of election compared to sortition is that elected politicians are 
accountable to their constituency, when randomly selected citizens are not. In fact, this is far from 
evident, and not only because the real accountability of politicians is questionable. Sociological 
observation of contemporary mini-publics clearly shows that citizens who have been randomly 
selected feel to be strongly accountable. Firstly, to the public authority that initiates the process. 
Secondly, to each other: a distinctive feature of the mini-publics is that those who are perceived as 
speaking for a particular interests rather than for the common good are quickly marginalized; either 
they rectify their behavior, which happens in most cases, or their voice does not count anymore. 
Thirdly, citizens who take part in a mini-public feel accountable to the wider public that they 
represent. When dealing with the future of the ecosphere, a sortition chamber could bring a clear 
benefit compared to an elected one: when the later feels accountable to its electors (and in some 
cases to the donors who finance the elections), the former would more easily be accountable to 
future generations, a group that does not exist yet.  

It would be naive to think that politics will just continue as usual, with minor changes 
compared to the previous century. Given the size of the recent financial crisis, the increasingly dire 
impasse produced by the current production model, and the massive disrepute into which 
institutional politics has fallen, preserving status quo is neither realistic nor adequate. Recent 
experiments show that legislature by lot could be part of a radical democratic renewal, and a key 
element to make such a change sustainable in the long run. 
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FIVE
Democracy both Radical and Liberal
Political Agency in Dewey and in Laclau and Mouffe

Colin Koopman

In a condensed moment quite typical of the overstated bombast appro-
priate to a philosopher who was in his heart very much a metaphysician,
Alfred North Whitehead once wrote that, “The creation of the world . . . is
the victory of persuasion over force” (1933, 90). The metaphysics of
Whitehead was a metaphysics of process, one variant of what I have
called elsewhere a philosophy of transitions.1 If we can pay attention to
Whitehead’s transitionalism long enough to ignore his metaphysical
bombast, then we can perhaps bring into focus his emphasis on creation
as a process. Focused in that way, what we have in this little sentence is a
conception of the distinction between persuasion and force as processes,
perhaps as kinds of doing or making. This raises immediately the ques-
tion of what kinds of entities do the deeds of persuading or compelling.
Seen in terms of actions of creation of political worlds, persuading and
compelling are what we do to one another, or rather two distinct ways of
politically interacting with one another. But who is the “we” here and how
do “we” so act on, that is with or against, one another? Whitehead’s
process-centered distinction between persuasion and force invites us to
think about the locus of action in politics—that is, the sites and agencies
through and in which processes of persuasion and compulsion are alter-
nately played out. An exploration of this issue of the locus of politics
raises crucial questions central for contemporary debates in democratic
theory concerning the relative utility, and possible compatibility, of dem-
ocratic radicalism and democratic liberalism.
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A historical point of view would suggest, at least as a starting point,
that there are a range of conceptual instrumentalities developed in the
context of liberal democratic institutions and practices that have proven
useful for the development and deployment of the distinction between
persuasion and force. We might even say that this distinction, in concert
with a range of other liberalism distinctions such as that between individ-
uality and sociality, is central to all actually existing liberal societies, and
as such constitutes a “basic insight” of the liberal tradition. In calling this
insight “basic,” I do not mean to suggest that it is sufficient for either
liberal protections or for democratic energies, nor do I mean to imply that
the distinction is often easy to make when confronted with difficult bor-
der cases. My claim is just that being able to hold some line, however
tenuous and imperfect, between a politics that proceeds by deliberation
and collaboration on the one hand and a politics that proceeds by com-
pulsion on the other, is a necessary condition for democracy itself. It is
the strength of liberalism to recognize and affirm this.

While some form of distinction between persuasion and force is oper-
atively basic for every actually existing liberal democratic society, many
contemporary theorists have sought to push democracy as a normative
ideal well beyond the confines that liberal democratic theory would al-
low. One branch of development in that direction is a loosely related
family of political theories which for the past few decades has proceeded
under the banner of radical democracy. The “basic insight” of radical
democratic theory, especially as a critical normative program, is that
many of the core ideals of democracy have yet to be realized in any
actually existing liberal democratic societies. Hence we need a radical
critique of extant social forms in the name of a fuller and wider democrat-
ic achievement. Among these theories, a number of prominent offerings
have sought to push democratic theory beyond the borders of liberalism
by drawing on counter-liberal elements in other traditions of political
theory. These counter-liberal elements often serve to functionally rub out
the meaningfulness of a normative distinction between individuality and
sociality, and thus by association the distinction between persuasion and
force, as well as a range of other distinctions that are quilted through one
another. The hope is that abandoning the family of quintessential liberal
distinctions provides a radical reorientation for realizing political justice
anew.

Few theorists agree with every aspect of the liberal and radical pro-
grams just glossed. But many theorists are impressed at the least by what
I have attributed to both as their “basic” insights. This sets a challenge for
contemporary democratic theory. If the above-featured basic insights of
both liberal democratic theory and radical democratic theory are to be
preserved, then contemporary democratic theorists need to develop ver-
sions of radical democracy that are consistent with some version of liber-
al democracy, and vice versa. One way to conceive of this challenge is to
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ask the following line of questions. Can we keep radical democratic theo-
ries liberal? Can radical democratic practices be developed in directions
consonant with the best insights of liberal democratic practices? Can we
have a democratic theory that is both radical and liberal?

To bring these questions into more precise focus, I shall here consider
the compatibility of liberal democracy and radical democracy in terms of
the more narrow issue of the conception of the political subject. Looking
through the optic of the subject enables me to refocus the previous ques-
tions as follows. Is the liberal democratic subject of politics compatible
with demands on social practice set in motion by radical democratic theo-
ry? Can the liberal democratic emphasis on an irreducible individuality
be squared with the irreducible social plurality central to radical democ-
racy? Can we have both the irreducible social antagonism of radical dem-
ocratic theory and the initiative of individuality cherished by liberal dem-
ocratic theory? I should hope so, but this is so is not easy to show. Indeed
a fully affirmative response will be well beyond my scope here such that I
shall confine myself to advancing the mere beginnings of an outline of a
radical liberal democratic conception of the subject. To develop this idea, I
shall proceed in two steps, taking up in turn the radical democratic theo-
ry of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, and then the liberal democratic
theory of John Dewey.

I choose Laclau and Mouffe on the one hand and Dewey on the other
as my test cases because of the way in which these particular statements
of radical democratic and liberal democratic theory resonate, both philo-
sophically and politically. Philosophically, these perspectives share a
whole constellation of anti-foundationalist or post-foundationalist com-
mitments. Politically, they share an abiding and unrelenting commitment
to pluralism as the terrain of politics. I see the latter in particular as a
crucial space of agreement that separates both theoretical paradigms
from those contemporary political theories that fail to fully confront the
depth of conflict that pervades modern politics. Despite these crucial
agreements, I shall be arguing, the full range of philosophical and politi-
cal frames common to pragmatist democratic theory and neo-Marxist
hegemony theory do not yet constitute answers to all of our most impor-
tant political questions. The version of hegemony theory articulated by
Laclau and Mouffe contrasts with pragmatist conceptions of radical de-
mocracy with respect to crucial questions over agency and purposive-
ness. Whereas pragmatist statements of political radicalism often involve
a liberalism that seeks to affirm individuality, Laclau and Mouffe’s radi-
calism would seek to evacuate individuality from the work of politics.
The effect in the latter case, I shall argue, is a reduction of political action
to a kind of passive retreat before the negativity of an unanticipatable
horizon. By offering a criticism of this particular aspect of this particular
brand of radical democracy, my hope is to motivate a return to more
pragmatic articulations of radical democratic politics that seek to make
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explicit room for political action and interaction at sites where both so-
ciality and individuality matter most. This could lead, I hope, to more
liberal inflections of ideas of democracy’s radicality. It is in this spirit that
I offer my second, and more positive, step, involving a pragmatist con-
ception of a democracy that is both radical and liberal. Here I focus on the
contributions of Dewey, though in the background of my discussion shall
also be the work of William James. I shall be using Dewey to help show
that the radical quality of democratic ideals should not be separated from
a certain liberal ideal of individuality, which of course should not be
confused with a misguided substantive theory of human nature that is
often referred to (somewhat misleadingly I think) as liberal individual-
ism. Dewey, in other words, helps us see the ineliminable role of individ-
uality in a theory of radical democracy that is fully serious about the
ineradicable social antagonism that is constitute of a deeply pluralistic
politics.

I do not here aim to mount a complete argument against one brand of
democratic theory and in favor of another. The theoretical impasses in-
volved are too deep to be resolvable in any straightforward sense. And
indeed part of my point is that a straightforward resolution is likely
undesirable. My aim in what follows is only to illuminate some impor-
tant resonances and dissonances between two contemporary approaches
to democracy, so that liberal pragmatist theorists and neo-Marxist radical
theorists may better understand the other view, and thereby better grip
what is at stake in liberalism, in radicalism, and in democracy itself.

THE SHADOW OF THE SOCIAL IN LACLAU AND MOUFFE’S
RADICAL DEMOCRACY

The starting point for Laclau and Mouffe’s reflections on the political is
an uncompromising respect for the irreducible antagonism of social plu-
rality. Their view is that conflict is an irreducible feature of each and
every social formation. This represents an important point of contact be-
tween their theory of political hegemony and pragmatist theories of polit-
ical pluralism. Indeed the work of Laclau and Mouffe is instructive in the
context of my present comparison for the reason that it exhibits numer-
ous affinities with pragmatist approaches to political philosophy. Laclau
himself has remarked on this resonance.2 At a minimum, a number of
resonances with pragmatism are audible in many of the centermost
themes of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: anti-foundationalism, anti-apri-
orism, radical contingency, and the just-mentioned conception of politics
as constituted on the basis of pluralistic dissensus.3

These points of contact notwithstanding, I shall be arguing that there
is a grating dissonance between pragmatist theory and hegemony theory
with respect to the competing accounts of the political subject offered by
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these two theoretical contexts. Insofar as their conception of the subject in
Laclau and Mouffe’s has in recent years been increasingly informed by
psychoanalytic notions, my primary negative contention in this section
concerns the role of psychoanalysis with respect to theorizing the subject
of a pluralist polity divided against itself. Whereas Laclau and Mouffe
think that something like the psychoanalytic theory of the subject is en-
tailed by their affirmation of political pluralism, it is pragmatism’s gam-
bit to deny this contention. In order to make this argument, it first needs
to be clarified why Laclau and Mouffe would decenter the political sub-
ject as they do. I proceed as follows. I begin with a discussion of their
conception of social dislocation. This background notion will then be
used to illuminate their well-known idea of political hegemony. I shall
then move to a discussion of their conception of the vanished subject of
political hegemonization.

For Laclau and Mouffe, the acknowledgment of pluralism is evinced
in terms of an idea of the social as a register that can never be fully
coherent with itself. That is to say, the social is a failed totality or a failed
attempt to achieve unity. This failed totality is not just accidental, howev-
er. It is crucially constitutive of the social as such. Society, for constitutive
reasons, can never be fully fixed by any utopian, or any totalitarian, politi-
cal order. Society is, therefore, necessarily a terrain of partial fixity, un-
fixity, and failure at fixedness.4

Laclau and Mouffe’s arguments for the dislocatedness of the social
can be reconstructed as proceeding according to the following three
steps. First, society is marked by a constitutive exclusion. Second, society
is therefore always confronted with that which it must exclude. Third,
society therefore can never be fully fixed nor fully unfixed. (For the prag-
matist transitionalist, the obvious corollary of all this is that the social is a
constant moving target for those political acts seeking to either fix or
unfix extant social formations.) Allow me to consider each step in turn.

The first step concerns the exclusions constitutive of the political. The
relations constitutive of every social identity can only be constitutive if
the entire relational (or social) space is closed—that is, if it has limits
which are in principle identifiable. If this were not the case, we would
define ourselves in terms of relations that are not a part of the social
space, but this is impossible since those relations would become part of
the social space as soon as they were symbolized. The general claim here
is the non-controversial one that any system of relations presumes the
limits of this system. A system can have limits only if it excludes what is
on the outside of those limits.5 This implies a certain relation to that
outside, namely a relation of necessary exclusion. But this raises a ques-
tion: is that which is constitutively excluded an element within the social
space or not? If it is not, then there can be no proper relation to the social
system. If it is, then the relation is no longer exclusionary. The social
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space is therefore always related to a constitutive outside which fixes the
limits of society at the same time that it constantly unfixes them.

The second step involves recognizing society’s dislocatedness as the
very possibility of the formation of any social system. The social space is
fundamentally situated in relation to a negative or empty space outside
of itself.6 Thus every social location is at the same time dislocated. The
exclusion that makes the social space intelligible also constantly under-
mines the identity of that space itself. Thus, the conditions of the possibil-
ity of society as constituted by a fullness are the conditions of the neces-
sity of society as constituted by an emptiness. This is the idea, to put it in
terms with an undeniably Derridean resonance, that the conditions of the
possibility of society are also simultaneously the conditions of its impos-
sibility.7 Or, to put the point in terms that are perhaps more Lacanian,
and to which I shall return below, there is a structural condition of nega-
tivity that is integral to any and every social positivity and which cannot
but be experienced as a violent exclusion capable of radically tearing the
entire fabric of social positivity by quietly unraveling its very core.8

This brings us to the crucial third step. Since the social is marked by a
constitutive exclusion, society can neither be fully fixed nor fully unfixed.
This is a formal point. Consider if the social were fully fixed—were this
so then the excluded elements constitutive of its limits of fixity would be
nothing more than positive relations included within the larger social
system that contains the fixed social system and its fixed elements of
exclusion, and thus there could be no exclusion, and thus no limits or
boundary to the social, and thus no coherence to the concept itself. We
could run the same argument for a fully unfixed society. The inference is
that society is always partially fixed as a system of difference. In Hegemo-
ny and Socialist Strategy this point is stated in terms of the book’s crucial
thesis that “the social itself has no essence” (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 96).
This is to say that the idea of society itself has no positive meaning but
can only be a general field of difference. It follows that every social cate-
gory is defined purely in terms of its social relations.9 But we should not
move too quickly here or we may begin to redescribe society as a differ-
ent form of positivity: as a synchronic totality in which a given system of
differences is logically reconciled vis-à-vis a transcendental unity that is
incarnate in the empirical set of differences (this is the defect of the social-
ized political economy of classical Marxism). Thus, every social category
is defined purely relationally within a system of differences, but this
system itself cannot be a logical totality in which each of these terms is
reconciled with some term that stands above this system. The result is the
rather brilliant insight that society is always being constructed by, but
also, and this is the crucial point, as, the process of the negotiation of that
which it constitutively excludes.

This crucial thesis concerning the impossibility of society, or failed
social unicity, leads Laclau and Mouffe to draw the following conclusion
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regarding political processes in which the social is constructed: “If the
social does not manage to fix itself in the intelligible and instituted forms
of a society, the social only exists, however, as an attempt to construct that
impossible object” (1985, 112).10 Politics is the name of the never-ending
attempts to (re)construct the mobile forms of sociality by way of new
articulations of the essential center to which every social category refers.
Political action always attempts to arrest the drift of society by universal-
izing a particular political value throughout society, and it does this by
articulating particular values as nodal points to which the remainder of
society is related. This, exactly, is the process of hegemonization.11 It is to
be understood, crucially, as a process. That it is a process endears it to the
pragmatist transitionalist.

Another Lacano-Marxist, albeit of a decidedly different stripe, help-
fully explains the decisive contribution of Laclau and Mouffe. Slavoj
Žižek writes:

What creates and sustains the identity of a given ideological field be-
yond all possible variations of its positive content? Hegemony and Social-
ist Strategy delineates what is probably the definitive answer to this
crucial question of the theory of ideology: the multitude of “floating
signifiers,” of proto-ideological elements, is structured into a unified
field through the intervention of a certain “nodal point” (the Lacanian
point de capiton) which “quilts” them, stops their sliding and fixes their
meaning. (1989, 87)

The antagonism characteristic of hegemonic politics is possible just to the
extent that the social terrain in which it occurs is dislocated—that is, just
to the extent that the nodal point fails to quilt the entirety of the social
terrain (thus, a society can be more or less dislocated just like antagonism
can be more or less prevalent). While antagonism is a political challenge
to particular social representations, dislocation is the ontological social
condition within which such a challenge is intelligible.12 To the extent
that society is dislocated, it is always being politically reconstituted by
being relocated around new axes, nodes, or quilting points. This, exactly,
is the transitional process that Laclau and Mouffe bring into focus with
their notion of hegemony, or what I think is better thought of in transi-
tional terms as a process of hegemonization.

Žižek’s apt characterization of the core contribution of Hegemony and
Socialist Strategy in psychoanalytic terms provides a warrant for bringing
into clearer view the conception of the subject on which Laclau and
Mouffe’s claims for social dislocation and political hegemonization
would appear to rely. The key insight shared by Laclau and Mouffe’s
hegemony theory and the Lacanian psychoanalysis upon which they
have both increasingly come to rely concerns the role of negativity in the
relation between the inside and the outside.13 In Laclau and Mouffe’s
work, this relation figures as that between a constituted social positivity
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and that which it constitutively excludes. In the Lacanian psychoanalytic
theory of the subject, this figures as the relation between the registers of
the symbolic and the Real. Both views hold that the socio-symbolic can
never fully constitute itself as a unity. The socio-symbolic always exceeds
itself because it is always constituted on the basis of a certain remainder
that is a necessary effect of the production of any and every socio-sym-
bolic unity. This remainder or excess of the symbolic is what Lacan refers
to as “the Real”: the Real is the very limit of the symbolic (not “is at the
limit” but “is the limit”). The Real is therefore, as Žižek wryly observes,
the Lacanian correlate to hegemony theory’s conception of that which is
constitutively excluded by society. The Real is just like the excluded Oth-
er in that it does not precede the socio-symbolic itself as its origin or
condition of possibility, but is the oppositional remainder necessarily ef-
fected by the ongoing production of any socio-symbolic system.

According to Lacanian psychoanalysis, every constituted subject must
negotiate, in a fully oppositional sense, the Real excess of its symbolic
constitution. Such negotiation, however, cannot be mediated symbolical-
ly. For that would amount to including the Real within the symbolic. And
this is precisely the function that the Real refuses. The Real is the negative
or empty of the symbolic. Its negotiation on the basis of symbolic acts
would involve the symbolic comprehension of the Real and so its dissipa-
tion qua Real. Constituted on the basis of a symbolic order that implies
the presence of the Real, the subject is in a position of freedom, but only
insofar as the subject must make a free decision in the face of the unde-
cidability of the Real. In Lacan’s terminology, the subject thus emerges as
the “subject of enunciation,” in contrast to the everyday socially mediat-
ed “subject of the statement.”14 The free subject of enunciation can
emerge only as a lack that rips through the subject of the statement—the
subject is constituted by the tearing of the Real in the extant positivity of
the symbolic order. As I understand it, the central meaning of the Laca-
nian formulations of the subject as a lack is that the free subject always
and only exists as an emptiness, or negativity, at the heart of the normal
conscious subject. In a way that obviously resembles Freud’s idea of un-
conscious activity, this lack and this negativity occasionally emerges
when the normal symbolic order is unexpectedly, and often traumatical-
ly, interrupted.15

For Laclau and Mouffe, the Lacanian conception of the socio-symbolic
is formally analogous to their own conception of social dislocation. La-
clau, in his later work, deftly appropriates the Lacanian subject along
exactly these lines: “Subject equals the pure form of the structure’s dislo-
cation” (1990b, 60). This is, to be sure, and this is indeed my point, a
negative definition of the subject. The subject’s subjectivity consists in its
negativity, in its being constituted by social dislocation, which psychoan-
alytically figures as the possibility of the irruption of the Real into the
socio-symbolic order of subjectivity itself. Here we come into contact
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with a conception of a subject that cannot act and a conception of an
individuality that has no agency. The site that was the subject or the
individual is now made to appear only wherever the Real unexpectedly
and traumatically interrupts. Thus Laclau can assert the following:

The question of who or what transforms social relations is not pertinent.
It’s not a question of “someone” or “something” producing an effect of
transformation or articulation, as if its identity was somehow previous
to this effect. . . . One cannot ask who the agent of hegemony is, but how
someone becomes the subject through hegemonic articulation instead.
(1990b, 210)

Lacanian psychoanalysis exposes the essentially fragmented nature of
each and every social and cultural formation, but it does so only at the
expense of also fracturing, and thereby disabling, the very possibility of
subjective agency.16 What all of this results in is the idea that there is a
lack of a place for individual agency in the hegemonic theory of political
antagonism amidst social dislocation. This, of course, is no cause for great
concern from the perspective of Laclau and Mouffe, insofar as the pri-
mary focus of their work concerns what we might call the ontological
conditions of political transformation. But a concern with political ontolo-
gy can easily overshadow other important concerns, for example, the role
of individualizing agency in political transformation. And these other
concerns are indeed all too often neglected by Laclau and Mouffe.

If my reading above is correct, then radical democratic hegemony
theory clearly does not square well with liberal theories of democracy
that seek to create sites for instrumentalities of individual agency amidst
political transition. Thinking back to the two basic insights with which I
began, we face at this juncture a decisive choice. We can either divest
ourselves of liberalism (as too many radical theorists explicitly seek to
do) or distract ourselves from radical political critique (as too many liber-
al theorists blithely do). But I wonder if there may yet be a third option.
Perhaps at this point we come face to face with a crucial question that
spurs us to develop a radical and liberal democratic politics. Can we affirm,
without compromise, the full depth of political and social pluralism (in
such forms as antagonism and dislocation) without thereby sacrificing
the possibility of individual agency amidst political and social conflict?

THE LIGHT OF INDIVIDUALITY IN DEWEY’S VISION
OF RADICAL DEMOCRACY

In shifting focus now from the neo-Marxist radical democratic theory of
Laclau and Mouffe to Dewey’s pragmatist and liberal brand of democrat-
ic theory, I locate a precedent for my comparison in Cornel West’s sug-
gestion that “[t]he emancipatory social experimentalism that sits at the
center of prophetic pragmatic politics closely resembles the radical demo-
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cratic elements of Marxist theory” (1989, 214).17 I have suggested above
that the most important point of connection between pragmatist liberal
democracy and neo-Marxist radical democracy concerns their shared em-
phasis on social and political pluralism or antagonism. Both view the
terrain of the social and the corollary activity of the political as irredu-
cibly, and deeply, divided against itself. Dewey, like Laclau and Mouffe,
refused the essentialism inherent in any theory of democracy reliant
upon social fixity. As such, both positions brook no compromise with the
starting points of those versions of contemporary liberal political theory
that posit consensus and agreement as the transcendental horizon of so-
cial forms that would countenance only restricted forms of pluralism,
such as for instance reasonable pluralism. Sharing this much, pragmatist
and hegemony approaches tend to emphasize radical contingency in pol-
itics and thus seek to avoid both resolutely foundationalist and covertly
foundationalist perspectives. This is their most crucial point of radical
contact. There are, as well, other crucial points of philosophical contact,
including the abiding attention to contingency in each tradition.18

But an unwavering respect for pluralism does not yet settle how we
are to understand the political process of democratically negotiating the
clash of opposed practices that is surely to erupt in any modern polity.
Laclau and Mouffe’s radical democratic theory too often neglects impor-
tant senses in which democracy relies upon individuality as a site of
agency for freedom. In other words, from a pragmatist perspective La-
clau and Mouffe go too far in their critique of the subject. In order to
throw out the subject-centered individualism that would establish a point
of social fixity beyond all political conflict, they throw out the subject
itself and hence also any possibility for purposive political agency. What
this move ignores is the possibility for an alternative framework through
which we can better understand individuality without individualism,
subjectivity as other than substance, and agency as not dependent upon a
robust notion of autonomy.

For the pragmatist, uncompromising plurality need not obviate confi-
dent agency. The pragmatist’s wager is that we can preserve individual-
ity, subjectivity, and agency as adverbial activities without reifying them
in substantive entities that would seek to arrest the inevitable mobility of
social conflicts. Or, to put the point differently, the acknowledgment of
social dislocatedness and political antagonism need not entail the evacua-
tion of individualizing agency as a site of the political mobilization of
social difference. I shall argue that a philosophical reorientation of our
conception of the subject in decidedly transitionalist terms is the crucial
move for affirming the compatibility of the subject of purposive political
agency and the ineliminable conflictuality of political antagonism.

I shall develop this positive side of my argument with reference to the
radical democratic theory of the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey,
though I believe one could also do much the same with William James’s
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pragmatism.19 Dewey is perhaps the more convenient handle just insofar
as the radicalism of his conception of democracy has been widely noted
before. For instance, this has been recently discussed with particular
acuteness by Richard J. Bernstein, for whom the radicalism of Deweyan
democracy is to be located in its emphasis on the reciprocity, or interdigi-
tation, of democratic ends and means:

[Dewey] strongly objected to the idea that democratic ends can be
achieved by nondemocratic means. . . . “Democratic ends” are never
fixed or static; they are dynamic and integral to democratic processes.
Democratic means are constitutive of democratic ends-in-view. . . . [A]
democratic ethos demands flexibility and the acknowledgment of our
fallibility about both means and ends. (2010, 79)20

Bernstein is here right to characterize Dewey’s view of democracy as one
in which the ends of self-governance are never fixed. Democratic process-
es of managing power are always in motion because they are also always
up for grabs and always under contestation.21

One way to characterize Dewey’s political radicalism would be to say
that he out-radicalized Laclau and Mouffe avant la lettre, specifically in
terms of his claim, central to Bernstein’s interpretation, that democratic
ends and means are coproductive of one another. Both the pragmatist
theory and the hegemony theory approaches can be seen as in agreement
with respect to the inherent conflictuality and transitionality of democra-
cy’s ends, but Dewey theorizes something that goes missing in Laclau
and Mouffe, namely the ways in which democratic ends might be
brought about by democratic means. The interdependence of means and
ends that is so central to Dewey’s philosophical pragmatism figures in his
pragmatist democratic theory in terms of, among other senses, an inter-
dependence of individuality and sociality. Dewey, in other words, saves
space for the political subject as the agential means of democratic politics
in motion. Let us see how.

Bernstein unambiguously declares Dewey’s radicalism with his chap-
ter’s title “John Dewey’s Vision of Radical Democracy.” There is solid
precedent for this claim for Dewey’s radicalism in the fact that Dewey
himself emphasized time and time again that the idea of democracy is
itself a radically subversive idea amidst contemporary political realities.
In a late essay titled “Democracy is Radical” Dewey forwarded the fol-
lowing strong claim on behalf of radicalism’s positive need for liberalism:

There is no opposition in standing for liberal democratic means com-
bined with ends that are socially radical. There is not only no contradic-
tion, but neither history nor human nature gives any reason for sup-
posing that socially radical ends can be attained by any other than
liberal democratic means. . . . The end of democracy is a radical end. . . . It is
radical because it requires great change in existing social institutions,
economic, legal, and cultural. A democratic liberalism that does not
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recognize these things in thought and action is not awake to its own
meaning and to what that meaning demands. (1937, 298–89)22

How exactly should we understand Dewey’s radicalism? What is radical
about this understanding of liberal democracy beyond the insistence on
the need for deep change? Bernstein quotes to excellent effect the follow-
ing key italicized sentence from Dewey’s essay: “The fundamental principle
of democracy is that the ends of freedom and individuality for all can be attained
only by the means that accord with those ends” (1937, 299). This passage
points us toward the central aspect of the radicalism in Dewey’s concep-
tion of democracy, namely its critique of defunct individualism in the
name of heightened individuality. Dewey helps us see how liberal individ-
uality need not rely upon liberal individualism. Critiques of the classical
liberal fixation on the individual as an enclosed subject of agency and
intelligence are by now well known. Dewey was himself instrumental in
centering these critiques. But unlike many critics of the individualism at
the heart of classical versions of liberalism, Dewey himself was explicit in
retaining a strong emphasis on individuality as the heart of his radical
democratic vision.

In draft notes for a late book manuscript, supposedly lost in 1947 but
recently reassembled by Phillip Deen and republished by Southern Illi-
nois University Press in 2012 under Dewey’s originally planned title Un-
modern Philosophy and Modern Philosophy, we find an especially illustrative
statement of the distinction operative here: “‘Individual,’ like ‘racial’ and
‘generic,’ is an adjective. And the adjectival force is itself derived from an
adverbial force and function” (1947, 187). While Dewey’s specific concern
here is with individuality, he describes in a footnote the more general
philosophic tendency that finds expression throughout his treatment of a
range of political, social, epistemic, aesthetic, and ethical concepts: “A
surprisingly large number of fallacious philosophical views originate
through conversion of qualities of activities (expressed linguistically by
adverbs) into adjectives and then hypostatizing adjectival functions into
nouns, the latter being then taken to stand for sheer entities. The ‘concept’
of ‘the individual’ constitutes one of the most harmful of these philosoph-
ic errors” (1947, 187n2). Dewey’s general point can be described under
the rubric of the philosophy of transitions I referred to at the outset.
Whereas thinkers like Whitehead, and also Dewey himself often enough,
were wont to describe pragmatism’s transitionalism in terms of a meta-
physics of process, it is also possible to cast this philosophical tidal shift
in terms of a more modest methodology of process. According to this
view, the Deweyan tendency to verb nouns (rendering the nominal into
the adverbial and verbal) is not a claim about the real and true nature of
things, but is rather a methodological move that amounts to an experi-
mental hypothesis for looking at things in terms of time, event, activity,
process, and transition. This methodological shift of emphasis enables
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Dewey to elaborate, and then put to work, a distinction between individ-
uality as a quality of process and individualism as a substantive form.

One useful index of Dewey’s use of this contrast is offered by his short
1930 book Individualism Old and New. Written as a kind of cultural critical
tract for the times when yet another golden age of accumulation was
approaching its fateful nadir, Dewey’s arguments are prescient concern-
ing the dangers of unbridled individualism. What is wrong with the old-
fashioned classical individualism according to Dewey? The problem, ac-
cording to Dewey, concerns not just ethical isolation, economic destabil-
ization, and other familiar ills. Dewey went more radically to the root of
the difficulties he was hoping to diagnose, and he located there an out-
worn philosophical picture of human nature according to which human
action, reason, and emotion are conceptually cloistered within monadic
subjects. Dewey wrote at the front end of the twentieth-century tidal shift
in our conceptions of our selves. Now that the tide has fully washed in
we are in a good position to appreciate that the subject is always already
an inter-subject, that humans are always already social, and that individ-
uality and sociality are always already interdigitated. Taking these in-
sights on board has encouraged us to understand action, reason, and
emotion as not only the products of developmental processes that are
inherently social but also as processes that are practically meaningful
only within contexts that are always fully social. There is no such thing as
reason apart from a community of rationality, no such thing as emotion
apart from a community of sympathy, and no such thing as action apart
from a social context of practice. But this now-familiar account of the
social self counterposed to the individualistic self is only part of Dewey’s
story.

Equally forceful in Dewey’s account, and too often absent from trendy
contemporary critiques of individualism, is a plea on behalf of a recon-
struction of liberalism that acknowledges the full moral and political im-
port of liberal individuality. Thinking of Dewey’s book, indeed all of his
political books from the 1920s and 1930s, as efforts in timely (but also
untimely) cultural critique, we are in a position to understand that the
point for Dewey was not just to criticize outmoded philosophical ideas
but more centrally to develop concepts and practices adequate to our
own age. Dewey was always in the first place a positive, or in his termi-
nology a “reconstructive,” thinker who sought melioration. In this vein,
Dewey wrote in Individualism Old and New that, “The problem of con-
structing a new individuality consonant with the objective conditions
under which we live is the deepest problem of our times” (1930, 56).
Living under the spell of old and broken ideas of individuality, it was
Dewey’s claim that we need a new individuality. We need new concepts
for new times: “There is no word which adequately expresses what is
taking place” (1930, 58). Dewey’s proposal is a new conception of indi-
viduality in keeping with the times. It was Dewey’s claim that this con-
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ception, and the practices invoking it, will need to take their lead from
the best cultural developments of the day. These include the new
psychology according to which selves are inherently individual and social
(1930, 81ff.), the development of modern science according to the familiar
Deweyan story (1930, 86ff.), an emphasis on more socialistic forms of
political and economic organization (1930, 90ff.), an embrace of regulated
forms of corporate-consumer capitalism that would be surprising to
many readers today (65ff.), and finally a reconceptualization of the role of
philosophers as cultural critics engaged in the crucial issues raised by
times of transition (1930, 107ff.).

Dewey expresses in these pages an unambiguous commitment to indi-
viduality as a process through which we can implement a range of politi-
cal values crucially instrumental for political transition: these include
creativity, initiative, energy, differentiation, transformation, and the very
practice of freedom itself. The pragmatist idea is that without a concep-
tion of individuality, it remains difficult for us to understand how we can
play a role in engaging the kinds of political transitions we find ourselves
in the midst of, perhaps the radical transitions most of all. To be sure, we
can offer abstract accounts of how transitions are effected and take place.
But the point concerns understanding in a self-conscious sense how we
might assume forms of freedom along those sites of individuality we
occasionally effect. Understanding freedom in this sense of individuality
need not involve a substantive concept of originary and substantial indi-
vidualism. We can instead get by with merely pragmatic notions of indi-
viduality as processes of individuation, and accordingly of those process-
es as facilitating the sorts of political values named above. In a 1940
address titled “Time and Individuality” Dewey captures all this very well
in a phrase that proponents of radical hegemony theory cannot but hear
as an invitation: “Individuality is the source of whatever is unpredictable
in the world” (1940, 111). The crucial difference is that Dewey embraced
the radical novelty that individuality can facilitate without falling into the
trap of thinking that individuality itself must thereby be unpredictable,
without purpose, and only a lack.

What Dewey helps us recognize is that a democratic conception of
individuality as a vector of political transformation need not be restricted
in its application to a substantive subject, such as the human individual.
What is important for individuality on a pragmatist view is the process of
individuation and the energetic agency involved therein (think, again, of
pragmatism as a philosophical methodology of transitions). It is crucial to
recognize that such processes of individuation can of course take place at
the site of separate persons, but they can also take place at sites of inter-
acting social groups and networked alliances of movement. What matters
in emphasizing individuality is the active process of differentiation. This
process is not as easily brought into focus when social theory takes as its
scale of focus an idea of social totalities, be these closed totalities as in
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classical social theory (of both liberal and socialist varieties) or failed
totalities (as is the case with the neo-Marxist theory canvassed above).

His reconstruction of individuality was just one of the many ways in
which Dewey’s conception of democracy is radically subversive of the
received tradition. What my argument is meant to suggest, then, is just
that theories of radical democracy could stand to benefit from the kind of
emphasis on individuality that is central to the liberal democratic visions
of the classical pragmatists. If contemporary radical democratic theory is
a theory of our sociality without any counterweight emphasis on our
individuality, then these theories are lacking with respect to their articu-
lation of the processes by which we might attain radical democratic ends.
A crucial aspect of pragmatism’s radicalism is recognition that means
and ends are interwoven—it’s all in the transitions. Contemporary theo-
ries of democracy that emphasize social ends without marking out a
space for the transformative agency of individuality are therefore not
nearly radical enough.

CONCLUSION: THE PLACE OF INDIVIDUALITY IN A
RADICAL LIBERAL POLITICS

The explicit celebration of the lack of the political subject in various itera-
tions of Lacano-Marxism is undeniable. Its contrast with the importance
of individuality in Deweyan-Jamesian pragmatist theories of democracy
could not be plainer. To be sure, these contrasting emphases are articulat-
ed on theoretical planes that are not always identical. Laclau and Mouffe
write of the subject, Dewey and James of the individual and the personal.
Thus it may be thought that there are important philosophical gaps be-
tween a theory of the subject and an account of individuality in virtue of
which the separations I have identified are not so much substantive dis-
agreements as they are instances of working through deeply divergent
paradigms. For instance, perhaps the theory of the subject is more of an
attempt to work out an account of the structure of desire in the political
subject and the other an attempt to develop a normative conception of the
conditions of political agency. If so, it might be thought, these two pro-
jects do not bear out disagreements of substance with one another so
much as divergence of interest. Certainly this is true with respect to many
aspects of each program. But with respect to the shared focus on political
transition and transformation, certainly a central emphasis for both, there
is enough of a shared terrain to positively identify the disagreements I
have sought to draw attention to. The theory of the subject of political
desire and an account of agency as individuality intersect wherever poli-
tics is in process. That may not be everywhere, but it is somewhere
enough to locate disagreements among competing theoretical paradigms.
To put the disagreement briefly, the psychoanalytic thematics that inform



Colin Koopman DRAFT

Laclau and Mouffe’s conception of the political subject is at odds with the
pragmatist core of Dewey’s and James’s conceptions of political individu-
ality, for the former reduces the subject with respect to its actions and the
latter takes individuality as the crucial site of innovative and novel agen-
cy.

What are we to make of this theoretical impasse? There is no reason to
deny that theoretical claims for the dissipation of the subject are in a
certain sense irresistible in times like ours—that is, times in which agency
is often all too ethereal. And yet resisting these political conclusions may
be important just insofar as it does matter very much how political
change is effected and by whom. It matters especially, I should think, if it
is we who are involved. Regarding the subject as reducible leavens us for
the sort of complacent resignation that inevitably undermines the hopes
we can otherwise invest in radical democratic practices of freedom. And
that is a perspective which, were we to self-consciously adopt it for our-
selves, would lead us to demoralized forms of nihilism and cynicism.

Allow me to briefly frame the crucial disagreement I have identified in
light of broader agreements, so that we may finally see it in its fullest
luster. It is my hunch that the gap between radical democratic hegemony
theory and radical pragmatist democracy is most usefully seen as a func-
tion of perspective. Both are visions, albeit from different angles, of dem-
ocratic political processes amidst deeply pluralistic conditions. While La-
clau and Mouffe believe that antagonism is the form of politics appropri-
ate to an unfixed society, the pragmatist would tend to want to argue this
point from the other side by claiming that only insofar as our practices
are antagonistic can society remain dislocated and open to destabiliza-
tion. In one sense, then, all the pragmatist need advocate is looking at
Laclau and Mouffe’s theoretical edifice from the opposite perspective:
while the hegemony theorist looks at subjects as effects of social differen-
tiation, the pragmatist theorist would suggest that we should also take
seriously those perspectives according to which we can look at social
differentiation as the product of the process of interactive individualities.
Given these considerations, it appears as though one could articulate
many of the pragmatist conceptions I am here invoking within a frame-
work that would remain by and large consistent with that adopted by
Laclau and Mouffe. Certainly such an articulation gains much from the
conception of political pluralism developed in the context of hegemony
theory, since that conception is clearly more sophisticated than the early
and admittedly sometimes benign statements of social conflict offered by
classical pragmatism. The acceptance of the inevitability of conflict, even
when framed in the more sophisticated vocabulary of hegemony theory,
does not entail the reduction of the political subject as a site for the
agency of the democratization of political hegemonies. The political theo-
ry of hegemony needs this pragmatist insight just as pragmatist political
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theory gains much from the articulation of pluralism featured by hege-
mony theory.

So I hope it is clear that it is not my contention that the appraisals I
have offered here can be expected to definitively settle a debate that
remains far more generative when left open than when closed down. All I
have sought to do here is to bring into focus some of the sharper dis-
agreements among competing visions of radical democracy on offer to-
day. Both approaches I have considered focus on the pragmatic construc-
tion of connections between a plurality of disparately organized social
practices quilted through an evolving set of rallying points. Both ap-
proaches can agree that democracy depends upon an array of articula-
tions through which democracy is practiced. But there is far less agree-
ment concerning the specifics of how these radical democratic ends-in-
view might be brought into being. I have argued that what goes missing
in the work of contemporary radical democrats are those sites of individ-
ual initiative that are front and center in the pragmatist vision of radical
liberal democracy. In concluding my discussion with the suggestion that
the differences at issue here may merely be the results of taking two
different perspectives on radical democratic processes, namely a perspec-
tive that foregrounds general considerations of social ontology versus a
perspective that foregrounds the particular practices of individual initia-
tive, it appears as if the contrasts I have been laboring over largely come
down to a difference in emphasis. Such disagreements as these are prob-
ably best regarded as differences over where one chooses to place his or
her hopes.

That said, it is absolutely crucial to recognize that in politics almost
everything hinges on where we place our hopes. With this point, we recognize
in its fullest light the crucial gap separating pragmatist theory and hege-
mony theory. Do we place hope in ourselves? Or do we place our hopes
elsewhere? To the extent that we give our selves away, we give our
confidence away. I cannot help but worry that the politics of psychoanal-
ysis will always lend itself to a demoralized subject in the form of a
patient who is perpetually unready to act. Psychoanalysis, it should be
remembered, originated as a diagnostic tool and not as an energizer for
political action. That said, the politics of pragmatism has, by contrast,
been accused of brazenness, boldness, and excessive confidence. But con-
fidence, we ought to remind ourselves, is excessive only when it is mis-
placed. We can affirm that appropriate confidence always, and I do mean
always, has its place in politics. We should always pause before theoreti-
cal paradigms that facilitate a certain kind of blindness to our own crucial
roles in the ongoing processes of democratic radicalization in which we
find ourselves participant. From a pragmatist perspective that enrolls
transitions as at the center of our political action, this particular form of
blindness is irremediably debilitating for the reason that it involves the
devastation of our confidence.
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Allow me to return in closing to the themes with which I began. The
pragmatist view I have been defending is both radical and liberal with
respect to democracy. Consider the ramifications of pragmatism with
respect to the questions broached at the outset of this essay concerning
the compatibility of liberalism’s emphasis on such distinctions as that
between persuasion and coercion and radicalism’s emphasis on the un-
compromising pursuit of the eradication of injustices. The crucial prag-
matist distinction between the active site of individuality and the passive
locale of the individual shaped by his or her social environment can be
seen to refract through an array of distinctions central to the history of
liberal democratic political practices. Whitehead bombastically identified
the quintessential liberal distinction between persuasion and force as a
key to the very creation of a civilized world. Less bombastically, the
pragmatist philosopher and liberal cultural critic Richard Rorty defines a
liberal democratic society as one “whose ideals can be fulfilled by persua-
sion rather than force, by reform rather than revolution, by the free and
open encounters of present linguistic and other practices with sugges-
tions for new practices” (1989, 60). In elaborating a pragmatist recon-
struction of the quintessential liberal distinction between persuasion and
force, one notion that proves useful for contemporary liberal pragmatists
like Rorty is a pragmatist conception of individuality without individual-
ism, be it on the basis of Dewey’s work or otherwise. This idea helps us
see that the difference between persuasion and force can be cast as a
distinction between, on the one hand, processes of social activity that are
coordinate in their individuating agency and, on the other hand, process-
es of social activity that act as relays for other processes that are being
rendered passive and as such being rendered devoid of individuality.
The depletion of individuality, construed crucially as a process, can be
taken as a sign of political coercion, in distinction from democratic per-
suasion. In other words, whereas persuasion involves relations of coordi-
nation among sites of active individuality, coercion involves a relation
between activity and passivity. Some common names for coercion in this
sense include domination, oppression, and repression. Without a concep-
tion of individuality, it will be difficult to gain sight of, let alone make
sense of, some of the most intractable instances of these many forms of
coercion. Pragmatism is committed to the radical democratic project of
weeding out each and every form of coercion where it is rooted most
deeply, and yet it is committed to this as entirely consistent with the
liberal democratic project of affirming individuality as a site of the free-
dom of political construction. This is because the pragmatist regards the
democratic end of rooting out social injustice as interdependent with the
democratic means of acts of individuality in pursuit of justice. Herein lies
much of its cause for our confidence.23
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NOTES

1. I develop a conception of pragmatist philosophy as a transitionalist philosophy
in Colin Koopman, Pragmatism as Transition (New York: Columbia University Press,
2009), though I would refuse to follow Whitehead’s attempt to pitch transitionalism as
a metaphysics.

2. On resonance between pragmatism and the Gramscian background of radical
democracy see Ernesto Laclau, New Reflections on the Revolution of Our Time, translated
by Jon Barnes (New York: Verso, 1990), 219.

3. It will be prudent to note at the outset that my primary focus here shall be on
Laclau and Mouffe’s coauthored Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (New York: Verso,
2001, 2nd ed. [1985]), though I shall also be drawing on more recent works individual-
ly authored by both. One should be wary of identifying the more recent positions of
both, for there is much at stake in differences in their more recent work. Briefly, as I
read them both, in his more recent work Laclau (see New Reflections on the Revolution of
Our Time [New York: Verso, 1990], Emancipation(s) [New York: Verso, 1996], and On
Populist Reason [New York: Verso, 2005]) has assumed the task of developing and
expanding the conceptual repertoire of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, while
Mouffe (see The Return of the Political and The Democratic Paradox [New York: Verso,
2000]) has focused mostly on applying their theoretical edifice for a critique of prevail-
ing conceptions of Western liberal democracy. In drawing on the more recent projects
of both, I hope to make use only of those notions that I believe are already more or less
implicit in the early jointly authored material, and as such would not be contested
from the perspective of the theoretical position articulated there.

4. Laclau recently asserts that his “starting point” for political theory is neither
“unicity” (rationalism of any variety, transcendental Cartesian-Kantian and immanent
Spinozan-Hegelian) nor “multiplicity” (here Laclau refers to Alain Badiou, but the
category obviously also applies more widely to postmodern particularists), but is what
he calls “failed unicity,” or namely “finding in every identity the traces of its contin-
gency” (Laclau 2004b, 325).

5. See Laclau, “Why do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?,” in Emancipations(s),
37–38, and “Subject of Politics, Politics of the Subject,” in Emancipations(s), 52.

6. See Laclau, “Why do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?,” 38.
7. See Laclau, “Subject of Politics, Politics of the Subject,” 53, and Chantal Mouffe,

The Democratic Paradox (New York: Verso, 2000), 12, 99.
8. This theme was ably exploited by Žižek in his influential argument that Laclau

and Mouffe’s book “reinvented the Lacanian notion of the Real . . . [and] made it
useful as a tool for social and ideological analysis” (1990, 249). The connection drawn
by Žižek, and exploited by both Mouffe and Laclau, concerns the formal resonance of
Lacan’s concept of the Real (the non-symbolizable traumatic remainder of any symbol-
ic production) with Laclau and Mouffe’s concept of society (as constantly negotiating
a space of necessary exclusion that is purely negative to the social system itself). As
Žižek summarizes these formal features: “The socio-symbolic field is conceived as
structured around a certain traumatic impossibility, around a certain fissure which
cannot be symbolized” (1990, 249); “Symbolization as such is by definition structured
around a certain central impossibility, a deadlock that is nothing but a structuring of
this impossibility” (Žižek 1991, 47). I return to these resonances below.

9. See Laclau, “Subject of Politics, Politics of the Subject,” 52.
10. See Laclau, “The Impossibility of Society,” in New Reflections on the Revolution of

Our Time, 44.
11. In more recent work Laclau defines hegemony as “the process by which a par-

ticularity assumes the representation of a universality which is essentially incommen-
surable with it” (2004a, 127). Hegemony is the process by which a particular concep-
tion of a political ideal or signifier (e.g., “order” or “justice”) establishes itself as a
universal conception that fulfills the broadest possible demands that this ideal can
address. Take as an example a society that is in some state of disorder. In this society
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“order” becomes the name for a general solution for all of the problems wrought by
this disorder. Thus “order” is here an empty signifier or a negative ideal (a signifier
without any positive content of its own). It is a signifier that names exactly what is
absent in a given situation, the presence of which absence would fulfill a wide variety
of perceived problems with the situation. In time, some discourse or conception of
“order” establishes itself and fills the empty signifier with a particular content. This
particular content thus stands to the society as fulfilling the wide variety of problems
that characterize that society in its disordered state. Hegemony is the process by which
a particular political project assumes the role of fulfilling non-particular or universal
demands.

12. Laclau in later works notes that “antagonism is already a form of discursive
inscription—that is, of mastery—of something more primary,” namely “dislocation”
such that the move from the language of antagonism in Hegemony (1985) to that of
dislocation in New Reflections (1990) can be described as a move “from the total repre-
sentation inherent in the antagonistic relation to a general crisis of the space of repre-
sentation” (2004b, 319). When the concept of dislocation first began to appear in La-
clau’s work in New Reflections, he described it there as “a subversion of all determina-
tion” and “an all-embracing subversion of the space of representability in general”
(1990, 79).

13. On the Lacanian influences see Žižek, “Beyond Discourse-Analysis,” Laclau,
New Reflections, 93ff., and Mouffe, Democratic Paradox, 137ff. For a useful concise sum-
mary of the motivations propelling radical democrats toward Lacanian theory by
Ziarek see The Ethics of Dissensus: Postmodernity, Feminism, and the Politics of Radical
Democracy (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), 138, and a longer discussion by
Jason Glynos and Yannis tavrakakis, “Encounters of the Real Kind,” in Laclau: A Criti-
cal Reader.

14. On the subject of enunciation versus the subject of the statement, see Jacques
Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis translated by Alan Sheridan
(New York: W.W. Norton, 1977 [1973]), 136ff.

15. Filip Kovacevic explicates this theme in relation to both Lacan and Alain Badiou
in terms that are helpful for the contrast I seek to draw here: “Being a subject means
taking a step beyond the hustle and bustle of daily pragmatic interests by remaining
faithful to the event of truth, that is, to the emergence and articulation of the different
and the new” (Kovacevic 2003, 123). Bruce Fink writes that, “This enunciating sub-
ject . . . is not something which or someone who has some sort of permanent existence:
it only appears when a propitious occasion presents itself. It is not some kind of
underlying substance or substratum” (1995, 41). A key theme for both is that free
subjectivity only exists as a confrontation with a non-symbolic excess.

16. In a similar spirit, Lacanian political theorist Alenka Zupančič holds that “there
is no subject or ‘hero’ of the act. . . . The subject is always pathological (in the Kantian
sense of the word), determined by the Other, by the signifiers which precede him. At
this level, the subject is reducible or ‘dispensable’” (2000, 103). But it is Žižek who
offers, as per usual, the most provocative formulation of contemporary psychoanalytic
political theory in claiming that, “For Lacan, a subject is in the last resort the name for
this ‘empty gesture’ by means of which we freely assume what is imposed on us, the
real of the death drive” (1991, 64).

17. See also recent work on connections between Dewey’s political theory and the
theoretical edifices of Laclau and Mouffe: Hickman, “The Genesis of Democratic
Norms: Some Insights from Classical Pragmatism,” in Democracy as Culture, edited by
Sor-Hoon Tan and John Whalen-Bridge (Albany: SUNY Press, 2008), 21–30; Ryder and
Koczanowicz, “Democratic Theory: Interests, Antagonisms and Dialogue” (presented
at the Society for the Advancement of American Philosophy, March 2012, New York
City); and Brendan Hogan, “Hegemony, Social Science, and Democracy,” this volume.
On the whole, however, there is a decided deficit of comparative work looking at both
pragmatist democratic theory and neo-Marxist hegemony theory.
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18. Mark Devenney argues that Laclau’s “identification with contingency, and thus
with an essential value pluralism, distinguishes the radical democrat from the liberal”
(2004, 137). This is exactly the sort of radical democratic claim I seek to contest here.
My argument is that the emphasis on contingency and pluralism in radical democracy
can be squared with some versions of liberal democracy. Devenney is clearly not think-
ing of the pragmatists amongst his menu of liberal theorists, but this is a mistake.

19. For earlier discussion of related matters see Koopman, “Morals and Markets:
Liberal Democracy through Dewey and Hayek,” Journal of Speculative Philosophy 23,
no. 3 (Fall 2009): 151–179, and, on Dewey’s politics, Koopman, “William James’s Poli-
tics of Personal Freedom,” Journal of Speculative Philosophy 19, no. 2 (Summer 2005):
175–86.

20. The radicality of means-ends continuity is also emphasized in Bernstein,
“Dewey and Trotsky” (forthcoming). For a response to Bernstein’s reading of Dewey
in The Pragmatic Turn emphasizing more the liberal elements of Dewey’s democratic
theory in connection with its radicalism, see my my work in Colin Koopman, “Dewey
as a Radical Democratic and a Liberal Democrat: Considerations on Bernstein on
Dewey” (forthcoming).

21. On the role of conflict in Dewey see Rogers (Undiscovered Dewey 158ff.) and on
Dewey and power see Rogers (Undiscovered Dewey 213ff.).

22. I would like to thank Daniel Rinn for drawing my attention to the first part of
this passage in the context of his important work on the relevance of Deweyan radical-
ism for Tom Hayden, Arnold Kaufman, and others involved in the U.S. New Student
Left movement(s) of the 1960s.

23. I would like to thank Jacquelyn Ann Kegley and Chris Skowronski for their
invitation to the conference in Opole out of which this volume grew. I would also like
to thank my University of Oregon colleague Rocío Zambrana for her comments on an
earlier draft. Finally, I thank both Sorin Radu Cucu and Ernesto Laclau for discussion
of these matters with me many years ago in Buffalo when I first began thinking
through these angles—needless to say, neither is personally implicated in anything I
have written here.
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broader inclusion, grassroots participation as well as public accountability, existing measures

of democracy rely almost exclusively on a liberal conceptualization of representative

democracy. Most notably, they ignore another fundamental tradition of democratic thought:

that of radical democracy, which strives for direct participation of all citizens in the public

debate and in political decision-making. Drawing from classical liberal and radical views on

what democratic institutions can or should accomplish, we construct a multidimensional

measurement instrument which we devise specifically for the subnational level of the Swiss

cantons. The resulting measures point to a dilemma of radical democracy, since participatory

cantons are markedly less inclusive. Liberal democracies in turn are faced with a different

dilemma: Citizens in liberal democracies are significantly less supportive of both their

political institutions and their political community.
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“Demokratiequalität in den Schweizer Kantonen” (project no. 100012-117661) which has been pursued by the

authors under guidance of Prof. Dr. Adrian Vatter and Dr. Marc Bühlmann.
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1.	Introduction

With Democratic Challenges, Democratic Choices Russell Dalton (2004) has presented a

deep probing analysis of the skepticism of most democratic citizens towards the pillars of

representative democracy and its meaning for the future of democracy. Dalton finds that

political support for politicians, political parties and political institutions has eroded not only

in the U.S. but since the 1980s virtually in all advanced industrial democracies.2 In contrast to

the authors of The Crisis of Democracy (Crozier, Huntington, and Watanuki 1975) he does

not consider established democracies as fundamentally challenged in their existence. In fact

the “critical citizens” remain highly supportive of the democratic ideal (cf. Norris 1999a).

While lower levels of political support do make governing more difficult, they also fuel

demands for reforming representative democracy, with contemporary publics increasingly

favoring direct democracy and new forms of associative democracy (Dalton 2004, 181–185).

In Democracy Transformed? (Cain, Dalton, and Scarrow 2003) several contributors document

how in the last three decades political elites have responded to these popular pressures by

political reforms, reforms that may lead to a broader inclusion of all affected, increased direct

involvement of citizens and higher public accountability of representatives, possibly

amounting to a fundamental transformation of democracy comparable to the creation of mass

democracy in the early twentieth century. The volume closes with several questions to be

investigated in comparative empirical analysis: Have recent reforms actually led to increased

democratic quality? Are there democratic trade-offs, for instance between direct democracy

and inclusion? And lastly: does ‘more democracy’ actually cure the present ills of

representative democracy, namely the observed low levels of public support?

So far these questions have been addressed only in a speculative way (cf. Warren 2003;

Dalton, Cain, and Scarrow 2003, 256–269). One central reason is that we still lack of

empirical measures of democratic quality which would take these developments into account.

Even if recent measures of democracy aim at assessing the gradual differences in the quality

of established democracies, they have been criticized for relying all to readily on a minimal

concept of liberal democracy, when taking measurement of freedom rights, separation of

powers and competitive elections (Munck and Verkuilen 2002, 11; Pickel and Pickel 2006,

2 The diagnosis of eroding confidence in political parties and institutions has been questioned by Pippa Norris

(2011, 73) on behalf of newer data for West European countries from 1998 until 2009. Instead she stresses the

marked and persistent differences of levels between nations, while the fluctuations over time appear to be

trendless (within this time period).
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154; Bühlmann et al. 2008, 116–117). Yet specifying the object of reference – ‘quality of

democracy’ – is a central step for developing a democracy index, as it has far-reaching

consequences on operationalization and results. In fact the meaning of democracy has been

highly debated in the entire history of democratic thought, leading to a tremendous variety of

democratic theories (cf. Held 2006, 1–2; Schmidt 2010, 19–26, 289). Most notably, measures

of democracy have ignored another fundamental tradition of democratic thought: the radical

model of democracy (cf. Held 2006, 4–5). The radical democratic tradition, subsuming

participatory and important deliberative theories, strives for extensive and direct participation

of all people in the formation of the public opinion and in political decision-making (Barber

1984; Young 2000; Warren 2001). It is telling that measures of democratic quality regularly

show implausible values for the Swiss referendum democracy (cf. Bühlmann et al. 2009,

457). Yet it is exactly this radical democratic thinking and its exemplification in the Swiss

type of democracy that have been brought into play in recent constitutional debates and which

lie at the heart of efforts to expand the political opportunities through political reforms (cf.

Dalton 2004, 182).

Another reason is that it may be too early for making definite assessments of these reforms, as

their multiple effects on democratic quality may be visible in the long term only (Dalton,

Cain, and Scarrow 2003, 273; Dalton 2004, 187). Moreover, at the national level new political

opportunities have often been introduced only halfheartedly, as is evident from the moderate

progress with regard to party access to elections (Bowler, Carter, and Farrell 2003) or from

the still restrictive usage of constitutional and legislative referenda (Scarrow 2003). The

transformation of democracy is in effect better visible at subnational levels which in several

countries have gained considerable autonomy, thereby bringing politics nearer to the citizens

(Ansell and Gingrich 2003a). It is also at these levels, where the availability and use of

constitutional and legislative referenda have increased the most – when considering the

regional level this is primarily the case in Germany, Australia, the U.S. and Switzerland

(Scarrow 2003, 49, 51; for Germany see Eder and Magin 2008).

We thus agree with the editors of Democracy Transformed? that minimalist definitions of

democracy in the line of Joseph Schumpeter (1976 [1942]) – reducing the role of the citizens

to produce a government by means of competitive elections – are insufficient for assessing the

potential democratic transformations towards the ideals of participatory and associative

democracy (Dalton, Cain, and Scarrow 2003, 256). We also share the conviction with Mark

Warren (2003, 246) that “[i]t is possible in principle to develop multi-dimensional
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assessments that connect the basic and still radical meaning of democracy as collective self-

government to the highly complex forms emerging within the OECD countries.” What we

propose is, however, to concentrate the efforts for such an ambitious undertaking to the

subnational level, the place where democratic transformation is conceivably gaining its

strongest momentum. Moreover, the need for developing such measures specifically for the

subnational level becomes evident when simply applying existing democracy indices to the

subnational level, as the resulting measures seem highly implausible (cf. Bühlmann et al.

2009).3

In this paper we therefore construct an exemplary measurement instrument which we devise

specifically for the case of the subnational level of the Swiss cantons. We believe that the

Swiss cantons make for an ideal test field for a first subnational measurement instrument

which is to account for liberal and radical views of democracy alike. The cantons of the Swiss

federal state constitute distinct democracies with a long standing tradition of direct

democracy, combined with a vibrant associational life and encompassing government

coalitions (Vatter 2002; Freitag 2004). Besides, the tension between the liberal emphasis on

representation and the radical preference for direct democracy is well in line with our guiding

hypothesis. We hypothesize that this tension is meaningful in the context of the Swiss cantons

in two ways, On the one hand for the historical and cultural contrast between the Latin and the

German speaking cantons (cf. Kriesi and Wisler 1996; Stutzer 1999; Trechsel 2000, 23;

Vatter 2002, 271, 319, 350, 418) and on the other hand for the antagonism present – by

definition – in the institutions of every semi-direct democracy and thus of every Swiss canton.

We base our measurement concept on three central dimensions of democracy for each

tradition. These dimensions are distilled from liberal and radical democratic theory

respectively in sections 2 and 3. For each dimension we also deduce the related components

which in turn are composed of several subcomponents. In section 4 we bring these liberal and

radical dimensions together into a multidimensional measurement instrument of democratic

qualities. In section 5 we present the resulting measures for the Swiss cantons. Section 6 is

devoted to the question whether ‘more democracy’ does in fact induce higher levels of

political support. A short conclusion is offered in section 7.

3 Sabine Kropp et al. (2008) have applied Tatu Vanhanen’s Index of Democratization to the German Länder and

the Swiss cantons. Even if the index provides for (clearly arbitrary) additional points for referenda, several more

participatory cantons even fail to reach a democratic minimum and appear as autocracies instead.
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2.	The	Liberal	Model	of	Democracy

The liberal model of democracy pursued here traces the tradition of protective4 liberal

democracy: We start with the liberal constitutionalism of Locke, go on to the separation of

powers of Montesquieu and Madison, and end with direct responsibility of government

towards the electors following Bentham, James Mill and John Stuart Mill. These three

dimensions have become the central tenets of theoretical and empirical research on

democracy. The liberal constitutionalism is being studied in terms of freedom rights and

aspects of the rule of law; with regard to the separation of powers, horizontal accountability is

the central object of reference; and the control of representatives by voters is being discussed

under the topic of electoral accountability. In the next three sections we will anchor these

three dimensions in the liberal theory of democracy and briefly elaborate on the components

of each dimension.

2.1. Liberal Constitutionalism
A starting point of the liberal tradition of democracy can be located in the concept of

constitutionalism developed by Locke (1963 [1689]), meaning that state powers need to be

legally circumscribed in order to secure individual freedom. In the following, we briefly

describe the concepts of individual freedom and rule of law.

Individual Freedom. Throughout the liberal tradition of democracy we find calls for a whole

set of individual freedom rights. In his contractual theory, Locke (1963 [1689]) emanated

from a natural right to life, liberty and estate. Bentham (1960 [1776]; 1843 [1831]) and James

Mill (1937 [1820]) justified freedoms of speech, press and association as remedy for

corruption, whereas John Stuart Mill (1982 [1859]) stressed the right to an individual concept

of life. Freedom rights, however, need not only be formally adopted but also effectively

warranted (Beetham 2004). Freedom rights can only be secured to the extent that the rights

and rules of democratic decision-making are also followed and respected by the individual

citizens. Individual freedom also entails the liberal claim for a limited scope of the state.

Bentham (1960 [1776]) and James Mill (1937 [1820]) provided for the classical liberal

argument for the restriction of state regulation: Free transactions among self-interested

individuals promote the utility of all citizens best.

4 For the purpose of a clearer distinction from the radical model of democracy, we do not draw on the theoretical

stream of “developmental liberal democracy” which understands democracy as a school for promoting

individual civic competences (for this distinction cf. Held 2006).
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Rule of Law. Locke insisted on legal commitment of the authority, because “where law ends,

tyranny begins” (1963 [1689], chap. 18). Montesquieu (1994 [1748]) pleaded for a positive

system of laws setting inviolable limits to state action in order to depersonalize the state’s

power structure and to limit arbitrariness and corruption. By making reference to inviolable

natural laws, Locke and Montesquieu not only implied a formal, but also a substantive

supremacy of the law. In liberal democracies, human rights and basic freedom rights are

inviolable and must be put out of reach of majority decisions (O’Donnell 2004; Morlino

2004). Otherwise, democracies could turn into “tyrannies of the majority” (Tocqueville 2006

[1835]). Montesquieu (1994 [1748]) further introduced the principle of equality before the

law into democratic theory. Rule of law demands equal access to the courts and equal

treatment by the law (Beetham 2004).

2.2. Horizontal Accountability
Early on, conceptions of liberal democracy have been coupled to the idea of separation of

powers in order to control the government and to ensure that the latter actually sticks to the

rules of liberal constitutionalism. Contemporary research on democracy discusses these issues

under the notion of horizontal accountability, thereby referring to a “network of relatively

autonomous powers (i.e. other institutions) that can call into question, and eventually punish,

improper ways of discharging the responsibilities of a given official” (O’Donnell 1994, 61).

Accountability encompasses aspects of information, justification and sanction (Schedler 1999,

14-18).

Checks and Balances. According to Locke (1963 [1689]), only the separation of power

between the executive and the legislative branch can secure the subordination of both powers

to the law and avoid that they pursue own interests. Montesquieu (1994 [1748]) argued for a

mixed constitution coupling the monarchic government to an institutional system, where

constitutional powers must dispose of differing legal competences. These ‘checks and

balances’ later formed a core piece in the Federalist Papers (Hamilton et al. 1788, Art. 47-51).

Contemporary research on democracy stresses the need to restrain the executive power

through a strong parliament (Beetham and Boyle 1995, 66-74) and a strong opposition

(Altman and Pérez-Liñan 2002).

Judicial Independence. According to Montesquieu (1994 [1748], book XI, chap. 6), an

independent judiciary is even more important for securing individual rights and preventing

repression. Madison (Hamilton et al. 1788, Art. 47-51) called for a professional, politically

independent court, deeming elections of judges and term limits to be inappropriate.
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Independent Controlling Instances. The abuse of government power may be further

contained if rule-making itself becomes the object of judiciary revision, in terms of a

constitutional review (Hayek 1960). Furthermore, in order to prevent corruption and

arbitrariness, the administration needs to be controlled through an independent administrative

court. Other instances are audit agencies, counter corruption commissions, or an ombudsman

(Diamond and Morlino 2005, xxi). Such agencies of protection are intended to secure

individual freedoms of the citizens against the abuse of power (Beetham 2004, 68, 71).

2.3. Electoral Accountability
For Locke (1963 [1689], 308, 395), the state was a legal creation agreed on by the people,

who conferred authority to the government for the purpose of pursuing the ends of the

governed. According to Madison (Hamilton et al. 1788, no. 10), representation prevents the

threat of a tyranny of the majority emanating from direct democracy: While people are driven

by passions, representative institutions are the place for competent deliberation. The notion

that government needs to be held directly accountable to the electorate was then introduced

by the utilitarians. Secret and competitive elections are to ensure responsive law-making in

order to maximize the public good (Bentham 1843 [1831], 47). Modern research on

democracy treats this aspect of representation under the term of electoral accountability,

understood as relations of accountability between rulers and voters (O’Donnell 2004).5

Periodic Free Elections by Secret Ballot. Periodic elections are understood as a sanctioning

mechanism leading rational representatives to take the will of the electorate into account in

order to be reelected. Secret ballot is required if electoral preferences are to be expressed

without compulsion and fear (Dahl 1998; Beetham 2004).

Competition. Bartolini (1999; 2000) distinguishes several dimensions of electoral competition

necessary for democratic accountability. By definition, democratic elections call for the

dimension of contestability, that is, the real possibility to enter the race with other

participants. Second, the electoral vulnerability of incumbents makes the threat of potential

electoral sanctions more effective. Arguably, a party, a coalition, or an incumbent feels

5 Newer concepts of representation encompass descriptive representation and responsiveness (Pitkin 1972). We

consider descriptive representation rather as a radical concern and treat it in section 3.3. Responsiveness,

understood as disposition of the political system to act according to the wishes of the citizens, can be regarded

as an outcome dimension of democratic quality (Diamond and Morlino 2004; 2005). As our democracy

measures focus not on outcomes, but on the preceding democratic structures and processes, we do not directly

account for responsiveness (cf. Bühlmann, Merkel, and Weßels 2008, 7; Lauth 2004, 25).
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vulnerable to the extent that the last/preceding race was close. The threat to the incumbents

also depends on the importance of the offer, i.e. the weight of an alternative party or coalition

(cf. Altman and Pérez-Liñán 2002). A further dimension is electoral availability, i.e. the basic

willingness of a voter to eventually modify her or his party choice.

Clarity of Responsibility. The evaluation of the incumbent government by the voters requires

a clear attribution of responsibilities. Clarity of responsibility is undermined if the political

system is characterized by a lack of voting cohesion within the governing party or by

coalitions consisting of numerous parties (Powell and Whitten 1993, 399-400).

Relative Governmental Autonomy. Although relations of accountability between rulers and

voters involve elections as sanctioning measure, they also presuppose a relative governmental

autonomy once a government has been elected. In addition to the autonomy of the elected

representatives from illegitimate interests (cf. Merkel 2004) and from other state levels,

responsible government also involves independence from voters between elections (Pitkin

1972).

3.	The	Radical	Model	of	Democracy

The most important theoretical foundations of the radical model of democracy are the

participatory and some of the deliberative theories of democracy, as they have been subsumed

under the term of “radical democracy” by Cohen and Fung (2004).6 However, predecessors of

radical theories of democracy reach as far back as to the assembly democracy of ancient

Athens, to Rousseau’s republicanism and to (neo-)Marxist theories of democracy (cf. Held

2006, 5, 187). Within the radical tradition, too, three central dimensions of democracy can be

discerned: radical participation, public accountability, and inclusion.

3.1. Radical Participation
From a radical democratic point of view, the citizens’ active involvement in politics and in the

public life in general is crucial for the unfolding of their civic virtues and for their self-

realization. Their individual political participation, thus, is valued for its own sake and even

constitutes the main justification for a democratic system (Pateman 1970, 25, 43; see also

Barber 1984, 117-162, 232; Macpherson 1977, 114-115). Radical theorists expect that the

more competences and opportunities for serious involvement the citizens are granted, the

6 Fuchs (2007) and Schmidt (2010, 236-253) also describe participatory and deliberative theories as different

branches of one common theoretical stream. See also Saward (2001) and Fung (2006).
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more they will actually make use of them and participate. Hence the demands to

institutionalize opportunities to participate which are as encompassing and diverse as possible

(Pateman 1970; Barber 1984, 272).

Extended Electoral Rights for the Citizens. While radical democrats are skeptical towards the

delegation of decision-making powers away from the citizens to representative bodies

(Rousseau 1762, 235-239; Barber 1984, 145-147), they generally do acknowledge that a

system of pure direct-democratic self-rule would be above the capacity of the citizens – hence

the need for some delegation (e.g. Barber 1984, 267). In such cases, the citizens shall at least

retain extensive powers to control and possibly sanction their delegates. Thus, members not

only of the legislative, but also of the executive and of judicial bodies shall be elected in

direct popular elections. To prevent those delegates from acting against the citizens’ will, the

latter shall be granted rights to recall the former from office ahead of schedule.

Citizens’ Rights to Directly Decide on Issues. However, radical democrats maintain that the

citizens need instruments to control the decisions on concrete issues directly, in a

differentiated manner, and between elections; they must be conferred direct democratic rights

to revise decisions by their delegates, and to set new topics on the agenda (Barber 1984, 281-

289). It is only by this kind of direct participation that individuals turn into citizens (Barber

1984, 232) and a political system into a participatory democracy (Macpherson 1977, 112);

only direct participation entails the immediate self-rule and the sovereignty of the people (cf.

also Rousseau 1762). In addition to the most basic rights of popular initiative and popular

referendum, more refined direct-democratic rights are also postulated.

Utilization of Direct-Democratic Rights. No matter how extensive the formal rights to direct

participation in a democracy are, most of their value depends on the extent to which they are

made use of. The participatory benefits of individual self-realization and of collective self-rule

are supposedly realized to the extent that popular votes are actually held with some regularity.

Local Self-Rule. Real self-rule is most meaningful and can best be achieved in the domains

on which individual citizens can exert the most direct influence and which concern them most

directly: in their most proximate environment (Macpherson 1977, 108; Barber 1984, 267-

273). That is why the extent of constitutional, fiscal and perceived autonomy of the local

municipalities is seen to be of particular importance.
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3.2. Public Accountability
From a radical point of view, the liberal instruments of horizontal and electoral accountability

alone are not sufficient for ensuring maximal accountability and responsiveness of the

representatives to the citizens; they have to be complemented by mechanisms of public

accountability. Informal forms of participation and public discourse enable the society to

continuously bring a broad specter of concerns into the political process, and to exert control

and pressure on those governing (cf. Young 2000, 153, 173-177; Smulovitz and Peruzzotti

2000, 149, 151; Lauth 2004). Public accountability as conceptualized here also comprehends

requirements needed to ensure that the citizens may exercise direct participatory rights in a

thoughtful way.7

Transparency of Political Processes. One aspect which is central to the accountability of the

rulers is the availability of information on the processes in the governmental institutions. The

more transparent the debates and decisions in the parliament, the executive, and the courts are

and the more actively the governmental institutions communicate about their activities, the

better they fulfill their accountability duties toward the public and the more they facilitate a

serious both-way discourse with the citizenry (cf. Beetham 1994, 37; Diamond and Morlino

2004; Schmitter 2005).

Media. The public debate which is an essential part of functioning public accountability

mechanisms, however, involves not only the relations between government and citizens, but

also those among citizens themselves. Independent and diversified media provide an arena for

public debate which allows as multifaceted voices as possible to be expressed and which

avoids the exclusion of potential participants (cf. Cohen 1989, 22-23; Voltmer 2000).

Additionally, the media may assume an own accountability function as ‘watchdogs’ or ‘fourth

estate’ critically evaluating the actions of decision-makers (cf. Peruzzotti and Smulovitz

2006). The circumstances under which the media operate and the importance a democracy

assigns to vivid media are, among else, mirrored by the media rights, such as the prohibition

of censorship or the duty of the state to facilitate information diversity (cf. Beetham 1994,

39). However, the extent to which citizens effectively benefit from diverse media ultimately

depends on the extent of their media use.

7 In the view of some deliberative theorists (e.g. Fishkin 1991; Offe and Preuss 1991), direct participatory rights

for the citizenry may even be counterproductive, if they do not come along with an arena for sufficient

information, reflection, and deliberation.
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Extra-institutional Participation. Even though extra-institutional forms, such as

demonstrations or strikes, in contrast to institutional participation, lack a legally defined

sanctioning power, they are “far from ‘toothless’” in making manifest the preferences of the

citizenry and holding those governing accountable (Smulovitz and Peruzzotti 2000, 151-152;

Young 2001). Such forms of participation can unfold their power more unhamperedly if their

free use is granted constitutional protection. But extra-institutional participation also

materializes in a broader participative culture which is rooted in the individual citizens and in

the civil society and the importance of which has often been stressed by radical democrats

(Pateman 1970; Macpherson 1977, 98-114; Barber 1984, 264-266; cf. also Merkel 2004, 46-

47). The higher the proportions of politically alert and interested citizens (cf. Fishkin 1991)

and of members in civil society organizations are, the richer the public debate and the stronger

the pressure on the representatives to act in an accountable way (Beetham 1994, 29-30;

Young 2000, 153; Diamond and Morlino 2004, 25; Peruzzotti and Smulovitz 2006, 10-12).

3.3. Inclusion
Another central claim of radical democratic theories is the extension of the demos (Schmidt

2010, 236-241). Each person concerned by a future decision is regarded as equally qualified

and legitimate to participate in the making of this decision (cf. Rousseau 1762; Barber 1984,

225-229; Dahl 1998, 62-78). The differences between the individuals and groups of a society

are not regarded as a point against political equality and inclusion, but, on the contrary, as

diversity which benefits a rich public discourse and thereby the rationality of decisions

(Dryzek 1990, 41-42; Young 2000, 81-120). Inclusion, in this view, enhances both the quality

and the legitimacy of political decisions.

Equal Political Involvement. As the radical democratic claim for inclusion essentially rests

on the assumption that all humans are fundamentally equal, it implies not only that those

affected by a decision shall be included (cf. Goodin 2007), but that they shall all be equally

included, no matter what their background is (Young 2000, 11; Cohen 1989, 22-23). Equal

involvement certainly presupposes the broad assignment of equal political rights with the

universal right to vote at its heart (cf. Wollstonecraft 2004 [1792]; Marx 1949 [1871]; Paxton

et al. 2003). Beyond the formal assignment of equal political rights, radical democratic

authors attach importance to the degree that equal participation independent from status or

gender is effectively achieved (cf. Smith 2009, 20-22). Equal political involvement is

facilitated if the state provides its citizens with a minimal amount of resources which allows



12

all of them to engage in independent political activity. This embraces both material and

immaterial resources such as civic education (cf. Barber 1984; Dahl 1998, 79-80).8

Inclusive Representation. To the extent that delegation of powers from citizens to elected

bodies is necessary, inclusion also embraces the broad representation of different political and

social groups in those bodies (e.g. Young 2000, 152). To begin with, this means that the

representative organs should mirror the whole diversity of party preferences present in a

society. In the context of the Swiss cantons, the unbiased representation of parties in

parliament and the inclusiveness of the governing coalitions can be assessed. Besides, radical

democrats also call for representation of the different population groups as defined by social

criteria. They do so for essentially three9 reasons: First, the representation of social groups

hints at the extent to which the democratic principle of political equality is actually realized in

a society. Second, the inclusion even of marginal groups is seen as enriching the political

discourse and enhancing the “social knowledge” of a representative body (Young 2000).

Third, if the representatives come from all sections of the population, this may lower the

barriers for the communication of the citizens with them and thus enhance the receptiveness

of the governmental institutions (Arato 2006). Institutionally, an inclusive representation is

furthered by an electoral system favorable to minorities which, by a proportional design,

raises low hurdles for minor groups to be elected (cf. Lijphart 2004; Arato 2006).

4.	A	Multidimensional	Measurement	Instrument

In the preceding sections, we deduced six dimensions of democracy from liberal and radical

theories of democracy, respectively, and further concretized them in several components and

subcomponents. Table 1 gives an overview of the dimensions with their components and

subcomponents. In this section, we will sketch how we bring together these six dimensions

into a measurement instrument for the quality of democracy.

8 What we are looking at here is not the equal distribution of resources, but only at whether all citizens are

entitled to some minimal amount of publicly founded resources which can be regarded as necessary for

engaging in independent political activity in the context of radical democratic theory (Rousseau 1762, 124-

125; Pateman 1970, 22; cf. also Merkel 2004, 44-45).
9 Our conceptualization of the radical model of democracy does, in contrast, not adopt an argument which is put

forth particularly by (neo-)Marxists and which holds that features like gender or education largely determine an

individuals’ political preferences (e.g., Marx 1949 [1871]; cf. also Young 2000, 87-89, 147-148).
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Table 1. Dimensions, components and subcomponents of the multidimensional measurement instrument

Liberal
dimensions Components Subcomponents Radical

dimensions Components Subcomponents

Liberal
constitutio-
nalism

Individual
freedom

Freedom rights

Radical
participation

Extended electoral
rights

Electoral rights

Property rights Recall rights

Respect for rights and rules Direct-democratic
rights

Basic rights of popular initiative and popular referendum

Limited scope of the state More refined direct-democratic rights

Rule of law

Supremacy of the law Use of direct-
democratic rights Frequent direct-democratic votes

Equality before the law
Local self-rule

Financial and perceived local autonomy

Protection of minorities Constitutional local autonomy

Horizontal
accountability

Strength of
parliament
versus
government

Independence

Public
accountability

Transparency of
political processes

Transparency of parliament and communication by
authoritiesSupervisory rights

Legislative competencies
Transparency of government and courts

Power sharing
in parliament

Power sharing regulations

Strength of opposition in parliament

Media

Media rights

Judicial
independence

Separation from government and parliament
Media diversity

Personal independence

Professionalization Media use

Organizational independence

Extra-institutional
participation

Constitutional protection of extra-institutional participation
rights

Independent
controlling
instances

Administrative jurisdiction

Constitutional review
Participative culture

Agencies of protection

Electoral
accountability

Free elections Periodic free elections by secret ballot

Inclusion

Equal political
involvement

Universal and equal right to voteElectoral
vulnerability of
incumbents

Electoral vulnerability in government

Electoral vulnerability in parliament Equal participation
Electoral
availability Willingness of modifying a party choice Minimal amount of resources

Clarity of
responsibility Government responsibility is clearly attributable

Inclusive
representation

Electoral system favorable to minorities

Relative
governmental
autonomy

Independence from the people between elections Representation of parties in parliament

Independence from specific interests Inclusiveness of the governing coalitions

Autonomy  from other state levels Proportional representation of socio-structural groups
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Conceptualization. The conceptualization of the quality of democracy we propose is

innovative in that it takes into account the dimensions of the radical democratic tradition

along with the established liberal dimensions. By basing the concept on a number of different

dimensions, we obtain a multidimensional measurement instrument and thus follow a

methodological suggestion by Pickel and Pickel (Pickel and Pickel 2006, 269; see also

Bühlmann et al. 2008; Bühlmann, Merkel, and Weßels 2008). Our approach enables us to

capture the qualities of pronouncedly liberal and radical democracies in a differentiated way.

We understand the six dimensions as abstract democratic functions. The latter may be realized

by concrete, formal and informal institutional arrangements which are fit to their respective

cultural and political context.10 These institutions appear on the lower levels of the

measurement instrument. The structuring of the dimensions into components and

subcomponents makes this instrument hierarchical. By consistently and successively deducing

each subunit from its respective upper level from the very stage of conceptualization, we

accommodate the methodological critique on existent measures of democracy; furthermore,

the dangers of redundancy and conflation were avoided by defining the components and

subcomponents in a mutually exclusive way (cf. Munck and Verkuilen 2002, 12-14).

Measurement. While the subcomponents are much more concrete than the overarching

dimensions, we still regard them as ‘latent variables’ (cp. Bollen 1989, chap. 6; Treier and

Jackman 2008) to be approximated by multiple indicators. Actual measurement was thus

achieved by operationalizing each subcomponent trough a number of quantifiable indicators

(see Appendix for a list of all indicators used). In order to capture the fine variations in the

quality of the single dimensions of democracy, not only formal institutions (‘rules in form’)

were recorded, but also less formalized structural characteristics (‘rules in use’) of the

cantonal democracies. In this context, it is important to note that there is some inherent trade-

off between the two scientific objectives of differentiation and of parsimony. In our view, the

goal to assess differences in the democratic qualities of well-established, culturally relatively

close subnational democracies requires a rather fine-grained and complex instrument which

also assesses to which degree and in which manner formal democratic institutions actually

work in a given context (Bühlmann et al. 2008, 117; Bühlmann et al. 2009, 459).

10 We draw on the functional research strategy which Lauth (2004) suggests for intercultural comparisons of

democracies: universal democratic functions may be realized by diverse, context-specific “functional

equivalents”.
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Our approach can be exemplified by our operationalization of the dimension of public

accountability for the context of the Swiss cantons: the respective indicators include the legal

enactment of the general rule that any governmental documents are freely accessible to the

public and the legal rules on information duties for the public authorities, but also an indicator

measuring the extent to which the sessions of the executive, the legislative and the judiciary

bodies are actually open to the public. The media system’s contribution to a high-quality

public accountability is measured, first, by the number and the spread of regional and local

newspapers edited in a given canton and in a given year (media diversity); second, survey

data are used to determine the cantonal levels of media use by the citizens; finally, an analysis

of the relevant legal texts was conducted to measure the legal provisions for promoting

information diversity and citizens’ access to the media. The third component in the dimension

of public accountability, i.e. extra-institutional participation, was assessed based on the

constitutional guarantees of freedoms to demonstrate and to strike, and on survey data

reporting citizens’ membership rates in civil society organizations or their interest in politics.

These examples highlight that we relied on data of various kinds and from various sources

(e.g., survey data and legal provisions). Such source variety, in our view, strengthens the

validity of the results by reducing the danger of a systematic measurement bias (Munck and

Verkuilen 2002, 15-16; Lauth 2004, 306-307). The same is true for the relatively high number

of indicators: a total of 178 indicators have finally been included in our measurement

instrument, thus ensuring that each subcomponent is measured by at least two indicators (see

Appendix). Initially, even 371 indicators were assigned to the theoretically derived

subcomponents and then scrutinized for dimensionalities by factor analysis. As could be

expected, not all indicators within the same subcomponent actually loaded on the same factor.

Particularly, proxy indicators relying on constitutional declarations often contrasted with

indicators capturing ‘rules in use’. Due to the bias in data availability, it would be insensitive

to rely on the factor on which the highest number of indicators loads. Instead, we pre-assessed

the validity and reliability of the indicators based on qualitative considerations. Indicators

gained from a more thorough and more encompassing analysis of laws and practices were put

at the center of the validation process, while indicators of more peripheral or symbolic nature
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were removed if necessary. In this way, 48 subcomponents were operationalized by a total of

178 indicators by calculating the respective factor-scores.11

It goes without saying that collecting the relevant data for this number of indicators required a

large effort, all the more so because our data-set was constructed to cover all 26 cantons on a

year-wise basis for 1979-2009. Partly, time series data could be drawn from secondary

sources, but for many indicators primary data had to be collected. Coding of the primary data

was conducted by defining exclusive coding categories. Where appropriate, dichotomous

coding of indicators was avoided since even constitutional and legal provisions often exhibit

gradual variation beyond the distinction ‘absent vs. present’ (cf. also Lauth 2004, 306).

Despite our efforts, it was not possible to find suitable data for all years of the research period.

In these cases, we filled the gaps in the time series with extra- and interpolated data which we

generated in two alternative ways: either we assigned the value documented for one year to

the preceding and/or following years as well, thus creating periods with a constant value each;

for other indicators, we relied on linear inter- and/or extrapolation, thus creating constant

longitudinal trends. The choice which of these two inter-/extrapolation techniques was more

appropriate was guided by careful substantive considerations for each specific indicator.12

Due to limitations in space, we cannot display exact coding details for each indicator in this

paper. However, the detailed codebook and the disaggregate data for each indicator shall be

made accessible online at a later stage; for the time being, they are available from the authors

upon request.

Aggregation. As for the aggregation of the subcomponents towards components and

dimensions of democracy, we relied on our hierarchical theoretical conceptualization of

democratic dimensions. We calculated the democratic measures by averaging the z-

11 We used SPSS and calculated the factor-scores by the regression method based on a principal components

factor analysis. Six of the forty-eight subcomponents were further divided into sub-subcomponents, which then

were treated as the latent variables.
12 Substantive considerations influenced data coding also for a limited number of indicators where the secondary

literature and our case-specific knowledge made us doubt the validity of values gained by schematic

quantitative measurement, mainly for the two small cantons of Appenzell Ausserrhoden and Appenzell

Innerrhoden which are special cases in several respects. For example, party structures are very weakly

institutionalized in Ausserrhoden and Innerrhoden. Therefore, no exact data are available on the parliamentary

seat shares of parties. For measuring electoral competition we took into account not only estimations of the

seat shares of parties but also of professional associations and of non-partisan MPs since the latter two

categories play a distinctive role in the politics of these two cantons.
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standardized subordinated components which implies that each of these components enters

our democratic measures with the same weight, according to our hierarchical set of normative

criteria.13 Moreover averaging supposes additive relationships between democratic

components, where a low score on one component can be made up with a higher score on

another component.14

In the same way the three z-standardized liberal dimensions were averaged into a liberal

index of democratic quality. Such a meta-index facilitates theorizing and testing on liberal

democracy. Theoretically we equally intended aggregating the radical dimensions into a

radical index of democracy. Empirically, however, the next section will show that the Swiss

cantons combine the radical dimensions in quite different ways. Two of the dimensions even

exhibit a negative relationship. Consequently, in the case of the Swiss cantons the radical

dimensions represent the optimal level of aggregation: By considering the liberal index of

democracy along with the radical dimensions of democracy we account for the empirical

multidimensionality of cantonal democracies, while at the same time keeping the number of

democratic measures reasonably small (cp. Munck and Verkuilen 2002, 22-23).15

13 Alternatively we also considered a factorizing aggregation strategy, repeating the procedure described above.

From a democratic theoretical view, however, an unequal weighting of conceptually equivalent appears as

problematic. This is most obvious when single components are excluded entirely as – in the case of the

cantonal years under investigation – they do not load on the same factor. When we subsequently included such

components with their proportional weight, the final results were very similar to the ones arising from the more

transparent and more comprehensible averaging procedure. Whereas we treated the subcomponents as latent

variables which are presumed in the dimension formed by empirically validated indicators, at higher levels of

aggregation we think the theoretical concept tree is better seen as a hierarchical set of normative criteria, which

cannot be validated empirically.
14 A more sophisticated strategy would theoretically deduce differentiated weighting schemes as well as define

aggregation rules based on the theoretical relationships between democratic components (Munck and

Verkuilen 2002, 23-27). While our constructed models of democracy intend to tap central dimensions and

components of liberal and radical conceptions of democracy, it is beyond our ambition to theoretically justify

particular relationships between democratic components, nor would we theoretically ascribe them differential

weights. Lacking in encompassing and precise theories of how elements of liberal and radical democracy

combine and interact, we instead decided to draw on additive aggregation.
15 Depending on the research question at hand one might also want to combine the six dimensions into an overall

index of democratic quality. Such an overall index clearly stands in line with existing broader

conceptualizations of democracy. Diamond and Morlino (2004; 2005), for instance, combine the following

procedural dimensions: Rule of law, participation, competition, vertical accountability, and horizontal

accountability. The aspects of freedom and equality are treated as substantial dimensions; responsiveness is
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In order to facilitate comparisons over space and time, we then standardized all aggregated

democratic measures. Each democracy is located on a scale between zero and one, where zero

denotes the worst practice reported for any cantonal democracy between 1979 and 2009, and

one stands for the best practice ever achieved within this time span.

5.	The	Quality	of	Democracy	in	the	Swiss	Cantons

When applied to the Swiss cantons, the proposed measurement instrument discloses a large

diversity of the cantonal democracies. The variation over space and time is best illustrated by

the following radar charts, depicting the measures for the six aggregated dimensions of

democracy for each of the 26 cantons (figure 1). Within these radar charts the development

over time is indicated by the measurement points for 1979, 1994 and 2009, where we notice a

general increase of democratic qualities in most cantons.16 Several cantons show one-time

leaps with regard to liberal constitutionalism as they had their constitutions totally revised

lately. More incremental were improvements on horizontal accountability, public

accountability and inclusion, reflecting new regulations and political-societal developments.

With regard to electoral accountability we recorded some cantons catching up, while we

observe a slight convergence in terms of radical participation.

While high levels of radical participation is a characteristic feature of the Swiss subnational

democracies, the rising levels of public accountability and inclusion parallel much of the

expected democratic transformations in advanced industrial democracies (Cain, Dalton, and

Scarrow 2003). More peculiar to the subnational referendum democracies of Switzerland is

their profound expansion towards the liberal ideal of democracy in the last three decades. This

is certainly true for the improved horizontal accountability in most Swiss cantons which

reflects international trends favoring judicial independence, administrative jurisdiction,

constitutional review (cf. Cichowski and Stone Sweet 2003) and other protective agencies (i.e.

ombudsman, independent financial control; cf. Ansell and Gingrich 2003b). But also the

numerous constitutional reforms and the enhanced electoral accountability are an expression

of a remarkable democratic transformation taking place at the Swiss subnational level.

denoted as a result-oriented dimension. – See also the Democracy Barometer (Bühlmann, Merkel, and Weßels

2008; www.democracybarometer.org).
16 While this observation is certainly plausible to some extent, it possibly also reflects a certain bias in our

selection of indicators, overstating more recent achievements while underexposing issues debated in past

decades.
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Figure 1. Radar charts for the quality of democracy in the 26 Swiss cantons, 1979, 1994 and 2009
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Appenzell Ausserrhoden Obwalden Luzern

Zug Valais Thurgau

Nidwalden Graubünden Schwyz

Uri Appenzell Innerrhoden

Legend

LC Liberal constitutionalism RP Radical participation ▬▬▬▬ Status in 1979

HA Horizontal accountability PA Public accountability ▬▬▬▬ Status in 1994

EA Electoral accountability INC Inclusion ▬▬▬▬ Status in 2009

Notes: The origin stands for the lowest value achieved in the corresponding dimension which has ever been

achieved by any canton between 1979 and 2009 (worst practice), the outer end of the axes for the highest ever

achieved value (best practice). The cantons have been arranged according to their index value for liberal

democracy (average of LC, HA, EA) in the year 2009.
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When comparing the Swiss cantons in the cross-section we noticed that several cantons

dispose of relatively high values along all three liberal dimensions, thus disposing of a high

quality index of liberal democracy. In figure 1 we therefore sorted the cantonal democracies

according to their liberal index in the year 2009. In contrast, the radical dimensions are

combined in very different ways – there is no single canton with high values on all three

radical dimensions. Even though radical democrats have often referred to the Swiss

democracy at the subnational level (cf. Rousseau 1762; Barber 1988), we cannot find any

corresponding prototype. Swiss reality further challenges the radical model of democracy as

we find evidence for a democratic trade-off between radical participation and inclusion.

Contrary to the radical critique to liberal democracy it is the more liberal democracies that

prove to be more inclusive, while radical participation even seems to preclude democratic

inclusion (figure 2).

Figure 2. Degree of inclusion in liberal and participatory cantonal democracies, 2009

Notes: The regression lines are all based on significant coefficients (90%-level or higher), regardless of whether

outliers (hollow circles) are considered or not (cp. dashed lines). Outliers were defined by |Dfbeta|>0.392

(Belsley, Kuh, and Welsch 1980). For reasons of readability the indices have been multiplied by 100.

Even though the empirical evidence for the Swiss cantons points to a dilemma of radical

democracy, we should not conclude that radical democracy must necessarily remain a

hypothetical construct. We must, however, be cautious of expecting a concurrent expansion of

radical democratic qualities whenever venturing radical democratic reforms. As our analysis

corroborates earlier findings on the exclusionary character of more demanding channels of

participation (Trechsel 1999, 564; Dalton, Cain, and Scarrow 2003, 263), it seems worthwhile

to consider more accessible forms of public debate (televised democracy), less demanding

modes of participation (e-democracy) or more direct forms of representation (deliberative

mini-publics), or a mix thereof (Budge 1996; Fuchs 2007; Warren 2009).
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6.	Political	Support	in	Liberal	and	Radical	Democracies

The creation of mass democracy in the early twentieth century and now the political reforms

in many advanced industrial democracies can be seen as a response of the political elite to a

more critical and more demanding democratic public (Cain, Dalton, and Scarrow 2003). Then

as now are such populist reforms usually guided by the Jeffersonian credo: The cure for the

ills of democracy is more democracy. But does ‘more democracy’ really induce higher levels

of public support?

Liberal democrats would in fact expect quite the contrary. The alleged crisis of the liberal

democratic welfare state, for that matter, was initially seen as a result from an “overload with

participants and demands” (Crozier, Huntington, and Watanuki 1975, 12; Huntington 1981).

The thesis of ‘overloaded government’ states that growing prosperity has fuelled public

expectations and group demands, leading to an ever growing and ineffective welfare state and

again to further popular pressure – a vicious circle which can be only broken by a firm

political leadership which must respond less to popular demands (Brittan 1975; 1977;

Nordhaus 1975; King 1976; Rose and Peters 1977; cf. Held 2006, 193). An influential leader

of this current of thought was the neo-liberal democrat Friedrich Hayek (cf. Gamble 1996)

who warned from the dynamics of mass democracy and its progressive displacement by the

rule of oppressive state agents (Hayek 1978, 152–162).

Radical democrats in contrast generally embrace the Jeffersonian conviction. Instead of

adhering to the neo-conservative thesis of the overloaded government they have rather

followed the less prominent neo-Marxist thesis of a ‘legitimation crisis’: Citizen interests

were compromised in capitalist democracies, thus requiring radical democratic reforms

(Habermas 1973; Offe 1972). Participatory democrats of this time criticized thin democracy

of the liberal type for alienating the citizens, while only a ‘strong democracy’ of a

participatory type could strengthen citizenship and the political community (Barber 1984,

232). Additionally, radical participation was also seen as enabling “collective decisions to be

more easily accepted by the individual” (Pateman 1970, 27). Radical democratic thought has

also resisted the heralded triumph of liberal democracy after the collapse of soviet

communism (cf. Fukuyama 1989), with deliberative theories in particular moving to the

forefront of scholarly debate. Iris Young (2000, 128) for instance stresses the legitimizing

function of participatory and inclusive-deliberative democracy. And while liberal theories of

political trust seem to concentrate on limiting the risks of trust, Mark Warren (1999) discusses
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deliberative democracy as a potential device for actually cultivating political relations of

‘warranted trust’.

Beyond this theoretical debate between liberal and radical democrats we also find several

empirical comparative studies, arguing that ‘consensus democracy’ leads to higher political

support as it maximizes the number of winners (Lijphart 1999, 286; Norris 1999b; 2011, chap.

10). But the findings from the international comparisons are flawed and are of little help for

assessing how liberal and radical democracy affect political support, as they have lacked

corresponding measures of democracy.

With the measures of liberal and radical qualities of the Swiss cantonal democracies at hand

we are now in the unique position to test the respective claims of liberal and radical democrats

by means of a comparative empirical analysis. Irrespective of the direction of the effects of

liberal and radical qualities of democracy on political support it seems plausible that these two

fundamental traditions of political thought might be of utmost relevance for explaining public

support. Moreover the Swiss subnational laboratory of democracy is particularly well suited

for causal inferences, as the cantons dispose of a large variation in the democratic measures of

interest while moving within the bounds of a common federal constitution and sharing similar

socioeconomic conditions (cf. Przeworski 1970). Even though we have not found full-fledged

radical democracies in Switzerland, the cantonal variation allows us to test the partial effects

of each radical dimension separately.

In our analysis we measure political support with the Selects (2003; 2007) survey items for

institutional trust and community support at the cantonal level. We assume that individual

political support is shaped by an individual’s values and socialization as well as by contextual

cantonal characteristics, notably by the cantons democratic quality. We perform multilevel

analyses, as it allows to reliably estimating individual and contextual effects within the same

model (Snijders and Bosker 1999; Jones 1997). The data structure of the two surveys in 2003

and 2007 is reflected by embedding the individuals (level 1) in their canton (level 2) and these

cantons within the respective year of the survey (level 3).

We proceeded stepwise. Before testing the effects of our democratic measures we specified

individual models of institutional trust and community support (see appendix, table 5). We

then added several indices of political performance and other control variables at the

contextual level (not reported). Only the significant contextual variables were kept for the

subsequent analyses on the effects of our democratic measures. In table 2 we report our
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Table 2. Multilevel models of institutional trust – 25 cantons, 2003 and 2007

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

FIXED PART
Constant 6.406***

(0.118)
6.378***
(0.119)

6.402***
(0.120)

6.404***
(0.119)

6.375***
(0.119)

6.397***
(0.118)

6.385***
(0.119)

6.406***
(0.118)

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL
See coefficients of individual variables in table 5.

CONTEXTUAL LEVEL: CANTON

Democracy measures
Liberal democracy -0.486***

(0.169)
-0.368**
(0.165)

-0.433**
(0.169)

Radical participation -0.371
(0.256)

Public accountability -0.198*
(0.108)

-0.137
(0.095)

Inclusion -0.497***
(0.184)

-0.241
(0.206)

Political performance
Welfare state -0.565***

(0.171)
-0.545***

(0.155)
-0.688***

(0.194)
-0.692***

(0.186)
-0.622***

(0.169)
-0.540***

(0.167)
-0.529***

(0.159)
-0.379*
(0.225)

Latin culture
Share of French or
Italian speaking

-0.508***
(0.083)

-0.527***
(0.075)

-0.580***
(0.114)

-0.475***
(0.090)

-0.482***
(0.080)

-0.430***
(0.084)

-0.452***
(0.080)

-0.496***
(0.080)

Controls
Population size (log) -0.104***

(0.031)
-0.076***

(0.029)
-0.168***

(0.033)
-0.139***

(0.030)
-0.103***

(0.029)
-0.106***

(0.030)
-0.098***

(0.032)
-0.093***

(0.031)
Effective number of
parties (Laakso-
Taagepera)

-0.062
(0.051)

VARIANCE COMPONENTS (RANDOM PART)
Level: years
σ2

v0 (intercept) 0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

Level: cantons
σ2

u0 (intercept) 0.010*
(0.006)

0.005
(0.004)

0.018**
(0.009)

0.015*
(0.008)

0.008
(0.006)

0.008
(0.006)

0.005
(0.005)

0.008
(0.006)

Level: individuals
σ2

e (residuals) 3.192***
(0.051)

3.202***
(0.052)

3.190***
(0.051)

3.191***
(0.051)

3.200***
(0.052)

3.193***
(0.051)

3.196***
(0.052)

3.192***
(0.051)

MODEL CHARACTERISTICS
-2*loglikelihood: 31284 30330 31289 31288 30813 31285 29957 31282
No. of years 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2
No. of cantons 50 46 50 50 48 50 44 50
No. of individuals 7820 7577 7820 7820 7698 7820 7487 7820
Missing canton NW NW NW NW NW NW NW NW
Excluded cantons AI, NE AI AI, NE,

JU
Notes: The dependent variable is the eleven-point scale for trust in cantonal authorities (0 = no trust; 10 = full

trust). All contextual variables were previously mean centered. The estimates present unstandardized IGLS-

regression coefficients and their standard errors (in parentheses) as computed in MLwiN. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05,

* p<0.1.

Source: SELECTS (2003; 2007; 2010) for individual data, Schaub and Dlabac (2012) for democracy measures,

Bundesamt für Statistik (diverse Jahrgänge) and Bundesamt für Statistik and IPW Universität Bern (diverse

Jahrgänge) for other contextual data.
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models for individual institutional trust where each of our four measures of democracy are

considered separately. As our observations are related to only 26 cantons we also check for

the robustness of our findings. By means of bivariate scatterplots on the cantonal share of

‘trusting’ individuals (not reported) we identified the most influencing data-points17 as

outliers to be excluded from analysis.

In all models we find a significant negative effect of the welfare state18, giving at least partial

support to the neo-liberal explanation for low levels of trust. However, in terms of democratic

measures the robust significant negative effect of liberal democracy (model 2) gives strong

support to the radical democratic view that liberal democracy alienates the citizens. We can

also preclude a spurious correlation caused by a larger societal heterogeneity coinciding with

liberal democracy, as the effect remains even when controlling for the effective number of

parties (model 8). Yet claiming that ‘more democracy’ or radical democratic qualities would

cure the ills of present liberal democracies would clearly be exaggerated: There is no single

radical dimension showing significant positive effects on institutional trust. At least we do not

find robust evidence for a similar corrosive effect as was found for liberal democracy.

Table 3 shows our models for individual community support. In contrast the previous models

our ‘Latin culture’ variable as well as our output index of the welfare state remain

insignificant with regard to community support. Instead we find a robust negative effect for

our ‘lean government’ index.19 This result now supports the radical democratic reasoning that

limiting the scope of the state is detrimental to the cultivation of a strong political community

yet we would not want to overstate this interpretation. In terms of democratic measures the

17 |Dfbeta|>0.392 (Belsley, Kuh, and Welsch 1980).
18 In analogy to our democracy measures we calculated an (neo-Marxist) output index for the welfare state based

on four indicators for the years 2003 and 2007: social expenditures, health expenditures and educational

expenditures (canton and municipalities, per capita; Eidgenössische Finanzverwaltung diverse Jahrgänge); index

for fiscal redistribution (available for 2006 only; Rotzinger 2010). The latter index compares income distribution

before and after tax. Alternatively we found a positive effect for of our (neo-liberal) output index of a lean

government (cf. next footnote), yet the effect was only due to the so called ‘city-cantons’ Basel-Stadt and

Genève (outliers). No effects were found for our (neo-liberal) outcome index of wealth (GDP, growth, full

employment) and for our (neo-Marxist) outcome indices of social justice (income inequality, educational

inequality).
19 The index is based on five indicators: tax revenue, state expenditures and administration expenditures (canton

and municipalities, per capita; Eidgenössische Finanzverwaltung diverse Jahrgänge); public deficit in % of GDP

and public debt per capita. The effect remains significant also when excluding the ‘city-cantons’ Basel-Stadt and

Genève (outliers).
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Table 3. Multilevel models of community support – 25 cantons, 2003 and 2007

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7

FIXED PART
Constant (=very attached) -1.227***

(0.135)
-1.203***

(0.136)
-1.239***

(0.137)
-1.229***

(0.137)
-1.226***

(0.136)
-1.204***

(0.137)
-1.216***

(0.134)
Constant (>=rather attached) 1.142***

(0.135)
1.166***
(0.136)

1.127***
(0.137)

1.134***
(0.136)

1.137***
(0.136)

1.161***
(0.137)

1.158***
(0.134)

Constant (>=rather not attached) 3.112***
(0.147)

3.158***
(0.149)

3.094***
(0.149)

3.100***
(0.149)

3.103***
(0.148)

3.150***
(0.150)

3.130***
(0.147)

Reference category (>=not attached at
all)
INDIVIDUAL LEVEL
(common coefficients)

See coefficients of individual variables in table 5.
CONTEXTUAL LEVEL: CANTON
(common coefficients)
Democracy measures (mean values
of last 10 years)
Liberal democracy -0.892***

(0.276)
-0.608**
(0.276)

-0.572*
(0.293)

Radical participation -0.177
(0.294)

Public accountability -0.307
(0.209)

Inclusion -0.743**
(0.292)

-0.305
(0.320)

Political performance
Lean government -0.581**

(0.248)
-0.575**
(0.235)

-0.514*
(0.297)

-0.476*
(0.277)

-0.713***
(0.262)

-0.635**
(0.251)

-1.172***
(0.347)

Controls
Population size (log) -0.199***

(0.054)
-0.179***

(0.052)
-0.311***

(0.053)
-0.282***

(0.048)
-0.233***

(0.052)
-0.214***

(0.051)
-0.161***

(0.053)
Effective number of parties (Laakso-
Taagepera)

-0.195**
(0.084)

VARIANCE COMPONENTS (RANDOM PART)
Level: years
σ2

v0 (intercept) 0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

Level: cantons
σ2

u0 (intercept) 0.065***
(0.021)

0.054***
(0.019)

0.082***
(0.025)

0.080***
(0.024)

0.073***
(0.023)

0.061***
(0.021)

0.055***
(0.019)

MODEL CHARACTERISTICS
No. of years 2 2 2 2 2 2 2
No. of cantons 50 46 50 50 50 46 50
No. of individuals 7820 7567 7820 7820 7820 7567 7820
Missing canton NW NW NW NW NW NW NW
Excluded cantons AI, SO AI, SO

Notes: Logit transformed ordered proportional odds model for the four-point scale for attachment to the canton.

All contextual variables were previously mean centered. The estimates present unstandardized PQL-regression

coefficients and their standard errors (in parentheses) as computed in MLwiN. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Source: SELECTS (2003; 2007; 2010) for individual data, Schaub and Dlabac (2012) for democracy measures,

Bundesamt für Statistik (diverse Jahrgänge) and Bundesamt für Statistik and IPW Universität Bern (diverse

Jahrgänge) for other contextual data.
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picture is the same as before: Liberal democracy turns out as the one robust variable with a

corrosive effect on community support as well.

This corroborating result thus gives us further confidence for stating a general negative effect

of liberal democracy on political support. Whereas in the preceding section we diagnosed a

dilemma of radical democracy due to the empirical trade-off between radical participation and

inclusion, now it is liberal democracy facing a dilemma: Citizens in liberal cantonal

democracies are significantly less supportive of both their political institutions and their

political community.

While to participatory democracies we recommended to improve inclusion by means of

democratic innovations, liberal democracy seems to struggle with its public acceptance. If the

liberal model of democracy is to be maintained, political elites are highly recommended to

look for innovative ways of public accountability and justification which – again – would

involve more accessible forms of public debate (televised democracy) or the selective use of

deliberative mini-publics (Budge 1996; Fuchs 2007; Warren 2009)

7.	Conclusions

Whereas established national and subnational democracies are probably witnessing a

fundamental democratic transformation (Cain, Dalton, and Scarrow 2003), empirical

democracy research is clearly lagging behind with establishing adequate measurement

instruments in order to capture these trends. Pressing questions of democracy research could

therefore be discussed only on a speculative base.

In this paper we thus presented an exemplary multidimensional measurement instrument for

subnational democracies which is capable of assessing democratic transformations, be they

liberal or radical in nature. Moreover, the democratic measures for the Swiss cantons proved

valuable for addressing central questions of democracy research on an empirical base. First,

we demonstrated how these trends led to a higher democratic quality at the subnational level

of the Swiss cantons. Second, we found an empirical trade-off between radical participation

and inclusion, which points to a possible dilemma of radical democracy. Third, the

Jeffersonian dictum of ‘more democracy’ being the cure for the ills of democracy could not be

substantiated in the case of the Swiss cantons. While radical qualities of democracy were of

no harm to political support, they were not conducive to it either. More importantly, liberal
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democracy is now facing a dilemma as it is corrosive to both institutional trust and

community support.

Even if we offered some general ideas of how these two dilemmas could be dissolved,

concrete reform recommendations for the Swiss cantons would need further qualitative

assessments which would take our large amount of data as a starting point. It is also not our

intention to decide whether inclusive liberal democracies with low political support are to be

preferred against exclusive participatory democracies with an average political support.

Instead we suggest that citizens of liberal and radical democracies alike reflect on their

canton’s democratic qualities and its transformative potentials.
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Appendix
Table 4. Short definitions of the indicators used for measuring liberal and radical democracy20

Liberal Constitutionalism
Individual freedom

Freedom rights
- kv_frr_priva Constitutionally guaranteed protection of the privacy sphere
- kv_frr_dign Constitutionally guaranteed protection of human dignity
- kv_frr_life Constitutionally guaranteed right to life, physical and psychic integrity
- kv_frr_info Constitutionally guaranteed freedom of information
- kv_frr_data Constitutionally guaranteed protection against misuse of personal data
- kv_frr_mov Constitutionally guaranteed freedom of movement
- kv_frr_sciart Constitutionally guaranteed right to academic freedom and freedom of art
- kv_frr_fam Constitutionally guaranteed right to marry and to found a family
- kv_frr_opin Constitutionally guaranteed freedom of opinion (building, uttering, propagating, and receiving)
- kv_frr_bel Constitutionally guaranteed freedom of faith, conscience and creed

Property rights
- kv_frr_home Constitutionally guaranteed protection of the sanctities of the home
- kv_frr_est Constitutionally guaranteed freedom of establishment
- kv_frr_prop Constitutionally guaranteed protection of property
- kv_frr_econ Constitutionally guaranteed freedom of trade and occupational choice
- kv_frr_expro Constitutionally guaranteed restrictions to expropriation

Respect for rights and rules
- kv_grr_rel Constitutionally codified duty to respect the rights of others when exercising one’s own basic liberties
- kv_legdut Explicit constitutional codification of everybody‘s obligation to comply with his legal duties
- kv_ordsec Constitutional codification of the state’s responsibility to protect the public security and order
- crime_rate_N Number of convictions under the penal law, per 1000 inhabitants (inverse)

Limited scope of the state
Actual scope
- Staatko_od_N Total public expenditures by canton and municipalities, in CHF per capita (inverse)
- Verko_od_N Cantonal (and municipal) expenditures for general administration and authorities, in CHF per capita (inverse)
- verwdich_ktgem_od_N Public employees of canton and municipalities together, per 100 inhabitants (inverse)

Constitutional provisions
- kv_check Constitutional codification of a continuous assessment of public tasks for their necessity/portability
- kv_budlim Constitutional codification of the principles of a economical and balanced budget management of the state
- kv_finvorb Constitutional codification of conditional financing before adopting new public tasks
- kv_taxhurd Constitutional codification of institutional barriers for tax increases

Rule of law
Supremacy of the law

Formal supremacy of the law
- kv_pr_hear Constitutional codification of a right to a court hearing
- kv_gesvorb Constitutional codification of legal proviso
- kv_retroban Constitutional codification of the prohibition on retroactive legislation
- kv_pr_judgm Constitutional codification of a right for justified court ruling and instruction on the right to appeal
- kv_willkverb Constitutional codification of the prohibition of arbitrariness

Substantive supremacy of the law
- kv_grr_restr Constitutional restrictions of curtailing basic rights
- kv_grrkern Constitutional codification of the inviolability of the core of basic rights
- kv_grrbind Constitutional codification the commitment of public power and individuals to the basic rights

Equality before the law
- kv_pr_fair Constitutional codification of the right for a fair (/and equal) treatment in court hearings
- kv_gratadvice Constitutional codification of the right for a free legal advice
- kv_pr_grat Constitutional codification of the right of deprived people for free legal assistance and legal aid
- kv_diskrverb Explicit constitutional prohibition of discriminating/benefitting certain groups with regard to the equality before the law
- kv_rechtsgl Explicit constitutional codification of a general equality before the law

Protection of minorities
Voting behavior favoring minorities
- MF_Frauen Minority-friendliness of cantonal voting results at national polls regarding women
- MF_Sprachmind Minority-friendliness of cantonal voting results at national polls regarding language minorities
- MF_Alte Minority-friendliness of cantonal voting results at national polls regarding elderly people
- MF_Behinderte Minority-friendliness of cantonal voting results at national polls regarding handicapped people
- MF_Auslaend Minority-friendliness of cantonal voting results at national polls regarding foreigners
- MF_Militaerverweig Minority-friendliness of cantonal voting results at national polls regarding deniers of military service
- MF_Junge_Stimmrecht Minority-friendliness of cantonal voting results at national polls regarding the voting right of younger people

Constitutional provisions
- kv_frr_lang Constitutional guarantee of language freedom
- kv_minprot Constitutional codification of the protection of the rights of minorities
- kv_frr_cohab Constitutional guarantee of the freedom of the form of cohabitation

20 The detailed codebook, the data and a method paper are available upon request (Schaub and Dlabac 2012).
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Horizontal Accountability
Strength of parliament versus government

Independence
- Eröffnung_N Opening of the new legislature period by government (inverse)
- Parlamentsdienst Independent parliamentary secretariat resp. later parliamentary services
- Id_Unver Incompatibility of governmental and parliamentary mandate

Supervisory rights
- Akteneinsicht_AufsKomm Insight in files by inspection commissions
- Inforecht Information right of members of parliament explicitly codified
- Akteneinsicht_allgKomm Inquiry and insight in files by general commissions
- PUK Possibility of inserting a (powerful) parliamentary fact finding commission legally provided
- Konfliktregelung Final decision-making competence in case of conflict between member of parliament and government

Legislative competencies
Legislative competencies of parliament
- Reg_programm Parliament treats government program
- ParlInit Possibility of parliamentary initiative
- Fragestunde Possibility of question time

Legislative competencies of government
- Finanzbefugnisse_N Financial competences of government (inverse)
- Dringlichkeitsrecht_N Right of urgent acts by government (invers)
- Notrecht_N Right in state of emergency by government (inverse)

Power sharing in parliament
Power sharing regulations
- kv_readings Constitutionally defined number of readings before adoption of laws by parliament
- minfrakrel_N Number of members of parliament necessary for building a fraction, in relation to the number of seats in parliament (inverse)

Strength of opposition in parliament
- Oppositionsstaerke Index of effective power of opposition parties versus governing parties in parliament (seat shares)
- CoalitType2 Coalition type of government (minority, surplus majority, minimal winning, hegemonial)

Judicial independence
Separation from government and parliament
- Unvereinbar_KR Incompatibility of mandate at the cantonal high court with parliamentary mandate
- Funktionelle Unabhängigkeit Independence of courts/jurisdiction codified in constitution or law
- Unvereinbar_RR Incompatibility of mandate at the cantonal high court with government mandate

Personal independence
- Unvereinbar_Anwalt Incompatibility of mandate at the cantonal high court with mandate as advocate
- Präsidentenwahl Instance for confirming resp. electing the president of the cantonal high court
- Unvereinbar_VR Incompatibility of mandate at the cantonal high court with an administrative board mandate
- Amtsdauer Term of office of judges at the cantonal high court
- Amtszeitbeschränkung_N Limitation of term of office at the cantonal high court (inverse)

Professionalization
- Eignungsprüfung Instance for controlling ability and eligibility of candidates for the cantonal high court
- Wahlvorbereitung Instance preparing elections
- Aufsichtsorgan Instance of superintendence

Organizational independence
- Budgetrecht Own budget preparation through the courts
- Verwaltungsautonomie Constitutionally or legally codified right of autonomous administration of courts or jurisdiction
- Antragsrecht_Parl Right for applying for finances directly at the parliament
- Anstellung_Kanzlei Appointment of chancellery by highest cantonal court

Îndependent controlling instances
Administrative jurisdiction
- Verwaltungsgericht Administrative court as ultimate authority in disputes concerning administrative law
- Generalklausel Efficacy of administrative court
- VerwaltungsG_Jahre Years since introduction of an administrative court
- Rechtsweggarantie Guaranteed recourse to the cantonal courts also in cases concerning federal administrative law

Constitutional review
- Verfassungsgericht Institutionalized constitutional court
- VerfG_Index Index of powers of courts regarding constitutional review

Agencies of protection
- Ombuds Existence of a cantonal ombudsman
- FK_Umfang Scope of financial control
- kv_fincont Constitutionally guaranteed independence of financial control
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Electoral Accountability
Free elections by secret ballot

- secelec_parl Secret ballot at elections of cantonal parliament
- secelec_reg Secret ballot at elections of cantonal government

Electoral vulnerability of incumbents
Electoral vulnerability in government
- CompRegElec2 Difference between number of candidates and number of mandates in last total renewal elections
- Kampfwahl_Reg More candidates than seats in last total renewal elections
- wett_reg_se 100% minus seat share of strongest party in government

Electoral vulnerability in parliament
- wett_parl2_se_N Difference between largest and second largest party in parliament, in % of all seats (inverse)
- wett_parl_se 100% minus seat share of strongest party in parliament

Electoral availability
- Volatilitaet_se_year Parliamentary volatility: Net change of seat shares of parties, standardized for the length of legislature
- reg_stab2 Change in party composition of government

Clarity of responsibility
- reg_party_N Number of governing parties (inverse)
- spann_N Range of party composition of governing coalition (inverse)

Relative governmental autonomy
Independence from the people between elections
- reglegisl Term of office of government, in years
- parlegisl Term of office in parliament, in years
- Referendumsausschluss No subsequent referendum possible in case of urgent acts, according to constitution

Independence from specific interests
- kv_transpint Constitutional codification of an obligation of members of parliament to disclose interest bonds
- kv_freemand Constitutional codification of a free mandate for members of parliament

Autonomy from other state levels
- transfer_N Total revenues received from the federal state, in CHF per capita (inverse)
- gem_init_ref2_N Right of initiative and referendum for single municipalities on cantonal laws (inverse)

Radical Participation
Extended electoral rights

Electoral rights
- volkwahl Years gone by since the introduction of direct popular election of cantonal executive
- regpraes_volkwahl Election of the executive’s president in popular elections
- Ernennungsbehörde_N Popular elections for the judges of the highest cantonal court
- beratung_wahl Institutionalized opportunity for the citizens to collectively deliberate on elections and candidates

Recall rights
- recall_reg Possibility to recall the cantonal executive from office ahead of time by a popular initiative
- recall_parl Possibility to recall the cantonal parliament from office ahead of time by a popular initiative

Direct-democratic rights
Basic rights of popular initiative and popular referendum
- GIR Index for the institutional openness of the popular statutory initiative, as proposed by Stutzer (1999)
- VIR Index for the institutional openness of the popular constitutional initiative, as proposed by Stutzer (1999)
- GRR Index for the institutional openness of the statutory referendum, as proposed by Stutzer (1999)
- FRR Index for the institutional openness of the fiscal referendum, as proposed by Stutzer (1999)

More refined direct-democratic rights
- verfahrinit_scope Existence and scope of a popular right to propose a different order of votes, postponement of authorities’ projects, and/or

revision of such projects
- beratung_sach Institutionalized opportunity for the citizens to collectively deliberate on the issues put to popular vote
- KRR Index for the existence and institutional openness of the ‘constructive referendum’

Use of direct-democratic rights
- initot Number of popular initiatives put to vote
- reftot Number of referendums put to vote

Local self-rule
Financial and perceived local autonomy
- foed_tax_N Size of municipal as compared to cantonal fiscal revenues
- foed_schreiber Degree of local autonomy as perceived and reported by the heads of municipal administrations

Constitutional local autonomy
- kv_gembest Constitutionally guaranteed right for the existing municipalities to continued existence
- kv_gemaut Constitutional codification of municipal autonomy
- kv_gemfusion Constitutional provisions concerning mergers of municipalities
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Public Accountability
Transparency of political processes

Transparency of parliament and communication by authorities
- kv_vernehml Explicit constitutional codification of the mechanism of consultation
- oeffprinz Legal enactment of the general rule that any governmental documents are freely accessible to the public
- kv_behinfo Constitutionally codified duty of the authorities to inform the public about their activities
- ParlSecretSess_N Provisions concerning the possibility of secret sessions or secret decisions on single agenda items by the parliament (inverse)
- ParlProt Accessibility and elaborateness of the minutes of parliamentary sessions

Transparency of government and courts
- kv_publger Constitutional provisions concerning the public access to judicial proceedings
- kv_publreg Constitutional provisions concerning the public access to government sessions

Media
Media rights
- kv_infodiv Constitutionally codified public task to promote information diversity
- kv_zensverb Constitutional codification of the prohibition of censorship
- kv_medfoerd Constitutionally codified public task to promote media access

Media diversity
- pressdiv Press diversity: Number of newspapers with self-contained, regular reporting on cantonal politics
- presscompdist_ex Degree of press competition within the subcantonal districts

Media use
- Radio Share of survey respondents who use radio broadcasting for their opinion-making
- Zeitung Share of survey respondents who use newspapers for their opinion-making
- Fernsehen Share of survey respondents who use television broadcasting for their opinion-making

Extra-institutional participation
Constitutional protection of extra-institutional participation rights
- kv_frr_demo Constitutionally guaranteed freedom to demonstrate
- kv_frr_pet Constitutionally guaranteed right to petition
- kv_frr_stri Constitutionally guaranteed right to strike
- kv_frr_assoc Constitutionally guaranteed freedom of association

Participative culture
- Mitglied Share of survey respondents who are member of at least one political or economic organization
- Leserbriefe Share of survey respondents who use letters to the editor for their opinion-making
- Interesse Share of survey respondents who state to be very interested in politics

Inclusion
Equal political involvement

Universal and equal right to vote
- stimmalterakt Age required for the right to vote and to elect (inverse)
- passelmin_go_N Age required for the right to be elected into the cantonal executive (inverse)
- lady1 Female suffrage
- Ausl_StiR Existence and scope of suffrage for foreign residents

Equal participation
- T_Bildung_N Disproportionality of actual participation rates between groups of different education levels (inverse)
- T_Qualifikation_N Disproportionality of actual participation rates between groups of different occupational statuses (invers)
- turnout_v Turnout rate in cantonal popular votes
- T_Geschlecht_N Disproportionality of actual participation rates between gender groups (inverse)

Minimal amount of resources
Social rights
- kv_sr_work Constitutionally guaranteed right to paid work
- kv_sr_dwell Constitutionally guaranteed right to housing
- kv_sr_matmin Constitutionally guaranteed rights to a minimal amount of material resources, in case of need to be provided by public funds
- kv_sr_heal Constitutionally guaranteed rights to the protection and advancement of one’s health

Rights to education
- kv_sr_edurights Constitutionally guaranteed right to (adequate) education
- kv_sr_eduquant Constitutionally codified public task to provide several educational services
- kv_sr_eduacc Constitutionally guaranteed right to an equal and easy access to the educational services
- kv_sr_edugrat Constitutionally guaranteed right to education free of charge

Inclusive representation
Electoral system favorable to minorities
- thresho_N Effective threshold to get a seat in the cantonal parliament (inverse)
- proporz3reg Degree of proportionality of the electoral systems for parliamentary and governmental elections
- parlmand Number of seats in the cantonal parliament

Representation of parties in parliament
- rae Rae index of parliamentary party fractionalization
- Gallagher_N Index for the effective disproportionality of the parliamentary electoral system, as proposed by Gallagher (inverse)

Inclusiveness of the governing coalitions
- reg_konk Cumulated vote share (in parliamentary elections) of all parties represented in government
- kommprop Average number of seats in parliamentary committees per party

Proportional representation of socio-structural groups
Proportional representation by gender
- Frauenteil_gov Share of female members in government
- Frauenteil_parl Share of female members in parliament

Proportional representation by age and profession
- Durchschnittsalter_reg_parl_N Average age of the members of government and parliament (inverse)
- disrep_prof_reg_parl_N Disproportionality of the occupational groups‘ representation in government and parliament (inverse)
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Table 5. Individual models of political support – 25 cantons, 2003 and 2007

Institutional trust Community support

FIXED PART FIXED PART
Constant 6.503*** (0.132) Constant (=very attached) -1.091*** (0.142)

Constant (>=rather attached) 1.234*** (0.143)
Constant (>=rather not attached) 3.188*** (0.156)
Reference category (>=not attached at
all)

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL INDIVIDUAL LEVEL (common coefficients)

Political factors Political factors
Electoral loser -0.090** (0.043) Electoral loser -0.063 (0.047)
Left-right self-placement (right) 0.083*** (0.023) Left-right self-placement (right) 0.156*** (0.025)
No frequent participation at national
elections

-0.422*** (0.052) No frequent participation at national
elections

-0.432*** (0.055)

Political knowledge -0.022 (0.021) Political knowledge 0.006 (0.022)
Political interest 0.142*** (0.029) Political interest 0.338*** (0.031)

Performance Performance
Negative evaluation of state of the
economy

-0.336*** (0.028) Negative evaluation of state of the
economy

-0.047 (0.030)

Social capital Social capital
Trust in others 0.131*** (0.009) Trust in others 0.027*** (0.009)
Member of organization or association 0.160*** (0.055) Member of organization or

association
0.134** (0.059)

Cultural values Cultural values
Post-materialist -0.184*** (0.054) Post-materialist -0.279*** (0.057)

Religious denomination Religious denomination
Catholic 0.042 (0.092) Catholic 0.034 (0.098)
Protestant 0.104 (0.092) Protestant 0.196** (0.099)
None -0.244** (0.098) None -0.372*** (0.105)
Other (reference group) Other (reference group)
Church attendance several times a week 0.289*** (0.069) Church attendance several times a

week
0.064 (0.075)

Social status Social status
Does not get along with income -0.331*** (0.080) Does not get along with income -0.172** (0.085)
Residential property -0.112*** (0.043) Residential property 0.037 (0.047)
Level of education -0.024 (0.025) Level of education -0.105*** (0.027)

Demographics Demographics
Age 0.003*** (0.001) Age 0.005*** (0.001)
Female 0.149*** (0.044) Female 0.105** (0.047)
Municipality/agglomeration with more
than 10‘000 residents

0.006 (0.048) Municipality/agglomeration with
more than 10‘000 residents

0.043 (0.051)

Living in canton for more than 10 years -0.001 (0.060) Living in canton for more than 10
years

0.752*** (0.065)

VARIANCE COMPONENTS (RANDOM PART) VARIANCE COMPONENTS (RANDOM PART)
Level: years Level: years
σ2

v0 (intercept) 0.000 (0.000) σ2
v0 (intercept) 0.000 (0.000)

Level: cantons Level: cantons
σ2

u0 (intercept) 0.160*** (0.040) σ2
u0 (intercept) 0.175*** (0.044)

Level: individuals Level: individuals
σ2

e (residuals) 3.188*** (0.051) σ2
e (residuals) -

MODEL CHARACTERISTICS MODEL CHARACTERISTICS
-2*loglikelihood: 31349 -2*loglikelihood: -
No. of years / cantons / individuals 2 / 50 / 7820 No. of years / cantons / individuals 2 / 50 / 7820
Missing canton NW Missings (cantons) NW

Notes: See tables 2 and 3 respectively. The scale for political knowledge and age were mean centered, the other

continuous variables were transformed to normal scores.
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HEGEMONY, RADICAL DEMOCRACY, POPULISM 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This article demonstrates what it means to construe Ernesto 
Laclau’s work as precisely political theory. By analysing 
his work in terms of the relations between ‘hegemony’ as a 
theory of the political, ‘radical democracy’ as a normative 
theory, and the ever-present but often overlooked element 
of ‘populism’ as a theory of a form of politics, it captures 
the full-fledged political character of his work (as opposed 
to simply moral theory). Though the article make a number 
of criticisms of the ways in which the three elements are 
elaborated and interlinked, especially through the imprecise 
notions of ‘the underdogs’ and ‘the underprivileged’, it also 
highlights the value of attempting to situate the act of 
political theorising in the world at hand by explicitly trying 
to identify an immanent form of politics thought in terms of 
a theory of the political and a normative theory, an act that 
will allow one to go beyond value-neutral political analysis, 
empty moral theory, or blind political strategising. Only 
together does these three elements make up properly 
political theory. 

 
 



HEGEMONY, RADICAL DEMOCRACY, POPULISM* 

 

The constituent elements of Ernesto Laclau’s work as a political theorist can be 

summarised through a slight rewriting of the title of the book he and Chantal Mouffe 

published in 1985: Hegemony, radical democracy, and populism. My argument is that 

Laclau’s writings can be construed as an elaboration and interlinking of these three 

elements into one act of political theorising. Hegemony as a theory of the political. 

Radical democracy as a normative theory. Populism as a theory of a form of politics. If 

one does not want to conceive him simply as a thinker preoccupied with conceptual 

explorations of the ontological character of the political,1 someone positing a theory of 

what the good society could be,2 or a strategist arguing for the revival of a form of leftist 

populism, 3  Laclau’s overall argument has to be assessed in terms of each of these 

elements and the way in which they mutually discipline each other in an intervention in 

the present world as it is characterised by historically specific combinations of exclusions 

and inequalities. The reading I advance here thus runs against the grain of widespread 

criticisms claiming that Laclau’s work lack a theorisation of normative issues. Even those 

contributions that explicitly recognise that he does indeed provides this, and analyse his 

work with reference to the relations between the theory of hegemony and radical 

democracy, have continually neglected the role the notion of ‘populism’ has played 

                                                 
* I would like to thank Ulrik Pram Gad, Jacqueline Vimo, and especially the two anonymous reviewers for 
their constructive criticism. 
 
1 As when Townshend (2003) discuss him as the founder of ‘Essex school discourse theory’. 
2 Warren (1996) can serve as an example of this approach. 
3 See for instance Beverly (1997). 



throughout his career as a form of politics that can relate the two in the world.4 They 

thereby miss something I want to highlight, namely Laclau’s attempt to situate the 

intervention made through an explicit identification of an immanent form of politics 

thought in terms of his theory of the political and his normative theory. This is something 

that distinguishes Laclau’s work from much else that goes under the name of political 

theory. The attempt to find a home in the world is what differentiates his act of political 

theorising from simply theorising the political, theorising the normative, or simply 

politicising. I find this full-fledged character of his work a contribution in it self, because 

it carves out a precise place of political – in opposition to simply moral – theory, even 

though I have reservations when it comes to the constituent elements (as I will make clear 

below). I focus first on the character of each of the three elements especially in their most 

recent formulations (Laclau, 2004; 2005a; 2005b; 2005c), and then discuss the force of 

the overall argument’s linkage of them into a single act of political theorising. 

 

A theory of the political 

At the most general level, the political, for Laclau, pertains to the constitution of social 

reality as never complete orders (2004: 325-326; 2005a: 117). These are the orders that 

Laclau call ‘discourses’, a term that only really identifies the object of reference if one 

abstracts from its conventional usage and accepts the inclusion of both material and 

ideational elements into the relational structuring of one particular order (2005a: 68). The 

precise contribution of his theory of hegemony is that it does not simply – like for 

                                                 
4 Anna Marie Smith (1998: 1) rightly makes the point that Laclau and Mouffe’s work should be read ‘as 
political theory’, but her focus solely on the theory of hegemony and the theory of radical democracy 
crucially leaves out the key element of populism as a form of politics that connects the two. Torfing (1999) 
and the essays collected by Critchley and Marchart (2004) are other examples of this reading. 



instance Lefort (1988) – assert that the political constitutes the social, but elaborates a 

theory of how this happens through struggles named ‘hegemonic’. The key to the theory 

of hegemony is its conception of the ontological character of the terrain of the political; 

the understanding of hegemonization; and how the whole processes is taken to be 

animated.5 I deal with each in turn. 

 

Laclau presents the ontological premise for the political under the heading ‘constitutive 

heterogeneity’ (2004: 324; 2005a: 139-156). This refers to the appearance of elements 

that cannot be innocently represented in a separate space where they can simply be left 

aside, but which appear and are simultaneously irreconcilable as being within a particular 

existing order. They therefore exist only as the negativity that highlights the contingency 

of any positive orders and all identities stabilised within them. The appearance of 

heterogeneous elements equal the general ‘fact of dislocation’ by simultaneously 

demonstrating every order’s character of ‘failed unicity’ (2005c: 256) and the ‘deficient 

being’ (2005a: 86) of identities defined within it. 

An example can illustrate the somewhat abstract argument. A refugee or 

migrant appears in a social order structured around a proto-Kantian notion of individuals 

as carriers of rights. Through the application of the category ‘illegal immigrant’ as it has 

been transferred from legal terminology to general usage by the new right, her 

appearance is registered, but her representation in the social order as being 

simultaneously who she appears to be in particular (from somewhere else), what she 

appears to be in general (an individual), and what this is within the order held to entail 

                                                 
5 Throughout the article, I follow Howarth (ex. 2004: 266) in applying to Laclau’s work the Heideggarian 
distinction between ontological questions dealing with the being of any kind of objects and relations (the 
‘Seinsfrage’ of ‘the being of being’) and ontic questions dealing with the being of particular entities. 



(being the carrier of certain rights), is denied at the level of being. She is an individual, 

but she is not what the order suggests being an individual normally entails. She therefore 

appears as a heterogeneous element that has no clear insertion in this social order.6 This 

element is represented as negativity (‘they are not like us’) through the denial of a 

positive identity that would challenge the order. Precisely due to this denial, her 

appearance problematise not only the order by demonstrating the contingent link between 

the notions of ‘individual’ and ‘carrier of rights’, but also thereby highlights the 

contingency of the identity of those within the order – if her rights as an individual can be 

denied, so can mine. 

The political-theoretical importance of this notion is immediately apparent. 

Order is not only seen as faced with an excess of ideational and semantic contents that 

introduce an element of undecidability into every text, or with a multiplicity of fully 

constituted different identities and demands. It is – more radically – always faced with 

things, people and demands that appear though they have no representation as positive 

beings in an order their very appearance therefore problematise, even when they are 

excluded in attempts to stabilise it. This excludes the idea that everything either has its 

place or at least has a separate atomistic positive identity that can simply be given a place 

in an innocent way. 

 

                                                 
6 Obviously, this does not entail that it has no consequences for her. As Jacqueline Vimo has rightly 
pointed out (personal communication), the pertinence of both my examples and the categories it illustrates 
is complicated by the increasing saliency of the wider transnational context (to the point where even legal 
rights are no longer exclusively rights-as-citizens, but supplemented by a set of rights as human beings). I 
will stick to national examples because they allow for a simpler illustration of an argument I believe 
remains valid even beyond whatever inadvertent ‘methodological nationalism’ may plague the work of 
Laclau. 



With the ontological conception of the terrain of the political in place, the understanding 

of such attempts at generating order – through hegemonization – can be introduced. 

Precisely because the fact of heterogeneity mean that orders are always failed and 

identities within them always deficient, hegemony is never definitively established, but 

better understood as a process. 

 Thus conceived, hegemony is a process where ‘particular social demands [are] 

organized around particular points of dislocation [where] … one demand or group of 

demands assumes, without entirely giving up its particularity, the added function of 

representing the [positive order]’ (2004: 281, see also 2005a: 70). The quote identifies the 

key elements in the hegemonic operation. Presented in the order I will discuss them, they 

are: First, as the starting point, a group of different, particular demands. Then, secondly, 

the organisation of these around a particular that is invested with a relative universal 

meaning as signifying the order-as-such in opposition to that which is excluded. This 

then, thirdly, produce the representation of an antagonism, a particular point (as opposed 

to the general fact of) dislocation against which the moments within the order are equal. 

It also alerts us to what exactly it is that is hegemonized, which is not a preconstituted 

‘society’, but instead a number of demands, an universal by a particular, and an order that 

is defined by this operation and its exclusionary side. Hegemonic processes do not 

operate in a given terrain, but produce something – like in Gramsci, hegemony is not 

simply about conquering the given, but about becoming the being. Hegemony is the 

political par excellance precisely because it does not operate purely within the social, but 

constitutes the social. The theoretical grasp of how this process works is what takes us 

beyond banal constructivism. 



 The fact of heterogeneity and the constant flux of the social in face of it means 

that there will always be a plethora of social demands, some being excluded from the 

social order, some represented within it, but still subject to deficient being (2005a: 73). 

Both are susceptible to inscription (or reinscription) in an alternative conception of the 

social, though already represented demands are often less easily so. Proponents of an 

existing order will typically – through institutional designs, etc – attempt to address 

appearing demands in differential ways, but, as discussed above, an order can never 

completely totalise the horizon of demands as such, and never completely fix the place of 

those demands it does represent. The first moment of a hegemonic operation is the 

attempt to link a specific series of such demands – some outside an existing order, 

perhaps also some from inside – together in a unity that would – if realised – produce an 

alternative order.7 

 Both existing and alternative orders are identical in the sense that they play a 

double role in terms of signification. One the one hand, the order makes it possible for 

each representation within it to appear as differentiated from other representations. At the 

same time, the order-as-order is distanced from that which is not simply yet another 

difference within it, but excluded as something other than itself. Vis-à-vis the excluded, 

all differential representations within the order are equivalent (in this sense, the order is 

present in every moment in it), but at the same time, insofar as they are representations 

(in the plural), they are still different. How is this double character of the system 

represented in social reality? Laclau’s argument is that  

                                                 
7 As opposed to fellow post-Althusserians Alain Badiou (2005) and Jacques Rancière (2001), Laclau 
therefore does not conceptually exclude the established institutions of politics from the political – compare 
the account given here with the idea that politics should (Badiou) be thought at a distance from the order 
(of the state) or even (Rancière) as opposed to the order (of the police). 



 

One difference, without ceasing to be a particular difference, assumes the 

representation of the incommensurable totality [of the order]. In that way, 

its body is split between the particularity which it still is and the more 

universal signification of which it is a bearer. 

(2005a: 70, see also 2004: 281)  

 

This is the role of ‘relative universals’ in the argument – the radical investment of a 

tendentially empty meaning with a high potential for universal reach (like ‘justice’, 

‘democracy’, ‘the people’, etc) into a particular that comes to represent simultaneously 

itself and the universal(s) invested into it. It thereby order the order as more than just 

related demands, but demands equivalent in a certain way in addition to being differential 

particulars. This is how a flag functions in nationalist discourse – it does not lose its 

differential symbolic meaning, nor does the demands it brings together, but in addition, it 

comes to represent the unity of the people-as-such against that and those excluded, and 

the demands it unite come to represent themselves as specifically popular demands. This 

is not an innocent operation, but a highly political one. Writes Laclau: ‘we are dealing not 

with a conceptual operation of finding an abstract common feature underlying all social 

grievances, but with a performative operation constituting a chain as such’ (2005a: 97). 

No matter the amount of empirical flags around, ‘the people’ as a notion ordering the 

social and as a political subjectivity does not pre-exist its constitution as a unity around a 



particular invested with a significance that allows it to become the name of a universality 

that transcends its actual particular content.8 

 This allows for the introduction of the flip side of the particular-universal’s 

function. It also gives presence to a sutured inscription of dislocation in the form of an 

antagonism that gives negativity a presence in opposition to the positivity of the order 

(2004: 317-319). Antagonism gives dislocation a precise presence in the order by 

showing an exteriority that cannot be retrieved, only kept at bay or overcome. An 

example can illustrate the difference: The flag that is invested with the universal 

significance of the people is not antagonistically denied by the presence of ‘objective’ 

(juridical) nationals rejecting interpellation by nationalist discourse. They are, like those 

who appear under the rubriquet ‘illegal immigrants’ simply present as the absence of the 

full presence of the posited national unity. They are presented as heterogeneous to the 

order. What is ‘fully represented as a negative reverse’ (2005a: 139) of nationalist 

popular identity are those who are simultaneously ‘the Strangers’ and ‘the National-

People’ – therefore the particular significance of ‘second-generation immigrants’ in new 

right nationalism. These can either be overcome (‘go back to where they come from’), 

kept apart (differentiated endlessly by being made the object of integration policies, 

police surveillance, the regulation of intimacy through rules concerning marriage, etc) or 

alternatively – in rare cases – be allowed to become part of the National-People by 

denying any differential identity they may have had (the obligatory singular stories of 

‘the good immigrant’). 

 

                                                 
8 This is the argument that is often made with reference to the term ‘empty signifier’ (Laclau 1996), a term 
that has generated considerable confusion (see the essays in Critchley and Marchart 2004), and which I 
have therefore avoided here. 



Given that hegemony was from the outset theorised as a process in an unfixed terrain, the 

question remains – what animates this process? In the initial version of the argument, the 

answer seems to be nothing but internal contradictions within the orders and the constant 

flows back and forth between order and surplus – there is no conceptualisation of 

subjective agency 

 

Whenever we use the category of ‘subject’ in this text, we will do so in the 

sense of ‘subject positions’ within a discursive structure. Subjects cannot, 

therefore, be the origin of social relations – not even in the limited sense of 

being endowed with powers that render an experience possible – as all 

‘experience’ depends on precise discursive conditions of possibility. 

(Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 115) 

 

This position is modified importantly in Laclau’s recent work. Though subjects as 

individuals are still rejected in favour of analysis of failed wholes, and subjectivity is still 

taken to be constituted through political practices, subjective experiences, which are 

precisely not taken to have precise discursive conditions of possibility, are seen as the 

elementary form in the building up of the social link. These experiences cross-cutting the 

borders established between order and heterogeneity are what are expressed as ‘social 

demands’ (2005a: 73; 2005b: 35). Social demands arise on the basis of the experience of 

something that cannot be satisfied through self-management, and is therefore directed at 

something else (this why the demands relevant here are social). Such demands can be 

more or less heterogeneous to the social order, ranging from those that arise within it and 



are satisfied within it, over those that arise within and are not satisfied, to those that arise 

from heterogeneous elements outside. The introduction of demands as a theoretical 

category facilitates not only the reintroduction of what is at stake in politics beyond the 

symbolic structuring of society (which would sound rather abstract to most of those 

involved), but also opens up for a systematic inquiry into the dynamics of social 

transformation.9 

 One thing is to map the form taken by the signifying operations that lead to the 

radical investment of a universal like ‘the people’ into a particular, and how this 

contributes to the constitution of the social. Another is to understand the force that 

explains particular investments by subjects created through the ordering of specific 

demands – in other words, the step beyond discourse-descriptivism. Drawing on 

Lacanian psychoanalysis, Laclau has here introduced ‘affect’ as a theoretical category for 

explaining why particular investments are made (2004: 326). Subjects desiring to 

overcome their experience of their own deficient being will affectively invest objects 

with an excess of meaning that represent the fullness of being they long for. This can take 

either a private or a social-public form. Laclau describes the relation between the form of 

signification and the investment as follows: 

 

the object of investment can be contingent, but it is most certainly not 

indifferent – it cannot be changed at will. With this we reach a full 

explanation of what radical investment means: making an object the 

                                                 
9 Crucially, Laclau does not delve into the question of where demands come from, and given the workings 
of the notion of heterogeneity in his work, it is difficult to imagine how it would be possible to address this 
question theoretically – analytically, however, nothing prevents one from profiting from sociological 
literature in the attempt to understand the relative structurality of a given context when one conducts 
concrete studies, something for instance Barros (2005) does with considerable analytical purchase. 



embodiment of a mythical fullness. Affect (that is, enjoyment) is the very 

essence of investment. 

(2005a: 115)10 

 

This is the affective dimension of the universal(s) a particular is brought to represent. It 

comes to exceed its own ontic particularity but still represents a lack in the sense that it is 

not the full universal it is posited to be – ‘the people’ is never a fully sutured community. 

It is, because of the affective investment made in it, a particular failed unity that marks 

those within it with deficient being – a deficiency that can be formulated as demands, 

connected with other demands, and start the whole dynamic process of constituting the 

social all over again. The combination of Christians demanding containment of other 

religions, people feeling that the EU denies their identities as nationals, or as citizens in a 

sovereign state, those attached to the welfare state who are alienated by incomprehensible 

technocratic Social Democrats, and those who find that immigration is a threat to their 

way of life does not automatically make up a new right constituency, but nor is it 

arbitrary that these particulars are linked through signifying operations conquering the 

flag as a symbol of national unity in opposition to the threatening Strange – an 

investment has been made in the representation of the sutured society, and it is this 

investment that those who want to oppose such a political movement have to work on.  

                                                 
10 In contrast to the earlier idea of ‘the subject as lack’ (Laclau 1990) which, given the idea of all being as 
deficient, almost amounted to a pleonasm, this new conceptualisation allows one to differentiated different 
levels that can be studied separately even if they are in reality intertwined – the failed unicity of a discourse 
is always matched by the deficient being of the subjects it define, these are, as Lacan have argued, driven 
by the desire to overcome this deficiency which they experience as a lack, but it is, qua the introduction of 
the concept of demand, only politically –as opposed to therapeutically – relevant when the lack and the 
desire to overcome it is turned towards society. 



The introduction of demands and affect as theoretical categories allow 

Laclau to move away from the tendencies towards empty decisionism in his work of the 

mid-nineties, where hegemonic processes tended to be understood as animated by ‘the 

madness of the decision [as the] … blind spot in the structure … something totally 

heterogeneous with it … [which has] to supplement it’ (1996a: 55, partly reiterated in 

2000). Where this conception seemed to suggest a somewhat apocalyptic extra-normative 

clash of discourses, the combination of the centrality given to contestable universals and 

their relation to affective investments seems to be better calibrated to bring into focus the 

normative dimension in even violently antagonistic political clashes, and opens up for a 

form of politics that recognises commonalities between at least parts of conflicting 

orders.11 How this plays out in Laclau’s political theory is defined by the theory of the 

political’s relation to a normative theory, to which I turn now, and a theory of a form of 

politics that I discuss in the penultimate part of the article. 

 

                                                 
11 Though the approach discussed above has proven empirically useful (see for instance Howarth & Torfing 
2005 for a recent collection of analyses), problems remain. Even if one leaves aside the question of where 
demands come from, the theoretical grasp of power, persistence, and articulation seems insufficient. Affect 
may be one way of addressing the side of hegemony that Gramsci named ‘consent’, but the dimension of 
‘coercion’ seems to have no theoretical place in Laclau’s work beyond the analytically somewhat imprecise 
catch-all phrase of the ‘unevenness’ of the social (2005a: 80). If explanation hinges on grasping how 
objects are made the embodiment of fullness, a whole plethora of social phenomena like control over and 
regulation of the (real and virtual) spaces of appearance, the legal regulation of certain forms of material or 
ideational linkage and investment, and so on seems to be of pre-eminent importance. Here, I share Zerilli’s 
(2004) and Smith’s (1998) scepticism as to the fruitfulness of Laclau’s move towards Lacan. The 
reintroduction of a concept of power could be one way to grasp this. Similar paths seem to be what should 
be explored if one wants to account for the persistence of certain orders over others. Finally, the key 
category of articulation, which with Laclau’s transfer of it from the ontic level in Althusser to the 
ontological level of the actual constitution of subjectivities and the social is of central importance, seems to 
be too broad and undifferentiated to offer much analytical leverage as to how relations are build in practice, 
when they are picked up when offered, why attempts at reaching out are so often incomprehensible to those 
addressed, and especially how the interplay between ideational and material forms of articulation play 
together. 



A normative theory 

The notion of radical democracy is perhaps more strongly associated with the work of 

Chantal Mouffe (for instance 2000), but it is also a notion that Laclau himself has 

returned to time and again (1996a; 2004; 2005a; 2005c). Now, Laclau primarily presents 

radical democracy as a ‘political project’ (2000: 82) and rejects the distinction between 

the normative and the descriptive that would typically be involved in presentations of 

radical democracy as having the ambitions commonly associated with normative theory, 

ambitions which are supposedly relatively independent of descriptive issues – 

universality, context-transcendence, ahistoricity, and so on. When dealing with this level, 

Laclau prefers to talk about ‘the ethical’ as ‘the moment in which, beyond any 

particularism, the universal speaks for itself’ (2000: 80) – obviously, this moment of pure 

universality is not a moment that he will accept as accessible to human experience. As 

made clear above, Laclau insists that society consists only of particularities, some of 

which functions as failed universalities, but never as fully universal. As the universal 

aspirations are still part and parcel of the ontology of the political, the ethical moment is 

always hovering somewhere beyond our reach, but in practice has to be mediated by an 

investment in what he calls particular ‘normative orders’ (2000: 81). Even accepting that 

such investments (a) are – pace the theory of hegemony – political, (b) does not equal the 

ethical moment, (c) always involve historical particulars incommensurable with the 

universals, and therefore (d) never reach the lofty heights some traditions of normative 

theory aspire to, this does not change the fact that such investments are also still precisely 

normative as they involve judgements not only of facts, but also of value. Thus, in so far 

as radical democracy is not only a description of a normative phenomena, but also a 



theoretical articulation of a particular normative investment, a specific mediation of the 

gap between the ethical and social reality that entails a valuation and distinction between 

what is and what ought to be, it can be construed as a normative theory, despite Laclau’s 

hesitations. It is particular, contextual, historical and does not provide purely external 

‘grounds’ from which answers to ethical questions can be deduced, but it still plays the 

role of normative theory, of deciding, to put it bluntly, between good and bad. 

 

From the outset, the link between the theory of hegemony and radical democracy has 

been understood as contingent (Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 168). An anti-foundationalist 

theory cannot in it self provide an archē (foundational principle), and thereby stands 

opposed to a whole line of thought that has tried to reduce the normative question to the 

ontological one. This line, ultimately going back all the way to Plato, in the twentieth 

century ranging from Heidegger on the right to Gramsci on the left, has tried to found its 

normative dimension and its politics on principles fully derived from the ontological 

properties of something (the people in Heidegger, the proletariat in Gramsci). Not so with 

the theory of hegemony – it does not claim a necessary relation to radical democracy. 

Critchley (forthcoming) has, for instance, tried to link a similar conception of the political 

with a pre-archic normative theory in the form of Levinasian ethics as first philosophy. 

Laclau instead pursues a post-archic path by taking the fact of heterogeneity, 

hegemonization as the investment of universals into particulars, and the resulting 

constitution of subjectivities through the linkage of demands as the imaginary within 

which the theory of radical democracy is elaborated. This disciplining is not a one-way 

street, something which is underlined by the normative impulse that was involved in the 



very elaboration of the ontological theory of hegemony on the basis of the belief that it 

may be ‘an useful instrument in the struggle for a radical, libertarian, and plural 

democracy’ (Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 4). The theory of the political means that the pursuit 

of radical democracies in the world will always entail hegemonic processes. The 

normative theory tries to identify the traits that will allow one to identify hegemonic 

processes in the world as having a radically democratic thrust. It is not about telling 

concrete agents what society is the good society (emancipated, equal, etc), but about 

providing ways of ascertaining whether particular political struggles are good in the sense 

that they pursue radical democratic aspirations of emancipation(s), equality and so on. 

 

Laclau presents radical democracy as a ‘general theory’ of the constituent ontological 

dimensions (and precisely not principles) of democracy. He argues that if one wants to 

avoid simply identifying it with particular sets of institutions and practices at the ontic 

level ‘democracy itself requires to be specified beyond any normative-institutional 

content’ (2004: 295). Though he explicitly highlights the obvious concrete importance of 

the ontic level and underlines that ‘the internal democratisation of liberal institutions on 

the basis of an unlimited application of universal rules is a first possible meaning of 

radical democracy’ (2005c: 259), the key parts of the normative theory are articulated in 

relation to ontological processes. As Laclau writes, he ‘do[es] not see democracy as a 

political regime … but [as] a dimension of politics which, as such, can be present in 

regimes which widely differs from each other.’ (2004: 310). Though ontic questions of 

institutions, redistribution and recognition are central to the workings of democracy, 



Laclau maintains as his question the ontological, what is (in Heidegger’s somewhat 

cumbersome prose) the ‘being of being’ of democracy?12 

 

In dealing with it, he radicalises Lefort’s (1988) theory of democracy as a symbolic form 

of society where the place of power is empty by shifting the referent of emptiness from a 

structural location to the production of types of identity. Given that this is, as 

theoretically elaborated in the theory of hegemony, always a process and never a given, 

the kernel of democracy is here also displaced from particular static states of being to 

becoming (and therefore emerge as post-archic). Democracy is about democratic politics, 

not the good society, but good political struggles. For Laclau, democratic processes have 

two traits. First, the identity of ‘the people’ has to be simultaneously present and empty 

in the sense that it is open for contestation. ‘The very possibility of democracy depends 

on the constitution of a democratic ‘people’ (2005a: 169; 2005c: 259).13 Secondly, for a 

people-identity to be a democratic people, the process has to be a self-reflexive one 

where those involved are aware of their particularity and ‘the undecidable character of 

this interaction, the impossibility of conceptually mastering the contingent forms in 

which it crystallises’ (2005c: 261).14 Here, Laclau is, if on a different level, in line with 

Tocqueville-inspired political scientists in underlining that the key to democracy is not 

                                                 
12 The insistence that the dimensions of democracy has to be identified at the ontological and not the ontic 
level is the basis for the recurrent barbed remarks made by Laclau about Habermasian conceptions of 
democracy (ex 2004: 296-298), who he argues identifies democracy with particular ontic processes, and 
therefore collapse into ethnocentrism and sociological essentialism. The criticism does not seem entirely 
justified. 
13 In line with my remarks above about power, control and resources in note 11, I find it important to 
maintain Lefort’s position as a central supplement to Laclau’s. The very possibility of democratically 
constituting political subjectivities depends on the structural locations of governmental power being empty 
as well as signifiers like ‘the people’ being recognised as contestable. 
14 And of course this has an ontic – if somewhat unspecific – corollary: ‘Institutionalisation of uncertainty 
as the incorporation into democratic deliberations of actors who had been, so far, excluded from the process 
of decision-making’ (2004: 295). 



institutions, but democrats (Putnam, 1993). This is the minimum level of democracy that 

radical democracy calls for, ‘reflexive democrats’ who recognise the political nature of 

the act of constituting contingent subjectivities, even as they engage in it – it calls for 

‘fidelity to politics’.15 

The starting point of the normative argument is thus the view that it is not 

just any construction of the people that will do if a social order is to be thought of as 

democratic. Democracy takes recognition of contingency and particularity on behalf of 

those involved in self-government. To qualify as radically democratic, democratic 

practices furthermore has to be involved in pursuing a radicalisation of the key elements 

of the old political imaginary of the Left that Laclau so often refers to – liberty (thought 

by Laclau in terms of emancipation(s)), equality, and solidarity.  Contrary to criticisms to 

the opposite effect (Žižek 2000, Critchley 2004), it is not the case that Laclau does not 

provide a normative theory for making a democratic/undemocratic distinction, or a 

normative valuation, for that matter. Radical democracy as a political and normative 

imaginary is a theorisation of the emergence of a people that not only shows ‘fidelity to 

politics’ but also struggles for a certain normative order because it is deemed better than 

alternatives is precisely an attempt to allow one to do this. Identification with the theory 

of radical democracy thus serves like identification with any normative theory to offer a 

position of some discursive exteriority (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985: 154) relative to given 

orders. From such a position, where the normative stipulations exceed the descriptive 

order of facts, relations that are within those orders cast as being merely of difference or 

                                                 
15 It is true that this minimum definition makes it possible to identify democratic elements in some regimes 
that would not normally be thought of as so as having such, but theoretical notions would be practically 
worthless if they did nothing but reiterated what we already believed – whether this is legitimate in 
particular cases is something I will leave out of my discussion here. 



subordination can be articulated and recast as being relations of domination, oppression – 

or even antagonistic. It is through for instance the before-mentioned attempts to extend 

‘universal rules’ shared by both liberal and radical democratic discourses that the 

situation of the ‘illegal immigrant’ mentioned above can be transformed from one of 

heterogeneity to an antagonistic frontier between those approving the right and those 

denying it, and thereby serve in a political attempt to reconstitute the social order – which 

is precisely what is happening in the United States right now. It is in such applications of 

radical democratic ideals relative to existing orders that the normative theory can achieve 

what Cook (2006: 4) claims post-structuralist and critical political theory needs to aim 

for: ‘a context-transcending ethical [normative] validity without violating their own anti-

authoritarian impulse’. One part of politics is bordering on the extra-normative, such as 

clashes between (conservative) Right-wing belief in the universal value of hierarchy and 

a Left-wing belief in the universal value of equality. But it also involves a normative 

dimension precisely where context-transcending interventions can be made through 

investments in universals from the position of partly exterior normative discourses that 

lay claim to some of the same universal terms that the practice of politics circle around 

(justice, democracy, freedom, etc). Radical democracy provides one such point from 

which interventions can be made. The question is then whether the process-oriented 

argument works when put to use. I have two problems with the way it is presented here. 

 

First, why would one necessarily conceive of ‘the people’ in singular (‘a’ in the quotation 

above)? It seems to leave radical democracy within the imaginary of a nation-state form 

of politics that often amounts to a both normatively and pragmatically problematic 



‘misframing’ of politics (cf. Fraser 2005). The idea of popular sovereignty closely tied to 

notions like the people, the general will, and – a term Laclau in line with Gramsci uses – 

the collective will, is certainly an important strand in democratic thought, but so is the 

idea of the self-government of people. The history of ideas of democracy quite rightly 

insists that demos-kratos requires people, but does not agree as to whether it necessarily 

requires a people. A pursuit of the more plural tradition of multiple subjectivities along 

the lines of governance and transnationalism seems to be called for here, but will have to 

be left aside in this article.16 

 I will instead focus on a second, and more fundamental problem: Laclau’s criteria 

for distinguishing between democratic and non-democratic constitutions of subjectivities 

seem to be insufficiently clearly articulated to provide a way of making the distinction. 

His position oscillates between two ideals of democracy that he does not reconcile 

theoretically. On the one hand, we have democracy as defined by ‘equality of citizens’ 

(2004: 297). On the other, we have democracy as entailing ‘positive discrimination’ to 

create ‘the elementary preconditions for participating in the public life of the community’ 

(2004: 296). Obviously, these tie into his radical democratic project too in the form of 

equality and solidarity. One dimension is about interacting as being equal in a certain 

(political and social) sense. The other is about being treated unequally to become 

(politically and socially) equal. Both are rightly seen as parts of what democracy means 

for those who want to go beyond purely negative liberties, and are dealt with in much 

normative theory. The central question remains how they are to be combined. Laclau 

explicitly recognises that there is a ‘tension between these two logics in the attempt to 

                                                 
16 In this respect, it is a bit of a shame that more than half of the people contributing to Laclau: a critical 
reader are closely associated with Laclau – more engagement with other strands of thoughts could maybe 
have forced his reply to move into previously unexplored territory. 



build up a democratic society in a context of deep inequality’ (2004: 297).17 The problem 

is that he leaves this tension untouched through a vague reference to their mutual 

‘complex articulations’ in concrete cases, and then go on to argue as if the outcome of 

such complex articulations where somehow already known by stating for instance that 

there is ‘no doubt that Jacobinism was a democratic movement, although it violated all 

the procedural rules Habermasians postulate [i.e. the first dimension of equality as 

citizens]’ (2004: 297). The real question is of course: why is there no doubt? Can the 

reasons be theoretically articulated at the level of abstraction where Laclau operates, for 

instance through the introduction of a notion of ‘democratic justice’ explicitly trying to 

link the two, such as the notions Nancy Fraser, Rainer Forst, or for that matter John 

Rawls, have elaborated? They try to deal with the key question of what ‘complex 

articulations’ of equality and inequality are normatively justifiable. 

 

Instead of engaging with this question, Laclau takes recourse to the idea that precisely 

democratic (and therefore normatively justifiable) subjectivity is linked to the emergence 

of ‘the underdog as a political actor’ (2005c: 259). His discussion of Gramsci illustrates 

the importance of this category in his argument. Despite Gramsci’s notorious lack of 

explicit normative theorisation, as expressed in the collapse of the normative dimension 

into the political through the term ‘ethico-political’, Laclau asserts that ‘Gramsci’s vision 

of hegemony [is] … profoundly democratic, because it involves launching new historical 

subjects [‘underdogs’] into the historical arena’ (2005a: 168). Presumably, this is also the 

                                                 
17 Where Mouffe (2000) in her discussion of the contributions made by Habermas and Rawls identifies the 
‘democratic paradox’ in the constitutive tension between liberalism as rule of law, and democracy as 
popular sovereignty, Laclau here seems to identify the constitutive tension between liberalism as rule of 
law (equality as citizens), the social question (what it means to be equal in anything but a purely formal 
sense), and then relate it democracy (the emergence of the people). 



argument for why Jacobinism is deemed democratic. Then again, the Sendero Luminose 

in Peru also tried to launch new historical subjects into the arena, and hardly seems to be 

a democratic movement, even in what was a highly oppressive, exclusionary and unequal 

context. The central thing here is the intellectual reason why both Gramsci and Chariman 

Gonzalo did not have to confront the question of whether their practice would entail a 

normatively justifiable (democratically, for instance) form of historical subjectivity and 

political practice. They still relied on Marx’s notion of the proletariat as the universal 

class, a short-cut past normative theory through the mere positing of something that is in 

an a priori fashion taken to ontologically be the excluded underdog-as-such – a return to 

an archic form of justification that seems untenable in the light of criticism made by, 

amongst others, precisely Laclau. Interestingly enough, Laclau comes quite close to the 

argument behind all this – Marx’s position (1844: 123) that the proletariat is the universal 

class ‘because its sufferings are universal’, and that it in its political practice therefore 

‘does not claim a particular redress, because the wrong which is done to it is not a 

particular wrong but wrong as such’. Laclau writes: ‘when we identify with the cause of 

the underdog … we do not identify with them as pure singularities, but “as exemplary 

species of the oppressed and of oppression in general”’ (2004: 310). I beg to differ. Pace 

Laclau’s own work and the first part of this article, accepting the point that there are no 

atomistic ‘pure singularities’ does not entail that the only alternative is universalism (‘in 

general’) – I think the process is better understood in Laclau’s own terms. Particular 

forms of oppression (racism, economic exploitation, patriarchy, etc) are invested with the 

tendentially universal meaning of oppression (‘in general’) without ever identifying 

oppression-as-such or exclusion-as-such. 



In this light, I must say that ‘underdog’ does not seem to me to be 

perspicuous theoretical category. First: To categorise those excluded from orders (or 

oppressed) as ‘underdogs’ obscures first of all the central (if today rather banal) point that 

patterns of inclusion/exclusion do not necessarily converge in homogenising patterns – 

being white, male, unemployed and a convicted felon is a different combination of 

inclusions and exclusions than being Arab, female, housewife and an important activist in 

neighbourhood associations. 18  There is no such thing as exclusion or oppression in 

general, only oppressions. Secondly: Laclau presents a theoretical framework that insists 

that inclusions always entail other exclusions, that equality (which entails a dimension of 

equivalence) always involves inequality (which similarly entails a dimension of 

difference) – as explained above. If this is precise, one cannot bring in the excluded or 

oppressed in toto – this idea is simply the reintroduction of the mirage of a fully 

reconciled society, something the theory of hegemony rejects as impossible. How can one 

then summarise democratic politics simply as the bringing in of previously excluded 

actors?  

Instead, the challenge seems to be the question of which combinations of 

exclusions/inclusions and equalities/inequalities are normatively justifiable. Laclau 

recognises, addresses, but ultimately dodges the whole question of how one can judge 

such particular patterns involved in the emergence of a new political project democratic 

or not, let alone radically so. Once one leaves behind the idea of the proletariat (or the 

underdogs) as the universal class so central to Marxism as a normative project (and today 

lurking in the background of Žižek and Hardt & Negri’s work), Jacobinism, Gramscian 

                                                 
18 Something Laclau of all people is of course aware of – see for instance his remarks on multiple selves 
(2005a: 199). 



communist politics (and Sendero Luminoso) like all other political struggles has to be 

seen not only as struggles for inclusion, but as pursuing historically specific combinations 

of inclusion and exclusion that attempt to introduce some actors at the expense of others. 

Any hegemony, also one pursued in radically democratic fashion, will be based on both 

coercion and consent, and the normative challenges are not so much which types of 

consent and inclusion are legitimate, but which types of coercion and exclusion are 

legitimate, who gets to decide that, and how. The possibility of precisely adjudicating 

between movements’ democratic and non-democratic dimensions without artificially 

separating their ideology from their practice seems to depend on a more explicit 

theoretical linkage between the two dimensions of democracy (equality and positive 

discrimination) than what Laclau offers. The importance of the undertheorised second 

dimension of positive discrimination for his argument in situations of inequality is clear 

when he (quite rightly, in my view) argues that the ‘social inequalities in the present 

world are deeper than anything that mere procedural agreements [can] supersede’ (2004: 

296) because it raise the question of what normatively justifiable form of politics (that 

includes coercion) can lead to an outcome (that includes exclusion) that is also 

normatively justifiable. It is in the light of this challenge that Laclau’s link between his 

theory of the political, normative theory and the theory of a populist form of politics as 

formulated through the insistence that ‘radical democracy is always populist’ (2005c: 

259) shall be considered in the last part of the article – first, however, I will take a closer 

look at the final element, the form of politics he identifies as populist. 

 



A theory of a form of politics 

Involved in the link between radical democracy and populism is the rejection of 

identifications of populism with a particular sociological constituency (marginalized rural 

groups), a precise ideological position (as opposed to nationalism, liberalism, etc) or the 

psychological foundation that crowd theorists like Taine, Le Bon, Tarde and MacDougall 

tried to give it. Using Freud’s introduction of the notion of ‘identification’ into 

discussions of crowds as a departure point from psychological reductionism, Laclau 

instead proposes that we see populism as a particular political logic (2005a: 117) – a form 

of politics. 

 Though populism of different political hues seems to be on the rise again in some 

parts of the world, the reason for studying precisely this phenomena is not simply its 

empirical interest – indeed, part of Laclau’s argument is that as a form of politics it has in 

many countries, especially the ‘overdeveloped’ West, been superseded by forms of 

politics that stand in the way of the constitution of ‘the people’. Think here 

parliamentarian and especially corporatist welfare states that differentiate and isolate 

demands and the particulars making them in the very process of addressing them. Instead, 

the centrality of populism in Laclau’s optic stems from its possible relation to the 

political emergence of the people as a transformative force, and therefore the relation it 

seems possible to establish between it, democracy and democratic politics (2005a: 74). 

Read in the light of his and Mouffe’s previous attempts to formulate ‘a new politics for 

the Left’, an imaginary alternative title of his most recent work would be Populism as 

Radical Democratic Strategy – the claim that radical democracy is always populist 

echoes his Marxist work in the seventies, where he argued that ‘there is no socialism 



without populism’ (1977: 196). Laclau’s thirty years of writings on populism as a form of 

politics is central to his work as precisely a political theorist because it represents the 

theorisation of how the normative project imagined within the terrain of the theory of the 

political can find a home in the world – it is what moves his work beyond the elaboration 

of formal categories for empirical analysis and the development of a purely normative 

theory of the good society. 

 

As a form of politics, populism follows a particular path through the steps discussed 

above as involved in hegemonic politics. A number of heterogeneous demands are 

brought together and linked. They achieve a collective identity through their 

differentiation from an antagonistic force represented in their discourse, namely the 

particular other of the ‘establishment’ that is taken to deny their demands. Finally, a 

particular demand, often signified by a leader, is affectively invested with the empty 

universal of the ‘people’ and comes to represent ‘the people’ in the ultimate move of the 

populist hegemonic operation (2005a: 116). The achievement of this marks the 

transformation of the populist political subject: ‘in order to have the people of populism 

… we need a plebs who claim to be the only legitimate populus – that is, a partiality 

which wants to function as the totality of the community’ (2005a: 81). The often-

lamented ‘vagueness’ of populist discourse (as opposed to the finely differentiated 

positions within parliamentarian systems and establishment political discourse) thus 

stems from precisely the operation that brings ‘the people’ into being. 

 



Now, both Laclau’s own work and the collection of analyses in Panizza (2005) 

demonstrates the considerable analytical purchase of this approach in contrast to 

traditional theories and their eclectic and often self-contradictory conceptualisations of 

populism. In terms of political theory, it is also clear what his perspective contributes in 

contrast to the simple positing of an ontological ‘proletariat’ and its struggle as ‘class 

war’ in Marxism – today reemergent in the idea of an ‘ontological multitude’ and its 

auto-justified fight against ‘Empire’ (Hardt & Negri, 2004: 221). If one leaves aside for a 

moment his appeal to the notion of the ‘underdogs’, Laclau’s theory of the political 

points to the contingency, coercion and exclusion involved in any processes producing 

subjectivites and thereby raise the normative question of how concrete forms of politics 

forming potentially transformative subjects can be justified – both question are silenced 

in these alternative accounts, both come together in the theory of a populist form of 

politics. The proletariat is simply there and simply socialist. The multitude is simply 

there, and simply fighting Empire. Because they are who they are, neither needs 

normativity or ethics. Paraphrasing Critchley’s (forthcoming) beautiful phrase, ‘ethics 

without politics is empty, politics without ethics is blind’, one can say that in these 

theories, politics is normatively blind because it takes as its starting point that it does not 

need to see, it has always-already seen. In contrast, Laclau minus the underdog insists 

that politics sees itself as political and necessarily normative and as having never seen a 

priori, because there are no one to see before their own political constitution. Contrary to 

what for instance Badiou (2005) seems to suggest, politics is never only back then and 

there, but here and now, and the involved has to see themselves as such to recognise what 

they are doing as political and normative and not just the unfolding of history. This 



position is immensely valuable in itself because it insists on bringing together the 

political and the normative in the world as a form of politics. What I will dispute here is 

the link that Laclau given these insights wants to make between radical democracy and 

populism as a form of politics. I have two objections. The first ties in with my criticism 

of the notion of the ‘underdogs’ and pertains to the idea that those people (the plebs) ‘the 

people’ emerge from can be fruitfully understood as ‘the underprivileged’ (2005a: 81). 

The second concerns Laclau’s attempts to equivalate populism with the political as such. 

 The theoretical part of my problem with the idea of plebs as simply ‘the 

underprivileged’ is already laid out in my above discussion of the notion of the underdog 

that provides the key linkage between the normative project and the populist form of 

politics. Patterns of exclusion/inclusion and equality/inequality do not necessarily (or 

even often) coalesce in handy total dichotomies identifying two distinct groups as the 

privileged and the underprivileged. The very establishment of such a dichotomy seems to 

be involved in the populist political act, and like all such acts, it entails the constitution 

not of a new order of inclusion-as-such, but of a new combination of inclusion and 

exclusion. The notion of ‘the people’ have in Europe both historically and in the 

contemporary world worked in precisely this way, because it is not only differentiated 

from the establishment (populus/grandi), but also from the Stranger that nationalist 

discourse has brought back to haunt us together with the re-emergence of the people as a 

historical agent. The many changing incarnations of the Stranger (the Jew, the Gypsy, the 

German ‘Hun’, the second-generation immigrant) underlines that the universalist 

potential that lies in the concept ‘people’ (as humans – think: die Leute, les gens, folk, 

etc) is often replaced by the particularism of the people (das Volk, le peuple, folket, etc) – 



which may still represent national unity, but definitely not an inclusive people the 

emergence of which amounts to the overcoming of unequal distributions of privilege. It is 

often only conceived of as an attempt to bring the national people onto the scene, and has 

historically often been used by political elites to manoeuvre this precise political subject 

against more radical projects striving for social change (see for instance Hansen & 

Jelstrup 2005). This use has to be kept in mind as a concrete counter-example to 

Gramsci’s dreams about a progressive national-popular and new idols of the left like 

Hugo Chávez and Evo Morales. Though the Latin American experience is partly 

different, history is ripe with examples of populisms at odds with radical democratic 

aspirations, and even those less so are also involved in coercion and exclusion. Just as 

Laclau does not hold that the identification of hegemony has any necessary links to the 

project of radical democracy, he also at one point writes that ‘there is no a priori 

guarantee that the ‘people’ as a historical actor will be constituted around a progressive 

identity (from the point of view of the Left)’ (2005a: 246). But the opposite link – which 

he makes – seems equally contingent (that radical democracy is a priori populist as 

suggested in the quotation above). As already discussed, the point that democracy 

involves people does not amount to it involving a political subject claiming to be the 

people. What would make a political subjectivity constituted around the investment of, 

say, ‘justice’ any less democratic than one constituted around the notion of ‘the people’? 

The defining traits of radical democratic politics seems to lie elsewhere, in the 

recognition of a subject’s own contingency and particularity, in the pursuit of 

emancipation(s), and in the precise combination of equality and inequality that its 

political projects deem valid. 



 The second problem arise from the following puzzling passage:  

 

Does … the political [then] become synonymous with populism? Yes, in 

the sense in which I conceive this last notion. … the construction of the 

‘people’ is the political act par excellence – as opposed to pure 

administration within a stable institutional framework  

(2005a: 154) 

 

This is an interpretation that seems to flatly contradict Laclau’s own introduction to the 

very same book (with which I align myself). Here, the argument is that ‘populism is, 

quite simply, a way of constructing the political’ (2005a: xi, my emphasis). In the latter 

reading, the opposition established in the quotation above between politics and pure 

administration is untenable, and the equivalence between populism and the political 

denied. This seems to be the necessary implication of the theory of hegemony – if 

political processes are ontologically primary and never complete, they cannot be thought 

of as opposed to any particular ontic form – there is no such thing as ‘pure 

administration’ that successfully extinguishes the political, even things that pass 

themselves off as purely social have political origins. If the theory of hegemony is 

precise, the political is an inescapable part of human existence. Another quote illustrates 

the importance of this difference: 

 

‘in the dismissal of populism far more is involved than the relegation of a 

peripheral set of phenomena to the margins of social explanation. What is 



involved in such a disdainful rejection is, I think, the dismissal of politics 

tour court’  

(2005a: x) 

 

Here, two points can be disentangled in the light of the above. One is the truism that 

democratic politics necessarily entails precisely politics. But if the political is an 

ontological condition of human existence, denial of it can only amount to ideological 

self-deception, not an actually effective dismissal. 19  Radical democracy may require 

‘fidelity to politics’, but not necessarily populism. Norval (2004) is an example of an 

author that operates more or less within the ontological theory of the political that Laclau 

has elaborated, sympathises with the notion of radical democracy, but still tries to insert 

something between the rather stark dichotomy between institutional politics and anti-

establishment populist politics that Laclau seems to suggest. And with good reason, in 

my view – the challenge seems to be to identify a form of politics that can be normatively 

justified through self-disciplination around a project like radical democracy, can carry out 

a hegemonic operation that will probably have to include the linkage of demands from 

both within and outside existing social orders, and instigate change towards a social 

ordering that is more democratic and just than the current. This may take a populist form, 

but I doubt it, and the claim that it must is untenable. 

 

                                                 
19 Along the same line, the normative-political problem plaguing the Marxist tradition that Laclau & 
Mouffe deconstructs (1985) is not that its theoretical dismissal of the independent importance of politics 
and its inability to perceive it led to Marxist-inspired political practices (for instance revolution!) into 
becoming apolitical – they where necessarily so. The problem is that it, along with the notion of the 
universal class, prevented Marxism from developing a position that was radically democratic political, 
because it did not show fidelity to politics and refused normative reflection on the process of the political. 



A full act of political theorising 

As noted in the introduction, the three elements of Laclau’s work discussed above are 

often presented as separate. Seen as such, the theory of hegemony appears purely 

analytical, radical democracy as simply another normative theory, and the argument for a 

populist form of politics as nothing but strategy. Each element has individual strengths 

and weaknesses, but the central point to be made here is that they together make up one 

act of political theory. 

 Their interlinkage can be summarised as follows: Given the historical starting 

point is not some abstract original position, but an empirical world entailing exclusions 

and inequalities maintained by a number of existing social orders that are not in 

themselves defined by immanent or structural logics that necessarily lead to any 

normatively preferable place, any project for change for the better must identify the 

potential and logics of change to be anything but empty speculation.20 The question then 

is ‘how is change possible?’ 

Laclau address this question by identifying hegemony as the process of 

(re)constituting the social order, the ontological logic and transformative potential of the 

political that is ever-present. The explicit motivation for the initial formulation of this 

theory was not simply the development of what it also is – an analytical concept – but an 

attempt to alert the Left to the logic of the political so that it could be put to use for 

normative purposes. While Laclau leaves behind the dialectical development of the forces 

of history, he reintroduces the emancipatory potential in history by insisting on its 

inescapable political dimension. If it is possible to think of emancipation(s) from 

                                                 
20 In this light, a homology between the Frankfurt School and Laclau’s work emerge in the common 
ambition to identify a potential for change in the real world. 



historical forms of oppression, it is because historical subjects overcome them through 

political struggles, not because history does due to self-contained immanent or internal 

logics. The question the development of this theory leads to, especially since it entailed 

the abolishment of the class essentialism that had made Marxism avoid explicitly 

normative theorising, is: ‘what changes’ are emancipatory changes? 

 The answer is theoretically specified in the normative idea of radical democracy. 

The development of the theory of hegemony as a potential tool for Leftist politics would 

not make much sense unless it is taken to be possible to distinguish between good and 

bad change from a certain normative-political position. The normative theory tries to 

furnish categories for precisely this distinction and the self-disciplination of a political 

project around it. It incorporates the fact of heterogeneity and the form of hegemonic 

politics into its very conception of the good society. Accepting heterogeneity, it 

radicalises deontological logics also pursued by other strands of thought in an argument 

about the primacy of democracy as open-ended and unfixed. It makes it possible to think 

that precisely democratic subjectivities can be constituted. I have argued here that the 

theory despite its merits (the recognition of the political in the form of heterogeneity, 

hegemony, and subjectivity) is still plagued by the lack of co-articulation of the two 

different dimensions of democracy it identifies (equality and the inequality of positive 

discrimination). A fleshing out of, for instance, a notion of democratic justice should be 

pursued to reach a level where more precise adjudications between democratic and 

nondemocratic subjectivities and projects are possible. But even given the 

accomplishment of such a task, the final question remains: ‘how can that normative 

change be pursued?’ 



 Laclau suggests populism as the politics of a radical democratic project. Though 

the link is made to the notion of democracy and the emergence of the people, I have 

criticised this link on both historical and theoretical premises and argued that it is not a 

convincing part of the project. Even the ‘least populist’ version of a theory of a form of 

politics - the idea presented by him and Mouffe (1985: 182-183) as the linkage of anti-

racist, anti-sexist, and anti-capitalist struggles into one radical democratic project still 

seems to me to avoid the question that the reconceptualisation of the formation of 

subjectivities around the notion of demands allow one to pose: how can a radical 

democratic project be constituted around demands from both included and excluded 

around some normative notion like justice that in some places span the political frontiers 

that separates them? This is where the future of a radical democratic form of politics that 

recognises the points I have made in part two and three above seem to lie. 

 

What despite the problems identified remains an important contribution of Laclau’s 

political theorising, especially the recent focus on populism, is the underlying insistence 

that an act of political theorising entail all three elements. Against thinkers such as Rawls, 

who offers very little as to the political question of ‘how change’ and the politics question 

of ‘how that change’, and instead remains almost exclusively within the realm of a purely 

normative theory that is therefore unconditioned by ontology and worldly realities, or 

thinkers such as Gramsci, who offers a lot on those two questions, but nothing but simply 

appeals to the universal class when it comes to the normative question of ‘what change’, 

Laclau combines ontological, normative, and ontic questions in one act of political 

theorising. Even if it ultimately does not yet fully reach the heights it aspires to, it 



therefore still manages to differentiate itself from normatively indifferent political 

science, abstract moral theorising, and unprincipled political strategising in an act that 

performatively shows, even if it does not fully explains, what it means when Laclau says 

that he speaks not as a philosopher, but ‘as a political theorist’ (1996b: 47). The meaning, 

merit, and problems of this is what I have sought to make clear here. 
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Chapter Two 

Performing radical democracy 

 

Moya Lloyd 

 

Power is not stable or static, but is remade at various junctures within everyday 

life; it constitutes our tenuous sense of common sense, and is ensconced as the 

prevailing epistemes of a culture. Moreover, social transformation occurs not 

merely by rallying mass numbers in favour of a cause, but precisely through the 

ways in which daily social relations are rearticulated, and new conceptual horizons 

opened up by anomalous and subversive practices (Butler 2000a: 14). 

 

It may seem perplexing in a book exploring the politics of radical democracy to have 

two chapters devoted to the work of Judith Butler for she is hardly known as a 

democratic theorist. Indeed, a quick search through the indexes to all her single-

authored books reveals the sum total of only one reference to democracy in all nine 

texts (2004a: 226).
1
 Even extending the remit a bit wider to include references to the 

writings of, say, radical democratic thinkers such as Laclau and Mouffe, fails to yield 

much more. They appear in the indexes of just two books (Excitable Speech and 

Bodies that Matter).
2
 Yet in this chapter, I will argue that Judith Butler is a radical 

democrat and that she develops her account of radical democracy, in part, out of a 

critical engagement with the work of Laclau and Mouffe, particularly that of Laclau. 

Moreover, to make my case, I will be drawing amongst other things on some of the 

very texts that appear to offer little indexical evidence of Butler’s interest in radical 

democracy. In part I am able to do so because the indexes to Butler’s books are highly 
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parsimonious: democracy – as both a theory and practice – appears more often than 

they suggest, though still not on the scale to warrant identifying any of her books as a 

piece of democratic theory per se. The more important factor, however, is that the 

concept that I suggest is central to Butler’s understanding of radical democracy, what 

I term universality-to-come (echoing, of course, Derrida’s idea of democracy-to-

come), becomes increasingly salient in these writings over time.  

 

There are two areas that concern me in this chapter; I have examined the broad terms 

of Butler’s discussions of radical democracy elsewhere (Lloyd 2007a and 2007b). The 

first relates to the idea of universality-to-come. I am interested here both in the 

contours of this concept and in how Butler differentiates her approach from that of 

Laclau, whose own contribution to advancing the debate on radical democracy has 

been identified by some commentators in terms of its concentration on the universal 

(Critchley and Marchart 2004: 4). The second area concerns the transfiguration of 

‘daily social relations’ alluded to at the outset of the chapter. Here I focus on same-

sex marriage. As an issue it illustrates very clearly, I propose, a deconstructive aporia 

at the heart of Butler’s account of radical democracy: a blindness to the state as a 

possible mechanism for universalisation that is in tension with Butler’s 

characterisation of radical democratic struggles as struggles to resignify the universal 

(and, most particularly, the human as a universal). As I demonstrate below, an account 

of radical democracy that does not conceive of the possibility of operating through the 

state in the advancement of democratic demands is an account that risks abstracting 

from, and thus neglecting, the specific contexts within which political contestation 

actually occurs. To contend a priori that the state cannot facilitate democratic 

demands is not a radical claim per se. The radicalism of any political strategy can 
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only be evaluated in situ. For this reason, I will argue, that it is necessary in the light 

of shifting political circumstances in the US to re-evaluate Butler’s assertion that 

radical sexual politics is best served by rejecting same-sex marriage.
3
   

 

Competing universalities  

 

Butler develops her account of radical democracy, as noted earlier, in part out of a 

critical engagement with the work of Laclau and Mouffe. Tellingly, she rejects Laclau 

and Mouffe’s emphasis in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985) on the production 

of democratic identities as such; queries what she perceives to be their positing of 

transcendental ‘a priori conditions of political articulation itself (across all time and 

place)’ (2000c: 272) as the basis for democratisation; and worries about the 

hermeneutics of their reading of new social movements as pivotal to democracy. 

Where she does draw intellectual sustenance for her account of radical democracy is 

from Laclau’s discussion of universality, though as will become clear, hers is a 

qualified approval of his position. 

 

Over the last thirty years or so, feminists, post-colonialists, communitarians, and 

poststructuralists have expended considerable energy endeavouring to demonstrate the 

limited and partial nature of what passes for the universal. The fall of Communism, 

rise of various nationalisms, and the shift towards multicultural politics (itself fed by 

the appearance of a constellation of different political movements representing diverse 

groups) have all contributed in various ways to the problematisation of the universal. 

Butler was once a vociferous critic of the universal, contending that it was not just 

‘violent and exclusionary’ but also ‘totalizing’ (2004b: 339). Yet within only a few 



 50 

years, she was arguing that an open-ended sense of universality was not only useful 

for but essential to the radical democratic transformation of society. It is not the 

reason for this apparent change of heart that concerns me here, though needless to say 

it should not be construed as signalling a return to old style notions of the universal as 

predicated on some pre-existing characteristic of humanity.
4
 It is how Butler 

characterises the relation between universality-to-come and radical democracy that is 

of interest.  

 

In Contingency, Hegemony, Universality, Butler engages in a debate with Ernesto 

Laclau and Slavoj Žižek about, amongst other things, the status of the universal. 

Echoing Laclau (I will set aside Butler’s debate with Žižek on this occasion), Butler 

argues that the ‘open-endedness that is essential to democratization implies that the 

universal cannot be finally identified with any particular content, and that this 

incommensurability (for which we do not need the Real) is crucial to the futural 

possibilities of democratic contestation’ (2000b: 161). The unrealisability of the 

universal is precisely what keeps democracy alive. Democratic political struggles 

arise as a means both of contesting the exclusionary nature of particular universals 

and of endeavouring to render ‘key terms of liberalism’, as she puts it, ‘more 

inclusive, dynamic and more concrete’ (Butler 2000a: 13; see also Butler 1997a: 160 

and 2001: 419). Such struggles are politically potent, then, when they compel a less 

exclusionary rearticulation of the fundamental assumptions of democracy itself. 

Butler thus shares with Laclau the idea of the impossibility of a fully realisable 

universalism – or to use different language, the incompletion of the universal. 

Significantly, she differentiates her account from Laclau’s in two ways.  
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First, she returns to Hegel to argue that ‘the relation of universality to its cultural 

articulation is insuperable’ (2000a: 24). The universal, she claims, is always already 

thoroughly cultural, shaped by the customary practices through which it is enacted – a 

‘given syntax’ and ‘a certain set of cultural conventions’ (Butler 2000a: 35). She thus 

rejects Laclau’s conceptualisation of the universal as being formally empty. Rather 

the ‘universal in culture’, as she calls it, always depends on ‘decidedly less than 

universal conditions’ for its expression (Butler 1996: 44-5). Second, although seeming 

to endorse Laclau’s claim that it is the incommensurability between the particular and 

the universal that is central to democratisation, Butler distances herself from what she 

perceives to be his a priori assumption that the political field is divided between 

‘modes of resistance that are particular and those that successfully make the claim to 

universality’ (Butler 2000b: 165). The point is not that she queries the inter-

imbrication of universal and particular suggested by Laclau but that she rejects the 

idea that they are logically incompatible categories (Butler 2000b: 162). Here she 

draws on Linda Zerilli’s discussion of Joan Scott’s work on post-revolutionary French 

feminist politics to make her case (Zerilli 1998: 16).
5
  

 

When Scott explores the universal in relation to feminism, one of the paradoxes she 

identifies is that of a possible ‘undecidable coincidence of particular and universal’ 

within one idea; in this case the term ‘sexual difference’, which ‘can denote the 

particular in one political context and the universal in another’ (Butler 2000a: 33). It 

can thus stand for women’s specificity (a particularism) or for something that is 

common to all humanity (a universal). Examining the ‘particular in its particularity’ 

might reveal, in other words, that ‘a certain competing version of universality is 

intrinsic to the particular movement itself’ (Butler 2000b: 166). What sustains 
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democratisation for Butler is not a clash between universal and particular, as Laclau 

maintains but, in a context of deep pluralisation, a clash between particular cultural 

universals.  

 

The inevitable question raised by this formulation is how best to mediate between 

competing universals? What kind of radical democratic politics is involved here? The 

short answer is one of ‘establishing practices of translation’ amongst conflicting 

universals so that a non-transcendental commonality can be forged (Butler 2000b: 

167; see Lloyd 2007a for a fuller discussion). What does this involve? According to 

Butler, when a disenfranchised group make a universal demand they commit a 

performative contradiction: they lay claim to something (a right, an ontology) from 

which they are constitutively excluded (1996: 48). At that very moment, ‘an 

invocation that has no prior legitimacy can have the effect of challenging existing 

forms of legitimacy’, and open up a new, more universal, form (Butler 1997a:147; see 

also Rancière 1999). The limited reach of the existing universal is divulged and the 

universal is thus challenged. In appealing to the universal, the disenfranchised, that is, 

expose the extent to which the universal rests on particular, exclusionary assumptions 

about who qualifies as a person having the right to appeal to the universal.  

 

It is not just that those demanding universal rights do not already have them; the real 

problem is that they are not recognized as possible subjects of said rights in the first 

place. They thus signify both the limit of the human and thus ‘the limit to 

universalizability’ (Butler 1996: 46). The ‘assertion of rights becomes’, for Butler 

therefore, ‘a way of intervening into the social and political process by which the 

human is articulated’ (2004a: 33); a way of challenging the norms defining who 
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counts as human. And so, a radical democratic politics, oriented towards universality-

to-come, is intrinsically tied to ‘struggle[s] with the norm’ (Butler 2004a: 13): norms 

defining the human, norms establishing sex and sexual difference, norms defining 

whose life counts. By disrupting that which is settled and ‘known’, radical democratic 

politics opens up space to ‘rethink the possible’ (Butler 1999a: xx); to contest, in other 

words, the normative violence that determines who counts. (For more on normative 

violence see Lloyd 2007a.) What, however, is the relation between struggling with the 

norm and cultural translation? 

 

The aim of cultural translation is neither to posit an alternative set of a priori 

universal assumptions about the human nor to attempt to assimilate the excluded to an 

existing (heteronormative, racially or ethnically framed) conception of the human. 

There is equally no point in endeavouring to impose a view of the universal on a 

culture resistant to it. Rather, cultural translation involves an encounter between 

competing conceptions of the universal, articulated in different languages, that 

produces a transformation in how the universal is thought. It is a difficult and 

laborious process. It requires that each of the competing universals ‘change in order 

to apprehend the other’ (Butler 2004a: 38), to give up some of their foundational 

assumptions. This, in turn, demands of radical democratic subjects if not a 

commitment to, then at least a willingness to undergo, epistemological uncertainty. 

Drawing inspiration from the work of Chicana feminist Gloria Anzaldùa, Butler 

commends subjects to ‘put our own epistemological certainties into question, and 

through that risk and openness to another way of knowing and of living in the world 

to expand our capacity to imagine the human’. And, reading her at her most radical, 

democratic transformation for Butler can and will occur only when such subjects 
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‘exist[...] in the mode of translation, constant translation’ (Butler 2004a: 228); when 

they can let go of the comfort of knowing already what the human is – giving up, in 

other words, the limiting religious, racial or heteronormative frames that presently 

define the human in order to generate a wider, more uncertain, yet less restrictive 

conception (Butler 2004c: 89-91).  

 

So, to sum up, radical democratic politics, for Butler: is inherently contestatory and 

dissonant; operates through practices of cultural translation designed to rework the 

universal ‘from myriad directions’ so that it becomes more capacious (Butler 2004a: 

224); is staged through the appropriation of claims to equality, freedom, justice and 

rights by the disenfranchised; and is constitutively open-ended. Radical democratic 

universality is thus always a universality-to-come. Moreover, no a priori assumptions 

can be made either about the process or conditions of democratisation (articulating the 

universal and particular), or about its agents (new social movements). 

Democratisation is always already culturally articulated: dependent on historically 

embedded subjects and available political vernacular. For all the strengths of her 

account, however, when it comes to Butler’s discussion of specific examples of 

radical democratic politics at work, particularly with regard to sexual politics, she 

introduces a questionable a priori assumption of her own: that civil society is the only 

appropriate locus for radical democratisation and the production of universals-to-

come. (For an exploration of the place of civil society in radical democratic thought 

see Martin, this volume). 
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Restaging the universal – demanding ‘love rights’ 

 

Earlier in this chapter, I suggested that as a radical democrat Butler might be 

understood as arguing for the radicalisation of liberalism – that is, the extension of 

liberal notions of equality, freedom and so on to more and more areas of social life. I 

also hinted that she conceives of radical democratic politics in terms of everyday-ness. 

Finally, I suggested in the introduction to this chapter that democratic politics had 

been present in her work from at least Gender Trouble onwards. I now want to return 

to some of these claims. My first contention is that Butler does rather more than seek 

to democratise the explicit values of liberalism (liberty, equality, justice). In her 

efforts to argue for an extension of the norms that ‘sustain a viable life’ to all persons 

(Butler 2004a: 225) she argues for the necessity to democratise the ‘fundamental 

categories’ that organise cultural and social life so as to make them ‘more inclusive 

and more responsive to the full range of cultural populations’ (Butler 2004a: 223-4). 

This is what is required in order to instantiate a ‘radical democratic transformation’ of 

society (Butler, 2000b: 147). Although it is not possible to specify all the fundamental 

categories Butler has in mind in this statement, it ought to be clear from her work to 

date that it includes sex, gender and sexuality.
6
 Her critique of heteronormativity 

(begun in the essays leading to the publication of Gender Trouble and continued 

unabated since) should thus be read, I am suggesting, as an effort to democratise what 

is understood by sex and sexual difference. Similarly her interventions in the debate 

surrounding same-sex marriage should be understood as part of an endeavour to 

develop a more radically democratic formulation of intimate relations. 
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One of the third generation rights, or ‘love rights’ as Robert Wintemute terms them 

(2005), that has dominated much gay and lesbian campaigning across the globe has 

been that of same-sex marriage.
7
 This is certainly true of the United States where it 

has been at the forefront of debates within the gay, lesbian and queer movements since 

the 1990s. In what follows, I want to explore Butler’s somewhat late entry into this 

debate. Before I do so, however, a little context is appropriate.
8
  

 

In 1993 the Hawaii Supreme Court ruled, in the case of Baehr v. Lewin, that refusing 

to issue marriage licenses to members of the same sex seemed to be in violation of the 

equal protection clause of the state’s constitution. An evidentiary hearing was ordered 

at which the state was to be granted the opportunity to show that there were 

‘compelling state interests’ in denying same-sex couples the right to marry. Before 

that hearing was over, not only had Congress passed and pro-gay President Clinton 

signed the Defense of Marriage Act (1996), which stipulated that ‘the word 

“marriage” means only a legal union between one man and one woman as husband 

and wife’ (‘DOMA’, in Baird and Rosenbaum 2004: 290) but the people of Hawaii 

had voted in favour of a constitutional amendment prohibiting same-sex marriage 

(1998). What was widely perceived to be a decision paving the way for the 

legalisation of same-sex marriage in Hawaii (Baehr v. Lewin) turned out to be the start 

of a battle that divided the gay, lesbian and queer movements as activists contended 

over whether state-sanctioned same-sex marriage was the right strategy to pursue.  

 

Since then much has happened: the Massachusetts Supreme Court in Goodridge v. 

Department of Public Health (2003) ruled in favour of same-sex marriages, thus 

legalising them; in 2004 the mayor of San Francisco, Gavin Newsom, started 
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authorising same-sex marriages on the grounds that failure to do so was 

discriminatory under the terms of the Californian Constitution only to have his 

decision overturned that same year by the California Supreme Court (with some four 

thousand marriages voided as a consequence); and in 2006 President George W. Bush 

attempted, unsuccessfully, to fulfil his election promise to amend the US Constitution 

via the Marriage Protection Amendment. Had it succeeded, this amendment would 

have secured the heteronormativity of marriage in law.
9
 

 

Given the characteristics of radical democracy outlined in the introduction to this 

book, from a theoretical perspective at least, one might expect a radical democrat – or, 

at least, a radical democrat who conceives of the expansion and contestation of rights 

as a radical move (and I will return to this below) – to embrace the campaign to 

extend the right to marry to gays and lesbians. First, it seeks to extend a universal 

right, indeed a human right, to a constituency denied it.
10

 The campaign for same-sex 

marriage might be understood, therefore, as not only endeavouring to secure equal 

civil and human rights for gays and lesbians but also as a means of contesting the 

nature of, and thus of rethinking, marriage and sexual citizenship in non-

heteronormative terms. Next, the demand appears to involve a performative 

reconstitution of the demos. Just as in the case of Jeanne Deroin, the excluded (gays 

and lesbians) seize the very language of entitlement that de-recognizes them (in this 

case, that of marital entitlement) and claim to be covered by it, effecting what Butler 

terms a ‘performative contradiction’ (Butler 1996: 48). To paraphrase Rancière, we 

might say that gays and lesbians reveal themselves as necessarily included in the 

populous enjoying marital rights while being at the same time radically excluded from 

that populous. In the process, they restage it. Next, we might also read this campaign 
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as evidence of what Connolly calls ‘pluralist enactment’ (1995: xiv); that is, part of 

the forging of a new pluralising identity. Here the demand for same-sex marriage is 

one that disturbs established identities, challenging them to revise the terms of their 

own self-recognition, and one that shatters the terms of normality that define the 

current state of pluralist existence.  

 

Moreover, with reference to Butler’s own discussion of universality, there seems to be 

evidence to support the case that this campaign is a radically democratic one. Given 

that the right to marry is predicated upon a heterosexual subject (and, even then, only 

some heterosexual subjects), the campaign discloses the extent to which the 

hegemonic universal is haunted by, indeed depends on, the particular. If the radical 

democratisation of social relations involves the contestation and resignification of the 

universal in a more inclusive manner, then the gay and lesbian demand to wed 

appears to do precisely that: to extend a right to more and more people regardless of 

sexual orientation. Too, there are competing universals at stake in the political debates 

that have raged: between those who consider the universality of marriage rights as 

indelibly tied not just to heterosexuality but to heteronormativity and those who see 

the right to marry as a human right that ought to be open to all humans, including gay 

and lesbian humans. It does not seem too far-fetched to contend that at issue in this 

political spat is one of translation as Butler describes it: where translation discloses 

the ‘alterity within the norm’ (1996: 50) and, in so doing, divulges the limited reach of 

the universal. Yet, as Butler’s interventions in the debate around same-sex marriage 

make clear, she is profoundly sceptical of it as a goal. First, I want to consider what it 

was that was deemed problematic about same-sex marriage from a movement 
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perspective and second, how this squares with the account of radical democracy 

Butler articulates.   

 

The trouble with same-sex marriage  

 

The critics, many of them queer theorists and activists, who began developing their 

critique of same-sex marriage in the 1990s focused on a number of arguments, all of 

which Butler more or less reprises in her own work (see Warner 1999 chapter 3 by 

way of comparison). Before we consider them it is important, I think, to point out that 

these arguments were articulated as part of an immanent debate within the gay and 

lesbian movement, directed at those in its mainstream who had embraced same-sex 

marriage. As such, their purpose was to attempt to (re-)galvanise a more radical gay 

and lesbian and/or queer sexual politics. So, what was the gist of this movement-based 

rejection of same-sex marriage?  

 

The first claim levelled was that the campaign sought to naturalise and thus to 

normalise marriage and, in so doing, was merely seeking to assimilate the ‘shiny, new 

gay citizen’ (Butler 2004b: 150) to an existing straight norm. Such assimilation 

reinforced another problematic feature of marriage: its construction as the necessary 

site for the attainment of particular rights and benefits: for instance, the rights to 

adopt, to inherit, to gain executive control of medical decision-making, to various tax 

advantages and to spousal support.
11

  

 

Next, it was charged, the campaign was less to do with ‘recognition’ than with 

‘regulation’, as Claudia Card comments (2007: 24; see also Butler 2004a: 102-30). 
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That is, because marriage is a state-sanctioned contract designed to organise intimate 

life it is never – and never can be – simply a private arrangement between two 

consenting adults. It requires, as Michael Warner, one of the foremost queer critics of 

same-sex marriage, points out ‘the recognition’, indeed enforceable recognition, ‘of a 

third party’ (1999: 117): the state (sometimes via one of the organs it authorises to 

conduct marriage ceremonies). Seeking to extend marriage to same-sex couples would 

thus further bolster the power of the state to police intimate life, in the process 

allowing it to determine who counts and, as just observed, who gets what in the way 

of privileges. Because marriage is a form of ‘selective legitimacy’, sanctifying ‘some 

couples at the expense of others’ (Warner 1999: 82; Card 1996), it is not only able to 

deny the legal benefits attaching to marriage to those who reject it but it also 

guarantees that the intimate relations of those who refuse marriage are less valued – 

less legitimate – than those of their married (gay or straight) peers (Butler 2000b: 175-

6 and 2004a: 109). In this respect, same-sex marriage entails a failure of 

universalisation.  

 

Perhaps the most trenchant criticism, however, had to do with the impact of the focus 

on same-sex marriage on gay and lesbian politics in general, and on queer politics in 

particular. As Warner notes, although the issue of same-sex marriage was raised in the 

1970s, lesbian and gay groups did not make its legalisation central to their political 

demands until the 1990s. In fact, for the most part the movement regarded marriage as 

a deeply problematic institution: oppressive, patriarchal and a way of mainstreaming 

gays and lesbians (Ettelbrick [1989] 2004). Instead, it sought to find ways to affirm 

gay culture and identity and to validate alternative expressions of desire and of forms 

of relationship and family life. From the 1970s to the 1990s, as Warner remarks, what 
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dominated was ‘an ethical vision of queer politics centred on the need to resist the 

state regulation of sexuality’ (1999: 88; see Butler, 2000b: 176). This was an anti-

nomian politics centred on politicising sexuality. And, of course, Gender Trouble can 

be seen as articulating this trend with its critique of heteronormative constructions of 

sex, gender, sexuality and desire. Focusing on questions of who may marry and, when 

allied to questions of kinship, of who is entitled to conceive and raise children (Butler 

2004a: 130) as the mainstream lesbian and gay movement has done signals, therefore, 

that a major reorientation of gay and lesbian politics has taken place and one that 

troubles both Warner and, more recently, Butler.  

 

As noted earlier, Butler reiterates the critique of same-sex marriage advocated by the 

likes of Ettelbrick and Warner. How, though, does this critique fit with her account of 

radical democracy? At best, it seems, same-sex marriage symbolises a ‘contested 

zone’ of gay and lesbian democratic politics (Butler 2000b: 161): one that divides the 

movement. Is there a policy, however, that from a queer perspective might capture 

more fully the radically universal and thus democratic potential of gay, lesbian and 

queer politics than same-sex marriage has done? Clearly, one fault-line in the 

marriage campaign identified by Butler (and others) concerns the yoking of marriage 

to a set of entitlements. One option she (like others) considers is thus to delink 

marriage and the said bundle of rights and privileges: to open up rights to adoption or 

reproductive technology to those in non-heteronormative and non-marital alliances 

(see also Card 2007 and Ferguson 2007). That way, marriage would not be the pre-

condition for said privileges. Instead they would simply accrue to individuals 

independent of the type of relationship they were in.  

 



 62 

The more important element of Butler’s argument in my view, however, concerns the 

site of democratic struggle. It is the fact that same-sex marriage is ‘a project of 

litigation’ (Warner 1999: 85) that bothers her. As the opening paragraph of Antigone’s 

Claim makes clear: Butler is resistant to ‘contemporary efforts to recast political 

opposition as legal plaint and to seek the legitimacy of the state in the espousal of 

[political] ... claims’ (2000e: 1). And same-sex marriage is no different. Her reasons 

are clear: litigation confers additional legitimacy and regulatory power on the state 

and leads to the view that the state is the ‘necessary venue for democratization itself’ 

(2000b: 176). This is why in contrast to some other queer critics, Butler I would 

suggest is critical not only of same-sex marriage but equally so of other forms of legal 

partnership arrangement: because they rest on state-approved and thence regulatory 

and normalising legal contracts (2004a: 109).  

 

Against this juridical emphasis, she proposes that ‘the only possible route for a radical 

democratization of legitimating effects’ is to displace marriage and allow a ‘return to 

non-state-centred forms of alliance that augment the possibility for multiple forms on 

the level of culture and civil society’. It is, in other words, more radical and 

democratic to refuse marriage – indeed, to let the norm of marriage shrivel and die – 

and to support the alternative relationship (both intimate and kinship) forms that 

already exist in civil society. That way, she suggests, ‘the hope would be, from the 

point of view of performativity, that the discourse [of marriage] would eventually 

reveal its limited reach, avowed only as one practice among many that organize 

human sexual life’ (Butler 2000b: 177). This political stance reinforces the contention 

noted in the epigraph to this chapter: that radical democratic transformation is 

facilitated by the restaging of quotidian social relations, which themselves lead to the 
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emergence of ‘new conceptual horizons’. The presence of a multiplicity of non-

marital relations in civil society itself suggests that there already exist alternative 

ways of thinking about – of conceptualising – sexuality, sexual alliances and kinship 

relations to the ideal touted by the pro-marriage lobby (gay and/or straight).  

 

To wed or not to wed: that is the question 

 

At the heart of Butler’s scepticism about same-sex marriage is the belief that this 

policy will not, indeed cannot, bring about social change in the sense of securing the 

democratisation of intimate relations. Central to this, as noted, is Butler’s critique of 

the place of the state in this campaign. In this section, however, I want to cast doubt 

on her interpretation of same-sex marriage given the way that the US political context 

has changed since the 1990s when the internecine debate concerning same-sex 

marriage emerged within the gay, lesbian and queer movement to now, towards the 

end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, when the opposition to same-sex 

marriage from all quarters (including, in particular, conservative forces) has 

intensified; from a time when Michael Warner could write that ‘the only people 

arguing against gay marriage, it seems, are those homophobic dinosaurs – like 

[Representative Henry] Hyde, or Senator Jesse Helms, or the feminist philosopher 

Jean Bethke Elshtain’ (1999: 83) to a time when an increasing number of US states 

have acted – and are continuing to act – to ban same-sex marriage.
12

  

 

The critique I advance will draw on Butler’s own theorisation of radical democracy. 

My purpose is not, however, to advocate same-sex marriage per se; I remain 

ambivalent about it as a radical political project. What I seek to expose, rather, is a 
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tension at the heart of Butler’s account of radical democracy with respect to the state, 

which compels her to view it ipso facto as a hindrance to democratisation, a position 

that consequently produces a certain disabling inattentiveness on her part to political 

context. In short, I will suggest, that Butler’s critique of same-sex marriage needs 

amending in the light of the political developments that have taken place since gays 

and lesbians first began demanding the right to marry. Not only has the ‘marriage 

issue has been used to reentrench homophobia’ since then but, as Claudia Card 

observes, it has given new life to the forces of conservatism determined to preserve 

the sanctity of heterosexual marriage (2007: 33). Before I consider same-sex marriage 

in terms of the current US political context, I need to demonstrate that the theoretical 

resources are present in Butler’s work to show that marriage is potentially 

resignifiable. I thus return to the idea of performative contradiction and the radical 

democratic potential that, according to Butler, inheres in it.  

 

One of the examples that Butler cites, and cites frequently, is Paul Gilroy’s discussion 

in The Black Atlantic (1993) of the relation between slavery and modernity. Butler is 

interested in Gilroy’s Hegelian contention that, far from being excluded from 

modernity as so often claimed, the enslaved have been ‘able to appropriate essential 

concepts from the theoretical arsenal of modernity to fight for their rightful inclusion 

in the process’ (Butler 2001: 420) and, as such, historically slavery operated as a force 

of modernisation. As Butler parses it, when slaves took up the terms of modernity 

(equality, justice and so forth), they revised them, a process that had ‘radical 

consequences’ for the development of a non-ethnocentric understanding of modernity. 

From this she concludes, in an argument that proved pivotal to Excitable Speech, that 

the role of ‘reappropriation is to illustrate the vulnerability of these often 
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compromised terms to an unexpected progressive possibility’, the creation (in this 

particular case) of a ‘more radically democratic modernity’ (Butler 2001: 421, my 

emphasis; and Butler 1997a: 160-1).  

 

For all its structural similarity to the case of slavery and modernity, however, Butler 

disallows same-sex marriage this radical outcome. Yet, gays and lesbians in 

demanding a right from which they have been constitutively excluded are performing 

a contradiction not dissimilar to that performed by slaves.
13

 Going further, in so doing 

they recompose the demos, extending its terms to include some of those 

conventionally denied entry to it. For all this, however, their performative 

contradiction apparently does not, in Butler’s eyes, produce the same kind of radical 

resignification that slaves effected with respect to the core ideals of modernity. Theirs 

opened up a different future for ideals like freedom, justice, and equality; theirs 

unsettled the polity (Butler 1997a: 161). By contrast, same-sex marriage she suggests 

does not. The question is why? 

 

There is ample evidence throughout her work, and here Excitable Speech is 

exemplary, to demonstrate both that Butler regards rights discourse as having 

potentially radically democratising effects, because of its amenability to 

resignification, and yet sees the turning of such rights into justiciable or legal rules 

(their positivisation) as a problem.
14

 It appears as if the radical democratic moment in 

the restaging of rights discourse is the moment when a rhetorical or symbolic claim is 

made on specific rights. At such times, Butler interprets them admitting ‘a sense of 

difference and futurity’ into the polity (1997a: 161). By contrast, Butler views, almost 

without fail, the demand to have such rights recognised in law as an invitation to the 
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state to increase its regulatory and normalising powers and thus as working against 

democratisation. This exposes, I propose, a tension in her account of radical 

democracy. In the first instance, the appropriation and recycling of rights discourse 

suggests the possible constitution of a newer, more-encompassing universal. Not so 

the second instance, for state recognition of such rights, it seems, is not an appropriate 

means of instating a universal. For the state is divisive: a means of policing and 

controlling particular sectors of the population.   

 

Given this, one might wonder what place rights (symbolic or legal) have in radical 

democratic politics. In what sense(s), if any, is it sufficient simply to lay claim to a 

particular right without the eventual prospect of that right being codified in some 

way? Is it enough just to make a claim on legitimacy without requiring its conversion 

into something enforceable? The plot only thickens when we recall that Butler is 

opposed to marriage because it is the only way to access particular rights. She does 

not, on this occasion at least, appear to doubt or to contest the need for such rights. 

This only begs another question, however, that if rights (of adoption, inheritance and 

so on) are to be meaningful politically then how are they to be secured, if not by the 

state? And if, paradoxically, it is the state that is to guarantee these rights, then what is 

it at such times that prevents it from fortifying its own power?  

 

Let us assume, for a moment (and perhaps against our better judgement), that rights 

have a place in radical democratic politics (see also Chambers 2004). In this context, 

is there any way of viewing a right to same-sex marriage as contributing in a radical 

democratic sense to the transformation of intimate alliances? That is, is there a way 

that it might aid in the articulation of a more inclusive universal. Taking my lead from 
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Butler, I want to suggest there is. It concerns the way that positing a less exclusive 

universal requires struggle with the norm. I want to return, therefore, to the theme of 

heteronormativity, which Butler did so much to challenge in works such as Gender 

Trouble and Bodies that Matter. I want to suggest that in reading same-sex marriage 

as operating simply to assimilate gays and lesbians to an existing norm, Butler 

downplays the extent to which same-sex marriage has the potential in the present 

context to contest – and resignify – the heteronormativity of that norm. 

 

Heteronormativity is a regulatory practice made up of/operating through institutions, 

modes of understanding, norms and discourses that posits heterosexuality as natural to 

humanity. In this normative regime, sex, gender and desire are assumed to be 

connected in a specific way: that gender follows from sex and that desire follows from 

sex and gender. Clearly if any institution symbolises heteronormativity, it is marriage. 

Masculine man weds feminine woman in order to reproduce a version of the mommy-

daddy-me family so beloved of psychoanalysis. It is evident that one of the effects of 

the demand for marriage between two people of the same sex in a context where that 

is prohibited is to expose the heteronormativity of marriage. It makes visible, that is, 

the fact that marriage is predicated on heterosexual norms and that so too are the 

benefits accruing to it (the rights mentioned so often above). To demand that gays and 

lesbians be allowed to marry partners of the same sex when same-sex marriage is 

largely impossible, as it is presently in the US (and where it may yet become 

unconstitutional), poses both a direct and, possibly, a necessary challenge to this 

normative gender order. It threatens to subvert it by divulging the heterosexual 

presumption underpinning marriage and, consequently, in making it visible opens it 
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up to deconstruction. The heterosexuality of marriage can no longer be tacitly 

assumed or taken for granted.
15

  

 

In Butler’s terms it is, of course, the very performativity of marriage that facilitates 

this process of subversion – the fact that the saying (‘I do’) is a doing but a saying and 

doing that are themselves always already citational (based on repetition). Recall that 

in her discussion of hate speech, it is the citationality of language that Butler regards 

as creating the space for a ‘counter-mobilization’ – when a term or practice is 

appropriated and made to resignify in mutinous fashion (1997a: 163). The call to 

legalise same-sex marriage – to resignify it beyond the heteronormative frame – is 

surely, given Butler’s terms, a potential example of a counter-mobilisation. If 

marriage is, after all, reiterable in an insurrectionary fashion, as Butler must allow 

given the parameters of her own theory (and as seemed to be the case when in a 

succession of two-minute ceremonies same-sex couples lined up to be married in San 

Francisco’s City Hall in February 2004), then what is to stop gay marriage in certain 

contexts contributing to the ‘democratic cultivation of alternative sexualities’ (Warner 

1999: 90) that queer thinkers and activists like her press for? Why not draw a similar 

conclusion to conservative thinker, Stanley Kurtz when he argues that: 

 

Once we say that gay couples have a right to have their commitments 

recognized by the state, it becomes next to impossible to deny that same right 

to polygamists, polyamorists, or even cohabiting relatives and friends. And 

once everyone’s relationship is recognized, marriage is gone, and only a 

system of flexible relationships is left (Kurtz cited in Ashbee, 2007: 102)? 
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What if state recognition were to transfigure marriage into a system of flexible 

arrangements ‘linking two or three, or more individuals (however weakly and 

temporarily) in every conceivable combination of male and female’ (Kurtz cited in 

Ashbee, 2007: 102) then, perversely, might it not be the state itself that delivers 

(rather than hinders) the universalisation of ‘legitimating effects’ that Butler yearns 

for and the state that articulates a more encompassing universal?  

 

The rub is, of course, that in the world of radical democracy there are no guaranteed 

outcomes or certainties of any kind. We thus cannot say for sure that same-sex 

marriage will contribute to a more radically democratic formulation of sex and sexual 

difference (cf. Butler 2000b: 147). But equally we cannot say that it will not 

contribute in this way. The best that can be deduced is that subversion of any kind 

only produces ‘the kind of effect that resists calculation’ (Butler 1993: 29; see also 

Lloyd, 2005a: 143-6; Chambers 2007b). What is important, however, and what Butler 

under-estimates, is the political context within which such allegedly subversive 

activity takes place.  

 

Conclusion 

 

We have seen in this chapter that Butler associates the project of radical democracy 

with the production of a more inclusive universal-to-come. When there is a prospect 

that this universal will be articulated through the state, when, that is, it appears that 

recognition is to be universalised through a framework of legal rights, Butler baulks at 

it. This is nowhere more apparent than in her evaluation of same-sex marriage as a 

political strategy. The problem, for her, concerns what it means to be legitimated by 
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the state. It is not just that one is, as a consequence, subject to selective legitimation 

(to borrow Warner’s phrase). It is not even that it makes marriage into the mechanism, 

par excellence, through which legitimacy will be conferred. It is simply the fact that 

the state does the legitimating. Here Butler assumes, in my view, that the state always 

already has an investment in practices of ‘social abjection’ (2004a: 112) whereby it 

instates hierarchies that divide the licit from the illicit; the legitimate from the 

illegitimate; where, in short, it establishes and maintains the conditions of cultural 

possibility and impossibility for gendered subjects. Some subjects become 

‘intelligible’ within its terms; others remain – or are constituted as – unintelligible. I 

do not doubt that the state does this – on occasion, even on many occasions. What I 

question is whether this is all that it does and whether, as a consequence, daily social 

relations can only be radically reconfigured in a more democratic (universalising) 

direction in civil society as Butler surmises. After all, what is it about civil society that 

better guarantees – for surely, given that too is striated by power relations, it cannot 

fully guarantee – that the universals produced there will operate in a less regulatory, 

less normalising fashion than those articulated through the state?  

 

If the goal of radical democracy is to struggle with norms that abject, discipline and 

regulate particular populations in order to recompose those norms in less violent 

ways, then surely that struggle should take place wherever those norms operate, 

including in and through the state. To maintain a priori and in advance that one site 

ought to be disavowed as a site of political intervention or democratisation seems to 

me to be highly problematic. The implication that ‘eliminating state-sanctioned 

marriage altogether’ (Chambers 2007b: 675) is more subversive of heteronormativity 

at the level of public policy than seeking same-sex marriage, as Butler implies, is fine 
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if we see marriage as intrinsically and irrevocably heteronormative whatever the 

context. If, however, we allow that marriage itself can be resignified (and as 

extensively as Kurtz implies), as I suggest Butler must given her own theoretical 

assumptions, then the case against the current state-oriented political campaign for 

same-sex marriage carries less weight.
16

  

 

The fact is that both options – refusing marriage and contending for its legal 

resignification – represent competing ways of intervening in the political social and 

cultural practices through which humans are constituted. They are both modes of 

radical democratic struggle with norms. Determining which the more appropriate 

strategy is depends on the (contingent) political conditions of the day. Opposing 

same-sex marriage in order to re-radicalise gay and lesbian politics when there exists 

a broad consensus in its favour is very different to opposing it where the state and 

other institutions, including the church, have acted in concerted fashion to retrench the 

heteronormativity of marriage and where same-sex marriage is officially disallowed. 

The radicalism of same-sex marriage as a policy depends on the context in which it is 

articulated. That Butler appears not concede this in her comments on the state reveals 

a blind-spot in her theory in terms of the state’s possible role in restaging the 

universal-to-come; a blind-spot that leads her, moreover, to neglect the (shifting) 

circumstances in which democratic politics actually occurs.  

 

 

Notes 

                                                

* Thanks are due to both Adrian Little and Sam Chambers for their excellent 
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comments on earlier versions of this chapter. You will both see where you have 

influenced me and where not! 

1
 By all of her books I mean all her single authored books from Subjects of Desire 

through to Giving an Account of Oneself. This excludes Contingency, Hegemony, 

Universality, the text Butler co-authored with Ernesto Laclau and Slavoj Žižek. The 

fact that it does not contain an index, of even the most economical kind, will serve as 

no defence here. Contingency is important to the development of Butler’s theory of 

radical democracy, not least since it is here that she sets out one of her more 

elaborated discussions of universality. It should not be read, however, as marking a 

break in her work – evidence perhaps of her conversion to radical democracy. The 

politics of everyday life has already been explored extensively in her earlier works. 

2
 There is one reference to Hegemony and Socialist Strategy in Excitable Speech 

(Butler 1997a: 177 n. 3), with a further seventeen references to Laclau and Mouffe in 

Bodies that Matter, though in this latter case there are duplicate entries for Laclau and 

for Mouffe (since the text in question tends to be their jointly authored book, 

Hegemony and Socialist Strategy). In this case, the number of references might 

justifiably be halved. 

3
 Claudia Card who is, like Butler, fervently in favour of the deregulation of marriage 

notes, by contrast, that changes in the political scene since 2004 ‘may call for some 

modification in, or qualification or clarification of [her]... stance’ (2007: 32).  

4
 In ‘Left Conservatism’ (1998) Butler gives some indication of her reasons for 

turning to the universal.   
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5
 In addition to Zerilli, Butler also draws on Hegel and his idea of competing 

conceptions of universality. I have already explored Butler’s debt to Hegel at length 

elsewhere (Lloyd 2007a) so will not reprise those arguments here. 

6
 We might, of course, regard heteronormative sex and sexual difference as intrinsic to 

the liberal agenda; that, however, is part of another story for another time and place. 

7
 The first two generations are ‘basic rights’ and ‘sex rights’ (Wintemute 2005). 

8
 Much has been written about these topics. My account draws on the following: 

Warner, 1999; Card, 1996, 2007; Chambers 2003, 2007b; Baird and Rosenbaum 

2004; Sullivan 2004; Ashbee 2007; Ferguson 2007; Robson 2007.  

9
 I am indebted to Samuel Chambers for this point. The key section of the proposed 

amendment (section 2) reads: ‘Marriage in the United States shall consist only of the 

union of a man and a woman. Neither this Constitution, nor the constitution of any 

State, shall be construed to require that marriage or the legal incidents thereof be 

conferred upon any union other than the union of a man and a woman.' In the most 

recent attempt in 2006 to pass it the amendment failed to secure the necessary two-

thirds majority in Congress.  

10
 The right to marry is enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 

article 16, section 1, where it states: ‘Men and women of full age, without any 

limitation due to race, nationality, or religion, have the right to marry and to found a 

family.’ On same-sex marriage as a human right see Wintemute 2005 and Card 2007. 

11
 Further discussion of the menu of rights that attach to marriage can be found in 

Warner (1999): 118-9. See also Card 2007. 

12
 Florida is a case in point where moves are afoot to include a constitutional 

amendment banning same-sex marriage on the ballot in November 2008.  
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13
 It is important, of course, not to overstate the parallels. For a brief consideration of 

the class dimensions of the campaign for gay marriage see Goldstein (‘Foreword’ to 

Graff 2004) and Warner (1999). 

14
 Resignification itself is neither inherently radical nor democratic. Rather it 

facilitates the development of a more radical democracy by unsettling existing norms 

and allowing for their recomposition.  

15
 This is explicitly not to say, however, that were same-sex marriage to be made legal 

that it would remain, by definition, a radical practice. Arguably, it is the demand for 

the right to marry that is radical (in particular contexts). 

16
 For an account of how marriage has been resignified historically see Graff 2004. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
This paper evaluates the possibility of a radical democratic approach to associational theory. Drawing 
on the recent work of Chantal Mouffe it centers democratic theory around the impossibility of 
eradicating conflict in favour of consensus. This approach regards conflict and antagonism as not only 
possible but vital components in the formation of a democratic community. A radical democratic 
pluralism, therefore, foregrounds the variety of overlapping and contrasting communities (as opposed 
to a single, homogeneous community) in any social formation and seeks to account for their 
articulation in ‘agonistic’ rather than moral terms. 
 
In many respects, Mouffe’s radical democratic approach parallels recent work on associative 
democracy. Associationalism seeks to decentre democratic decision-making to lower-level, self-
organised communities. However, unlike other theories seeking to contextualise democracy by 
bringing it closer to communal formations (e.g. communitarians) or those looking to decentre power 
from the state by expanding and enhancing the role of civil society, Mouffe’s emphasis on conflict as 
ineradicable defeats any reliance upon settled notions of traditional, liberal or civic community. The 
ontological (rather than simply empirical) presence of power and antagonism eliminates the notion of 
a stable, fully-consensual basis to politics around which matters of public concern can be attended. 
The public sphere is conceived not as an island of consensus in a sea of private differences, nor the 
fuller expression of a pre-existing communal order, but is itself penetrated by conflict and difference. 
 
In Mouffe’s agonistic approach to radical democracy, conflic t and community are mutually related not 
antinomic. An approach to associationalism on such principles is at odds with certain other efforts at 
revitalizing the civil sphere. Currently popular notions such as ‘social capital’, ‘trust’ or civic -
mindednesss function as the fetishised currency of consensus, disguising their partiality and 
particularity behind a façade of evidently incontestable sameness. In such accounts, the pluralism of 
associationalist principles reduces to a subtle monism. By contrast, radical democracy accepts no such 
firm guarantee that a plurality of communities can be articulated around any unifying principle as 
such. The stability of associational orders arises from a hegemonic struggle to fix certain principles as 
parameters (e.g. equality, liberty, democracy, nation, etc). The value of associationalism from this 
perspective is that it opens up new sites of conflict for communities to interact and undermines any 
effort for a singular community to be mobilized as the ultimate container of all others.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

This paper examines the relationship between associative principles of democratic 

organisation and a ‘radical democratic’ political philosophy focused on the centrality of 

conflict in political community. Both these perspectives share a concern with the opening up 

of social and economic structures to pluralist organisation and increased democratic control. 

In each, current liberal democratic thought and practice are believed to be insufficiently 

responsive to a growing diversity in values and lifestyles within western populations. As a 

consequence both recommend a respatialisation of the political community, that is, to reorder 

the scale and direction of liberal democratic practices such that smaller organisational forms 

can generate a closer proximity of the public to the decisions of government, so that power 

flows ‘upwards’ from below rather than vice versa. This reflects a concern for diversified 

spaces of governance as opposed to hierarchically structured relations of government. 

 

Importantly, associative theory highlights the role of self-governing communities in the 

administration of public welfare. Like many political theories of late, the ‘community’ is 

believed, because of its decreased scale, to permit (though not guarantee) a greater degree of 

informed participation by members in their own affairs and, as a consequence, a greater 

responsiveness to public feelings and choices about their services than do centralised states. 

Whilst we do not dispute this claim, we do wish to highlight another, important consequence 

of expanding pluralism: namely, the potential for increased expressions of difference and 

conflict over shared goods. This is not, we believe, a defect of pluralism so much as one of its 

advantages, one of which associative principles are able to make positive use.  

 

There is, however, a tendency within political theory and science to assume that community 

and conflict are mutually incompatible. For some proponents of decentralising democratic 

powers to lower levels, or enhancing the role of ‘civil society’ in social and economic 

governance, conflict and antagonism must to a great extent be eliminated by consensus, or at 

very least a disposition towards achieving consensus (e.g. Habermas 1996; Barber 1984). 

Whilst agreements of various sorts are clearly important to sustaining communities and 

democratic structures, there is a danger that consensus is overvalued as the linchpin of 

democratic order. In many cases this contradicts the value of pluralism and democracy by 

foreclosing or severely delimiting the openness to difference that decentralising power 

enables. Our intention here is to map the relationship between associative democratic 
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principles and a radical democratic political philosophy that makes conflict and antagonism 

its starting point. 

 

We begin by questioning the value of  ‘grounding’ democracy on consensus. Efforts to 

achieve this grounding can be found in a variety of discussions promoting ‘social capital’ or 

cultivating norms of discourse in civil society. Rather than eradicate conflict and antagonism, 

we follow Chantal Mouffe’s lead in recognising power and conflict as the ontological 

condition of political association itself. This requires that we recognise the intrinsic ‘paradox 

of democracy’, that is, the ineliminable gap between democracy and liberty that drives 

democratic practices. We then move on to discuss a key concept in associative discourse, 

‘community’. It is this concept above all that needs to be rethought if the radical democratic 

conception of pluralism is to have any purchase. Finally, we make some tentative connections 

between associative principles of democratic reform and radical democratic theory. 

 

GROUNDING DEMOCRACY 

 

Associative democracy involves the decentralisation of public services to a plurality of self-

governing associations that are voluntarily generated and democratically accountable to their 

members (see Warren 2001; Hirst 1994, 1997; Carter 2002; Cohen and Rogers 1995). As 

Hirst presents it, associative forms of governance offer up the possibility of transcending 

dated liberal political institutions, with their deference to the centralised state as the sovereign 

body, replacing them with a revitalised civil society undertaking public tasks. Hirst presents a 

compelling picture of a renewed democratic order, one not restricted to passively legitimating 

central government legislation but permanently involved in the process of communicating 

public concerns to service providers and policy-makers. Indeed, Hirst defines democracy as a 

form of ‘communication’: ‘that is democracy as effective governance based upon an adequate 

flow of information from governed to governors, and the coordination of the implementation 

of policy through ongoing consultation with those affected’ (Hirst 1994: 35). 

 

The suggestion that rescaling public institutions to a democratised civil society requires a 

rethinking of the values and practices of democracy itself is a common one. In contemporary 

political theory there is often a connection made between the locality, small-scale organisation 

and the effective functioning of institutions of democratic government. The recent revival of 

‘civil society’, for instance, testifies to a perceived linkage between intermediary 

organisations and the potential for increased efficiency and legitimacy of public institutions 
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(Keane 1988, 1998; Cohen and Arato 1992; Putnam 1993, 2001; Barber 1984). This linkage 

relies upon an understanding of democracy as a practice in which cooperation and reciprocity 

rather than self-interest or competition is the principal theme. In some discourses, cooperation 

is given substance in notions of ‘trust’ or ‘social capital’—the ‘civic networks’, norms and 

various social behaviours that promote and embed cooperation—the accumulation of which 

enables agents (be they civic organisations, economic enterprises or social movements, etc.) 

to interact as partners in mutually beneficial arrangements (see Putnam 1993: Ch. 6; 2001). 

Social capital, like economic capital, becomes a currency that is accumulated and exchanged, 

metaphorically oiling the cogs of social interaction and smoothing the functioning of 

government. For others, devolving choice enables an increase in ‘communicative rationality’ 

and deliberative decision-making that increases the inclusivity and hence legitimacy of public 

decisions (see Young 2000; Habermas 1996; Cohen and Arato 1992). 

 

Grounding democracy on notions such as communication or social capital, however, is open 

to the criticism that it overstates the effect of decontestation those notions are thought to 

entail. That is, it is assumed—indeed welcomed—that moral and political conflict is less 

likely to occur as democratic decisions become more transparent, less burdened by major 

organised interests with preformed agendas, and so on. Yet social capital or communicative 

norms are only factors in stabilising democratic relationships around certain values and 

norms, they do not constitute the democratic relationship itself. What they do, instead, is 

denote a set of agreed symbolic parameters and mutually affirming principles, a tendential 

moral space inside which democratic order can be sustained. As Rose (1999: 188) argues, the 

widespread recommendation to reinvigorate communities, associations, ‘networks’ and civil 

society, etc. constitute a ‘new “game of power”’ that he calls the ‘community-civility game’. 

In this game, the ‘community’ is a new site of ‘self-government’ where individuals are 

encouraged to align themselves with certain forms of ethical conduct that are neither imposed 

nor entirely spontaneous. The ‘civil network’ or community is presumed to have qualities of 

‘natural’, intersubjective transparency that enables stable patterns of conduct where 

individuals ‘willfully subordinate’ themselves to shared ethical norms. 

 

These ethical norms signify the boundaries of a supposed ‘consensus’. Yet, as with all notions 

of consensus or consensus-inducing factors (e.g. modernised industry, ethnic ties, cultural 

traditions, etc.), closer examination suggests the presence or potential for wide disagreement 

and the possibility of dynamic change. It is entirely possible, for example, that social and 

political agents may dispute the degree and effectiveness of communication (e.g. its 



 5

inclusivity, its fairness, etc.), or the degree of ‘sociability’ of social capital (e.g. the unequal 

distribution of capital, ‘preferential treatment’ in cooperative practices, etc). In short, the 

substance of consensus, where it exists, may easily and frequently become the object of 

disagreement and mutual hostility. Indeed, as non-state sites become the locus of what Rose 

calls technologies of ‘ethico-politics’ designed to encourage citizens to exercise ‘ethical self-

governance’, ‘it is likely to be on the terrain of ethics that our most important disputes will 

have to be fought’ (Rose: 188). 

 

This need not be a problem for democracy as such; conflict and disagreement are widely 

assumed to be a feature of a democratic order. Yet conflict is more likely to be regarded as 

destructive of democratic relationships if consensus is believed to be the essential ground of 

democracy. In this situation, those who are most vocal and oppositional to a prevailing 

consensus or who dispute the validity of certain of its social preconditions, tend to be treated 

as willfully undermining democracy and social order itself. Such voices are less likely to get a 

fair hearing because they are deemed to stand ‘outside’ the moral consensus or civic norms. 

 

One answer to this problem is to reconceptualise the relationship between conflict, consensus 

and democracy. In a number of recent contributions, Chantal Mouffe (1993, 2000) has 

disputed the value of grounding democracy on relations of consensus at all. In her view, the 

importance of consensus has been vastly overstated and this has led to a diminished 

understanding of the political—as opposed to ‘rational’—dimension of democracy and a 

contraction of its radical potential. For Mouffe, modern liberal democracy consists of a 

‘paradox’, a constitutive tension between two, ultimately contradictory, imperatives: the 

demand for individual liberty and the rule of law (the liberal imperative), and the demand for 

popular sovereignty and equality (the democratic imperative) (Mouffe 2000: 2-5). She argues 

that although they may be combined, liberalism and democracy can never be fully reconciled 

for the logic of one negates that of the other. The only possible consequence is a perpetual 

reformulation of the relationship between the two, a shifting of the frontier that divides them. 

This is effectively what debates about the relationship between liberty and equality essentially 

are, and such debates are the cornerstone of political argument. 

 

However, Mouffe points out that much of modern democratic theory seeks to overcome this 

constitutive tension, to erase its unsettling presence by grounding liberal democratic practices 

on supposedly apolitical, sometimes rationalist assumptions. Appeals to a rational moral 

consensus in Habermas’ theory of communicative ethics or the narrowing down of agreement 
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to an ‘overlapping consensus’ in Rawls’s political philosophy are key examples of this 

tendency (see Mouffe 2000: Ch. 1; 1993: Ch. 3). What these thinkers do is to drastically limit 

the potential for moral conflict and political contest by searching for universal principles on 

which every rational individual can agree. In so doing, the scope and boundaries of public 

space is deemed to be agreed and disagreements can be contained within a pre-set consensus. 

This, however, smooths over the constitutive gap between liberalism and democracy. Such 

efforts, argues Mouffe, can only ever result in the marginalisation of groups and individuals 

who offer up radically different moral views in which the boundaries and scope of public 

space are viewed in radically different ways. The cost of consensus, therefore, is the loss of a 

genuine and deep pluralism.  

 

Mouffe, by contrast, recommends an acceptance by democratic theorists of the ineradicable 

presence of conflict, division and antagonism in political life (1993: 1-8). In her view 

pluralism represents an ‘axiological principle’ not simply an empirical fact (2000: 19): it is 

not that people happen to disagree on issues which they might otherwise be expected to agree; 

rather, social and political identities are themselves produced through difference and acts of 

differentiation. It is not possible, therefore, to have a multiplicity of different points of view 

and values without some degree of conflict and division. Social identities are forged through 

operations of power and subordination, the traces of which are often visible in a group’s self-

conception and its public representation. When making appeals for recognition or demands 

for rights—that is, when defining the ‘objectivity’ of their own identity—groups typically 

specify ‘antagonists’ that purportedly limit the full expression of their identity, whether these 

be other groups, alternative value systems or ‘social ills’ (see Laclau and Mouffe 2001: 122-

34; Laclau 1996). For Mouffe (and Laclau) it is this ‘blockage’ negating a group’s experience 

of its identity that simultaneously generates its agency (see Laclau 1990). By enforcing a 

closure upon its otherwise intrinsic heterogeneity, antagonism orients groups in different, 

sometimes radically incommensurable ways to public space. Reciprocity and hostility are 

therefore inextricably linked; and rivalry and violence are an ‘ever-present possibility’. These 

antagonisms and traces of power at the heart of human sociability—what Mouffe calls its 

‘dissociating impulse’ (2000: 131)—are what certain theorists deny in their search for 

‘neutral’ or ‘universal’ principles. If, however, democracy is not to be grounded on a rational 

consensus but is to be open to the conflictual pluralism she claims is fundamentally 

ineradicable, how is this to be achieved? 
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Mouffe’s answer is to recommend the transformation of antagonisms into ‘agonism’ (2000: 

Ch. 4). Democracy does need to be stabilised in some way for effective deliberation and 

choice to occur at all. But rather than eliminate difference and antagonism by appealing to the 

common currency of consensus, antagonistic differences must be domesticated or rendered 

less destructive than they might otherwise be. This involves building democracy around the 

treatment of certain antagonists as ‘adversaries’ or ‘legitimate opponents’ (Mouffe 2000: 

102). As Mouffe herself puts it: 

 

An adversary is an enemy, one with whom we have some common ground because we 

have a shared adhesion to the ethico-political principles of liberal democracy: liberty 

and equality (Ibid). 

 

We cannot assume the same substantive values or commitments amongst different individuals 

and social groups, but we can agree that our commitment to common ‘ethico-political 

principles’ places us on a shared terrain. This is a consensus of sorts, but a ‘conflictual 

consensus’ (Ibid: 103), one that begins, pragmatically, from the fact of our difference not our 

sameness. The paradox of democracy rules out in principle the idea that differences can be 

harmonised such that the parameters of the public sphere can be set once and for all. Rather, 

we should expect adversaries continually to promote different, sometimes deeply challenging 

views of the way in which democratic equality and individual liberty can be reconciled. In so 

far as we can agree that our adversaries have not become our antagonists (that is, seek to 

eliminate us from the democratic terrain altogether) then we may proceed to accept their 

legitimacy as opponents. 

 

An agonistic model of democratic pluralism, then, grounds democracy on a pragmatic 

political rather than a rational moral basis: it begins with the presumption of difference and 

conflict over the boundaries of the political community itself, and views consensus not as 

utterly impossible or illegitimate but as an inappropriate first principle in light of the 

paradoxical character of democracy. What consensus there is arrives as the outcome of efforts 

to define the parameters of legitimate conflict, not as a principle of reason. It is also highly 

vulnerable to alternative reorderings and is, therefore, plausibly an object of conflict itself. 

Ultimately, liberal democratic values can only be grounded in political action itself and must 

therefore be continually defined, supported and defended by those who uphold them. This 

perspective suggests that the dynamism of democracy lies in the propensity for change that it 

encapsulates. 
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With Mouffe’s agonistic model of pluralism in mind, what possibilities do associative 

principles offer for radical democratic theory? The essential advantage of associative 

democracy is, of course, its practical reconfiguration of power in a pluralistic manner. By 

dispersing power from the centre, central state powers require only a minimal degree of 

consensus over their functions; the actual provision of public services does not require total 

‘national agreement’ and can therefore be delivered in a variety of ways from a number of 

sources. By ‘publicizing the private sphere’, Hirst’s model removes the possibility of a single 

public sector being the site of conflict between competing parties and interest groups. 

However, the dispersal and fragmentation of power also decentres and fragments conflict; it 

does not eliminate it. Rather than being centred in a single national community, democratic 

conflict is scattered across a multiplicity of communities. It is essential, therefore, that we 

survey the role and status of community in associative democracy. 

 

COMMUNITY 

 

One of the most contested concepts articulated in many associationlist discourses and related 

theories of civil society is community. This is problematic on a basic level because of the 

multiplicity of usages of the term community and the different interpretations of what the 

appeal to community entails. Elizabeth Frazer notes how there is a slippage between the idea 

of community as a particular type of entity (the local community, the international 

community, the gay community and so on) and the notion of community as an expression of a 

particular set of values such as trust, mutuality, voluntarism, and so on (Frazer 1999). Thus 

there is often a lack of clarity about what the concept of community actually refers to (Little 

2002a). In its less sophisticated form the advocacy of community is little more than a strategy 

for rebutting liberal individualism, whilst avoiding difficult questions about the role of the 

state in social organisation. Here the appeal to community tends to be constructing upon a 

romantic fiction of the traditional community that has supposedly been uprooted in 

contemporary societies and which needs to be regenerated  This is the view of ‘community as 

safety’ in which it becomes the mode of grounding individuals in an insecure world (Bauman 

2001). In the view of John Gray this amounts to the replacement of one fiction (the abstract 

individual) with another (the myth of the homogeneous community) and this is ‘what 

community is not’ (Gray 1998). In the light of these problems it is important to clarify the role 

of community in associationlist theory and identify the ways in which it can  both vindicate 

and undermine the political principles of associationalism. 
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In Hirst’s Associative Democracy (1994) the relationship between community and 

associationalism is articulated in terms of the differentiation between communities of choice 

and communities of fate. Hirst wisely steer clear of the simple rhetoric of community for the 

primary reason that he wants to reinforce individual freedoms rather than override them with 

the stronger claims of community. He suggests that association furthers individual freedom in 

terms of empowering individuals to attain a degree of governance over a particular interest 

they have and in enabling them to further develop as individuals. In this sense 

‘associationalism can be said to be about the pursuit of individuation, and its distinctive 

contention is that this is more effectively accomplished by cooperative rather than by purely 

private individual action’ (Hirst 1994: 50). The important point to recognise in Hirst’s thesis 

is that the associations to which he alludes must be regarded as ‘communities of choice’ if 

they are to fulfil the role he allots to them. In other words associations can be regarded as 

communities only as long as membership of these bodies is voluntary and that there is a right 

of exit (Hirst 1994: 51). Hirst is explicit about the implications of this position for 

community: ‘communities in an individualistic society must accept that - in form - they are no 

different from a railway season-ticket holders’ association’ (Hirst 1994: 52). This is a rather 

minimalist conception of community. It is based on communitarian values rather than the 

particular nature of the community entity but those values are reduced in Hirst’s thesis to thin, 

universal liberal values. This begs the question of why Hirst bothers to use the concept of 

community at all. His understanding of communities of choice suggests that they are bound 

together by no stronger values than a basic association which individuals may be members of 

for purely selfish, instrumental reasons (e.g. that they have less power as an individual railway 

season-ticket holder than they have when they become members of a collective group formed 

around the same interests). This construction of community doesn’t suppose relations of 

altruism or obligation between members; what seems more important to Hirst is that 

individuals can leave communities rather than the actual bonds and behaviour that holds them 

together. 

 

Hirst is aware that these bonds of community seem somewhat limited in the loyalty and 

commitment they command from their members. However he refutes the Schmittian criticism 

that these bonds are insufficiently strong to command support when communities come under 

threat. For Hirst, the kinds of threats that Schmitt identified in the 1930s do not prevail in 

contemporary societies and, even if they did, the members of pluralist communities of choice 

would coalesce around the common purposes required by the state when such threats 
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emerged. This shows considerable optimism about the commensurability of communities 

when the polity is faced with external threat and fails to recognise that the very principles and 

beliefs which separate different communities of choice may well be reflected in the conflicts 

that emerge between different states. Thus the fact that a society may face external threat does 

not override the fact that some communities or associations within a society may sympathise 

more with the external threat than the society in which they live. There is no guarantee that 

different communities and associations will coalesce against external forces; in many respects 

such conflicts may make the differences between these groups all the more apparent.  

 

Hirst is aware of the criticism that communities can represent a threat from within a society 

and that the associational model can be accused of being too weak to contain the kinds of 

conflict that may erupt between different communities. However his refutation of this 

criticism is not wholly convincing. He describes the critical position as one where it is 

assumed that ‘in a multicultural society of conflicting identities, of communities as identities, 

the public sphere and the freedoms of civil society become nothing more than a medium for 

different groups to seek to capture the public power for their own purposes’ (Hirst 1994: 53). 

Here Hirst is disingenuous in assuming that the recognition of incommensurable value 

pluralism leads to a position where the critic must assume that communities provide all-

encompassing identities for their members. However there is no reason why this should be the 

case. If we accept that all individuals are members of a multiplicity of communities then it 

becomes impossible for a community to merely provide identity for anyone in a prescriptive 

fashion. The point is that these communities may be in conflictual relations with one another 

but in no way should they be regarded as definitively constructing the identities of their 

members. Moreover there is no reason to suppose as Hirst does that these different 

communities have to be seen as pursuing ‘public power for their own purposes’. On the 

contrary, what make them different from one another may be issues of basic cultural practice 

for example, and the fact that disputes are played out in the public sphere does not necessarily 

entail the pursuit of public power to further specific ends.  

 

From this perspective the recognition that there may be incommensurable value pluralism 

within a society does not necessitate the Hobbesian rationality that Hirst imputes to such an 

approach. In short, there is no reason why the recognition of conflict and difference, and the 

potentially irreconcilable nature of conflicts, should lead us down the path a prescriptive 

multiculturalism which is founded on the belief that all communities are ‘communities of fate’ 

nor does it necessarily imply an all-powerful state. Hirst is right to reject the belief that 
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individuals are somehow ‘trapped in communities they cannot leave and unaware that exit is 

possible’ (Hirst 1994: 54) but this does not mean that all communal identities are matters of a 

pure autonomous, rational individual choice. In short, Hirst attempts to circumvent issues of 

conflict and contestation by focusing on the voluntary nature of communal relations and the 

right of exit. Unfortunately this fails to grapple with the fact that different groups may hold 

incommensurable positions; the right of group members to exit from their communities does 

not get around the reality that the views of different sub-state communities may be 

irreconcilable. In this sense there does not appear to be any strong reason to believe that 

Hirst’s associationalism is capable of overcoming the conflict that can emerge from value 

pluralism. Such conflicts will frequently be rooted in disagreement about fundamental cultural 

issues and not merely the issues of  property and taxation that Hirst (1994: 51) identifies. 

Therefore there is a need to recognise that not all conflicts between groups focus on issues of 

distribution as associationlists such as Cohen and Rogers and Hirst imply; we must 

understand that whilst socially given sources of identity do not lead inevitably to communities 

of fate, they do contribute to social identity and may be the source of some of our cultural 

beliefs (Carter 2002: 237). 

 

The danger then in associative democratic theories is that associations, conceived as 

communities of choice, come to represent a mechanism for avoidance of political dispute. 

Associationalists like Hirst are very well aware of the limitations of the fiction of community 

in many orthodox communitarian theories (Gray 1998; Little 2002a). The problem in the 

latter is the construction of the essentialist community as a means of  overcoming the 

multiplicity of differences within contemporary societies.  For Hirst, this manifests itself in 

the pursuit of ‘communities of fate’ as prescriptive providers of identity. He is right that such 

approaches promote political closure and deny individual autonomy. In order to avoid these 

pitfalls however, he substitutes ‘communities of choice’ which would be predicated upon a 

thin set of  common values such as individual freedom, toleration of difference and a 

commitment to social justice. However, as Carter suggests, these prescriptions for thin shared 

values are perhaps not as narrow as associationlists would have us believe. Thus the values 

which they promote require ‘consensus on full racial and gender equality, on provision of 

generous welfare, and on the need to sacrifice economic gain to the maintenance of the 

environment’ (Carter 2002: 241). Clearly these suppositions are sources of conflict in 

contemporary politics and there is little reason to suppose that the empowerment of 

associations would somehow do away with dispute over these tenets of social justice. Indeed 

these are much more substantive, thick claims around which to found democratic regimes 
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than more universalist (and more problematic) thin liberal conceptions of justice such as that 

of Rawls. To this end, rather than promoting the applicability of associationalism by cloaking 

it behind an unconvincing argument that it is based on a thin set of values, its advocates 

should recognise that using ‘associations as channels to radical democracy and social justice 

would surely require clear commitment to egalitarianism and extensive state action’ (Carter 

2002: 244). From a radical democratic perspective associative democrats should also 

recognise that those principles are the source of political disagreement and that we cannot 

presuppose anyone’s commitment to them. Radical democracy implies a need to re-engage 

‘the political’ in the establishment of core principles: associative democracy tries to 

presuppose some of those principles a priori before associational political engagement begins. 

To this end it is important to identify the arguments that differentiate radical democracy from 

associationlist approaches and, in particular, to examine the arguments of those theorists of 

radical democracy such as Mouffe (2000) who also retain a strong role for community.  

 

RADICAL DEMOCRACY AND ASSOCIATIVE PRINCIPLES 

 

Approaching associative principles through radical democratic theory involves accepting the 

potential for conflict and antagonism even when the venue of public debate and decision has 

been disaggregated into a plurality of self-governing associations. This point is not simply the 

banal warning that on occasion people might disagree about how best to organise services or 

spend public funds. That would assume disagreement is a secondary consequence within the 

context of a wider consensus. Rather, radical democracy (as it is presented by Mouffe) 

implies that the pluralised realm of ‘public responsibility’ is itself the site and object of 

contestation. And it is this ‘dissociating impulse’ that associative democracy needs to take on 

board. For under associative principles, contestation is likely to occur within, between and 

across the associations charged with undertaking public functions.  

 

For example, associations will themselves be contested as the proper scope and mode of 

delivery will be disputed by members, both with each other and between the association and 

the regulatory state. The extent to which a public function is being properly discharged, the 

degree to which that function accords with the communal values and objectives of an 

associative community and the right for minority opinions within the community to influence 

decision-making are all issues open to dispute. Such disputes are likely to carry intense 

significance as opinions and beliefs may well be linked to the allocation of funds and thus the 

mobilisation of ‘identity’ claims will have ‘material’ consequences. Likewise, individuals are 
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likely to be members of a number of associative communities whose internal principles are 

not always going to overlap harmoniously. For example, educational associations may be 

organised along certain principles, such as the centrality of religious commitment, that are not 

equally respected in forms of economic or health association. Whilst it is plausible to assume 

that overlapping might not create immense difficulties of practical governance, the uneven 

mapping of group respect and associative organisation can generate resentments as communal 

values are reinforced by public finances and the added ‘authority’ of public responsiblity. 

Finally, the overarching role of the state as guarantor of minimal public standards ensures that 

it remains central to the mobilisation of influence. As Hirst reminds us, associations can 

function as a counterweight to hierarchical management and bureaucratic control, but that 

necessarily entails disputes about the proper scope and function of the state. The threat of 

state institutions being ‘captured’ by certain interests may diminish under associative 

democracy, but it does not disappear.  

 

Thus associative democracy multiplies the sites of conflict and resistance over public space by 

pluralising and democratising the organisation of the public sector. For some critics of 

associative principles, however, this potential for dissonance within an associative system is a 

sign of its inherent deficiency. Marc Stears (1999), for instance, has argued that associative 

welfare provision entails two problems: the loss of ‘objective’ public ‘needs’ to the more 

‘subjective preferences’ of consumers, and the rise of inequalities between associations as 

delivery varies according to variations in preferences. Hirst’s reponse (Hirst 1999) is that the 

distinction between ‘needs’ and ‘preferences’ cannot be easily sustained in an increasingly 

diverse culture where needs and standards of provision vary. Nor are inequalities in provision 

devastating if understood as inequalities within certain already-agreed standards and in light 

of different patterns of demand. Like all forms of welfare provision, failures may occur. Yet 

the advantage of associative democracy is that it ‘ensures the survival of difference’ (Ibid: 

595). 

 

Hirst’s defence against Stears’ criticism underscores the crucial point that associative 

principles effectively redefine our understanding of the ‘publicness’ of  public goods. No 

longer understood exclusively as standardisation, or what Hindess (2001) calls the 

‘assumption of uniformity’ common to modern democratic states, the public sector is to be 

infused with a sense of its intrinsic variability. Associative provision of welfare, therefore, 

involves a redefinition of (certain) inequalities as positive signs of difference. Yet differences 

are rarely viewed so benignly. Rather, difference is often contested as a failure of public 
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responsibility, the inability of appointed officials to discharge their function, or the 

consequence of insufficient funding, etc. To adequately face the potential for these claims to 

undermine the effectiveness of associative organisation, we would suggest, it is necessary to 

supplement associative principles with an agonistic theory of democracy designed to negotiate 

the difference between ‘enemies’ and ‘adversaries’. 

 

This is not the place to outline in detail the full, practical implications of conjoining 

associative and radical democratic principles. However, Rose’s claim, noted earlier, that ‘it is 

likely to be on the terrain of ethics that our most important disputes will have to be fought’ 

(Rose: 188) gives us a clue to how we might begin. For ethics refers us, not to some 

overarching Good (the object of Moral concern), but to conduct oriented towards moral 

behaviour. It is precisely the terrain of ethics that Rose suggests forms the object of the 

‘community-civility game’. The trouble with many of these efforts to recast governance by 

‘technically managing’ individual conduct through the community is that talk of ethics too 

easily becomes ‘merely a recoding of strategies of social discipline and morality’ (Rose 1999: 

192). Rose criticizes Putnam and Etzioni for ‘failing to diagnose [in their approach to 

community] the power relations in the struggles over cultural diversity and the validity of 

certain forms of life’ (Ibid: 194). To their approach he counterposes the argument that 

‘communities can be imagined and enacted as mobile, as spaces of indeterminacy, of 

becoming’ (Ibid: 195). Conceived that way, communities can be understood as the basis of a 

creative and fluid politics in which alternative ways of seeing and acting, dissonance and 

resistance, are the currency of democratic life, rather than the stability-inducing substance of 

social capital and civic norms. 

 

Such a view contrasts with the self-conceptions of many communities, particularly (though 

not exclusively) ‘communities of fate’. The advantage of associative democracy however is 

that, potentially, it institutionalises an arrangement whereby communities themselves are 

dislodged from any sense of the fixedness or closure of their communal values. By exposing 

communities to conflicts of values over the scope and character of their public functions, their 

responsibilities to others and so forth, associative democracy permits civic norms and other 

expressions of consensus to be contested and negotiated. 

 

This, of course, is to disrupt the entire notion of a democratic order as a stable, grounded 

system upon which differences can be rationally settled. But that does not mean effective 

governance cannot be achieved. If the conflicts between and across communities are to be 
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accepted as legitimate expressions of difference, then our task is to ensure that difference does 

not escalate into destructive hostility and social disorder. As Mouffe points out in her 

discussion of an ‘ethics of democracy’ (2000: 129-40) once we accept that alterity cannot be 

entirely absorbed into procedures of deliberation (or, for that matter, social capital and civic 

norms) and so neutralised, the fragility of democracy comes to the fore. But democracy is not 

simply some postmodern jamboree in which differences co-exist harmoniously. It involves 

‘acts of decision’, not only in the sense of executive choices over policy but, more 

profoundly, the implicit assumption of certain parameters to policy choices, to the degree and 

extent of debate, etc. Such decisions are themselves political: they invoke a contestable 

version of the public good by accepting some differences to the exclusion of others. It is not 

possible, she argues, to escape from this intrinsic exclusivity and so the only viable option is 

to promote an ethics that recognises the fragility of democracy and undergirds institutional 

arrangements with an awareness of the legitimacy of dissent, contestation and difference.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In so far as associative principles frame democracy as a practice responsive to the inherently 

diverse and potentially antagonistic nature of human communities, it provides a promising 

institutional form to an ethics of democracy. Mouffe herself has endorsed associative 

democracy as an arrangement compatible with the radical pluralism she recommends (Mouffe 

1993: 98-100). Rather than justify devolved associations in terms of the stable, consensual 

order of agreed values they bring to democracy, a radical democratic political theory allows 

us to see associative principles as disruptive of efforts to close public space around 

communities. By dispersing conflict across a pluralised space and permitting communities to 

vent the ‘dissociative impulse’ in more creative ways, associative principles permit us to live 

with the paradox of democracy. 
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The Radical-Democratic Project

Over the past generation, radical-democratic ideas have reemerged as an important 
intellectual and political force. This reemergence reflects a combination of skepticism 
about the regulatory capacities of national governments and concerns about the 
capacity of conventional democracies to engage the energies of ordinary citizens. 
By “conventional democracies,” we mean systems of competitive representation, 
in which citizens are endowed with political rights, including the rights of speech, 
association, and suffrage; citizens advance their interests by exercising their political 
rights, in particular by voting for representatives in regular elections; elections are 
organized by competing political parties; and electoral victory means control of 
government, which gives winning candidates the authority to shape public policy 
through legislation and control over administration.

Arguably, any mass democracy must be organized at least in part as a system of 
competitive representation. Radical democrats acknowledge this basic fact of political 
life, but seek a fuller realization of democratic values than competitive representation 
itself can attain. 

In particular, radical-democratic ideas join two strands of democratic thought. 
First, with Rousseau, radical democrats are committed to broader participation in 
public decision-making. Citizens should have greater direct roles in public choices 
or at least engage more deeply with substantive political issues and be assured 
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that officials will be responsive to their concerns and judgments. Second, radical 
democrats emphasize deliberation. Instead of a politics of power and interest, radical 
democrats favor a more deliberative democracy in which citizens address public 
problems by reasoning together about how best to solve them—in which no force is 
at work, as Jürgen Habermas (1975: 108) said, “except that of the better argument”.1 
The ambitious aim of a deliberative democracy, in short, is to shift from bargaining, 
interest aggregation, and power to the common reason of equal citizens as a dominant 
force in democratic life (Cohen 1989,1996; Cohen and Sabel 1997, 2003; Fung 2003, 
2003a, 2003b, 2004; Fung and Wright 2003; Fung et al. 2000, 2001).

But while many radical democrats endorse participation and deliberation in a single 
breath, these two strands of the democratic project grow from different traditions and 
address distinct failures of competitive representation. Our aim here is to clarify the 
relationship of these different strands, explore the tensions between them, and sketch 
some possibilities for reconciliation. We start by showing how participation and 
deliberation might address three limitations of competitive representation.2 Then we 
present some tensions between deliberation and participation, and offer two strategies 
for blunting these tensions. We conclude by outlining the unsolved difficulties that 
must be met in order to advance a radical-democratic project.

Before getting started, we should mention that some radical democrats argue that 
a more participatory and deliberative democracy would be better at solving practical 
problems than systems of competitive representation: better, because of advantages 
in identifying problems, collaborating in their resolution, testing solutions to see if 
they are well-tailored to local circumstance, and disciplining solutions by reference 
to solutions adopted elsewhere. Our focus here is on normative matters, but nothing 
we say is intended to dispute this proposition about practical advantages. Suffice to 
say that if a more radical democracy is not at least reasonably good at addressing 
regulatory problems, then its normative virtues are of limited interest.

Democratic Deficits of Competitive Representation

Radical-democratic criticisms of systems of competitive representation focus on 
three political values: responsibility, equality, and autonomy.

1. Responsibility. “As soon as public business ceases to be the citizens’ principal 
business, and they prefer to serve with their purse rather than with their person, the 

1 In this passage, Habermas is not describing an idealized democracy, but a hypothetical 
situation suited to the justification of norms.

2 In reading the other contributions to this debate, we are reminded of the importance 
of distinguishing participation from deliberation. Other contributors seem to conflate the 
two, though Loïc Blondiaux rightly observes that there is an interesting question about the 
relationship between discussion of deliberative democracy—a topic in political theory for 
the past 15 years—and an older literature on participatory democracy.
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state is already close to ruin”.3 Here, Rousseau expresses the idea that the balance of 
reasons sometimes speaks strongly in favor of performing a task oneself rather than 
delegating it. For example, countries should fight wars with their own citizens rather 
than mercenaries or surrogates because the task is of great importance, its performance 
(both initiation and execution) demands judgment, and the consequences of 
misjudgment are so serious.

Similarly, radical democrats worry about relying excessively upon representatives 
to make consequential political choices. Competitive representation, to be sure, 
provides opportunities for citizens to judge for themselves the merits of alternative 
laws and policies and hold representatives accountable in light of those judgments. 
But because representation is a very limited tool for ensuring official accountability, 
citizens will be strongly tempted to leave the hard work of substantive policy 
judgment to professional politicians. The capacities of citizens may in turn atrophy. 
Lacking democratic skills and habits, they may refrain from judging public business 
except under dire circumstances, and then judge poorly.

2. Equality. A great achievement of modern representative democracy was to bring 
the idea that people should be treated as having equal importance in the processes of 
collective decision-making to bear on the political institutions of a modern state. One 
implication—formal political equality—is that suffrage rights, for example, should not 
depend on property qualifications, gender, race, or social status. But even with these 
conditions in place, social and economic inequalities shape opportunities for political 
influence within systems of competitive representation.

Economic advantage is one important source of political advantage. In addition, 
because it is easier to mobilize small groups of individuals than large ones, competitive 
representation tends to favor concentrated interests (in which few actors gain large 
benefits on some policy question) over diffuse one (where many actors gain small 
benefits). Finally, in newly-democratized countries with long histories of authoritarian 
government and hierarchical public culture, the new electoral vestments may merely 
reproduce and reauthorize the authoritarian past (Avritzer 2002). 

Radical democrats have recommended participation and deliberation to increase 
political equality: deliberation, because it blunts the power of greater resources with 
the force of better arguments; participation, because shifting the basis of political 
contestation from organized money to organized people is the most promising 
antidote to the influence conferred by wealth. Similarly, expanding and deepening 
citizen participation may be the most promising strategy for challenging the 
inequalities that stem from asymmetric concentration of interests and from traditional 
social and political hierarchies.

3. Political Autonomy. A third objection is that systems of competitive representation 
fail to realize a central democratic ambition: to foster political autonomy by enabling 

3 Rousseau, Social Contract, Book, III, chap. 15.
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people to live by rules that they make for themselves. Although a pluralist democracy 
cannot hope to achieve political consensus, a kind of self-government remains 
possible, and competitive representation falls far short of it. In systems of competitive 
representation, political outcomes result from differential capacities to mobilize 
popular constituencies, from balances of interest backed by voters or money, from 
the complex deals of legislative law-making, or from narrow interests capturing the 
portions of government that most concern them. At its best, the process reflects fair 
bargaining among competing interests, not an ideal of self-government.

In a deliberative democracy, in contrast, laws and policies result from processes 
in which citizens defend solutions to common problems on the basis of what are 
generally acknowledged as relevant reasons. The reasons express such widely shared 
democratic values as fairness, liberty, equal opportunity, public safety, and the 
common good. To be sure, citizens will interpret the content of those considerations 
differently, and assign them different weights—and also, of course, disagree on matters 
of fact. In the allocation of scarce resources, different citizens might, for example, 
assign different importance to advantaging the least advantaged, advantaging those 
who would benefit most from the resources, and assuring equal chances for access 
to the resources; there will be disagreements over acceptable levels of risk, and about 
when assurances of freedom of expression are excessively damaging to the equal 
standing of citizens.

While deliberative democrats emphasize the importance of reasons, they do not 
expect self- and group-interest to disappear as political forces. Instead, they aim to 
ensure that political argument and appeals to interests are framed by considerations 
such as fairness, equality, and common advantage. When citizens take these political 
values seriously, political decisions are not simply a product of power and interest; 
even citizens whose views do not win out can see that the decisions are supported 
by good reasons.4 As a result, members can—despite disagreement—all regard 
their conduct as guided, in general terms, by their own reason. Establishing such 

4 As should be evident from the text, our conception of deliberation is not the same as 
what Katharina Holzinger calls “arguing” in her contribution to this debate. For example, 
“contradicting” and “insisting” are, as she says, forms of arguing. But they do not involve 
giving reasons and are therefore not part of deliberation. That said, we agree with one thesis 
in Holzinger’s paper—namely, that when interests conflict, the resolution of the conflict 
typically will involve deliberation and bargaining, among other things. We do not, however, 
accept the stronger, instrumentalist thesis in her paper, that when interests conflict arguing 
serves as a means for bargaining. Deliberation might instead set the bounds for reasonable 
outcomes within which bargaining operates (deliberation might, for example, take us to a 
reasonable segment of the Pareto frontier, within which bargaining selects an outcome). 
Exploring this disagreement about the place and relative political importance of reason, 
interests, and power—a very old and deep disagreement in social science and in life—will 
require the kind of “programme de recherche” that Loïc Blondiaux sketches in his essay. 
For some efforts at such exploration, see Fung and Wright (2003).
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political deliberation would realize an ideal of self-government under conditions of 
pluralism.

Tensions Between Participation and Deliberation

So democratic values arguably provide a case for a more participatory and 
deliberative democracy. But participation and deliberation are distinct ideas, 
and may even pull in opposite directions (Cp Ackermann & Fishkin 2004: 289-
301).

1. Improving the quality of deliberation may come at a cost to public 
participation. Suppose, for example, that legislators, regulators, and judges 
embrace a deliberative form of decision-making. Instead of seeking to advance 
the interests of their constituents or maximize their prospects of re-election, for 
example, legislators would engage in reasonable discussion and argumentation 
about policies. Judges could, for example, require explicit attention to reasons 
in legislative and administrative decision-making. But doing so might require 
decision-makers to insulate themselves from less informed and less reasonable 
public sentiment.

2. Conversely, expanding participation—either numbers of people, or the 
range of issues under direct popular control—may diminish the quality of 
deliberation. Popular initiatives and referenda and devices such as the recall, for 
example, allow voters to exercise more direct and precisely targeted influence 
over legislation, policy questions, and even elected officials. But far from 
improving deliberation, such measures—by requiring a yes/no vote on a well-
defined proposition—may discourage reasoned discussion in creating legislation 
(Papadopoulos 1995: 289-301; Ellis 2002). And even bringing people together to 
discuss specific laws and policies may—with the wrong mix of people, or lack 
of commitment to addressing a common problem—diminish deliberation, as 
discussion dissolves into posturing, recrimination, and manipulation.

3. More fundamentally, social complexity and scale limit the extent to which 
modern polities can be both deliberative and participatory. Deliberation depends 
on participants with sufficient knowledge and interest about the substantive 
issues under consideration. But on any issue, the number of individuals with 
such knowledge and interest is bound to be small (relative to the size of the 
polity), and so the quality of deliberation declines with the scope of participation. 
Of course, knowledge and interest are not fixed, and deliberation may improve 
both. Still, time and resource constraints make it undesirable for any particular 
area of public governance to be both fully deliberative and inclusively 
participatory. If everyone were capable of deliberating about economic policies 
on a par with the members of the Federal Reserve Board, surely other important 
areas of concern—education, environment, and foreign policy—would suffer 
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from inattention. Every community faces many dozens of pressing public issues, 
so participatory deliberation on any particular issue can at best include directly 
only a small fraction of the total polity.

Possibilities of Participatory Deliberation

Despite this fundamental constraint, public decision-making in liberal 
democracies could become both more participatory and deliberative. The degree 
to which deliberation and participation are combined or traded-off depends in 
part on institutional setting. The challenge facing radical democrats, then, is to 
devise reforms that can incorporate both. Radical democrats have two broad 
strategies for accommodating them. The first aims to broaden deliberative 
participation, but—concerned in part with the integrity of broad deliberation—
leaves it with only attenuated effects on the exercise of power. The second aims 
to create high quality deliberative participation with more direct impact on the 
exercise of power, but leaves that participation with limited scope.

Mediated (Indirect) Society-Wide Deliberation

One strategy would foster widespread participation in deliberation on public 
issues. We might, for example, aim to join deliberation with mass democracy 
by promoting citizen deliberation on political matters in what Habermas calls 
the “informal public sphere,” constituted by “culturally mobilized publics” 
in “the associations of civil society.” (Habermas 1996: 301)  Deliberations here 
are crucial to just and effective governance, for it is only in this public sphere 
that free, undistorted discussion about society’s values and goals can take 
place. Moreover, these deliberations are potentially fully participatory, for they 
take place through structures of numerous, open secondary associations and 
social movements: the essential ingredients are basic liberties, a diverse and 
independent media, vibrant, independent civil associations, and political parties 
that help to focus public debate.

This approach to joining participation and deliberation addresses the three 
limits of competitive representation. Individuals participate in public debates 
through associations, and so deliberate themselves, however informally, on 
the substance of political issues. Moreover, elevating the place of informal 
public discussion in political decision-making increases political equality 
because the public sphere—in contrast to the arenas of state and economy—is 
less vulnerable to the influence of monetary and other unequally-distributed, 
“non-communicative” sources of power. Finally, to the extent that free public 
reasoning shapes opinion and guides collective decisions, the deliberative public 
sphere increases self-government.
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Public communicative power is, however, necessarily indirect in its political 
impact. Much of the attractiveness of this view, then, hinges first upon his 
characterization of discourse in the public sphere as deliberative and then upon 
the strength of the links between deliberations in the informal public sphere and 
the authoritative decisions of legislative bodies and administrative agencies. 
Ifpublic discussion itself is subject to the exercise of non-communicative 
power—money, status, and the like—then these discussions do little to 
address the problems of political inequality and absence of self-government in 
competitive representation. Moreover, because public deliberation and public 
policy are only loosely linked, participatory deliberation may have little impact 
on decisions by formal institutions. Citizen participation in the informal public 
sphere, then, may be of limited political relevance (Ackermann & Fishkin 2002: 
129-152).5 

Direct Participatory Deliberation

An alternative radical-democratic approach builds on the distinctive practical 
competence that citizens possess as users of public services, subjects of public 
policy and regulation, or residents who have contextual knowledge of their 
neighborhoods and ecosystems. The idea is to draw on these competencies by 
bringing ordinary citizens into deliberations over certain public issues. 

Typically, such strategies create opportunities for limited numbers of 
citizens to deliberate with one another or with officials to improve the quality of 
some public decision, perhaps by injecting local knowledge, new perspectives, 
excluded interests, or enhancing public accountability.

One approach randomly selects small groups of citizens to deliberate on 
general political issues such as laws and public policies. Citizen juries in the 
United States and planning cells in Germany, for example, empanel small 
groups (12-40) of randomly selected citizens to discuss issues such as agriculture, 
health policy, and local development issues (Abelson et al 2003: 239-251; Crosby 
1995: 157-174; Smith & Wales 1999: 295-308; Gastil 2000) .  James Fishkin and 
his colleagues at the Center for Deliberative Polling have sponsored larger 
gatherings of several hundred citizens to deliberate upon various issues such 
as the adoption of the Euro in Denmark, public utility policy in Texas, and U.S. 
foreign policy. Citizens Juries, Planning Cells, and Deliberative Polls function 
as advisory bodies whose impact—to the extent that they have impact—comes 

5 Similar observations apply to Bruce Ackerman and James Fishkin’s recent proposal for 
a “deliberation day” in the United States. Here, the deliberation is formalized, and in a way 
inclusive—they propose that everyone be invited to attend formal deliberative meetings 
held in advance of elections. Once more, the political impact of these deliberations is 
mediated through the structure of campaigns, elections, lawmaking, and administration.
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from their ability to alter public opinion or change the minds of public officials.
Another strategy convenes groups of citizens to deliberate and develop 

solutions to particular problems of public concern. We have described 
such strategies elsewhere as Directly-Deliberative Polyarchy (DDP) and 
Empowered Participatory Governance (EPG), and will simply refer to them 
here as participatory-deliberative arrangements. Such arrangements differ 
from political juries in two main ways. Whereas political juries usually consider 
general issues such as economic, health care, or crime policy, these deliberations 
aim to address more specific problems such as the management of an ecosystem, 
the operation of a public school or school district, crime in a neighborhood, or 
a city’s allocation of resources across projects and neighborhoods. Whereas 
political juries recruit impartial and disinterested citizens by randomly selecting 
them, participatory-deliberative arrangements recruit participants with strong 
interests in the problems under deliberation.

Because of the specificity of these arrangements, citizens may well enjoy 
advantages in knowledge and experience over officials. In Chicago, for example, 
residents deliberate regularly with police officers in each neighborhood to set 
priorities on addressing issues of public safety. And in Porto Alegre, Brazil 
citizens meet regularly at the neighborhood level to agree upon priorities for 
public investment (for example, street paving, sanitation, and housing); the 
capital portion of the city’s budget is produced by aggregating the priorities that 
emerge from those deliberations (Baiocchi 2003: 47-76; De Sousa Santos 1998: 
461-510; Abers 2000). 

The proliferation of directly-deliberative institutions—in areas such as 
education, social services, ecosystems, community development, and health 
services—fosters political responsibility by creating opportunities for ordinary 
citizens to articulate directly their perspectives, needs, and judgments. Such 
opportunities, however, face two limits. Unlike classical forms of direct 
democracy, it is unimaginable that any deliberative arrangement would enable 
(i) every citizen to participate in any particular area of public governance, or 
(ii) any citizen to participate in every area of public governance. In Chicago, 
for example some 4,000 residents serve on Local School Councils at any given 
moment and ten percent of adults say they have participated in community 
policing meetings. A more feasible contemporary ideal is that democratic 
governments offer opportunities for any citizen to participate in direct 
deliberations, and at the same time that those who do participate are in networks 
with other citizens with whom they informally confer, even if those others are 
not directly involved in decision-making.

Participatory-deliberative arrangements contribute to political equality by 
increasing the role of popular mobilization and deliberation in political decision-
making. In Chicago’s community policing program, for example, participation 
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rates in low-income neighborhoods are much higher than those in wealthy 
neighborhoods. Similarly, poor people are substantially over-represented in 
both the budgeting institutions of Porto Alegre and local development and 
planning initiatives in Kerala, India. Directly-democratic arrangements that 
address problems of particular urgency to disadvantaged citizens can invert 
the usual participation bias that favors wealthy, well-educated, and high-status 
individualsinstitutions. Such arrangements, however, also create large potential 
political inequalities. If systematic and enduring differences—in deliberative 
capabilities, disposable resources, or demographic factors—separate those 
who participate from those who do not, decisions generated by participatory-
deliberative arrangements will likely serve the interests of participants at the 
expense of others.

Consider finally the value of self-government. Participatory-deliberative 
institutions foster self-government by subjecting the policies and actions of 
agencies such as these to a rule of common reason. When some policy or prior 
decision is judged in collective deliberation to be unreasonable or unwise, 
they change it. When that policy turns out to be reasonable upon reflection, its 
justification is made publicly manifest. These contributions to self-government 
are, however, limited by the scope of these institutions. Most participatory-
deliberative governance efforts aim to solve local or administrative planning 
problems and do not extend to more general concerns such as wealth 
distribution, the scope of rights, or national political priorities.

Open Questions (and Ways Forward)

Achieving both participation and deliberation is complicated. In our view, 
participatory-deliberative arrangements represent the most promising path 
toward the ends of radical democracy. But two large challenges lie on that path. 

The first concerns the relationship between competitive representation and 
participatory-deliberative arrangements (Magnette, unpublished).  Participatory-
deliberative arrangements make it possible to address practical problems 
that seem recalcitrant to treatment by conventional political institutions. But 
those arrangements are not a wholesale replacement of conventional political 
institutions: they have limited scope and limited numbers of direct participants. 
Does this observation leave us with the conclusion that radical democracy 
is simply competitive representation plus some participatory-deliberative 
arrangements?

No. Participatory-deliberative arrangements and competitive representation 
can be transformed and linked so that each strengthens the other. If such 
arrangements became a common form of local and administrative problem-
solving, the role of legislatures and centralized public agencies would shift from 
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directly solving a range of social problems to supporting the efforts of many 
participatory deliberations, maintaining their democratic integrity, and ensuring 
their coordination. Conversely, those who participate directly in these new 
deliberative arrangements would form a highly informed, mobilized, and active 
base that would enhance the mandate and legitimacy of elected representatives 
and other officials.6

The second challenge is to extend the scope of radical democracy. Can 
participatory deliberation help democratize large-scale decisions—such as war 
and peace, health insurance, public pensions, and the distribution of wealth—that 
hinge on political values and public priorities? One way to address these larger 
questions is to connect the disciplined, practical, participatory deliberations about 
solving particular problems—say, efforts to reduce asthma rates in a low-income 
community—to the wider public sphere of debate and opinion formation—about 
the costs of health care, access to it, and the importance of health relative to other 
basic goods. Participants in direct deliberations are informed by the dispersed 
discussions in the informal public sphere, and those more focused deliberations 
in turn invest public discussion with a practicality it might otherwise lack. The 
ambitious hope is that citizens who participate in constructing solutions to 
concrete problems in local public life may in turn engage more deeply in informal 
deliberation in the wider public sphere and in formal political institutions as 
well.7

In the end, then, radical democracy has the possibility promise of being a 
distinctive form of democracy, in which the informal public sphere and the formal 
system of competitive representation are transformed by their connections with 
participatory-deliberative arrangements for solving problems. Whether it will 
deliver on that promise remains, of course, a very open question.

6 Christian Hunold’s illuminating contribution to this symposium—focused on standards 
for siting hazardous waste facilities—is insufficiently attentive, in our view, to these issues 
about the relationship between particular local deliberations and the background political 
setting. We are skeptical about the project of setting out criteria of justice and democracy 
that local deliberations of particular policy issues need to meet, in abstraction from the 
larger social and political setting of those deliberations. That said, we agree with Hunold 
that the stakes in siting decisions are not purely locational.

7 Efforts along these lines might blur the distinction between formal and informal 
public discussion. For example, United States Senators Orrin Hatch and Ron Wyden have 
proposed creating and funding a national conversation around health care priorities—
potentially involving thousands of community-level community forums, national televised 
town meetings, and electronic dialogue—as part of the “Health Care that Works for All 
Americans Act.” These community-level discussions around larger national questions 
might utilize methods such as citizen juries, electronic town meetings, and deliberative 
polls. See Senate Bill 581, 108th Congress, 1st Session. Short Title: “Health Care That Works 
for All Americans Act of 2003”
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Déliberation et discussion

Bernard Manin, Institut d’Etudes Politiques de Paris et New York University,
E-mail: bernard.manin@nyu.edu

La délibération collective ne se réduit pas à la discussion argumentée. Des 
individus peuvent discuter et argumenter entre eux sans que, pour autant, se 
déroule une délibération satisfaisante. Inversement, la délibération collective 
peut être favorisée par des discours tenus devant un auditoire ne discutant pas 
avec les orateurs. Telles sont les thèses que cet article se propose d’établir.

L’expérience montre que, parfois, des individus discutent et argumentent 
entre eux pour se former une opinion ou prendre une décision sur un sujet 
donné, sans que l’on observe dans les opinions ainsi formées les transformations 
désirables en général attendues de la délibération. Mais d’autres expériences 
montrent aussi qu’après une délibération collective, les individus changent leurs 
opinions dans un sens bénéfique, ces opinions devenant, en particulier, mieux 
informées. Dans ces expériences-ci, un animateur ordonne la discussion. Et la 
délibération inclut aussi la lecture de documents et l’audition de personnalités 
qualifiées, deux formes de communication qui ne relèvent pas de la discussion 
proprement dite, en ce qu’elles ne sont pas interactives.



Every project for radical democracy necessarily 

includes, as we have said, the socialist dimension — 

that is to say, the abolition of capitalist relations of 

production; but it rejects the idea that from this 

abolition there necessarily follows the elimination of 

the other inequalities. In consequence, the de-centring 

and autonomy of the different discourses and struggles, 

the multiplication of antagonisms and the construction 

of a plurality of spaces within which they can affirm 

themselves and develop, are the conditions sine qua 

non of the possibility that the different components of 

the classic ideal of socialism — which should, no doubt, 

be extended and reformulated — can be achieved. And 

as we have argued abundantly in these pages, this 

plurality of spaces does not deny, but rather requires, 

the overdetermination of its effects at certain levels and 

the consequent hegemonic articulation between them. 

Ernest Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. Hegemony and 

Socialist Strategy Towards a Radical Democratic 

Politics. Second Edition. London and New York: Verso 

imprint of New Left Books.  2001. Page 192. 

 



I refer to our book for all aspects concerning the 

genealogy of the concept of hegemony from the 

Russian social-democrats to [Antonio] Gramsci, for its 

structural characteristics and for its forms of theoretical 

articulation within the project of a radical democracy. 

Here I want only to underline some aspects which are 

relevant to the present discussion. The most important 

one is that “hegemony” is the discursive terrain in 

which foundationalism began disintegrating in the 

history of Marxism. What had been so far presented as 

a necessary consequence of an endogenous 

development determined by the contradiction between 

development of the productive forces and existing 

relations of production, became, escalating from 

[Vladimir] Lenin to Gramsci, the result of a contingent 

process of political articulation in an open ensemble 

whose elements had purely relational identities. That is 

that History (with a capital “H”) was not a valid object 

of discourse because it did not correspond to any a 

priori unified object. The only thing we had was the 

discontinuous succession of hegemonic blocs which was 

not governed by any rationally graspable logic – neither 

teleological, nor dialectical or causal. 



Ernest Laclau. Emancipation(s). London and New York: 

Verso imprint of New Left Books. 2007. Ebook edition. 



I believe that however else we may disagree, [Ernesto] 

Laclau, [Slavoj] Žižek and I [Judith Butler] do agree on 

the project of radical democracy and on the continuing 

political promise of the Gramscian notion of hegemony. 

Distinct from a view that casts the operation of power 

in the political field exclusively in terms of discrete blocs 

which vie with one another for control of policy 

questions, hegemony emphasizes the ways in which 

power operates to form our everyday understanding of 

social relations, and to orchestrate the ways in which 

we consent to (and reproduce) those tacit and covert 

relations of power. Power is not stable or static, but is 

remade at various junctures within everyday life; it 

constitutes our tenuous sense of common sense, and is 

ensconced as the prevailing epistemes of a culture. 

Moreover, social transformation occurs not merely by 

rallying mass numbers in favour of a cause, but 

precisely through the ways in which daily social 

relations are rearticulated, and new conceptual 

horizons opened up by anomalous or subversive 

practices. 

〜 Judith Butler, Ernesto Laclau and Slavoj Žižek. 

Contingency, Hegemony, Universality: Contemporary 



Dialogues on the Left. London and New York: Verso 

imprint of New Left Books. 2000. Pages 13-14. 

 

The use of psychoanalysis that remains most persuasive 

in Žižek’s analysis, however, is the linking of political 

signifiers, rallying points for mobilization and 

politicization, like “women,” “democracy,” “freedom,” 

with the notion of phantasmatic investment and 

phantasmatic promise. His theory makes clear the 

relationship between identification with political 

signifiers and their capacity both to unify the ideological 

field and to constitute the constituencies they claim to 

represent. Political signifiers, especially those that 

designate subject positions, are not descriptive; that is, 

they do not represent pregiven constituencies, but are 

empty signs which come to bear phantasmatic 

investments of various kinds. No signifier can be 

radically representative, for every signifier is the site of 

a perpetual méconnaisance [misrecognition]; it 

produces the expectation of a unity, a full and final 

recognition that can never be achieved. Paradoxically, 

the failure of such signifiers—“women” is the one that 

comes to mind—fully to describe the constituency they 

name is precisely what constitutes these signifiers as 



sites of phantasmatic investment and discursive 

rearticulation. It is what opens the signifier to new 

meanings and new possibilities for political 

resignification. It is this open-ended and performative 

function of the signifier that seems to me to be crucial 

to a radical democratic notion of futurity. 

〜 Judith Butler.  Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive 

Limits of “Sex.” New York and London: Routledge. 1993. 

Page 191. 
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In his most controversial recent work, In Defense of Lost Causes (hereafter IDLC), Žižek 

seeks to translate his critiques of the structural violence of global capitalism (Žižek, 2008b) 

into a programme for revolutionary action. In the series of works leading up to IDLC, Žižek 

has described himself as a “dialectical materialist,” albeit with a metaphysical apparatus 

based in Lacanian psychoanalysis that is said to supersede historical materialism. Against 

contemporary post-Marxian radicalism (with its exclusive focus on politics) and radical 

post-modernism (with its exclusive focus on culture), Žižek advocates that the radical Left 

should refuse to accept that capitalism “is the only game in town” (Žižek, 2000a: 95). This 

is combined with the injunction to “repeat Lenin” and generate the radical Act of another 

October 1917, although this is sometimes expressed in the bizarre vocabulary of calls for a 

“diabolically evil” proletarian chiliasm undertaken by “acephalous” saints (Žižek, 1997a: 79-

82; Žižek, 1997b: 228-230). In IDLC, Žižek explains that these “headless,” or driven, 

militants of a Jacobin-style party, modelled on quasi-suicidal samurai, would be prepared 
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to implement a “politics of universal Truth” that would break utterly with existing moral 

norms (Žižek, 2008a: 170, 159, 163). In a terminology borrowed from Marxism, Žižek 

proposes that the application of his reconceptualized notion of “class struggle,” framed by 

a psychoanalytic interpretation of surplus value as “surplus enjoyment” and based in an 

elementary antagonism between the excluded and the included, leads to a rehabilitation of 

the dictatorship of the proletariat. 

In line with these declarations, for some time now, Žižek has called for the Left to 

“reassert the actuality of Marx’s critique of political economy” in a move that is designed to 

demonstrate that alternatives to free-market capitalism can be imagined (Žižek, 2006a). In 

response to those, such as Ernesto Laclau, who have mocked his “r-r-revolutionary” 

ambitions and derided his intentions to destroy world capitalism and overthrow 

parliamentary democracy (Laclau, 2000b: 206; Laclau, 2000c: 289), IDLC is an effort to 

redeem Žižek’s promise to develop a political programme consonant with these ambitions. 

But the truth is that Žižek has not really gone beyond the idea that economy and politics 

cannot be described within a single theoretical apparatus:

Is not the ultimate Marxian parallax … the one between economy and politics—
between the ‘critique of political economy,’ with its logic of commodities, and the 
political struggle, with its logic of antagonism? … The ‘pure politics’ of Alain 
Badiou, Jacques Rancière and Étienne Balibar, more Jacobin than Marxist, 
shares with its great opponent, Anglo-Saxon Cultural Studies and their focus on 
struggles for recognition, the degradation of the sphere of economy. … Within 
this horizon, there is simply no place for the Marxian ‘critique of political 
economy’: the structure of the universe of commodities and capital in Marx’s 
Capital is not just that of a limited empirical sphere, but a kind of socio-
transcendental apriori, the matrix which generates the totality of social and 
political relations. (Žižek, 2006b: 55-56).

Against this conceptual background, the fact that in 400 pages IDLC develops an anti-

capitalist programme for revolutionary government without any sustained analysis of the 

laws of motion of capitalism whatsoever is both unsurprising (Žižek is after all saying that 

political strategy excludes economic theory) and astonishing (Žižek’s critique of radical 

Jacobinism seems as if it were premised on the assumption of a Marxian position). 

Although astute commentators have expressed major reservations about Žižek’s politics, 

on the lines of Ian Parker’s observation that “the motif of ‘repetition’ [in ‘repeating Lenin’] 

signals something other than Marxism” (Parker, 2004: 83), too few have questioned 

whether a dialectical materialism shorn of the disciplined categories of the historical 

materialist critique of political economy can yield a viable emancipatory strategy. In this 
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article, I intend to read Žižek’s Jacobinism—the “reinvention of emancipatory terror” (Žižek, 

2008a: 174) as a political strategy that is at once provocative and desperate—as the 

symptom of an impasse. I will show that neglect of political economy means that Žižek 

merely confronts the Jacobin dilemma once again; and, if the Jacobin Terror can correctly 

be diagnosed as an ideological displacement of economic failure (Žižek, 2008a: 173), then 

Žižek’s own embrace of the discourse of terror can be interpreted as the rhetorical 

displacement of a conceptual failure with cognate roots. 

Programme of IDLC

A lot of IDLC is a provocation designed to expose the liberal politics hidden within the 

apparently radical positions of his critics, for, as Žižek says, “the true aim of the ‘defense of 

lost causes’ is not to defend Stalinist terror, and so on, as such, but to render problematic 

the all-too-easy liberal-democratic alternative” (Žižek, 2008a: 6). But if the work were only 

intended to hold the place of the excluded third alternative—radical politics—by 

problematising the false dichotomy of “liberalism or fundamentalism,” then it would be just 

an indeterminate (or abstract) negation. Thus, although part of the intention of IDLC is 

doubtlessly to “resignify” terror as a valorized term, against the “liberal blackmail” of “either 

liberal democracy or fundamentalist terror” (Žižek, 2008a: 2-7), this cannot exhaust the 

work’s significance. For Žižek, the problem with the Left today is exactly that of abstract 

assertions of utopian hopes for radical change in the context of a defeatist analysis of the 

victory of capitalism, a contradiction that he diagnoses as a “crisis of determinate negation” 

(Žižek, 2008a: 337). He proposes to leap beyond what he regards as the self-defeating, 

anti-state utopianism of the speculative Left, through articulating a definite programme for 

social transformation by a revolutionary government (Žižek, 2008a: 337-380, 480). It is 

reasonable, therefore, to speak of the programme outlined in IDLC and to evaluate the 

proposed measures, including the “retrieval of emancipatory terror,” as a serious 

contribution to political theory. 

 Now, the programme of IDLC politically seeks to represent the “singular universal” or 

“part of no part” in the world system, the groups who are radically excluded from 

parliamentary liberalism and affected by the structural violence of global capitalism (Žižek, 

2008a: 414, 428). Žižek argues that the international situation is characterized by a moral 

and political consensus on the “impossibility” of alternatives to capitalism, combined with 
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the paradoxical recognition that the dynamics of the world economy undermine “the 

conditions of basic social stability, of intact symbolic trust” (Žižek, 2008a: 2). The 

consequence is a turn to cultural politics on both Right and Left: on the Right, spanning 

neo-conservatives through to Third Way social democrats, this takes the form of “culture 

wars” and “a blend of economic liberalism with a minimally ‘authoritarian’ spirit of 

community”; on the radical-democratic post-Marxian Left, this takes the form of identity-

political struggles for cultural recognition that try to assert a minimum of liberty within the 

culture war climate (Žižek, 2008a: 2). For Žižek, the “socialist strategy” of Radical 

Democracy is no alternative at all, for it stands indicted not only for its assumption that 

capitalism is permanent, but also for its failure to subvert the reigning universal of neo-

liberal ideology, democracy itself (Žižek, 2008a: 183-184). Beyond what Žižek calls de-

MORE-cracy (the “extension and deepening of the Democratic Revolution of Modernity,” 

the demand for égaliberté (“equaliberty”), that is the basis for post-Marxian politics) lies a 

radical break with established social norms and recognizable political morality so drastic 

that it must be conceptualized as a “leap of faith” without any guarantees whatsoever, 

“including the inevitable risk of a catastrophic disaster” (Žižek, 2008a: 7). Only those who 

are, formally speaking, representatives of the “substanceless subjectivity” of a proletarian 

subject-position, because they lack a social identity, and materially excluded from the 

world system through structural marginalization, are going to be ready for such a step into 

the void, Žižek argues. With some qualifications, Žižek considers that the “new proletarian 

position is that of the inhabitants of the slums in the new megalopolises” (Žižek 2008a: 

424), provided that this structural location is conceptualized through the lens of the “zero 

antagonism” between the included and the excluded (Žižek, 2008a: 428).

In a diagnosis reminiscent of the early Frankfurt School’s assessment of consumer 

society, Žižek has often excoriated contemporary capitalism as a form of perversion, one 

that might be summarised as the full deployment of commodity fetishism (Žižek, 1989: 18-

21, 26; Žižek, 1999: 354-355). Certainly, this includes all of the system-protecting illusions 

and psychological bondage to consumer capitalism that the label implies. But ultimately 

the major problem in the current political conjuncture is not the way that mass culture 

shields global capitalism from potentially revolutionary enthusiasms, and nor is it that the 

oppressed of the world have all become Fukuyama-style enthusiasts for liberal democracy 

as the highest form of political regime. The real problem is that with human rights abuses 

in full swing in the War on Terror (Žižek, 2002), with humanitarian military interventions 
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exposed as crude imperialist carve-ups of the developing world (Žižek, 2004), with (now) 

the global financial crisis continuing to expand in growing circles of misery on top of 

existing deprivations (Žižek, 2009), and so forth—in short, with the humane mask of 

capitalism well and truly ripped off—the Left has got nothing to say to the “wretched of the 

earth”. 

For Žižek, there are two fundamental reasons why the Left has not been able to take 

advantage of the shift in the political conjuncture from the “triumph of capitalism” to 

widespread disenchantment with economic liberalism and neo-communitarian politics. The 

first is that major sections of the Left have accepted the anti-radical arguments originally 

presented by the Nouveaux Philosophes, that every intervention that goes beyond a 

militant defense of human rights necessarily leads to a totalitarian catastrophe (Žižek, 

2008a: 4). For the radical democratic Left, for instance, it is necessary to “renounce the 

discourse of the universal” and reject the “Jacobin temptation” of totalitarian democracy by 

abandoning the notion of the proletarian class struggle and political revolution as the 

reconstitution of society through state power (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 2). From this 

perspective, there is always a trade-off between equality and liberty, so that the 

egalitarianism of the communist tradition and the libertarianism of neo-liberalism both 

stand condemned as totalitarian erasures of democratic space (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 

176). The task here, as Žižek sees it, is to disarm this “prohibition on radical thinking” by 

provocatively embracing the denigrated term in the contemporary ideological “forced 

choices” of “democracy or totalitarianism,” “liberalism or fundamentalism,” “humanism or 

terror”—with “terror [and its cognates], not humanism as the positive term[s]” (Žižek, 

2008a: 165). I think that in doing this, however, all Žižek has done is to accept in advance 

the conceptual framework of the adversary—as Žižek himself never tires of repeating, from 

the Hegelian perspective, once we reply to the antagonist on their terms, the debate is 

effectively over already (Žižek, 2008a: 189). 

The second is that for today’s radical Left, there no longer appear to be immanent 

contradictions in the capitalist system that drive in the direction of a transcendence of that 

historical mode of production. Beyond Žižek’s paradoxical affirmation of the utopian 

impulse behind the political disasters of Stalinism and Maoism, his claim that “there was in 

each of [the lost causes] a redemptive moment which gets lost in the liberal-democratic 

rejection” (Žižek, 2008a: 7), then, lies an address to the possibility of social transformation 

today. Žižek argues that the “crisis of determinate negation” is a crisis of historical 
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imagination on the Left linked to the abandonment of the dialectical method, so that 

instead of the internal contradictions of the capitalist system leading to crisis potentials 

with an emancipatory dynamic, the Left after the 1960s began to think of alternatives as 

originating outside the “total system”. For Žižek, the solution is to identify four immanent 

possibilities for historical rupture and link these to a programme capable of translating the 

utopian and messianic demands of the radical Left into a contemporary idiom. These four 

antagonisms are: ecology; new forms of intellectual property; techno-scientific 

developments; and, new forms of social exclusion (Žižek, 2008a: 421-427). It is clear, 

however, in light of Žižek’s claim that the “elementary matrix of social antagonism” is that 

of exclusion/inclusion, that the final antagonism is the trump, because it alone yields an 

empirically plausible political agent (Žižek, 2008a: 428). 

Revolutionary Government and “Emancipatory Terror”

In response to these problems and antagonisms, Žižek proposes a revolutionary 

government (perhaps modelled on Hugo Chavez [Žižek, 2008a: 379]) to implement this 

programme, which he positions as lying in the lineage of Robespierre and Mao. Citing 

Alain Badiou, Žižek declares that the “eternal Idea of egalitarian communism” involves 

strict egalitarian justice, revolutionary-emancipatory terror, political voluntarism, and a 

doctrine of popular sovereignty:

In his Logiques des mondes, Alain Badiou elaborates the eternal Idea of the 
politics of revolutionary justice at work from … the Jacobins to Lenin and Mao. It 
consists of four moments: voluntarism (the belief that one can move mountains, 
ignoring ‘objective’ laws and obstacles); terror (a ruthless will to crush the 
enemy of the people); egalitarian justice (its immediate brutal imposition, with 
no understanding for the ‘complex circumstances’ which allegedly compel us to 
proceed gradually); and, last but not least, trust in the people—suffice it to recall 
two examples here, Robespierre … and Mao. (Žižek, 2008a: 157). 

Although there are things to be said about all of these, it is clearly the “reinvention of 

emancipatory terror” that is the most problematic. Žižek knows that political repression and 

state terror under Stalin and Mao took the following forms: arbitrary arrest including torture; 

the suspension of legality including show trials and a police state; forced collectivization 

and the militarization of labour discipline; the suppression of popular democracy and the 

prohibition of dissent; at the limit, extermination camps, forced deportations and deliberate 
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starvation. That’s why he calls these regimes “historical catastrophes”. Surely the 

revolutionary terror is not the “redemptive moment which gets lost in the liberal-democratic 

rejection”? There are three things that Žižek says which make it appear that his response 

would be, “no, of course not,” and these are: allegation, failure and anxiety.

Allegation: in several places in the book, Žižek gives the impression that “terror” 

should be used in mocking quotations as the accusation falsely hurled against the Left by 

its enemies. The state is regarded as a repressive apparatus that includes the army, the 

judiciary and the police, and so if the operation of a revolutionary government seeking to 

implement radically egalitarian social measures through the administration of justice is 

“terror,” then Žižek is ready to defend it. “Terror,” here, would really mean: the normal 

routine of the implementation of legislation through the state’s monopoly on violence; it 

involves no suspension of universal moral principles or violations of the rule of law; 

instead, “terror” is a false allegation levelled by the Right against popular anti-imperialist 

governments. Discussing terror as the excess of egalitarianism over the democratic 

procedure (as the democratization of everyday life and economic arrangements, together 

with the rejection of formal equality for substantive equality), Žižek suggests that “terror” is 

an emotive complement to “totalitarianism,” the liberal accusation when the private sphere 

is abrogated (Žižek, 2008a: 416-417). Yet this simply cannot be the full meaning of 

“emancipatory terror,” because the measures that Žižek admires most in Stalin and Mao, 

the “redemptive moments” (forced collectivization (Žižek, 1999: 194; Žižek, 2006b: 285), 

Cultural Revolution (Žižek, 2008a: 207), very precisely require the elimination of 

democracy, suspension of the law and abuses of conventional ethics. Terror is not just a 

false allegation, although we must not assume that the terror in question is identical with 

Stalinist counter-revolution before looking more closely.

Failure: Žižek sometimes proposes that the revolutionary terrors of Robespierre, 

Lenin, Stalin and Mao were all indices of failure to be critiqued rather than emulated. 

Where the extra-legal coercion and moral abuses of Robespierre’s regime sprang from the 

revolution’s refusal to negate private property, the political crimes and anti-proletarian 

character of Stalin and Mao arise from the absence or incompleteness of the process of 

cultural revolution. Stalin’s Show Trials, Žižek proposes, evidence the massive resurgence 

of bourgeois humanism in the cultural field (Žižek, 2008a: 214); and this is the source of 

the counter-revolution. Mao’s Cultural Revolution, meanwhile, replaces bourgeois 

humanism with the desired revolutionary anti-humanism, but because Mao fails to assume 
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the sovereign decision in the void of the absence of historical guarantees, it leaves intact 

the big Other (Žižek, 2008: 168). The consequence is a perverse implementation of 

cultural revolution: theoretically, “a total reversal (perversion even) of Marx’s model, 

[where] the class struggle is reformulated as the struggle between First World ‘bourgeois 

nations’ and Third World ‘proletarian nations’” (Žižek, 2008a: 179); practically, the 

idealization of Mao as the Lord of Misrule, who elevates transgression into a new norm, 

leading to a return to capitalism (because “capitalism is the ultimate Lord of Misrule”) 

(Žižek, 2008a: 198). 

Žižek’s diagnosis of the failure of previous revolutions makes it seem that he might 

argue that a total transformation would avoid revolutionary terror. And this is the sense in 

which many commentators interpret him. But this is illegitimate: it is a transposition of the 

interpreters’ assumptions (the horizon of expectations of Left-wing common-sense, 

according to which emancipation and terror are opposites) onto Žižek’s statements. What 

Žižek says is the opposite of this:

As Saint-Just put it succinctly: ‘That which produces the general good is always 
terrible’. These words should not be interpreted as a warning against the 
temptation to violently impose the general good on a society, but on the 
contrary, as a bitter truth to be fully endorsed (160). 

After all, if a real revolutionary government would not need terror (because terror is a 

symptom of a failure of political will), then why rehabilitate terror? Žižek maintains that for 

structural reasons revolutionary government needs political terror to succeed. What it 

needs, he proposes, is the “divine violence” of extra-legal egalitarianism, as opposed to 

the routinisation of political violence in all hitherto existing forms of revolutionary state 

terror. Jacobin violence, he claims, is not state founding violence, but divine violence 

(which is outside the law, “violence exerted as brutal revenge/justice”), which indicates the 

dimension of the inhuman death drive: “divine violence = inhuman terror = dictatorship of 

the proletariat” (Žižek, 2008a: 162). This is done, “not in the perverse sense of ‘we are 

doing it as mere instruments of the people’s Will,’ but as the heroic assumption of the 

solitude of a sovereign decision. … If it is extra-moral, it is not ‘immoral,’ it does not give 

the agent the license to just kill with some kind of angelic innocence” (Žižek, 2008a: 162). 

As Žižek says of torture: “following the unavoidable brutal urgency of the moment, I should 

simply do it … [and] retain the proper sense of the horror of what I did” (Žižek, 2008a: 50).

Anxiety: Žižek proposes that there is a terror involved in losing the “existence of the 
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big Other” that is best described psychoanalytically as anxiety (Žižek, 2008a: 212, 374, 

434). But when Žižek counter-poses the anxiety generated by a revolutionary government 

that operates without normative restraints to the imperialist “politics of fear” of the War on 

Terror, or the populist manipulation of mass mobilizations (Žižek, 2008a: 52, 304), we must 

understand that anxiety is not just a subjective state. There are very definite institutional 

correlates—political violence, to be precise—to the “non-existence of the big Other” that 

Žižek suggests an authentic revolutionary government and cultural revolution would entail: 

“this is what Robespierre is targeting in his famous accusation to the moderates 
that what they want really is a ‘revolution without revolution’: they want a 
revolution deprived of the excess in which democracy and terror coincide, a 
revolution respecting social rules, subordinated to pre-existing norms, a 
revolution in which violence is deprived of the ‘divine’ dimension and thus 
reduced to a strategic intervention serving precise and limited goals” (Žižek, 
2008a: 163). 

“Totalitarian Democracy”

In other words, Žižek is absolutely clear that “emancipatory terror,” by which he means 

more than just a reactionary allegation, an index of revolutionary failure or a condition of 

subjective uncertainty, is necessary to revolutionary government. Why? The key is a 

conflation of the notion that “the entire field of state power is that of dictatorship,” so that, 

formally speaking, “democracy is also a form of dictatorship,” with the idea that every state 

form must be instituted by that extra-legal, “divine” violence whose content is said to be 

revolutionary terror (Žižek, 2008a: 412, 413). From the perspective of form, “even the most 

‘free’ elections cannot put in question the legal procedures that legitimize and organize 

them, [where] the state apparatuses guarantee (by force, if necessary) the electoral 

process” (Žižek, 2008a: 412). Following Lenin, this argument invokes a lexical equivalence 

between the state’s monopoly on violence and the terms “dictatorship of the bourgeoisie” 

and “dictatorship of the proletariat”. The question then arises: how is the passage from one 

type of democracy (bourgeois) to another sort (proletarian) achieved, if not through extra-

legal and unconstitutional force, so that, in line with Walter Benjamin’s Schmitt-derived 

argument, “democracy … has to rely continuously on [the] constitutive violence” of its own 

moment of social inauguration (Žižek, 2008a: 413). This moment of social inauguration is 

the revolutionary government, which must, logically, exercise extra-legal force to hold in 
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place its own democratic and legal procedures. Žižek says that this “‘terroristic’ aspect of 

democracy can only appear as a ‘totalitarian’ distortion” from within the Kantian-Lefortian 

lens of postmarxian politics (Žižek, 2008a: 418), but in actuality the Left should affirm the 

“moment of truth in ‘totalitarianism’” (Žižek, 2008a: 378).

The argument that is being revived here—strangely, under the sign of its affirmation

—originated as a reactionary critique of emancipatory projects, and it is that the Left 

stands for “totalitarian democracy” because it purports to represent a new universality 

through representative government (Talmon, 1952). Its “Leftwing” post-structuralist form is 

the proposition of Claude Lefort that democracy involves the temporary and provisional 

occupation of the formally universal “empty place of power” by particular groups in society 

(Lefort, 1988: 16-18). According to the widely accepted post-Marxist argument of Laclau 

and Mouffe, these particular groups seek to hegemonize the content of the formal 

universal through the relative and incomplete universalization of the “empty signifiers” that 

cement their social alliances (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 152-159). For them, the 

“totalitarian temptation” of the “Jacobin Imaginary” is the notion of a social group that 

incarnates universality and thus by right permanently occupies the empty place of power 

as a direct representation of popular sovereignty (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 2, 176; Laclau, 

1995: 22-26). The consequence of accepting this sort of “renunciation of the universal” is 

the dogmatic assertion of the primacy of the particular (Laclau, 2000a: 55), which is 

systematically linked to the refusal of post-Marxism to contemplate socialist transformation 

of the capitalist economy on grounds that the egalitarian logic of equivalence must not 

homogenize political space (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 176). As Žižek clearly perceives, 

this means that the French Revolution, said to inaugurate the Democratic Revolution of 

Modernity and generate the valorized “empty place of power,” represents from this 

perspective an extra-moral violence that is the never-should-be-repeated foundation of 

democracy, and which presupposes the very Jacobin radicalism that post-Marxism 

subsequently denounces. 

If we accept these terms of debate, then the following question arises: how does a 

party that directly represents the egalitarian power of universality because it stands for the 

“part of no part” that “lacks the particular features that would legitimate their place in the 

social body” (Žižek, 2008a: 413) manage to avoid permanently occupying the locus of 

power as an incarnation of popular sovereignty—in other words, how is Jacobin 

dictatorship to be avoided? For the post-Marxists, as Žižek shows very persuasively 
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throughout IDLC, the answer is that radical democrats must either renounce the discourse 

of the universal in the theory of government (Laclau, Mouffe, Stavrakakis), or renounce the 

discourse of government in the theory of the universal (Badiou, Balibar, Rancière). Žižek 

cuts through the Gordian Knot by accepting the Jacobin paradox: revolutionary democracy 

equals totalitarian terror; but then he spends 400 pages softening and qualifying that 

position because it is “a radical position which is difficult to sustain, but, perhaps our only 

hope” (Žižek, 2008a: 165).

Should this “perhaps” be read as an index of deep uncertainty? I certainly hope so. 

For there most definitely is an alternative, although it is one that Žižek has, so far, rejected. 

The first thing to note is the Hobbesian provenance of the argument for “foundational 

violence,” which is transmitted from Schmitt (who relies entirely on Hobbes for his “political 

theology”) through Benjamin to today’s Left (Bredekamp et al, 1999: 247-266). By 

regarding violence as prior to the social contract, and by considering the state in terms of 

protection from the war of each against all, Hobbes must necessarily think of the institution 

of sovereignty in terms of force and fraud. In contrast, the social contract tradition thinks 

the institution of the state in terms of the ratification of a normative agreement, one that the 

sovereign people defends from the enemies of equality and liberty with force if necessary. 

Hegel corrects the atomized individualism of the social contract argument from the state of 

nature by pointing out the historical dialectics of this normative agreement, without in the 

slightest disagreeing with the proposition that the state expresses a form of freedom 

(rather than the imposition of force) (Riley, 1982). Marx, developing the Hegelian argument 

more radically, locates the limitations of the negative freedom of the bourgeois social 

contract in the historical evolution of the commodity form and proposes that the final 

realization of positive freedom would include the dissolution of the state apparatus. In 

other words, the emancipatory tradition rejects the notion that the rule of the universal 

must be imposed by extra-moral violence, although that tradition is deeply suspicious that 

the state itself might represent a potentially lethal threat to substantive freedom. 

The radical tradition that runs from Rousseau to Marx—and which stands opposed to 

that which runs from Robespierre to Mao—affirms that popular sovereignty does not entail 

“totalitarian democracy,” only on condition that the universal element rules directly through 

participatory democracy (Levine, 1993: esp. 161-162, 181-185). Note that this does not 

exclude representative government, provided that this is strictly subordinated to 

participatory organs, so that Rousseau, for instance, proposes that the participatory 
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legislature should delegate to a representative executive (Rousseau, 1997). In his 

response, Žižek rejects the alternative of participatory democracy—“the [workers’ council] 

model of ‘democratic socialism’ was just a spectral double of ‘bureaucratic’ ‘really-existing 

socialism’” (Žižek, 2008a: 376)—and locates the problem in the figure of the Sovereign 

Master (Žižek, 2008a: 162) who resembles the Totalitarian Leader in every respect except 

for the “non-existence of the Other” (Žižek, 2008a: 378). This is a difference supposed to 

make all the difference, and indeed it does: it erases the intersubjectively-valid normative 

agreement that prevents the emergence of a new universality from being a mere violent 

imposition, because by the “non-existence of the Other” Žižek means not the openness of 

intersubjectivity but the absence of moral norms. 

The combination of these two positions—scepticism towards the normative 

foundations of political community and rejection of participatory democracy—is indeed a 

Jacobin position, but it is really only an inversion of radical democracy because its ultimate 

premise is the opposition between the basic particularity of social groups and the 

universality of an extra-social group. What is missing is the dialectical interpenetration of 

particular and universal in all social groups that characterizes the Hegelian and Marxist 

understanding of historical evolution. Žižek protests that his usage is similar to that of 

Marx, for whom “the term ‘dictatorship’ designates the hegemonic role in the political 

space and the term ‘proletariat’ those ‘out of joint’ in the social space, the ‘part of no part’ 

lacking their proper place within it” (Žižek, 2008a: 414). But that is not right: Marx did not 

accept this modification of the Kantian (and Lefortian) opposition between universal and 

particular that places them side by side in abstract opposition, for it is not true that the 

proletariat lacks a place in the capitalist system, or that it opposes the particular groups of 

bourgeois society as an extra-social pure universality. The proletariat is a universal class 

because of the particular character of the commodity that it produces under conditions of 

generalized commodity production, its labour power, which positions it at the centre of 

capitalism, both structurally and normatively. 

From Rousseau to Robespierre

Where Žižek’s inversion of radical democracy is heading is clarified in the chapter on 

“Revolutionary Terror” in IDLC, with its endorsement of Robespierre’s paradoxical 

combination, or “coincidence of opposites,” of “virtue and terror” as the leading principle of 
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revolutionary democracy. According to Robespierre, the “mainspring [of popular 

government] in time of revolution is virtue and terror combined,” for “… terror is nothing 

other than swift, severe and inflexible justice: it is therefore an emanation of virtue” (Žižek, 

2008a: 159 Robespierre cited). By virtue, Robespierre meant what Rousseau meant, that 

is “nothing other than love of one’s country and its laws,” that is, love of that combination of 

equality and liberty that constitutes the social contract Rousseau, 1994: 20-21). For the 

republican social contract tradition, the political community of autonomous and virtuous 

individuals is formed by setting aside the private interests and particular wills found 

amongst egoistic individuals in the state of nature, and enacting laws with reference to the 

general interest of the public citizen, who, subordinating self-interest to the interests of all, 

legislates from the general will. These individuals are virtuous by definition, and their 

republican virtue consists in their unforced agreement with the will of the whole community, 

so that the virtuous citizen is at once the foundation of the political community and its 

ultimate end, the thing that the republic of virtue forms (Rousseau, 1994: 59, 116-117). The 

difficulty for Robespierre is that in the republican social contract tradition of Rousseau, 

virtue and terror are opposites; and there are two profound reasons for this: “virtue” 

consists in that political autonomy whereby popular sovereignty is directly exercised 

through democratic participation; and, the alleged necessity for “terror” directly admits the 

absence of virtue in the citizenry, because it states that without the terrorist imposition of 

the general will via a party claiming to legislate for the common good, it is particular wills 

that legislate in the new democracy.

Although Robespierre and the Jacobins often tried to legitimate their actions with 

reference to Rousseau’s doctrine of social contract (Rude, 1975: 38-44), the key difference 

(as we have seen) is that for Rousseau, popular sovereignty cannot be represented, only 

enacted directly (Rousseau, 1994: 63-65, 126-128). Of course, Rousseau accepts that 

executive power might be delegated by a popular assembly to temporary representatives, 

but he insists that the legislative and juridical power must remain modelled on the 

participatory democracy of ancient Athens. When Robespierre and the Jacobins sought to 

get around this, their argument was not from the realism of representative government in a 

complex society, but from the provisions for a temporary dictatorship found amongst 

Rousseau’s caveats for emergency conditions (Rude, 1975: 38-40). As Rousseau made 

clear, temporary and provisional dictatorial powers at the level of the executive amount to 

a suspension of democratic government (rather than its revolutionary enactment), one that 
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poses a potentially mortal threat to popular sovereignty, for which reason the dictatorship 

must neither legislate nor arbitrate (Rousseau, 1994: 153-155). For the Jacobins, of 

course, Robespierre was the figure of the legislator foreseen by Rousseau, entirely 

forgetting that Rousseau stipulates the popular ratification of the laws by the democratic 

citizenry, rather than the collapse of the legislator and the dictator into the figure of the 

judge presiding over a Committee of Public Safety (Rousseau, 1994: 76-78). “Prompt, 

severe, inflexible justice” under these conditions means the abrogation of republican 

democracy and its replacement by a party that arrogates to itself the title of embodiment of 

the general will, which is why Robespierre is profoundly correct to maintain that the 

Jacobin “theory of revolutionary government is as new as the revolution which has brought 

it about—it should not be sought in the books of political writers” (Levine, 1977: 544 

Robespierre cited). From Rousseau’s perspective, Robespierre simply cannot claim that 

terror is the emanation of virtue, for they are opposites: virtue belongs to the democratic 

republic, terror to tyrannical despotism. 

It might be objected, however, that although inspired by Rousseau, Robespierre’s 

government must not be understood as an implementation of The Social Contract, and 

perhaps this is why Žižek nowhere mentions the republican tradition. Furthermore, we 

have seen that Žižek rejects participatory democracy for representative government, so 

that Rousseau’s institutional notions are not a direct reply to the figure of Robespierre in 

IDLC. But there is a second and more profound reason why terror and virtue must be 

thought of as opposites, and their combination as a contradiction that reveals a 

fundamental impasse. As we have seen, the necessity for a reign of terror—for the 

Jacobins, arising not from the external causes such as natural catastrophe or foreign 

invasion anticipated by Rousseau, but from internal causes of economic dislocation and 

political opposition—indicates, with absolute clarity, the persistence of private interests. 

The aim of the terror is to sweep away these private interests, which include civil 

associations such as the workers collectives banned under the Le Chapelier Law of 14 

June 1791 (Lewis, 1993: 67-68). The terror is therefore an effort to square the circle of the 

paradox that the republic supposes a virtuous citizenry as its foundation and posits the 

formation of these autonomous and egalitarian individuals as its result, yet is presupposes 

the irreducible originality of the particular interests of the state of nature—for which, read 

“the market economy”. For Rousseau, a series of cultural and political measures—a 

charismatic leader, maintenance of a civil religion, the creation of a public administration, 
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redistributive measures aimed at substantive equality—were intended to supplement the 

basic work performed by the state, so as to provide the mechanism for combining private 

wills into the general interest (Rousseau, 1994: 158-167). The private wills of the state of 

nature carry on, of course, in the market economy, but this is safely circumscribed within 

the political framework of the social contract. For Robespierre, the terror takes the place of 

these cultural and political measures, but—and this is the crucial point—these are still 

regarded as introducing the individuals generated in the state of nature into the virtuous 

republic. 

In other words, the problem is that for Robespierre, capitalism does not exist, at least 

not as the generative matrix of a peculiar combination of universality and particularity that 

distorts the social contract and resists political willpower, as a material process that, while 

not entirely separate form the social, has regional dynamics that require independent 

analysis. For Robespierre as for Rousseau, capitalism is not really a problem: its 

distributive problems and implications for politics can be solved through political 

voluntarism plus redistributive measures. What this means is that the distinction between 

private will and the general interest is thereby institutionalized, not eradicated. For social 

class is not just a partial association to be politically suppressed and whose cultural traces 

in egocentric calculation can be “liquidated” by revolutionary re-education and the 

repression of dissent. 

By maintaining capitalism, Robespierre and the Jacobins make the need for 

“revolutionary terror” permanent, thus giving the lie to any claims about a temporary and 

provisional dictatorship. This is the meaning of the bourgeois revolution from a Marxist 

perspective, and the underlying reason why Marx can celebrate the French Revolution 

against the semi-feudal absolutist regimes, while at the same time denouncing the 

bourgeoisie for its dictatorship of private interests. It is a basic postulate of socialist politics 

that there is a fundamental difference between the bourgeois political revolution and the 

proletarian socialist revolution, for the bourgeois revolution sets free the market and 

therefore needs to institutionalize repression, whereas the socialist revolution liberates the 

masses and therefore aims at the supersession of classes and the abolition of the state 

apparatus. The “dictatorship of the proletariat”—itself a term selected on grounds of a 

political compromise designed to secure the practical unity of the international movement 

rather than for its theoretical accuracy (Draper, 1987: 1-20)—does not mean a “red” 

version of the Jacobin government. It means, if anything, an enactment of Rousseau’s 

15



participatory democracy under conditions where the critique of political economy exposes 

the limitations of the Second Discourse on Inequality and therefore of the economic 

foundations of the social contract; that is, a workers’ council republic opposed to the terror 

of the military dictatorship proposed by the counter-revolution (see The Civil War in 

France). 

The Revolution Betrayed

Now Žižek knows all of this. In fact, he says it himself: Žižek argues that the economy is 

the point at which we encounter “the limitation of Jacobin politics” (Žižek, 2008a: 173). 

According to Marx, “capitalist inequalities (‘exploitation’) are not ‘unprincipled violations of 

the principle of equality,’” Žižek says, “but are absolutely inherent to the logic of equality, 

are the paradoxical result of its consistent realization” (Žižek, 2008a: 173). In this light, the 

Jacobin Terror appears as an index of failure rather than a success to be emulated:

The problem here is not terror as such—our problem is precisely to reinvent 
emancipatory terror. The problem lies elsewhere: egalitarian political extremism 
or ‘excessive radicalism should always be read as a phenomenon of ideologico-
political displacement, of an index of its opposite, of a refusal effectively to ‘go 
to the end’. What was the Jacobin recourse to radical ‘terror’ if not a kind of 
hysterical acting out bearing witness to their inability to disturb the very 
fundamentals of economic order (private property, etc?). … What if political 
terror signals precisely that the sphere of material production is denied its 
autonomy and subordinated to political logic? Is it not that all political ‘terror,’ 
from the Jacobins to the Maoist Cultural Revolution, presupposes the 
foreclosure of production proper, its reduction to the terrain of the political 
struggle? (Žižek, 2008a: 175). 

Although all of this looks like the standard Marxist response to the bourgeois revolution 

and to the Stalinist counter-revolution, in fact, what is being proposed by Žižek under the 

sign of “egalitarian communism” is the direct opposite of the classical Marxist position. 

In politics, the conclusion that Žižek draws is not that the Marxist critique of political 

economy reveals that revolutionary government can be conceptualised as participatory 

democracy not as dictatorial tyranny, but the opposite of this. For Žižek, revolutionary 

history shows that revolutionary democracy, as the institutionalisation of egalitarian 

communism, needs to be conceptualised as its opposite, as a dictatorship. This 

dictatorship, even if not permanent, has no clear “use-by” date: “the harsh consequence to 
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be accepted here is that this excess of egalitarian democracy over and above the 

democratic procedure can only ‘institutionalise’ itself in the guise of its opposite, as 

revolutionary-democratic terror” (Žižek, 2008a: 175).

In economics, the roots of this position lie in a rejection of the conception of socialism 

as the abolition of the extraction of surplus value. Žižek thinks that the failure of socialism 

was exactly grounded in its rejection of the profit system as a form of exploitation, which 

led to efforts to expand productivity (in order to overcome scarcity) without the mechanism 

of competition through the elimination of private property. At the same time, as an anti-

capitalist, Žižek is opposed to the profit-driven dynamism of the commodity economy and 

he thus rejects the state capitalist solution of, for instance, contemporary China. Neither 

capitalism nor socialism—what, then? Paradoxically enough, Žižek’s only solution must be 

to declare that “capitalism does not exist”.

That will be a contentious claim, so let me prove its plausibility. For Žižek, as he says 

again and again, socialism misunderstood the dynamism of the profit economy: 

Marx’s fundamental mistake was to conclude from [capitalism’s debilitating 
inherent contradictions] that a new, higher social order (communism) was 
possible, an order that would maintain not only but even raise to a higher 
degree and fully release the potential of the upward spiral of productivity without 
it being threatened by socially destructive economic crises. In short, what Marx 
overlooked is that … if we abolish the obstacle [the fetter on the productive 
forces of now obsolete social relations], the inherent contradiction of capitalism, 
we do not get the fully unleashed drive finally freed from its shackles, but rather 
we lose precisely this very productivity that seemed to be stimulated by 
capitalism, for it simply dissipates … which underlay the failure of socialist 
attempts to overcome capitalism (Žižek, 2008a: 190; Žižek, 2006b: 266).

But that doesn’t mean that Žižek is proposing a highly regulated form of state capitalism 

where a revolutionary government would treat substantive equality as a question of radical 

redistributive mechanisms. He accepts that the result of the Cultural Revolution was the 

institutionalization of a form of state capitalism and that Chinese Marxism is today an 

official doctrine that aims against those forms of pro-worker “leftism” which seek a return to 

the emancipatory doctrine of Marx. He mocks the diagnosis of the ruling bureaucracy:

What to do, then, when capitalism de facto proves itself as the most effective 
motor of social relations? The answer is the Chinese solution: to honestly admit 
that, in this phase of world history, we should fully embrace capitalism. Where 
Marxism enters is in the claim that only the leading role of the Communist Party 
can sustain such modernization and simultaneously maintain a ‘harmonious 
society,’ that is, prevent the social disintegration that characterizes Western 
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liberal capitalism (Žižek, 2008a: 204).

Despite the sarcasm, Žižek rejects the “libertarian Western Marxist” rejection of this dogma 

because “we are not dealing with a simple betrayal of Marxism, but, literally, with its 

symptom… there effectively was in ‘original’ Marxism itself a dimension which potentially 

led to the enslavement of the workers to ‘progress’” (Žižek, 2008a: 204). The problem with 

Marxism should now be clear: for Marxism, in Žižek’s view, the big Other—in the form of 

History—exists; Chinese doctrine merely transposes Capitalism onto the locus of the big 

Other, without breaking with the underlying enslavement of the proletariat; and, that is why 

Chinese doctrine is the truth of classical Marxism. Where does that leave Žižek?

Žižek’s basic claim about the current conjuncture is that capitalism is now the big 

Other for the global system (Žižek, 2008a: 11-51). This position connects with Žižek’s 

fundamental argument that there is an homology between commodity fetishism and 

fetishistic perversion, grounded in the structural equivalence of surplus value and surplus 

enjoyment (Žižek, 1989: 16-18). Furthermore, Žižek often reminds his readers that the 

moment of the psychoanalytic cure arrives when the subject acknowledges the “non-

existence of the Other”. Throughout IDLC, Žižek proposes that the revolutionary Act 

involves a break with today’s perverse elevation of transgression to a norm that is 

ultimately based in the supposition of the existence of the Other, and that the revolutionary 

government would therefore institutionalize the non-existence of the big Other. As a result 

of the revolution, capitalism, in short, “does not exist”.

Embracing the Jacobin Paradox

I do not mean this as ridicule. There is a very serious explanatory position, one that, in 

fact, I hold to be true, which affirms in all earnestness that capitalism “does not exist”—as 

a homogeneous, autonomous subsystem governed exclusively by endogenous laws of 

motion. That position is the political economy of Regulation Theory, developed by Michel 

Aglietta and extended by figures such as Robert Boyer, Alain Lipietz, David Harvey and 

Bob Jessop. Based on the theoretical postulates of the labour theory of value, this position 

elaborates a contemporary Marxist economics that grounds its analysis in the ways that 

state interventions into labour markets shape “modes of regulation” of the capitalist 
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economy (Aglietta, 1979). The existence of modes of regulation does not preclude 

quantitative modelling and qualitative explanations in terms of the laws of motion of 

capitalism, for these modes set boundary conditions and modify the operation of laws; 

Regulation Theory does not affirm that capitalism is just an amorphous mess or that 

anything goes. By developing mathematical models of the dynamics of the profit system—

as inflected and modified by the mode of regulation—that have a sound empirical basis, 

high levels of explanatory power and strong predictive abilities, Regulation Theory is 

capable of going the full fifteen rounds with neo-classical economics in terms of accuracy 

and comprehensiveness (Boyer, 2000; Jessop, 2001). In short, it is an empirically reliable 

guide to action in the context of a break with the idea of the economy as consistent—but, 

unfortunately for Žižek, as a type of Marxism, Regulation Theory must no doubt be 

considered just another form of the “enslavement of the workers to progress”. 

The other position that affirms that “capitalism does not exist,” the one that Žižek 

knows, is the purely descriptive apparatus of Laclau and Mouffe. For them, capitalism 

does not exist for reasons similar to Žižek: according to Laclau and Mouffe, Marxism is an 

“evolutionary paradigm,” centred upon the concept of “historical necessity,” unfolding 

through the “endogenous laws” operating in the “economic base” (Laclau and Mouffe, 

1985: 7-46). They reject economic reductionism—with its essentialist supposition of 

historical necessity—for a political doctrine of hegemonic articulations based in historical 

contingencies. But unlike Žižek, they oppose the political strategy of a hegemonic 

articulation designed to abolish capitalism. Yet his matrix of four antagonisms in world 

capitalism aims at something quite different from Marx’s analysis of the internal 

contradictions of the profit system. Žižek’s combination of an endorsement of “class 

struggle” with the rejection of the proletariat as the universal agent in that political strategy

—“the underlying problem is how we are to think the singular universal of the 

emancipatory subject as not purely formal, that is, as objectively materially determined, but 

without the working class as its substantial base” (420)—means is that Žižek is looking for 

a non-proletarian anti-capitalism, where the solution to globalisation is not the classical 

Marxist one. 

What Žižek overlooks is that if capitalism does not exist (as a unified system), then 

this undoes the alleged “parallax view” that prevents the articulation of politics and 

economics in a single theory. Žižek’s objection to the “Marxian parallax” is framed in terms 

that make it evident that it is based on Balibar’s influential claim that there is an opposition 
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between political antagonism and economic contradiction present in classical Marxism, 

because of its assumption of completely endogenous economic laws (Balibar, 1994). The 

moment that we reject this, we must articulate a plausible political economy such as 

Regulation Theory, or armed with a merely descriptive notion of the relation between 

capitalism and the state, oscillate helplessly between leaving capitalism in place (radical 

Democracy) and an anti-capitalism with no clear conception of what it opposes. And Žižek 

is right: the position of Badiou, Balibar and Ranciere is “more Jacobin than Marxist”. These 

figures shield themselves from the possible implication that this means a reactivation of 

Jacobin Terror by refusing the temptation of state power; Žižek, by contrast, affirms that 

the revolutionary “passion of the Real” is the “courage” to assert the (morally 

objectionable) consequences of a premise (Žižek, 2008a: 158). 

Let us not deceive ourselves, then. Žižek’s invocation of Lenin and Mao does not 

imply a necessary theoretical development from Marxist premises, in light of empirical 

sociology and historical experience, to contemporary socialist conclusions. Instead, the 

genealogy within which Žižek positions himself (Lenin, Stalin, Mao) is marked by that 

retroactive conversion of historical contingency into evolutionary necessity (Žižek, 2008a: 

175) that Žižek elsewhere diagnoses as ideology supported by fantasy (Žižek, 1989: 126). 

Within the framework of what we might call “repeating Mao,” the “perversion of Marxism” of 

antagonisms external to the internal dynamics of capitalism (Third World versus First 

World, excluded versus included), a non-proletarian social agent (the peasantry, the 

lumpenproletariat), an  idealist understanding of capitalism as susceptible to the intensity 

of political willpower, as opposed to regulation/transition guided by science (the Great 

Leap Forward, the political voluntarism of egalitarian communism), and the rejection of 

political democracy for egalitarian leveling without democratic participation (the Cultural 

Revolution, neo-Jacobin efforts to emulate Robespierre), all these might perhaps seem 

logical. From the perspective of contemporary Marxism, they look like the theoretical 

formula for a historical catastrophe. 

The core of this is the link between a dictatorship founded on political voluntarism, an 

idealist conception of political economy and the pseudo-solution of Mao-style cultural 

revolution. Robespierre, as we have already seen, provides the model for a radical non-

proletarian political voluntarism that, armed with a utopian conception of the market 

economy, seeks to resolve the enigma of its own unintentional slide from revolutionary 

democracy towards anti-proletarian dictatorship with reference to cultural forms. The 
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Jacobin dictatorship employs state terror to force the leap from particular interests to the 

general will—what a shame, Žižek adds that this was done through cultural humanism 

rather than practical anti-humanism. If only Robespierre had have adopted something like 

the “biocosmic” vision of War Communism, Žižek implies (Žižek, 2008a: 212), or some 

anticipation of Lacanian ethics, the Jacobin dictatorship might have become the republic of 

virtue. At the same time, Žižek does not really believe this, because, as we have seen, the 

problem is that the market economy generates contradictions that are insoluble from within 

Jacobin politics. 

Where does that leave Žižek? Suspended somewhere between Robespierre and 

Mao, trapped in a conceptual framework that is “more Jacobin than Marxist,” denouncing 

the post-Marxists for their cultural turn away from political economy, yet, paradoxically, 

spending four hundred pages calling for cultural revolution rather than discussing the 

actuality of Marxian economics. And what is a cultural revolution? In Žižek’s opposition 

between the “pure transcendental subject unaffected by [a nuclear] catastrophe” and the 

merely empirical human species annihilated in the flames, in “the truth of the assertion of 

the independence of the subject with regard to the empirical individuals qua living beings” 

(Žižek, 2008a: 169) , we have an exact repetition of the opposition between the particular 

and the general will that revolutionary terror, via cultural revolution, is to bridge. The 

egalitarian republic of virtue will break entirely with the dead weight of human history—with 

“bourgeois” civility, humanitarian ethics, principles of human rights, liberal democracy, and, 

especially, habits of all varieties and kind (Žižek, 2008a: 171)—in short, with modern 

ethical life (Žižek, 2008a: 19-22). This is the substance of individual freedom, in other 

words, the stuff that forms particular interests; authentic revolutionaries are “figures without 

habits” operating according to universal principles without consideration of the “complex 

circumstances” and the “particular conditions” (Žižek, 2008a: 171). Of course, for Hegel 

and Marx—and at one time, for Žižek too—ethical life represented an accumulation of 

contradictions rather than “one reactionary mass,” so that the real cultural revolution 

happened before the political transformation, through the “silent weaving of spirit”. But not 

any more—Robespierre and Mao have changed all that. 

In Žižek’s analysis of the fate of the Russian and Chinese revolutions, we have a 

precise illustration of the problem with this position. For the materialist, the problem is that 

a revolutionary government which, because of its rejection of democratic participation, 

needs to bloat the repressive state apparatus to implement revolutionary terror, inevitably 
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becomes a growing drain on the social surplus product. This apparatus has a material 

interest in protecting its own conditions of existence as a social parasite, so that 

revolutionary terror in the name of the republic of virtue quickly turns into state terror in the 

interests of the bureaucratic caste. This is the essence of Trotsky’s analysis in The 

Revolution Betrayed (Trotsky, 1972: 105-112). Žižek’s response? Well, Trotsky is 

important, but only as a place-holder for a third term in the false opposition between social 

democracy and Stalinist totalitarianism (Žižek, 2008a: 232), because, actually, “his attitude 

made it impossible for his orientation to win” (Žižek, 2008a: 233), even though Žižek thinks 

that the revolution was betrayed by the Stalinist regime (Žižek, 2008a: 251). What was 

wrong with Trotsky’s “attitude” is nowhere stated directly, but it can be inferred with 

probability: Žižek believes that the Stalinist counter-revolution “was a humanist terror: its 

adherence to a ‘humanist’ core was not what constrained its horror, it was what sustained 

it, it was its inherent condition of possibility” (Žižek, 2008a: 214-215). Massively and 

overwhelmingly, this is Žižek’s diagnosis of Stalinism (and Maoism, in a related but 

different way). Thus Trotsky’s call for a reactivation of workers’ democracy against the 

Stalin regime is not the solution: what was needed, for Žižek, was a different ethics, not a 

radical politics. Trotsky’s diagnosis depends on an analysis of the material interests of the 

bureaucratic caste charged with implementing revolutionary terror. Žižek’s diagnosis 

depends on an analysis of the cultural values and intellectual positions of the ruling 

stratum. Are we so completely blinded by post-structuralism that we cannot see that 

Žižek’s position is idealism?
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Introduction: Electronic agora, escape velocity or agony of the real? – The intellectual 

controversy about the impacts of cyberspace  

“The new source of power is not money in the hands of a few, but information in the hands of many.” 

John Naisbitt [1] 

After the collapse of the Cold War system and the establishment of the new global information society 

through the Internet, a controversial debate occurred among social scientists and philosophers about 

the impacts of the new and forthcoming digital world. The main focus of this debate was the question 

whether the new digital society would change or preserve the current socio-political situation of the 

current world society. The ‘mainstream’ of the Silicon Valley computer technology industries, who 

endorsed the so-called ‘dotcom neo-liberalism’ with its new characteristics of individualism, 

libertarianism combined with neo-liberal economy and techno-utopianism, were heavily criticised as 

the so-called ‘Californian Ideology’ by Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron [2]. Both authors 

characterised this new post-technological ideology as a strange mixture of ‘Hippie’-beliefs of the 

1960ies (personal freedom) and the ‘Yuppie’-beliefs of the 1980ies (individual success). The core idea 

of the Californian Ideology is that the new information and communication technologies (ICTs) could 

establish a new kind of ‘Electronic Agora’, where its members would be able to promote and share 

their opinions without any fear, suppression or censorship. These new achievements would be able to 

undermine the current power structures and guarantee individual freedom for the people. Barbrook and 

Cameron were criticising that the current high-tech-elites were unable to articulate a clear socio-

political position and that their promoted ‘Electronic Agora’ would also be insufficient to solve the 

problems of modern societies [3]. In fact, the ‘Electronic Agora’ would rather be replaced by an 

“electronic marketplace” of the new “virtual class” influenced by neo-liberal techno-determinism [4]. 
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Barbrook’s and Cameron’s critique on the ‘Californian Ideology’ was not the only one. Mark Dery, a 

US-American author and cultural critic, and French post-structuralists like Paul Virilio or Jean 

Baudrillard have been criticising the new neo-liberal techno-determinism as well. Mark Dery was 

emphasising that the new cyberspace ideology that is existing since the beginning of the 1990s might 

be described as an “escape velocity”, which means a transcendental escape from terrestrial matter by 

high speed resulting in the wish for overcoming natural limits and death [5]. 

The French philosopher Paul Virilio referred to Albert Einstein, who was convinced in the early 1950s 

that the post-industrial society is threatened by three bombs: The first one is the atomic bomb, which 

has already been exploded; the second one is the information bomb and the third one is the world 

population bomb that will explode in the 21st century. Therefore, the information bomb is currently 

exploding. According to Einstein’s hypothesis, Paul Virilio comes to the conclusion that the explosion 

of the information bomb will result in the so-called “zero time”, which means that the time difference 

in between all events in cyberspace is becoming shorter and shorter caused by the high speed of 

information transmission. In other words, all events in cyberspace are happening at the same time and 

result in a paradoxical phenomenon, which Virilio has called “racing standstill” [6].  

The French philosopher and post-structuralist Jean Baudrillard criticises that within cyberspace the 

“real” would be increasingly replaced by “simulation”, which means that within virtual worlds, any 

reference to reality would get lost. Furthermore, the simulation is tending to become a perfect copy of 

reality and a construction of illusion. He calls this phenomenon the “agony of the real” [7-8]. Achim 

Bühl has stressed another critique on the currently used cyber-terminology like “data highway“, 

“cyberspace“, “virtual community“, “global village“, “virtual marketplace“ or “city of bits“. In his 

analysis he comes to the conclusion that the “virtual society” is characterised by the partial substitution 

of real production, distribution and communication of reality, but in the end the real world cannot be 

completely replaced by virtualisation. The result of this transformation process would therefore be a 

virtual “parallel society” coexisting with reality [9]. 

Another interesting approach that accompanied the digital transformation process of the world society 

as well as the academic discussion since the beginning of the 90s was neo-Gramscianism that referred 

to Gramsci’s concept of “hegemony”. According to Gramsci’s classic approach, the dominant classes 

of a society would constitute “historical blocks”, which are able to convince the dominated class to 

share the cultural values and to universalise the common standards. Neo-Gramscianism tries to shift 

this concept of hegemony on a global scale and argues that currently the neo-liberal dominance tries to 

reach a global “cultural hegemony” according to Gramsci. The Neo-Gramscianists Robert W. Cox und 

Stephen Gill argue that currently the “transnational capitalist class” or the “transnational managerial 

class” represent the new “historical block”. Furthermore, the current cultural hegemony of neo-

liberalism has failed and is based on enforcement since it has not reached a social consensus on its own 

values among civil society so far [10-11]. Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe have refined this neo-

Gramscian concept of “cultural hegemony” towards a conception of “radical democracy” (a democracy 

based on the difference of entities and pluralism) that would be required to challenge the current 

dominance of neo-liberalism [12].  
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In this point of view, the digital information society can also be interpreted as challenging the 

dominance of the neo-liberal discourse of the ‘Californian Ideology’ and as a struggle for hegemony in 

cyberspace. In this sense, the civil society has become a battleground of the struggle for hegemony 

against the dominant political sphere of the world information society. 

Struggling for hegemony and the future of the information society 

After the establishment of the WWW and its enormous expansion during the 1990s, it was unclear for 

the Generation X whether the participation in the global information society by the new social 

movements was useful or harmful. Adherers of the ‘Californian Ideology’ and techno-eschatologists 

reinterpreted the well-known post-Maoist parole “long march through the institutions” by the APO 

(‘Außerparlamentarische Opposition’, German for extra-parliamentary opposition), spokesman Rudi 

Dutschke as a “long march through the cyberspace”. On the other hand, the techno-cultural pessimism 

of the French post-structuralists also influenced the sceptics among the new social movements. Apart 

from this controversial debate, many peace movements, NGOs and grassroots of the 1970s and 1980s 

have been attracted by the potentials that the WWW had to offer: It is basically flexible, open to many 

people and cheap as well to promote the intentions of small organisations, movements and grassroots, 

whose ideas and work have been commonly unknown to the public. In this respect, especially peace-

related movements and institutions, most of them from the mid-1990s, tried to expose themselves 

through the Internet. 

Most of the peace movements in the US and other countries have unionised in the Usenet (e.g. 

‘alt.peace’ or ‘alt.peace-corps’), which was a parent communication platform of the so-called ‘Social 

Networks’. One of the first peace education related networks was ‘Communication for a Sustainable 

Future’ (CSF) at the University of Colorado. This network published a catalogue of all peace study 

programs worldwide. In Europe, ‘Transnational Foundation for Peace and Future Research’ (TFF) 

became one of the most important and independent information providers during the wars in former 

Yugoslavia or in the Caucasus. One of the first peace research institutions in Germany that joined the 

WWW was the ‘PRIF’ (‘Peace Research Institute Frankfurt’), which did not only promote its aims and 

perspectives, but also offered several publications to download (“PRIF report”, “Friedensgutachten”). 

In the UK it was the Department of Peace Studies at the University of Bradford which allowed the first 

Telnet access to their library catalogue. In 1996 the ‘Austrian Study Center for Peace and Conflict 

Resolution’ (ASPR) launched its first website, offering news and articles, research and conference 

reports, training course programmes and publication archives for the public. Its partner institution 

European Peace University, formerly called ‘European University Center for Peace Studies’ (EPU) 

was the first organisation in continental Europe, which presented an MA Programme in Peace and 

Conflict Studies to students from around the world. Later, in 2010, the EPU re-launched its website 

after becoming a private university and introduced a ‘Virtual Campus’ covering an online catalogue of 

the peace library, an intranet for the students and a huge publication archive of the UNESCO (United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation) Chair on Peace, Human Rights & 

Democracy. After the emergence of the so-called ‘Web 2.0’, most of the institutions mentioned above 

also joined the new Social Networks like Facebook or Twitter to connect with international peace 

movements. 
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Since the early beginning and establishment of the Internet, not only the global society has been in 

transition but also the Internet itself. The first version of the WWW was mainly a passive information 

medium, whose primary purpose was to inform the ‘information rich’ and an elite of technocrats. 

Although the digital divide still exists, the expansion of the net has meanwhile spread all around the 

world and the number of participants has been dramatically increasing. Furthermore, the ‘Web 2.0’ has 

also changed the quality of the net. By the establishment of the ‘Social Networks’ like Facebook, 

Twitter, Xing or Google+ that cover nearly one billion of participants, the Internet is no longer a 

passive information medium but it has become more flexible and mobile in terms of interactive 

communication and sharing of interests. The third stage of the net is the ‘Web 3.0’ that is also known 

as the so-called ‘Semantic Web’. This means that not only passive information or interactive 

communication and sharing will be provided in the future. ‘Semantic’ means furthermore that the 

‘Web 3.0’ will be able to identify correlations and relationships of data, which have not been 

transparent before. This implies that passive databases will serve as multiple information clusters in the 

future. This circumstance has an enormous potential for civil society, especially for future peace and 

conflict studies. The ‘Semantic Web’ could be useful for conflict transformation, early warning 

systems, crisis prevention and new interdisciplinary peace and conflict research.  

Conclusion 

It is hard to predict how the information society will develop in the future. The web might be 

increasingly used for common goods of the world population like democratic participation, human 

rights, crisis management or political change. However, it might also be misused for monopolistic 

opinion leadership, information warfare, violating privacy, as well as for suppression, exclusion or 

censorship of the freedom of speech.  

However, one thing is certain: the digital divide and the power monopoly of the US government, 

which both still exist, are symptomatic of the circumstance that the struggle for neo-Gramscian 

‘Hegemony’ and the quest for ‘Radical Democracy’ within the information society are still going on 

and the net community with its ‘Netizens’ will remain the battleground of this struggle to overcome 

the current state of democracy in crisis. 
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Reassembling the Political: the PKK and
the project of Radical Democracy
Introduction

1 One of the most important secular political movements in the Middle East, the Kurdistan
Workers Party (PKK) underwent a profound transformation in the 2000s, following the capture
of its leader Abdullah Öcalan in 1999. After a long period of a ‘national liberation struggle’
aimed at establishing its own state, the PKK changed its course towards a project of radical
democracy, based on the rejection of the state.1 The PKK, which had taken its orientation
from the revolutionary left in Turkey, was providing a new basis for radical politics in today’s
Turkey. In this article we will argue that the PKK reinvented itself ideologically through this
transformation, and gave shape to new forms of politics on the basis of an exploration of the
concept of democracy. In this article we explore the content of this new project, and its practical
implications. We will not discuss the organizational re-structuring related to the PKK’s new
political project, since we have discussed this elsewhere.2

2 Through this discussion, our study addresses a gap in Turkish and Kurdish studies. Although
the Kurdish question in Turkey has been studied considerably, the focus has been on state
discourse and security policy,3 with little attention devoted to the role of the Kurdish agency
itself, and in particular the PKK.4 Only few studies deal explicitly with the political ideology
of the PKK.5 Furthermore, works on the PKK tend to treat the PKK as an anomaly, rather than
making sense of it. In this article, we study the PKK’s political project as developed in the
first decade of the new millennium and try to understand how the PKK itself makes sense of
this project. In doing so, the present piece promises both to advance knowledge related to our
understanding of political life in contemporary Turkey, and to make a critical contribution to
contemporary discussions related to radical democracy.

3 The data for this article has been collected through a study of Öcalan’s defence texts and his
‘prison notes’, along with key PKK documents, such as congress reports, formal decisions and
the writings of its cadre, such as Mustafa Karasu. The article is composed of four parts. First,
we trace the evolution of radical democracy as an important concept in political philosophy on
the basis of its foundations and the subjectivities which shape it. Then, we take a closer look
at the changes the PKK underwent after the arrest of Öcalan, mainly considering its ideology.
What the PKK refers to as “radical democracy” will be elaborated on in this part, with the
political projects developed within the context of radical democracy – democratic republic,
democratic confederalism and democratic autonomy – discussed in detail, with consideration
given to theoretical implications. Third, the political dimension of these projects will be
studied in answer to the question of how they currently determining PKK strategy and day-
to-day activities. Finally, in the fourth part, this project of radical democracy and its political
implications will be discussed in terms of the contingencies they create in finding a solution
to the ongoing conflict in Turkey.

Radical Democracy as alternative to Liberal Democracy
4 Since the late 1970s, the understanding of radical politics within the framework of Marxism

has changed.This change focused on its approach to three important pillars of politics; state,
class and party, and radical political thought took the form of ‘politics beyond the state,
political organisation beyond the party, and political subjectivity beyond class’.6 Within this
understanding of radical politics,the reformulation of ‘radical democracy’ has emerged as
the main alternative to liberal democracies of the West. It has given a fresh impetus to the
social and political movements, from ‘liberation movements’ in Latin America to anti-globalist
demonstrations in the US and Europe. In this sense we can talk about a wide spectrum of
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radical views of democracy beyond the liberal version, among which the most well-known was
the one based on the pioneering study of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and
Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, first published in 1985. Laclau and
Mouffe had sought to spell out a left-wing alternative of radicalising democracy, deepening it
in the light of ever present conflicts and power.7

5 In the context of this article, however, our focus will mainly be on the studies by Michael
Hardt and Antonio Negri,8 which provided a new momentum to the discussion concerning
radical democracy because of their emphasis on the importance of political struggle.9 Hardt
and Negri’s tripartite structure moves from an analysis of the sovereignty in the age of
globalisation – form what they call ‘Empire’,10 “the living alternative that grows within the
Empire,” through ‘Multitude’,11 an “institutional structure and ... [the] political constitution
of society” – to what they call ‘Common Wealth’.12 This scheme can be summarised as
an analysis of sovereignty in the globalised world (Empire), of the revolutionary subject of
the period (Multitude) and of its political project of “expanding our capacities for collective
production and self-governance” (Commonwealth).13 It is this latter sense of radical democracy
as developed by Hardt and Negri that is more meaningful to the Kurdish project, especially
how they conceive representation and sovereignty.

6 Hardt and Negri aimed to work out the conceptual basis for a new project of democracy. For
them, democracy has remained an incomplete project throughout the modern era, and they
try to revitalize its liberating content as constituted in the idea of popular sovereignty (the
word sovereignty derived from the Latin supremitas or suprema potestas, meaning ‘supreme
power’), which may be defined as a power that belongs to the people with no power above
it. They identify several debates related to the idea of democracy today, but for us the most
important are the debates on the subversive characters of democracy and of representation.

7 The subversive character of democracy is related to the fact democracy has been an incomplete
project. Hardt and Negri argue that it was only through social struggle that democracy started
to include the excluded, such as “women, the propertyless and the non-white.” In a similar
fashion, democracy came to be discussed in the domain of economy, which in liberal theory
is not governed by democracy, but markets. This extension of democracy can be referred to
as the ‘subversive character of democracy’: it allows its extension to all facets of society.

8 The second is related to (political) representation, or the separation of sovereign power from
society that is embedded in the concept of representation: “When power is transferred to a
group of rulers, than we all no longer rule, we are separated from power and government”.14

Since the 18th century, this conception of representation had come to monopolize the field of
political thought to such an extent that any contemporary project of democracy has to begin
with a critique of the existing forms of representation. 

9 To this end, Hardt and Negri, following Max Weber, discuss the different forms of
representation that have appeared throughout history.15 Referring to the socialist political
representation, based mostly on the experience of 1871 Paris Commune, Hardt and Negri state
that this failed in a way similar to the liberal and constitutional model. Thus they set about
a search for new forms of representation that limit the separation between the representative
and the represented, and in so doing, simultaneously create alternatives for the state based on
the separation of sovereign power from society.16 In this sense, they claim that the Multitude
as the ‘revolutionary subject’ of the period and its political project (Commonwealth) can
present new contingencies for inventing “different forms of representation or new forms of
democracy that go beyond representation”.17 Constitutive of this new concept of democracy the
Multitude is conceptually distinguished from other notions, such as ‘the people’, ‘the masses’,
and ‘the working class’, and it can never be reduced to a unity or a single identity. Rather “in
conceptual terms, the multitude replaces the contradictory couple identity-difference with the
complementary couple commonality-singularity”18 and it is “the adequate subject which can
construct a new community.”19
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10 In this line of discussion, Hardt and Negri elaborate on how in different struggles, the rebellions
of different singularities can be brought together as a form of revolutionary assemblages,
beyond the hegemonic articulation posed by Laclau and Mouffe. They discuss “the parallel
coordination among the revolutionary struggles of singularities”.20 However these parallel
struggles of identities or singularities are not sufficient for a revolutionary change: there needs
to be radical change in the forms of the organization and decision-making processes.In this
sense, the political organization of the Multitude should also be substantially different from
that of previous resistances, with democracy as not only an aim to be achieved but also a
fundamental principle according to which the whole organizational structure is governed.
This democratic political organizational form will add another element to the destabilizing
and destructive activities of previous revolutionary activities which were led by vanguard
organizations; the project of constructing a new type of power. In this new type of power, by
which the multitude is capable of managing the common, there is no place for taking control of
the state apparatuses. Rather the multitude’s capacities for democratic decision-making should
be consolidated: “Making the multitude is thus the project of democratic organising aimed at
democracy”.21

11 For Hardt and Negri, this making the Multitude based on “the revolutionary assemblages of
different singularities” has the capacity to change the existing patterns of both representation
and also sovereignty. The existing concept of sovereignty is based on one basic principle:
‘rule by ‘the one’, whether this be the monarch, state, nation, people, or party’22. In this
conception of sovereignty, the people, the nation, united in a single body, plays the role of
‘unitary political subject’. In the democracy of the Multitude, however, there is no place for
such sovereignty, and the consequent challenge to all existing forms of sovereignty is at the
same time a precondition of that democracy.

12 In all these discussions, Hardt and Negri admit that this revolutionary process is not
spontaneous and must be governed – but certainly by new forms and tools:

This would have to be democratic not in the false sense that we are fed every day by politicians
and the media with their pretenses of representation, but in the active and autonomous self-rule
of the multitude as a whole.23

13 Only through this form of self-rule can the dilemmas of vanguards, leadership and
representation that plagued previous revolutions be overcome.

14 In this respect, and contrary to contemporary standpoints on the right as well as on the left,
Hardt and Negri give importance to identity politics:

Here is the conundrum we face: revolutionary politics has to start from identity but cannot end
there. The point is not to pose a division between identity politics and revolutionary politics but,
on the contrary, to follow the parallel revolutionary streams of thought and practice within identity
politics, which all, perhaps paradoxically, aim toward an abolition of identity. Revolutionary
thought, in other words, should not shun identity politics but instead must work through it and
learn from it.24

15 Hardt and Negri define three important tasks in this working through identity politics. The first
is to make visible the subordinations of identity which means re-appropriating the identity;
the second is to rebel against the structures of domination using the subordinated identity as a
weapon in the quest for freedom; and the third is to strive for its own abolition.25 They see these
three tasks as inseparable and to be “pursued simultaneously, without, for instance, deferring
the revolutionary moment to some indefinite future”.26

16 From here, we may indicate links to the PKK’s project for radical democracy, which has
envisaged these three different tasks of identity politics. In this project, and just as in Hardt/
Negri’s conceptualization of radical democracy the concept of struggle plays a very crucial
role – indeed, it is through struggle that subjectivity is created. Similar to Hardt and Negri, the
PKK returns to an early modern conception of democracy, with Öcalan27 arguing that one of the
promising elements of early socialist traditions was the idea of constructing democracy from
below and the rediscovery of the idea of the multitude, including different subject positions.28

The development of the Kurdish issue as a field of struggle for freedom and equality is an
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illustration of the various contradictions and the plurality of the social. At the same time, the
history of the Kurdish issue in Turkey shows us the difficulties the left had in articulating this
struggle through socialist strategies. The traditional left demanded the organization of struggle
around class, and in doing so, brushed aside the series of contradictions emerging in and from
the Kurdish issue (such as those of de-colonization, and language, cultural and civil rights).

17 The PKK, which can be criticized for the lack of democracy in its own ranks, is at the same time
developing a program of radical democracy. This may be referred to as a ‘Jacobin paradox’. It
was the Jacobins, responsible for the reign of terror, who developed democracy as a political
project.29 The PKK is Jacobin in the sense that it simultaneously uses violence as an instrument
for the realization of its political program of radical democracy.

Radical Democracy in Kurdish Context
18 During the 2000s, the PKK elaborated a new ideological framework promoting this project of

radical democracy. In doing this, the PKK made a kind of ‘salto mortale’ by reinventing itself
through a series of transformations and arguing that the nation be defined not on the basis of
ethnicity or language but on the basis of citizenship in a democratic republic.30

19 The PKK’s ideological transformation towards a project of radical democracy was based on
the defence texts written by Öcalan and submitted to the different courts in which he his case
was heard. These defences can be grouped into two: those submitted to the Turkish courts,
and those submitted to the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) in Strasbourg, France,
along with one at a court in Athens (concerning his expulsion from Greece). The defences have
been published in Kurdish and Turkish as well as in other languages.31 These defence texts
were accepted in the consecutive PKK congresses as the official party line. Initially the texts
led to serious confusion in the movement, but since 2005 the ideological and organizational
structures have been adapted to one another.

20 The first texts, submitted for the case in Imralı and then to the Court of Appeal in Ankara,
caused considerable unrest among PKK militants, since Öcalan did not take the assumed
position expected by the party and the Kurdish population. On the contrary, he rejected
claims for an independent state – previously a central aim of the struggle – proposing a new,
‘truly’ democratic republic.In these texts Öcalan did not engage with theoretical or ideological
considerations; they were mainly based on the historical background of the Turkish-Kurdish
conflict in the twentieth century, in which Öcalan stated that he had struggled in favour of a
democratic republic, and thus not against the Republic (of Turkey). Öcalan argued that Mustafa
Kemal, the Republic’s founding father, had also intended to establish a democratic republic,
but was confined by external forces. Of Öcalan’s defences, only this first one can be considered
as a genuine defence to his prosecution, although he argued that he was not concerned with
the legal issue of his case.

21 In his second group of defence texts, submitted to the ECHR, Öcalan deepened his theoretical
considerations. The first of the three volumes dealt mainly with a historical analysis of
civilization, starting in the Middle East, and focusing upon the Sumerians as ‘the earliest
state-based’ society. Although Öcalan elaborated in later parts of the book on other societies
and periods, his main concern was to present the state as the ‘Original Sin’ of humanity.
This was surprising as he was, and is still, one of the political leaders of a society which has
been widely depicted as ‘the largest people in the world without a state’. Initially it created
a kind of alienation among Kurdish circles (a Verfremdungseffekt, in the Brechtian sense).
However, Öcalan continued to elaborate on his critique of the state, including the socialist
experiments, arguing that liberation cannot be achieved by means of state-building, but rather
through the deepening of democracy. In the second volume of his ECHR defence texts, Öcalan
dealt intensively with Kurdish society, history and specifically the role of the PKK. He places
Kurdish society in the history of civilization, presenting it as a natural society or community
opposed to state-societies. The Kurdish society’s naturalness is attributed to an assumed long
standing and deep Neolithic culture among the Kurdish tribes.32 For Öcalan, class (state)
societies and modernization have caused destruction for the Kurds, and the PKK has become
the locus of the last resistance to this pernicious process. Within this framework, Öcalan tried
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to show the limits of the PKK and its deadlock, trapped in the ideological-political constraints
of the Cold War, which was continuing to condition the PKK, even a decade after it ended.
Through this work, he aimed to evaluate the history of the PKK, addressing past mistakes.

22 In these defence texts, submitted to an Athens court and the ECHR Grand Chamber, Öcalan
transformed his theoretical considerations into a concept of radical democracy. This idea
of radical democracy was developed in three intertwined projects: democratic republic,
democratic autonomy and democratic confederalism. These three political projects function
as a ‘strategic dispositif’: ideas and means through which Kurdish political demands are
(re)defined and (re)organized.

23 The concept of the democratic republic comprehends a reform of the Republic of Turkey.
It aims at the disassociation of democracy from nationalism, and as such a return to the
“early modern conceptions of democracy” and their radical subversivity.33 Originally, in
the eighteenth century, democracy was formulated in terms of citizen’s rights and a rule
of everyone by everyone. In the course of the nineteenth and twentieth century however,
modernity lost its content of radical democracy and acquired a cultural meaning, referring to
a unique people.34 A vein in modern thought emerged which considered cultural homogeneity
a requirement for the modern state, an inescapable imperative that manifests and erupts in
the form of nationalism.35 This ‘national’ condition of modernity is exclusive and intolerant,
dictating that people who do not have the ‘right’ cultural characteristics are to choose between
assimilation (genuine or superficial) and migration, while the options of the state range
from assimilation to eviction and ethnic cleansing, or genocide.36 In Turkey, Kemalism was
formulated as a project of modernization in cultural terms, resulting in harsh assimilation
politics towards the Kurds. With his proposal for a democratic republic, Öcalan advocates an
understanding of democracy in terms of citizens’ rights.

24 Öcalan’s radical democracy of his later defence texts was embodied in the concept of
democratic confederalism which he borrowed from the works of Murray Bookchin (1982,
1992, 1993,1996). Bookchin, who called his ideology communalism, suggests a new radical
politics recognizing ‘the roots of democracy in tribal and village communities’ 37 and ends
up with a project of Libertarian municipalism. In this project, he aims at creating local
democratic structures such as ‘community assemblies, town meetings and neighbourhood
councils’. Avoiding the project of libertarian municipalism from becoming vacuous or being
used for highly parochial ends, Bookchin suggests the principle confederalism as ‘a network
of administrative councils whose members or delegates are elected from popular face-to-
face democratic assemblies, in the various villages, towns, and even neighbourhoods of large
cities’.38 For Bookchin, confederalism as a principle of social organization ‘is a way of
democratizing the interdependence without surrendering to the principle local control’.

25 Ocalan, influenced by the ideas of Bookchin, developed a similar understanding of that
principle of confederalism. In parallel to his historical analysis of civilization based on
the critique of the state, Öcalan condemned the failure of real socialism and national
liberation movements who were considered trapped in the ideas of the state and state-making.
Alternatively he elaborated on the protracted effects of the Neolithic society whose communal
values could not have been completely destroyed by the development of hierarchic society
built upon the state. Those communal values which were summarized as the socialization
based on gender, life compatible with nature and society based on communality and solidarity
underlie his conception of democracy in the form of democratic confederalism. On the basis
of those values, the project of democratic confederalism is organized at four levels.39 At
the bottom, the communes in the village and districts which are interrelated at the levels of
towns, cities and regions, are situated. Then the organization of the social groups such as the
women, youth etc. exists. Another level of organization occurs at the cultural scale in terms of
organization for different ethnic-religious-cultural identities. The fourth and final level is the
level of civil society organizations. In this sense the democratic confederalism, based on a kind
of assemblies at village-districts, city and region levels, refers to organisation of the whole
society starting from the bottom-up.40 In another saying, the idea of democratic confederalism
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was defined as a model for ‘democratic self-government’. “This project”, Öcalan argues,
“builds on the self-government of local communities and is organized in the form of open
councils, town councils, local parliaments and larger congresses. The citizens themselves are
agents of this kind of self-government, not state-based authorities.”41

26 In this sense Öcalan has continuously emphasized that this project has nothing to do with
a confederal structure as ‘an association of sovereign member states’. On the contrary,
democratic confederalism aims to consolidate and deepen democracy at the grassroots on the
basis of communities. However there is also the need to reclaim the juridical and political
procedure, to reshape the political organization of a country. Therefore the model of organizing
the people beyond the state should define its relationship with the existing state or official
authority. For this Öcalan first proposed the democratic republic as the form of government
through which the Kurdish question can be solved, and then he developed the concept of
democratic autonomy as a form of relationship. In this sense, democratic autonomy refers to
the type of relationship with the state and in turn with its jurisdiction. In the Turkish context,
it was presented as the option for a democratic political solution to the Kurdish question,
requiring constitutional recognition of the Kurdish national identity. However this recognition
was not proposed by the PKK as a way to draw a line between the Kurds’ democratic
confederal system and the Turkish state. Rather a nested relationship is anticipated which is
stated in such way that “Democratic autonomy is a concept which defines the relationship with
the state…. It can be (realized) even within a unitary structure or in a structure of the states.”42

27 However this nested relationship does not exclude a kind of ‘unity’ among the Kurds dispersed
over different countries of the Middle East. Since Öcalan proposes to build self-governing
bodies throughout Kurdistan, and wherever there are Kurds living, democratic confederalism
is to be considered the main mechanism for the unification of Kurdistan and Kurds. The
Kurdish liberation movement, Öcalan argues, should work for the establishment of such a
system of self-organization.

28 Consequentially since 2005, the PKK and all-affiliated organizations have been restructured
on the basis of this project under the name of KCK (Association of Communities in Kurdistan
-Koma Civakên Kurdistan) which is a societal organization presented as an alternative to the
nation-state. The KCK has aimed to organize itself from the bottom to the top in the form
of assemblies. “KCK is a movement which struggles for establishing its own democracy,
neither ground on the existing nation-states nor see them as the obstacle”.43 In its status, called
KCK Contract, its main aim is defined as struggling for the expansion of radical democracy
which is based upon peoples’ democratic organizations and decision-making power. The
KCK contract sets forth a new mechanism of social relations which transcends the statist
mentality. In this sense, the democratic confederalism as the main organizing idea of the KCK
is valid everywhere where the Kurds live, even in Iraq, where Kurds have constitutional rights
including self-governing their region in a federal state structure. In this project, there are two
determining factors which are the notion of the democracy as people’s power based on society,
not as a form of government, and secondly the exclusion of the state and nation from this
notion.

For Kurdish people, democratic confederalism as a form of political and social system beyond the
state is project for its own free life. It has nothing to do with the recognition by the states. Even
though the states do not recognize it, the Kurdish people will construct it. If they recognized it,
for example within a project of democratic autonomy, it would be easier to construct a democratic
confederal system which would be in the end the product of Kurds’ own struggle.44

29 In tracing the development of Öcalan’s thought in general, we argued that three intertwined
concepts (democratic republic, democratic confederalism and democratic autonomy) played
a pivotal role. In all of these projects the concept of democracy has a central importance and
it has evolved from a notion based on a contradiction between the democratic and republican
tradition to a more radical conception of democracy. For the PKK, democracy represented a
kind of antidote to the central character of the Turkish republic, which was, and still is based
on the French version of nationhood and secularism. ‘The centrality kills democracy’ is a very
basic idea of this approach.45
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30 Now we will look at how these projects determined the political activities of the PKK and all-
affiliated organizations.

Back to the Stage
31 Regarding the political process, since the capture of Öcalan, the PKK and all-affiliated

organizations have undergone a series of changes mostly in terms of organizational
reconstruction. In this sense, the period between 2000 and 2004 can be considered as a period
of ‘impasse and reconstruction’ during which the PKK had levelled down its demands, ceased
military activities, withdrew the majority of its guerrilla forces from Turkey into Northern
Iraq and consequently gave an impression of introversion. The political activities of the PKK
were confined to Öcalan’s case, whose sentencing made Turkish officials to consider the PKK
defeated and dissolving. Not unpredictably, the partial success of the pro-Kurdish Demokratik
Halk Partisi (DEHAP; the Democratic People’s Party,) in the November 2002 election – when
it won 6.2 per cent of the popular vote in Turkey, thereby failing to reach the 10 per cent
threshold but managing to become the leading party in the Kurdish region – did not change the
attitude of the Turkish officials to Öcalan’s case, the PKK or the Kurdish problem in general.

32 Concurrently with the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, which paved the way for recognition
of Iraqi Kurdistan as a new centre of attraction among the Kurds, the PKK experienced the
greatest split it ever faced. The movement suffered a kind of limbo between 2004 and 2005,
struggling to come to terms with the internal and external developments. There was deadlock,
created by the difficulties to advance in a period of uncertainty. At the same time, with the
local elections of 2004, the pro-Kurdish party DEHAP lost votes compared to 1999. Some of
the Kurdish cities were taken by the ruling party, the Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AKP; the
Justice and Development Party), which swept to power in a wave of national populism.

33 Öcalan and the PKK tried to overcome this crisis through an organizational restructuring
within the framework of the idea of democratic confederalism. Among the organizational
steps taken in this period, the restructuration of all PKK-affiliated organizations under the
umbrella of KCK and the establishment of a new pro-Kurdish party, the Demokratik Toplum
Partisi (DTP; the Democratic Society Party) in Turkey were the most striking ones. On this
basis, the movement has returned to the stage of political and later also military confrontations
since 2005. The Kurdish movement confronted the Turkish state with civil campaigns openly
demonstrating Kurdish identity claims. In this regard, the campaign for the right of education in
the mother language (Kurdish) and the campaign for Öcalan in which more than three million
Kurds in Turkey and Europe signed up to a petition stating that they ‘recognize Öcalan as
their political representative’, have been the most powerful signals of future Kurdish identity
politics.

34 With the election of 22 DTP deputies in the July 2007 national elections, Kurdish politics
became integral to Turkey’s political agenda. Later on, in south-eastern Turkey, the next
election campaign (conducted nationwide for the municipalities in March 2009) turned into
a political contest between the AKP and DTP, with the DTP gaining  the upper hand. The
DTP won the local elections of March 2009 and nearly doubled the number of municipalities
under its control – to almost 100 Kurdish cities and towns, including Diyarbakır and seven
other important cities.46 It has been argued that, the DTP should be taken as interlocutor, and
“with its incontestable success in the southeast at least should be accepted as the main player
in the region”.47 Some newspaper columnists even considered the PKK and Öcalan as among
the actors in a possible dialogue, suggestions rarely read in mainstream Turkish press.48 Thus,
it would appear that the PKK not only reinvented itself, but also returned to the forefront of
politics in Turkey.

35 But more importantly, during this period, Kurdish politics gained supremacy in appropriating
the space which refers to “the potential of social movements to alter power structures in a given
polity”.49 This appropriated Kurdish public space, mainly symbolized in Diyarbakir, was,
maybe for the first time, combined with nationwide Kurdish politics, including the Turkish
parliament in Ankara which “marked the opening of differential political and social spaces
within the territory of the nation-state”.50 In this sense, the municipalities under the control of
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pro-Kurdish party since 1999 have formed a kind of self-ruling regional body. Gambetti calls
this on the basis of Diyarbakır’s case as “engaging in the city’s decolonization”.

36 Again during this period, the DTP started to voice more openly its political project, the ‘Project
for Democratic Autonomy’, very much in accordance with Öcalan’s concept of democratic
confederalism. For this purpose, ‘Democratic Society Congress’ was held in Diyarbakir in
October 2007 which recognized ‘democratic autonomy’ as a project for Kurdish people in
Turkey. This congress report called for radical reforms in Turkey's political and administrative
structure in order to ensure democratisation and to develop problem-solving approaches for
which the local level should be strengthened. Instead of autonomy based on ‘ethnicity’ or
‘territory’, it suggested regional and local structures which allow for the expression of cultural
differences.

37 In this regard it proposed the foundation of 26 parliaments covering all regions of Turkey.
The report also called to change the definition of ‘nation’, with its ethnic emphasis, to ‘The
nation of Turkey’, in order to find a shared sense of belonging.51 Later on, in November
2007, the DTP held its second congress in which this report was recognized officially by the
name of ‘Democratic Solution to the Kurdish Question - Democratic Autonomy Project’. This
very important development concerning the Kurdish politics in Turkey showed explicitly the
Kurds’ ascending identity demands. This was also interpreted as a new era in the legal Kurdish
politics in which the DTP came to play an important role for the policy of solution whereas
the former legal Kurdish parties, HEP, DEP, HADEP and DEHAP all of which banned by
the Constitution Court, were confined to a struggle for existence against the policies of denial
and annihilation.52

38 In the same congress the DTP adopted some important changes in party statutes in accordance
to the concept of democratic autonomy aiming at the formation of assemblies at each level
of organization. Similarly the municipalities under the control of the DTP took some steps
towards the Kurdish identity politics amongst which the ‘multilingual municipality service’
sparked a heated debate. In 2007, mayor of the Sur municipality in Diyarbakir, Abdullah
Demirbas offered municipal services not only in Turkish, but also in Kurdish, Armenian and
Syriac (Casier 2010)53. Because of this multilingual project, the mayor was taken from office
and his municipal council was dissolved. He was also charged with ‘harming the public by
abusing their position’ and ‘acting in contradiction with the Turkish letters’. However in the
local elections of 2009, Demirbaş was re-elected mayor with more votes than before.54

39 Apart from the legal party organization 55, the new Kurdish project set forth another
form of organization, named the Demokratik Toplum Kongresi (DTK; Democratic Society
Congress),56 which has been founded on basis of the following argument:

Today we had some district and town councils, even if they are local and inadequate. Since they
are not well-founded, the Kurdish people bring their demands to the political party and reflect
them through it to the state. But according to our project, the state should keep its relationship
with the Kurdish people through this congress. If the Kurdish people assembled under the same
roof of this Congress, they would be interlocutor for a solution. And the state which came to an
agreement with this body relinquishes its old structure.57

40 This approach is based on Öcalan’s view of ‘democracy without the state’ in which he argues
for a compromise on a small state with limited power. For him, the Kurdish people should
have their own democratic power structure in their region and this ‘democracy + Turkish state
as a general public authority’ is a fundamental formula for a solution.58

41 The DTK was formed on this basis so as to forge a new political style, defined by the direct
and continual exercise of people’s power and since then it has been concerned with the
various forms of societal organizations, including the district-village, town and city councils,
women and youth associations, and the non-governmental organizations. The spokesmen of
the councils and the delegates elected at the district levels comprise 60 % of the congress
whereas 40 % are representatives of NGOs. The DTP is also one of the constituents which
represent the political space. 600 delegates attended the first (foundational) meeting of the
Congress in October 2007 in which the project for Democratic Autonomy was announced.
The second meeting was held in September 2008 and it took a stand against the ground and
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air operation of the Turkish Army into Northern Iraq. A third meeting held in 2009 just before
the nationwide local elections discussed the election strategy. The DTK held a fourth and fifth
meeting in June and December 2009 in which it proposed a new constitution, involving an
autonomous Kurdistan.59

42 Alongside these organizational activities, the DTK organised an international symposium
and various workshops on ‘New Economic Policies’, ‘Religious Belief Groups’, ‘New
Constitution’ and ‘on Language’. A ‘Conference on Experiences with Negotiation and Conflict
Resolution’ was held discussing how to create dialogue between parties in order to share
experiences and ideas about peace processes, road maps and other related subjects.60In its
final declaration, a solution of the Kurdish question through dialogue was proposed. The
international community was called to make a contribution to the dialogue process. In this
respect, the necessity for both Turkish and Kurdish parties to confront the past was also
emphasized.61

43 In the workshops the DTK presented autonomous local governments,62 education in the mother
tongue and recognition of the identity as common demands of the Kurdish people. The
workshop on language, organized in collaboration with some non-governmental organizations
in June 2010, suggested a project for the protection of languages which are not (official)
languages of instruction. It was recommended that Kurdish and other languages should be the
language of instruction. In this regard the workshop emphasized that non-state actors should
not confine themselves to raise demands for official recognition of the Kurdish language but
should also organize it by themselves.63

44 In sum, we may conclude that since 2005, Kurdish movement in Turkey within the framework
of democratic confederalism, gradually opened up a political and social space for the Kurdish
identity. While going through such a process, the Kurdish movement, which has governed a
significant number of municipalities since 1999, has been based on two main organizational
forms, the legal party, the DTP and afterwards the BDP and a wider congress, the DTK.
They aimed at expanding the Kurdish identity politics based on the concept of democratic
confederalism and democratic autonomy. Lastly, the DTK proclaimed that it will construct
‘Democratic Autonomy’ from the bottom-up. Though admittedly vague in its content, this
proclamation constitutes, on the one hand, the boldest effort ever made by the Kurdish
movement to forge a disengagement from the Turkish public sphere which brings with it
an increased risk of clashes. On the other hand, it can pose the question, could this be the
framework of a ‘real’ solution? In the last part of the article we will discuss this in relation to
the possibilities of a political solution for the Kurdish issue.

Conclusion
45 To conclude we will discuss the contingencies of this project of radical democracy and its

political implications for a solution to on-going conflict in Turkey. First we discuss what this
project has meant for the Kurdish movement in Turkey.

46 It is clear that the 2000s has been the most critical period yet for the PKK. The party has
experienced this critical period in different phases, which can roughly be divided into three
stages: a) shock and retreat (1999), b) impasse and reconstruction (2000-2004) and c) return
to the stage (2005-today). Kurdish and leftist criticisms of Öcalan’s new policies and the PKK
during this period have ranged from accusations of surrender to the Turkish state, even with
allegations of being in the service of the Turkish General Staff, to charges of a complete break
with the movement’s past and its aims, with the conclusion that they are saying farewell to
the dream of an independent united state.

47 What the PKK has experienced in this period was a comprehensive restructuration of its
organization, ideology and political-military struggle. Organizationally the PKK has grown
into a complex system of parties and institutions, as opposed to the Leninist style of a
pioneering party directly overseeing all its activities, as it previously did. Although there
have been considerable changes in the organizational structure, the devoted militant body that
is constituted by a group of ‘professional full-time revolutionaries’ continues to occupy the
central role. The change at the organizational level towards a more complex organizational
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structure – or, towards a multiplicity of interacting institutions – is a reflection of this evolving
praxis. This transformation of the organizational structure addresses a new conception which
is ‘political organization beyond the party’. 

48 Though it has been argued that the PKK abandoned its original position, the realization of an
independent Kurdistan, we may argue that the party creatively inversed the original Leninist
thesis. In 1914, Lenin argued that “it would be wrong to interpret the right to self-determination
as meaning anything but the right to existence as a separate state.”64 Inversing this thesis, one
could say it is equally wrong to interpret the right to self-determination as having no other
meaning but the right to exist as a separate state. According to Mustafa Karasu, a leading PKK
veteran, socialists should not fixate so much on the state as its political project. The concept
of the nation-state, he argues, is not a socialist, but a bourgeois concept. The PKK’s project of
‘radical democracy’, and more in particular the idea of democratic-confederalism, developing
a bottom-up democratic system beyond existing borders, aims to render borders flexible, and
in the long term irrelevant.65 As a matter of fact, through its political projects of democratic-
republic, democratic-autonomy and democratic-confederalism, the PKK is drawing a new
agenda for self-determination, while simultaneously going beyond the concept of the nation-
state.

49 More importantly, during this period the PKK managed to assemble Kurdish identity demands
into a project of radical democracy.This has been achieved through the elaboration of new
ideological and political approaches, which created opportunities for the PKK to enlarge its
scope of interest and activities, thereby creating more space for a Kurdish public sphere. In
aiming at the transformation of society in all aspects rather than capturing state power through
armed struggle, PKK efforts now allow for a broader field of operation.

50 The political-military struggle, meanwhile, shifted more and more in the direction of a political
struggle in which the DTP (afterwards the BDP) with its grassroots organization and elected
representatives (nationally and locally) and the DTK have started to take the lead. Especially
after the elections of 2007, 2009, and 2011 a more powerful Kurdish public sphere emerged.
A prominent Turkish columnist wrote as early as 2004:

After the painful period which Turkey experienced in the last quarter of the twentieth century, a
separate state could not be established on its soil, but a separate political geography has been
formed in its Southeast.66

51 He could not be more right, but maybe did not foresee its concrete manifestation. This
separate political geography is based on forms of self-organization (democratic confederalism)
and the strong conviction and praxis to take one’s own fate in one’s own hand. Since the
election in 2009 this ‘separate political geography’ has been deepened with the arrest of
Kurdish politicians, followed by a political counter-campaign of the Kurdish movement,
including demands for bi-lingual public life within the framework of the project for democratic
autonomy. The Peace and Democracy Party (BDP) and the Democratic Society Congress
sparked the discussions on a "Bilingual Life" by demanding the official recognition of Kurdish
language in public life. They also started to put their demands into practice, with municipalities
changing the signboards of the municipalities to Kurdish and Turkish, and local shop keepers
changing their sign boards into Kurdish. The organization the whole society from the bottom
has been on the agenda of the Kurdish movement since 1999, with the take-over of an
increasing number of municipalities in the Kurdish region. On the basis of districts and towns,
the Kurdish movement has formed different structures of self-government producing policies
for the local needs. Later on the project of democratic autonomy aimed at enlarging and
formalising these structures.67

52 In the meantime, the Kurdish movement also tried to present and discuss these projects to both
the Turkish and the global public opinion, with the organization of the Mesopotamia Social
Forum in 2009,68 bringing together organizations and movements from the Middle East and
several other countries in the city of Diyarbakır, and the DTK organization of a workshop
with Turkish journalists, academics, politicians and rights defenders to discuss the project of
‘Democratic Autonomy’ in 2010. The organization of all segments of society from the bottom-
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up, under the principle of democratic confederalism and autonomy, has been covering very
different fields of social life and required various activities. All these activities show that the
PKK’s project of radical democracy involves an active agency of people, in the form of a
struggling force from the local to the regional and global, and more importantly, it shows that it
is a project that is based on bottom-up democracy, and cannot be simply considered a political
project imposed from above. Through communes and people’s assemblies, it aims to surpass
the deadlock of representational democracy. In this sense, the democratic autonomy project in
the form of 26 autonomous regions as formulated by the Kurdish movement presents a radical
alternative which goes beyond the boundaries of the existing political regime. Above all, it
is based on a radical conception of democracy aiming at the dissociation of democracy from
nationalism by excluding state and nation from it and considering democracy as an unrestricted
and unmediated form of people’s sovereignty rather than a form of government. Therefore this
project for democratic autonomy goes beyond the boundaries of the existing political regime as
well the framework elaborated on the basis of EU “acquis communautaire, which uses liberal
democracy as its benchmark”, although there is an on-going discussion if this proposal might
suit the EU Regional Policy given it could be a useful step towards a solution of the Kurdish
question by abolishing the centralism in Turkey.69

53 The Kurdish movement is ready to negotiate a solution on the basis of recognition and self-
administrative rights. They can negotiate the form and boundaries of this self-administration
but do not abandon it. In this sense, the Kurds want to be included in the political body with
their identity based on their inscribed ‘political geography’ which requires a constitutional
recognition of the Kurdish identity in Turkey. This constitutional recognition, including the
notion of autonomy, would also mean a radical change in the existing political regime of
Turkey.70

54 In sum, the Kurdish movement in Turkey which has developed a new project for radical
democracy based on the conception of ‘politics beyond the state, political organisation beyond
the party, and political subjectivity beyond class’ can have the opportunity to change the
centralist tradition in Turkish political system as well as the statist and class reductionist
political thought in the Left in Turkey.
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twin demands for inclusion and autonomy seem to contradict each other. However, the contradiction
only arises if it is assumed that the two are mutually exclusive, a form of reasoning that continues to
block the full recognition of indigenous rights in Chiapas and around the world. Until the 1980s, the
political importance of cultural diversity tended to be subordinated to other concerns related to matters
of state formation and economic development. In Mexico and other Latin American countries, inclusion
assumed adherence to a single national identity that was decidedly non-indigenous. However, the long-
term viability of indigenous autonomy may depend more on its appropriation at the local level rather
than on the revision of legal statutes. In this regard, autonomy is best thought of as a marker of political
identity rather than a legal concept’. (Harvey,  2005)
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Abstract
This article brings into dialogue Karl Barth and the political philosopher Chantal 
Mouffe. The purpose here is not to provide a detailed comparison, but to explore 
why Mouffe’s thought is relevant to the current political situation, which provides 
the contemporary context for engaging Barth’s political theology. This argument 
involves: 1) a political analysis of the current political situation offered by Mouffe; 2) 
a particular interpretation of Barth’s political theology emerging from a trinitarian 
theological framework; 3) a comparison between the political thought of Mouffe 
and Barth emerging from Barth’s trinitarian political theology. This engagement is 
less concerned with critiquing Mouffe from a theological viewpoint, than positively 
demonstrating how Mouffe’s thought can be seen as a “secular parable” for a political 
theology in which trinitarian theology provides a framework. Central to this political 
theology are the ideas of equality, freedom, participation, and promise, which provide 
a theo-political framework for a radical democracy.
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1. Introduction
In this article I bring into dialogue Karl Barth and the political philosopher 
Chantal Mouffe. The task here is not to draw an exact comparison between 
the two, but to explore why Mouffe’s thought provides a helpful analysis 
of the current political situation, which provides the contemporary 
context for engaging Barth’s political theology. This argument involves 
three steps. The first step provides a political analysis of the current 
political situation offered by Mouffe. The second step provides a particular 
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interpretation of Barth’s political theology emerging from a trinitarian 
theological framework, as developed in the Church Dogmatics.1 The last 
step draws a comparison between political thought of Mouffe and Barth, 
demonstrating how various political themes from both relate to the 
framework of Barth’s trinitarian theology. The purpose here is not critique 
Mouffe from a theological viewpoint, but to show, more positively, how 
Mouffe’s thought can be seen as a “secular parable” within this theological 
framework2 Stated differently, just as I’m demonstrating how trinitarian 
theology provides a framework for political theology, I’m also engaging 
the political philosophy of Mouffe in order to more fully understand 
our contemporary political situation of the “populist moment.” The 
intersection of these two lines of argument provides a way to think about 
political witness, rooted in what Barth calls “special ethics,” in which one 
engages in “instructional preparation for hearing God’s command,” which 
calls us to act as responsible witnesses here and now.3 This “instructional 
preparation” occurs in two steps, namely the second part of the article 
focuses on Barth’s trinitarian theology, which provides a framework for 
political theology that responds to the ideas of radical democracy and 
“populist moment,” which are outlined in the first part. Central to this 
argument is how trinitarian theology provides a framework for political 
theology, and more exactly, how God’s trinitarian action fosters a political 
theology of authority, freedom, participation, and promise, which provides 
a theopolitical framework for a political democracy.

1 Karl Barth. Church Dogmatics. 4 vols. Translated and edited by G. W. Bromiley and T. 
F. Torrance. Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1936–77). Hereafter, all citations to the Church 
Dogmatics will be abbreviated as CD, followed by volume and part.

2 Barth says there are nontheological ideas that are “secular parables of the kingdom” 
that bear witness to the truth and “illumine, accentuate, or explain the biblical witness 
in a particular time and situation.” Barth, CD IV/3, 115. For my earlier discussion 
of “secular parables” in relation to postmodernism, globalization, social theory, and 
ethics see David Haddorff, Christian Ethics as Witness: Barth’s Ethics for a World at Risk 
(Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 128–94.

3 Barth writes: “Special ethics may thus serve as an instructional preparation for the 
ethical event.” See CD: III/4, 18.
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2. Mouffe and the Populist Moment
To begin, let us turn to Chantal Mouffe’s latest book For A Left Populism, 
in which she describes how Western Europe and the USA are currently 
undergoing a shift toward political populism, both on the right and the 
left.4 Although right populism originated in the 1990’s, it has strengthened 
since the 2008 economic crises, and was given its greatest success in the 
United States with the presidential election of Donald Trump in 2016, who 
transformed the centre-right Republican Party toward a populist right 
movement. In shifting American policies toward economic and political 
nationalism, anti-immigration, and authoritarian attacks on the liberties of 
free speech and press, there has also emerged a diverse resistance populist 
left movement by individuals and institutions. This resurgence of a populist 
left led to an overwhelming victory by leftist Democratic candidates in 
the mid-term Congressional election in 2018. This resurgence has further 
raised new questions about socialism and the populist left in relation to the 
mainstream centre-left Democratic consensus. This leftist development in 
the USA is similar to other movements in Europe and populist successes 
in Spain and Greece. The important feature here is that both right and 
left populist movements have resisted the centre-right/left establishment 
and rhetorically situated the people against apparent hegemonies that 
destabilize the social order and undermine particular understandings of 
citizenship, community, and justice. Although Mouffe does not address the 
political situation in South Africa, there is no doubt that similar forces may 
arise as a reaction to frustrations with the current ANC government. Right 
or left populism can take different forms in different countries and may not 
depend on the same criteria but offer alternative visions for addressing the 
frustration and apparent failure with centrist parties.

So, the challenge to the ANC has arisen on the left, which may continue 
to challenge mainstream politics with the inherent economic problems 
of income inequality and injustice as represented in the Economic 
Freedom Fighters (EFF). As political frustrations mount, right populism, 
as represented perhaps by the African Transformation Movement (ATM), 
will seek to preserve nationalism and limit foreign intrusions, whether 
through immigration or migration.

4 Chantal Mouffe, For A Left Populism (London/New York: Verso, 2018).
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So, let us return to the writings of the Belgian political thinker Chantal 
Mouffe, who has presented a political theory that corresponds to the actual 
developments in Western politics. During the last 30 years, Mouffe has 
consistently argued that radical democratic politics, not unlike political 
liberalism, should be pluralistic and inclusive, but unlike liberalism it must 
also be hegemonic, and agonistic. In her initially important 1985 book 
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, co-written with her late husband Ernesto 
Laclau, she draws upon Antonio Gramsci to argue that hegemony is an 
inevitable outgrowth of social and cultural beliefs and practices, which 
makes their conflict inevitable.5 Since cultural hegemony is a two-way 
not a one-way street, it makes it possible to argue, for example, that the 
social practices shape people’s convictions, just as much as convictions or 
ideas shape their practices. For a radical democracy to emerge it must draw 
upon all aspects of society to form various social movements to challenge 
and resist the dominant hegemony. These new social movements form 
new hegemonies that challenge the dominant hegemony in power. The 
key point here is that the dominant hegemonic power must be matched 
or challenged by an alternative form of hegemonic power emerging from 
reflexive democratic social movements. Negative power must be matched 
by positive power, or put differently, negative (or dominant) hegemony 
must be matched by positive hegemony. This is why the hegemonic power 
behind the “consent” of the people, as a radical democracy, is essential for 
resisting political authoritarianism and injustice. When social movements 
are formed and begin resisting the dominant hegemony, there becomes a 
freeing of moral and political democratic agency. Democracy is revived 
through the recognition of the destructive power of, and resistance too, the 
dominant hegemonies within of democratic society.

Another of the central ideas of Mouffe’s thought is agonism. This idea of 
agonism, in turn, is distinguished from “antagonism,” which is further 
rooted in the distinction between the “political” and “politics,” which she 
draws in part from the controversial political thinker Carl Schmitt. In her 
2013 book Agonistics, she writes:

5 See Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a 
Radical Democratic Politics, trans.Winston Moore and Paul Cammack (London: Verso, 
1985).
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The “political” refers to this dimension of antagonism which can 
take many forms and can emerge in diverse social relations. It is a 
dimension that can’t be eradicated. “Politics”, on the other hand, 
refers to the ensemble of practices, discourses and institutions that 
seek to establish a certain order and to organize human coexistence 
in conditions which are always potentially conflicting, since they are 
affected by the dimension of “the political”.6

Drawing from Schmitt, she defines the political as inherently “antagonistic” 
rooted in the “radical negativity” of human nature, but unlike Schmitt, she 
defines politics as the “agonistic” process of democratic transformation.7 
That is to say, against Schmitt’s antagonistic “friend/enemy” framework 
to both the political and politics, Mouffe’s strategy of radical democracy 
presumes the antagonism of the political, but transforms it into a pluralistic 
and inclusive form of adversarial and agonistic politics. Moreover, unlike 
the rather idealistic account of political liberalism of John Rawls and 
Jürgen Habermas, Mouffe’s approach to democratic agonism does not 
seek one consensual decision to every political debate but presumes there 
will always be differences among adversaries that are never fully resolved 
through consensus.8 The goal of radical democracy is to use agonism to 
enhance an inclusive deepening of plurality and diverse viewpoints within 
an understanding of political struggle. Said differently, if radical democracy 
is to succeed it must weaken political antagonism through agonism, which 
implies an inclusive deepening of plurality within an understanding of an 
adversarial struggle of hegemonies rooted in social movements.

Another important aspect of radical democracy is its link to the political 
left and socialist legacy. Radical democracy itself is not socialism as it can 
take any form in resistance to the dominant hegemony, however, with the 
emergence of neoliberal capitalism, the movements of radical democracy 

6 Chantal Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking the World Politically (London/New York: Verso, 
2013), 2–3.

7 Her most sustained engagement with the thought of Carl Schmitt in relation to political 
liberalism can be found in Chantal Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox (London/New 
York: Verso, 2005), 36–59. Also see her edited work, Chantal Mouffe, The Challenge of 
Carl Schmitt (London/New York: Verso, 1999).

8 She discusses the political liberalism of Habermas and Rawls in several books, but the 
most recent sustained discussion occurs in C. Mouffe, Agonsitics, 54–55; 137–38.
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lean in the socialist direction. Mouffe argues that the history of the current 
struggle of politics is rooted in the triumph of neoliberal globalization, 
which began in the 1980’s when Thatcherism deconstructed the post-war 
democratic-socialist welfare state. What emerged was a set of political-
economic practices aimed at imposing the rule of the market, such as 
deregulation, privatization, fiscal austerity, and limiting the role of the state 
to the protection of private property rights, free markets and free-trade.9 
This neoliberal hegemony has opened up the tension between political 
liberalism and democracy leading to a “post-democratic situation”. Mouffe 
writes:

With the demise of the democratic values of equality and popular 
sovereignty, the agonistic spaces where different projects of society 
could confront each other have disappeared and citizens have been 
deprived of the possibility of exercising their democratic rights. To 
be sure, “democracy” is still spoken of, but it has been reduced to its 
liberal component and it only signifies the presence of free elections 
in the defence of human rights. What has become increasingly 
central is the economic liberalism with its defence of the free market 
and many aspects of political liberalism have been relegated to 
second place, if not simply eliminated. This is what I mean by “post-
democracy”.10

Crucial to her understanding to “post-democracy” is the important 
distinction between political liberalism and democracy. Political 
liberalism includes the rule of law, the separation of powers and the 
defence of individual freedoms and rights, whereas democracy affirms 
human equality and popular sovereignty. Although these two traditions 
have matured together in Western societies, they are not contingent, and 
indeed, democracy always will prove to be a threat to liberalism, as it can 
redefine and resist the hegemonies of consensus and abstract universalism. 
In theory this tension remains active, but once the neoliberal capitalist 
framework is combined with the liberal democratic framework, it creates 
a “post-democratic situation” in which the democratic values of the 
equality and popular sovereignty are marginalized. Post-democracy, then, 

9 C. Mouffe, For the Populist Left, 11.
10 Ibid., 16.
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replaces popular sovereignty, including mass participation and decision-
making, with a weak political liberalism that fails to address the problem 
of how democracy is undermined and marginalized through economic 
neoliberalism.

In her 2005 book On the Political, Mouffe further argues that this post-
democratic situation leads to a “post-political situation” that blurs the 
political boundaries between the political right and left. This occurs through 
the power of the mainstream consensus, which eliminates antagonism and 
fails to challenge or resist the emergence of the populist right.11 This means 
the centre right/left consensus of liberalism, while seeking to eliminate 
the voices of so-called fringe radical movements from the consensus, have 
given the citizenry no real political alternative to the consensus. Politics 
becomes management, while popular sovereignty and equality becomes 
marginalized and even eradicated from the public square. This creates a 
vacuum filled by the populist right. If fact, since mainstream liberalism is 
wed to neoliberal globalization it cannot challenge the inevitable outcome 
of neoliberalism, which leads to radical income inequality or what she calls 
“oligarchization.” Here the economy is not only deregulated and privatized 
but transformed by the “financialization of the economy” in which the 
financial sector takes over all other aspects of the economy and business 
creating a market society.12 All these factors have led to the recent rise of 
the populist moment. Right wing populism was the first to seize on these 
crises, trying to empower the working class, by directing its anger against 
immigrants or global markets and institutions, trade imbalances, and 
corporate relocation to cheaper labour markets. Since the right populists 
propagate political and economic nationalism, the centre-left liberals have 
focused on their nationalistic “fascist-like” message, while failing to address 
the real underlying problem of oligarchic neoliberalism. In so doing, the 
centrist liberal parties actually unknowingly become anti-democratic.

Considering these factors, Mouffe concludes that if there is to be a challenge 
to the populist right, centrist parties and neoliberal globalization, it must 
come from a left populism. In contrast to the simple “sterile” reformism 
of the centre-left, she calls for a radical reformism that empowers the state 

11 Chantal Mouffe, On the Political (London/New York: Routledge, 2005), 66–72.
12 C. Mouffe, For A Left Populism, 17–18.
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to become more radically democratic. Drawing its hegemonies from the 
diversity of political and civil society it seeks to alter and transform existing 
institutions towards greater equality and popular sovereignty. Espousing 
ethical and political principles of liberal democracy, like equality, liberty, 
freedom, and justice, radical democracy is empowered by its engagement of 
present and future problems of social injustice and the environmental crisis. 
In this way radical democracy becomes the “hegemonic transformation” of 
political liberalism. Regarding this, Mouffe writes:

The strategy of left populism seeks the establishment of a new 
hegemonic order within the constitutional liberal-democratic 
framework and it does not aim at a radical break with pluralist 
liberal democracy and the foundation of a totally new political 
order. Its objective is the construction of a collective will, a ‘people’ 
apt to bring about a new hegemonic formation that will re-establish 
the articulation between liberalism and democracy that has been 
disavowed by neoliberalism, putting democratic values in the 
leading role.13

What is needed here is a pluralistic and inclusive construction of the 
people that stands in contrast to the racist and nationalistic view of the 
populist right. Political adversaries, not enemies, must be articulated and 
challenged. The adversary here is not the immigrant, but the oligarchs, the 
economic and political powers that create inequality in society. Unlike a 
common identity established by race, religion, culture or class, the populist 
left constructs it’s understanding of the people within a deeply-rooted 
framework of diversity and difference that draws on particular practices 
of culture and religion. Within these differences, there emerges “chains 
of equivalence,” in which diverse persons establish common beliefs and 
practices about political courses of action, which are used to distinguish 
the “we” from the “they. “Such a move is necessary to draw the political 
frontier separating the ‘we’ form the ‘they,’ which is decisive in the 
construction of a ‘people.’”14 Central to this new inclusive formation of the 
“people” is a revised understanding of citizenship that breaks free from 
the individualism of liberalism and tribal identify of right populism. This 

13 Ibid., 45.
14 Ibid., 63.
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form of citizenship, she calls a “grammar of conduct,” that challenges the 
ideology of the “citizen as a consumer, which is the “linchpin of the post-
democratic vision.”15 This form of citizenship, establishes not so much 
a “we” as a set of “we’s,” involved in a “plurality of engagements.”16 This 
creates, she says, a “multiplicity of agonistic public spaces where one should 
intervene to radicalize democracy.” 17

Lastly, in contrast to those more revolutionary radical democrats who stress 
only direct horizontal or bottom-up democratic model, she argues for the 
possibility of representative and executive top-down leadership roles. As 
she puts it: “The project of radicalization of democracy that I am proposing 
envisages a combination of different forms of democratic participation, 
depending on the spaces and social relations were liberty and equality 
should be implemented.”18

What is essential to these models is the leadership’s accountability and 
responsibility to the people. Everything depends on the kind of relational 
responsibility that is established between a leadership and the people. In 
liberalism and the populist right, the leadership claims such accountability, 
but then acts independently taking power away from the people. In contrast, 
the populist left acts on behalf of the people in their struggle against the 
political and economic powers that seek to eliminate popular sovereignty 
and equality before the law.

3. Barth and Trinitarian Political Theology
Similar to Mouffe, Karl Barth is committed to a radical form of democracy, 
which is to say an activist, inclusive, form of political action that splits 
the difference between a stagnant reformism and revolution. Both would 
also understand the need for social and democratic movements that 
represent the political and economic interests of everyone and not just the 
rich and powerful. Hence, both would support some form of democratic 
socialism, which focuses less on sets of political procedures and more on 

15 Ibid., 65–66.
16 Ibid., 67.
17 Ibid., 69.
18 Ibid., 69.
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consolidating democratic power to resist the various forms of political, 
economic, ideological, and technological hegemony. Moreover, both would 
affirm that democracy is more fundamental than political liberalism. In 
the 1940’s Barth stated that democracy, under the rule of law, is the power 
that moves a constitutional liberal state toward greater freedom. In an 
often-repeated phrase, he says ” “that the Christian line” following from 
the gospel moves in the direction of the “democratic state.”19 Democracy 
is preferred because election heals the tension between the individual and 
the community by making persons free within the political community. 
This takes place through the reconciling action of the triune God to stand 
for and with us in the election of Jesus Christ. In Jesus Christ, as fully God 
and fully human, the triune God’s self-determination acts in and through 
the covenant of grace as both the divine elector and the human elected: 
first, God elects to come to us in human flesh, but second, Jesus as the 
elected “new man,” as the representative of humanity, approaches God 
as a free human subject. All human history, including political history, is 
viewed through the lens of history of Jesus Christ. In Jesus Christ, God’s 
sovereignty acts with and for others as both master and servant, whose 
“kingdom is neither a barracks or prison, but the home of those who even, 
with and by him are free.”20

Beginning with the Christological framework, therefore, if we are to link 
the “freedom” of democracy to political theology, then we need to see how 
Barth’s political thought is shaped by his trinitarian theology.21 Therefore, 
let us begin with CD I/1, where Barth insists that we must always balance 

19 Karl Barth, Community, State, and Church: Three Essays (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 
2005), 181.

20 Barth, CD II/2, 312.
21 In my previous writings, the doctrine of the Trinity, although briefly mentioned, 

was not fully integrated into a discussion of Barth’s political theology. In earlier 
monograph, I provided a survey of Barth’s political writings more than the doctrinal 
framework of this thought. See, David Haddorff, “Karl Barth’s Theological Politics,” in 
Karl Barth, Community, State, and Church: Three Essays. With a New Introduction by 
David Haddorff (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2005), 1–67. In the later article, 
“Barth and Democracy,” I focused mainly on the doctrine of creation in CD III and 
ecclesiology in CD IV, and in my latest book, I focused mostly the doctrine of God’s 
command, soteriology, and Christological material in CD II and IV. In each of these 
writings, I do mention the Trinity in relation to Barth’s political theology, but do not 
explore this in any detail. For these later two writings, see: 1) David Haddorff, “Barth 
and Democracy,” in Daniel L. Migliore (ed), Commanding Grace: Studies in Christian 
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God’s oneness in threeness and threeness in oneness, where he writes: “we 
cannot advance beyond these two obviously one-sided and inadequate 
formulations.”22 The dialectical balance between these two ways is 
expressed in the doctrines of perichoresis and appropriation. The doctrine 
of perichoresis explores threeness in oneness in God’s being, while the 
doctrine of appropriation explores oneness in threeness in God’s works. 
For a trinitarian politics of divine action, this distinction is fundamental, 
since political theology often errs when it prioritizes either one and 
becomes modalistic. In social trinitarianism, for example, perichoresis is 
prioritized so that God’s being becomes a model for human social relations 
that is projected back onto God as a form of natural theology, which is then 
used as model for progressive politics.23 Likewise, when appropriation is 
prioritized, it links God’s particular modes of being with particular kinds 
of political theory or practice. So, for example, the politics of the Father 
provides a model for hierarchy or centralization, the politics of the Son 
provides a model for anarchic pacifism or ecclesiological separateness, 
and the politics of the Spirit provides a model for versions of political 
utopianism or nationalism. In each case, God’s trinitarian freedom gives 
way to particular political models reducing God’s sovereignty to ideological 
models of politics. Moreover, both of these positions deny that the immanent 
trinity is the ontological source of the economic, and instead affirm a 
model of God’s action, which limits unity within difference and difference 
within unity, and in so doing reject the classic principle demonstrating the 
undivided nature of God’s external works: opera trinitatis ad extra sunt 
indivisa.

It is a mistake, therefore, to either too closely identify or draw too much of 
a separation from the doctrine of Trinity from human politics. The Trinity 
does not so much provide a model for progressive politics as doctrine for 
human participation in the mystery of God’s trinitarian action in history. 
As Kathryn Tanner writes: “[We] are therefore not called to imitate the 

Ethics (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 2010), 96–121; and 2) David Haddorff, Christian 
Ethics as Witness, 94–124; 369–93.

22 Barth, CD I/1, 368.
23 See Kathryn Tanner, Christ the Key (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 

207–46.
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trinity by way of the incarnation but brought to participate in it.”24 Barth 
would agree but would not simply end with the God’s triune mission and 
human participation within the Trinity, as he further provides theological 
account of ethics, including God’s command and the human response. 
God’s command is not an abstract concept or ethical principle, rather it 
is the imperative of responsible freedom rooted in the indicative of who 
God is, as the gracious trinitarian commander. Since there is no generic 
humanity outside the humanity of Jesus Christ but only a humanity 
that is restored, healed, and allowed to live in free response to God’s 
gracious command, then says Barth, the divine command, says Barth, is 
a “permission – the granting of a very definite freedom,” as it “orders us 
to be free.”25 This ‘imperative of freedom’ is a calling into God’s triune 
mission which makes the command itself trinitarian. In CD III/4, Barth, 
more concretely, distinguishes between perichoresis and appropriation 
demonstrating how God’s command is one and yet three in relation to 
God’s external works.26 Succinctly put, there are not three commands but 
one, and yet, the command comes to us in different ways of relating to the 
one God. Just as theology can distinguish between God’s trinitarian works, 
so we can speak about the specificity of the divine command as undivided 
within the three spheres of God’s action as Father, Son, and Sprit in the 
actions of creator, reconciler, and redeemer.

It is this notion of the specificity of the command, which often leads critics 
of Barth to say that his command ethics is too abstract and not applicable 
to politics.27 What is the “concrete specificity” of the command? In CD II/2 
Barth discusses how the “definite event” of the command involves the tasks 
of listening, testing, and acting, thus opening up space for more listening, 
testing, and acting. The task of Christian ethics relies extensively upon 
“instructional preparation for the ethical event.”28 In order to listen, test, 
and act one needs to prepare for the event. In CD III/4 and The Christian 
Life he shifts toward the “instructional or pedagogical” task of ethics, and 

24 Ibid., 234.
25 Barth, CD II/2, 585; 593.
26 See Barth, CD III/4, 32–38.
27 For example, see Robin Lovin, Christian Faith and Public Choices: The Social Ethics of 

Barth, Brunner, and Bonhoeffer (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 18–43.
28 Barth, CD III/4, 18.



83Haddorff  •  STJ 2019, Vol 5, No 1, 71–91

how this task of “special ethics” provides the background for task of testing 
one’s moral judgments and actions. In testing and acting, one invites 
corresponding human and divine moral judgment that opens up the space 
between God and us, which is then filled by God’s gracious command of 
freedom or permission to act as responsible witness. Political witness in our 
current context, therefore, involves preparing for God’s command through 
learning, preparing, testing, and acting within this current situation 
in response to the God’s action in election, creation, reconciliation, and 
redemption. We now take each of these four divine actions in turn.

4. The God who elects, creates, reconciles, and redeems
In this section, we explore the political themes that emerge from the divine 
actions of election, creation, reconciliation and redemption. Although 
grounded in divine action, these political themes, such as equality, 
responsible freedom, participation and promise, will show significant 
similarity to Mouffe’s political ideas, which makes the critical engagement 
possible between Barth and Mouffe. The importance of Mouffe’s ideas for 
political theology, thus, rests not in her theology but in her analysis of the 
current situation, which provides a “secular witness” or secular parable of 
truth for our current circumstances. Yet for the theological underpinnings 
of political theology we must look to Barth, and more particularly, at 
the fundamental importance of the doctrine of the Trinity in relation to 
political theology.

Before we explore God’s external works as Father, Son and Spirit, it is 
necessary to first begin with election, which is the other side of the divine 
command of grace. If political theology is to begin with God’s trinitarian 
action, it must first begin with God’s election to be with us and for us 
in Jesus Christ. At this point, we are looking particularly at CD II/1–2, 
which explores the doctrine of God, who “loves in freedom,” from the 
standpoint of God’s threeness in oneness. Central to this divine unity is 
perichoresis, where we see the one decision of the triune God, as Father, Son 
and Spirit in eternal relation, to elect persons into mutual and egalitarian 
fellowship. This awareness first takes place within the church, which in 
turn, gives witness to the civil community that it too is reconciled to God. 
The Christian community serves as a “model and prototype” of the civil 
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community demonstrating to the civil community, how to give witness 
to Christ’s rule. God’s election affirms that the individual is “no mere 
delegate, but in his own right a bearer of this people’s responsibility. He is 
no vassal, but a free citizen.”29 The democratic community becomes free 
and responsible through the gracious gift of the responsible “free citizen.” 
For Barth this task leads directly toward democracy, both in the church and 
the state. Barth writes: “Christian choices and purposes in politics tend on 
the whole toward the form of State, which, if is not actually realized in the 
so-called ‘democracies,’ is at any rate more or less honestly clearly intended 
and desired.”30 Like Mouffe, Barth would say that democracy is preferred 
because it heals the tension between the individual and the community 
by making persons free within the political community. Unlike, Mouffe, 
however, Barth would also say that God’s election is the source of this 
healing. Nevertheless, both would argue that democratic socialism and 
global cooperation is preferred over various forms of political nationalism 
and free market capitalism. During World War II, Barth writes: “And since 
it [Christian view of the state] makes the rights of the community and 
personal responsibility the yardstick of order, democracy comes nearer to 
that ideal state than an aristocratic or monarchical dictatorship, socialism 
than an untrammelled capitalistic order with the social and business 
system based on it; a federation of free states (free also as such as possible 
from the principle of nationalism) than the rivalry of independent and 
uncontrollably competing national states.”31

Just as election rightly understood leads to the proper view of individual 
dignity, equality, and freedom, a false view of election leads to hegemonic 
forms of antidemocratic totalitarianism. In CD II/2, Barth briefly discusses 
two “secular imitations” of election in the political realm that emerge from 
false views of the election of the individual and the community. The first 
error is when Jesus Christ, the true elected one, is replaced with the election 
of the political leader as sovereign. The second error equates election with 
the concept of the “national people” or the “social mass.” Although both 
parodies of election are rooted in Western individualism, the latter concept 

29 Barth, CD II/2, 312.
30 Barth, Community, State and Church, 182.
31 Karl Barth, The Church and the War (New York; Macmillan, 1944), 39.
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is the inevitable consequence of the first, leading to a “total state.”32 Similar 
to Mouffe, Barth sees the totalitarian dangers of authoritarianism and 
collectivism rooted in the legacy of individualism incapable of disciplining 
itself through a participatory democracy, but unlike Mouffe, Barth also 
sees these hegemonies rooted in a corrupted view of divine election. When 
persons deny the fundamental reality of God’s election, their self-awareness 
changes from freedom and responsibility to isolation and separateness. 
Both Barth and Mouffe would affirm that the antidote to individualism 
is not just democracy but more democracy, that is, more democratic 
participation and social engagement, which drives persons from their 
isolation into public life. A free society depends on an active free citizenry 
acting for the welfare of the community. Yet Barth’s theological analysis 
digs deeper into the antidemocratic hegemony of individualistic isolation, 
as a “shadow reality”, that rejects God’s election, which transforms the 
individual and the community in the direction of a free democratic society.

Now that we’ve looked at the theme of God’s perichoretic threeness 
in oneness in election, we can now move to God’s oneness in threeness 
evident in the appropriation of God’s action as Father, Son, and Spirit in 
creation, reconciliation, and redemption. In so doing, however, we must 
also continue to maintain the principle opera trinitatis ad extra sunt 
indivisa, namely that in these three specific external works the Father, Son, 
and Spirit are all acting as one God as creator, reconciler, and redeemer. 
In each of these divine actions, we will see political themes emerging that 
provide a framework for a trinitarian political theology, rooted in God’s 
trinitarian command.

Let us begin with the action of God the creator, where we see themes of 
freedom and responsibility in political theology. In creation the stage is 
set for the unveiling of God’s elective grace, as the Father who loves in 
freedom, determines through the Son, to be a covenant God in the power 
of the Spirit. God’s covenant-partnership empowers persons, says Barth, 
to live in “openness of the one to the other with the view to and on behalf 
of the other.”33 Indeed, it empowers us to see the other face to face in 
“mutual openness”, further empowering us toward mutual assistance and 

32 Barth, CD, II/2, 312.
33 Barth, CD III/2, 250.
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participation in the political process promoting the common good. This 
mutual seeing and conversing further leads to mutual assistance, which 
makes full participation in political and social justice possible. Responsible 
freedom in relation to the creator, furthermore, respects the goodness of 
life itself, which calls for respect and protection of nature, non-human and 
human life, and an active life in the world as believer, worker, and citizen. 
As this pertains to political responsibility, says Barth, the “state cannot 
relieve the individual of any responsibility. On the contrary, the state is 
wholly a responsibility of the individual.”34 Just as it is misguided to shift 
“personal responsibility” to the state, it is also misguided to shift community 
responsibilities to the individual. Between these extremes is the dialectical 
movement of individual and communal responsibility for the common 
good of civil society. The individual as citizen, says Barth, “is asked to 
consider with the state what the state has to consider.”35 Not unlike Mouffe’s 
ideas about citizenship, immigration, and global cooperation, Barth affirms 
openness toward to the outsider and to communal cooperation within 
nations and among nations. Regardless of one’s nationality, all persons are 
bound to God in covenant-partnership, made visible in its election in Jesus 
Christ, which is more ontologically substantive than national differences. 
God’s command, says Barth, charges nations to open their doors to the 
outsider and the foreigner, and seek greater cooperation with outside 
communities. This relationship, writes Barth, “is a kind of circle in which 
we have constantly to remember the necessary loyalty on the one side and 
openness on the other.”36

Unlike Mouffe, however, Barth grounds the political actions of responsible 
freedom, including political agency, in God’s act as creator rather than 
in the person’s reflexive capacity to form social movements of belief and 
action. For Barth human togetherness and responsible freedom is not 
something gained through “self-reflection,” but visibly manifested in the 
incarnation, where God chooses to be with us and for us in Jesus Christ. It 
is Jesus Christ who is the real source of human dignity and life’s relational 
integrity, and who establishes an analogia relationis or analogy of relations 

34 Barth, CD III/4, 364.
35 Ibid., 465.
36 Ibid., 318.
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between humanity and God.37 The correspondence between the God and 
humanity is rooted in the God who loves in freedom to be the Father, Son, 
and Spirit. Just as the triune God is relational, so is humanity relational, 
which affirms that the ontological reality of humanity is not self-enclosed 
but “being-in-encounter.” Barth’s understanding of “being-in-encounter” 
serves as the basis for I-Thou interpersonal relations, mutual perception, 
conversing, and assisting, which makes responsible freedom possible.38 
First, being able to truly perceive the other face-to-face, as Thou, implies 
being open to the needs, desires, and hopes of the other. Truly being in 
fellowship and “mutual openness” rejects the impersonal relations so often 
found in hegemonic structures and relations, which serves causes and 
ideologies rather than human dignity. Second, this “mutual openness,” this 
“I-thou relation,” allows us to truly hear and speak with others. The stress 
here is put on active listening and then responding and not just talking; as 
he puts it, “[T]wo monologues do not constitute a dialogue.”39 Third, our 
mutual seeing and conversing also leads to mutual assistance and action, 
which makes political action possible. Unless we can truly see and converse 
with the other, we will not be able to truly help the other. Barth writes: “If 
I and Thou really see each other and speak with one another and listen to 
one another, inevitably they mutually summon each other to action.”40 In 
seeing, speaking, and assisting others, we also allow others to see, speak, 
and assist us, and in this relational encounter, we learn more fully what 
it means to be human being in relation to others. It is being in relation to 
others that makes it possible for us to talk about an inclusive democratic 
politics.

Third, in addition to the themes of equality, freedom, and responsibility, 
the command of God the reconciler further forces us to consider the themes 
of participation and representation. Here the reconciling work of Jesus 
Christ takes centre stage in the events of the crucifixion and resurrection, 
and the justification and sanctification of the sinner. In CD IV/1, we see 
the downward movement of the Son of God, the great “high priest,” who 

37 Barth, CD III/2, 220.
38 Ibid., 225–65.
39 Ibid., 259.
40 Ibid., 260–61.
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as mediator and judge justifies sinners through his atoning death on the 
cross. Alternatively, in CD IV/2, Barth explores this same event from the 
opposite direction of the upward movement of the Son of Man, the man of 
Nazareth, who acts pro nobis, as our representative, in faithful obedience 
toward God as the “royal man” and exalted king,” uniting humanity into 
“fellowship with God.”41 In both movements, the triune God accomplishes 
the divine work of reconciliation through actions of sending, empowering 
participation and representing. The loving Father sends the Son, whose 
actions bring salvation to humanity, and are empowered and made realizable 
through the Holy Spirit. Although the language of representation applies 
to both movements, the downward action of the Son of God in justification 
implies more acting on behalf of another, whereas the upward action of the 
Son of Man is acting along with another. In short, Christ’s representation 
empowers humanity to participate as witnesses to God’s reconciliation of 
both the church and the civil community.

Barth’s placement of the civil community (state) under reconciliation 
actually occurred many years earlier, in his 1928–32 ethics lectures.42 In 
later political essays, especially the 1946 essay, “The Christian Community 
and the Civil Community,” Barth develops this theme by making two 
important claims: 1) the law is the “necessary form of the gospel, whose 
content is grace,” which places both the church and state under the 
authority of the gospel; and 2) the democratic state is more than just of 
guardian of the law and common good, but because it stands under the 
gospel, it becomes, in Barth’s words, a “true order of human affairs – the 
justice, wisdom and peace, equity and care for human welfare.”43 The first 
time Barth discusses the state in the Church Dogmatics is in relation to 
divine justification can be found in CD 2/1–2, Barth discusses the link 
between divine justification and the state in the context of God’s attributes, 
election and divine command. In addressing God’s attributes of mercy and 
righteousness in CD II/1, he claims there is a “straight line” between God’s 
act of divine justification and a “very definite political program and task.”44 

41 Barth, CD IV/2, 155.
42 Karl Barth, Ethics (New York: Seabury, 1981).
43 Barth, Community, State and Church, 79; 147–48.
44 Barth, CD II/1, 386
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Rejecting human rights and political justice in fact is a rejection of God’s act 
of divine justification.45 In CD II/2 he states the God’s command summons 
to seek “the welfare of others without surrendering one’s own freedom and 
responsibility.”46 Similar to Mouffe, Barth provides an argument for why 
a social democracy is the most humane form of government, but unlike 
Mouffe, Barth sees social democracy as a secular witness to God’s triune 
sovereignty. While democracy is threatened by destructive hegemonies, 
the substance of political participation is renewed, empowered, and 
made visible not only through emerging hegemonic social movements, 
but more importantly, through the Son’s reconciling action in the power 
of the Spirit. Popular sovereignty is restored and empowered not only 
through the power of social movements, but more importantly, through 
participation in Jesus Christ, as the mediator and representative, who heals 
the estrangement within the human community, including any form of 
despotism, which denies the electing God’s self-determination to reconcile 
the political community.

Lastly, regarding the command of the redeemer, we affirm that democracy 
is always in a state of becoming, or stated more theologically, the promise 
of democracy lies in God’s eschatological consummation. Recognizing 
that Barth did not complete his fifth volume of the Church Dogmatics, we 
see Redemption at work in the promise the Spirit in CD IV/3 and IV/4 
fragments, The Christian Life. God’s eschatological consummation, like 
creation and reconciliation, emerges from God’s being and action, as the 
one who eternally is giving and receiving of love, and frees humanity to 
further hear God’s gracious eschatological promise through the Holy 
Spirit. “Not only was God glorious in the past,” says Barth, “and not only 
will he be glorious and final fulfilment of his promise, but is glorious here 
and now in the promise of his Spirit, he himself being present and active 
yesterday, today and tomorrow.”47 As the “Lord of time,” of past, present, 
and future, Jesus Christ is not only as the priestly Son of God and the 
kingly Son of Man, but he is also the prophetic Christus victor, who, unites 
Christ’s “deity and humanity, of God’s humiliation and man’s exaltation, 

45 Ibid., 386.
46 Barth, CD II/2, 719.
47 Barth, CD IV/3, 359.
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of the justification and sanctification of man, of faith and love.”48 In the 
power of the Spirit, Jesus Christ as “true witness” and “victor” unveils 
the eschatological knowledge of God’s promised consummation of God’s 
victory over the lordless powers of leviathan, mammon, and ideology or 
political, economic, or ideological absolutism. With leviathan we see how 
the “question of the demonic which is visibly at work in all politics” surfaces 
in all forms of government including democracy, when the state deceives to 
represent and stand “for” its people, as their “guardian,” and rather seeks 
its own power while “demonizing” its enemies.49

Not unlike Mouffe’s analysis of the hegemonies of centrist liberalism and the 
populist right, Barth sees leviathan corrupting democracy, when it rejects 
popular sovereignty and human equality. In the same way, money becomes 
a demonic “power” when it takes over a person’s attitudes, beliefs, practices, 
and actions, which keeps them from discovering their true security and 
freedom in and through the covenant of grace. When the power of the 
market becomes limitless and extends into every area of life, including 
political life, it becomes the demonic power of mammon. Likewise, we see 
Mouffe’s attack on the link between political and economic neoliberalism, 
leading to oligarchization. Lastly, although ideology binds people together 
into a kind of pseudo-community, it also drives them away from others 
creating enemies. Ideologies create “enemies,” says Barth, because they 
propose to be the “solution not only to the personal problems of his own 
life but to each and all of the problems of the world.”50 As inherently 
conflictive, narcissistic and potentially violent, ideologies become a 
demonic power when they cause their followers to become unreflective 
“disciples” and “functionaries.”51 Likewise, Mouffe seeks to go beyond 
Schmitt’s antagonism, defined by the friend/enemy conflict, and propose 
agonism, which resists destructive hegemonies with social action. For all 
of their similarities, however, the divergence between Mouffe and Barth 
occurs theologically. Because of her non-eschatological viewpoint, Mouffe 

48 Ibid., 4.
49 Karl Barth, The Christian Life, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1981), 219.
50 Ibid., 225.
51 Ibid., 226.
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cannot envision a particular outcome to the democratic experiment, nor 
whether the dominant hegemonies that degrades human freedom will ever 
be eliminated. The future of democratic society is undetermined, uncertain, 
and entirely open-ended, which makes political struggle here and now the 
most important feature of radical democracy. Barth would agree in that 
political witness means not only mutual togetherness and participation, 
but also one of “political struggle.” For Barth, the “fulfilment of political 
duty means rather responsible choices of authority, responsible decision 
about the validity of laws, responsible care for their maintenance, in a 
word, political action, which may also mean political struggle.”52 Although 
both Mouffe and Barth share the notion of democracy as struggle, Barth’s 
trinitarian theology provides an eschatological framework for a democratic 
promise through political struggle grounded in God’s triune action. The 
triune God has already acted against the powers, defeating them, while 
at the same time empowering the Christian to lead an eccentric life, one 
in which empowers persons to live “eccentrically” for others, living their 
vocation in the world, struggling against the defeated hegemonies of 
political, economic, and ideological power. In the current context of the 
populist moment this call to action through eccentric witness for others is 
needed now more than ever.
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On Populist Illusion
Impasses of Political Ontology, or How the Ordinary
Matters
FACUNDO VEGA

The theoretical and political reasons that animate radical thought
today are products of a past glory based, to a great extent, on the fas-
cination with ‘the extraordinary’. Images of the break, of the act that
disturbs regularity, are what mostly draw the attention of those who
ascribe to a way of thinking politics that claims to be radical. At the
crossroads of our time, however, we find the absence of such images of
breaks and new political beginnings.

The generalization of this landscape within critical theory is con-
comitant with the replacement of faith in the great political act with
faith in the power of ontology. The post-Marxist variants that pointed
out the closed-mindedness of economism, determinism, and histor-
ical materialism in leftist tradition sought to overcome a new crisis
in Marxism by appealing to the notion of ‘the political’. This extra-
polation of ontological analysis onto the territory of politics has led
to a new exaltation of ‘the extraordinary’. The issue is no longer to
postulate a beginning as a great political act guided by historical ma-
terialist motifs, but, in a Heideggerian fashion, to establish ontological
foundation as the abyssal dimension of politics as such. Despite the
philosophico-political transformations that derive from this theoret-
ical novelty, what really animates it is the condemnation of what is
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conceived as ‘ordinary’. In sum, ‘the political’ seems to reinvigorate
radical thought after determinismhas exhausted the leftist tradition—
but at what cost?

This essay will consist of three sections in which I follow the
conviction that Ernesto Laclau’s discursivematerialism and later inter-
ventions on ‘populism’ offer important insights into these topics but
that they also catalyse blind spots on the ordinary matter of life in
common. First, I show how Laclau’s post-Marxist theory is based
on the idea that social division is the ground of politics and there-
fore is inscribed within an ontology-oriented (post‐)metaphysics. In
this context, it makes sense that Laclau operates a Heideggerian re-
articulation of the notion of ‘the political’. Second, I examine how this
philosophico-political move is exasperated by the Laclaudian under-
standing of populism. In particular, in the terms laid out by the later
Laclau, all radical politics requires the figure of the populist leader who
points towards the path of emancipation. However, while accepting
the productivity of ‘political difference’ — that is, the binary distinc-
tion between ‘politics’ and ‘the political’—under a populist inflection,
I argue that Laclau both restrains his previous ‘deepening of themateri-
alist project’1 and consecrates ‘political exceptionalism’. Facedwith the
assumption that the body of the populist leader as the epitome of ‘the
political’ primordially animates political beginnings, the last section of
this essay offers, as an alternative, the contours of an ordinary politics
of ‘the many’ as the territory par excellence of democratic foundations.

THE ‘DISCREET’ CHARM OF ‘THE POLITICAL’

A number of works in contemporary thought have vindicated the
contentious character of politics by pointing out the dangers of con-

1 Ernesto Laclau, ‘Political Significance of theConcept ofNegativity’,Vestnik, 1, (1988),
pp. 73–78 (p. 76). See also Ernesto Laclau, ‘La Politique comme construction de
l’impensable’, in Matérialités discursives, ed. by Bernard Conein, and others (Lille:
Presses Universitaires de Lille, 1981), pp. 65–74; ‘The Controversy over Materialism’,
in Rethinking Marx, ed. by Sakari Hänninen and Leena Paldán (Berlin: Argument,
1984), pp. 39–43; ‘Ideology and Post-Marxism’, Journal of Political Ideologies, 11.2
( June 2006), pp. 103–14 (p. 104); Ernesto Laclau andChantalMouffe, ‘Post-Marxism
without Apologies’, in Laclau, New Reflections on the Revolution of our Time (London:
Verso, 1990), pp. 97–132 (pp. 105–12).
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sensualism.2 The focus on such notions as ‘conflict’ and ‘contin-
gency’ was aimed at shedding light on the mutability of political acts
while challenging the analytical stagnation of philosophies of progress
and deterministic economism. In other words, the impugnation of
a consensus-based theory and the concomitant vindication of social
division as the ground of politics sought to respond to the barren
summaries given by traditional perspectives that rested on invocations
of metaphysical foundations and political essentialism. Remarkably,
in the case of Laclau, his radical democratic critique of essentialism
staged a controversy over materialism. In fact, he claims that ‘the
only meaning of the term “materialism” which seems valid to me is
that which opposes the reduction of the real to the concept; this im-
plies that we must radically abandon the idea of a unifying essence of
society’.3 The tone of Laclau’s dispute engendered high expectations
for his radical democratic project and its extolment of ‘the political’.
By seeking to supersede all essentialism, that project migrated to the
territory of (post‐)metaphysics.

One of the most sophisticated attempts to explain how social div-
ision is at the basis of politics will illustrate the kind of problems I refer
to. In one of the prefaces to Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, Laclau
and Chantal Mouffe argue that they ‘conceive of the political not as
a superstructure but as having the status of an ontology of the social.
From this argument it follows that […] social division is inherent
[…] in the very possibility of a democratic politics’.4 There can be
no radical politics, Laclau and Mouffe add, without the identification
of an adversary. Their theory of politics is grounded on the assertion
that antagonism is the realization of the indeterminacy of the social.
Thus, they characterize radical democracy as a political form ‘which
is founded […] on affirmation of the contingency and ambiguity of

2 See, among others, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist
Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics (London: Verso, 2001); Alain Badiou,
Peut-on penser la politique? (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1985); Jacques Rancière, La
Mésentente. Politique et Philosophie (Paris: ÉditionsGalilée, 1995); Étienne Balibar, La
Crainte des masses. Politique et Philosophie avant et après Marx (Paris: Éditions Galilée,
1997).

3 Laclau, ‘TheControversy overMaterialism’, p. 43; emphasis in the original. See the im-
portant addition to Laclau’s rendition of ‘materialism’ by FriederOttoWolf, ‘Summary
of Discussions’, in Rethinking Marx, ed. by Hänninen and Paldán, pp. 52–53.

4 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, p. xiv. Emphasis in the original.
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every “essence”, and on the constitutive character of social division and
antagonism’.5

This sui generis reinvigoration of the materialist repertoire trans-
formed certain presuppositions of the Marxist debate — the ‘onto-
logical’ supremacy of the working class, the conception of Revolution
as a foundingmoment, and the prospect of collective will as unitary, to
name a few. Such an undertaking demandednew theoretical postulates
— among others, the idea that, hegemonically, ‘the political’ is con-
stitutive of the social.The re-centring of ‘the political’ in Laclau’s work
is not amerely disruptive operation, but instead leads him to embrace a
singular intellectual perspective: post-structuralist thought.Hegemony
and Socialist Strategy, in fact, can be characterized as the epitome of the
post-structuralist political turn developed by Laclau in his later work,
which is crowned with twomovements: an attachment to the lack and
excess of ‘the ontological’ and its extrapolationonto thepolitical realm.

‘Lack’ and ‘excess’ as two necessary moments of a unique onto-
logical condition are essential to Laclau’s understanding of politics.
Laclau himself asserts that ‘lack and excess enter into the determin-
ation of social ontology’, operating with respect to a ‘failed unicity’ or
‘absent fullness’. Insofar as, for him, ‘every identity is a threatened iden-
tity’, then ‘antagonism is ontologically primary’.6 The onto-political
horizon described by Laclau is animated by the inevitable gap between
‘fullness of being’ and ‘actual being’. He views ‘lack’ and ‘excess’ as
the raison d’être of hegemony, that is, the moment when a particular
symbol or actor becomes representative of the universality of the com-
munity. Ultimately, ‘lack’ and ‘excess’ appear as originating principles
of the merger of ontological postulates and socio-political relations.

This ambitious combination, however, necessitates a supplement-
arymechanism. Laclau’s post-structuralism requires constitutive foun-
dations for the abyssal ground of politics, and because social relations
are in the last instance contingent, ‘the political’ plays that structur-
ing role. Vis-à-vis historical materialism, and understood as ‘radical

5 Ibid., 193. On antagonism vis-à-vis class struggle, see Ernesto Laclau, ‘Antagonism,
Subjectivity and Politics’, in his The Rhetorical Foundations of Society (London: Verso,
2014), pp. 101–25.

6 Ernesto Laclau, ‘The Future of Radical Democracy’, in Radical Democracy: Politics
between Abundance and Lack, ed. by Lars Tønder and Lasse Thomassen (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2005), pp. 256–62 (p. 257).



FACUNDO VEGA 331

relationalism’, Laclau’s post-Marxist materialism proposes that ideas,
including those related to political grounding, ‘do not constitute a
closed and self-generated world, but are rooted in the ensemble of
material conditions of society’.7 His invocation of ‘the political’, then,
is the backbone of a situation traversed by the impossibility of total-
ization. The resolution of this stalemate has a precise significance in
Laclau’s project: ‘radical democracy is the first strictly political form
of social organisation, because it is the first one in which the pos-
ing and the withdrawal of the social ground is entirely dependent on
political interventions’.8 On the one hand, Laclau establishes the im-
possibility of an ultimate foundation of the social, and does so in a
post-structuralist fashion that seeks to avoid the limitations inherent
to the contraposition of classical idealism and materialism.9 On the
other, this operation is consolidated by appealing to ‘the political’ as
the moment of institution of the social.

Notably, Laclau’s onto-political operations rely on a return to
Martin Heidegger’s thought. In particular, Heidegger’s ‘ontological
difference’ appears profusely in Laclau’s work after Hegemony and So-
cialist Strategy to conform what was called ‘political difference’: while
‘politics’ refers to the concrete realm of decisionmaking, ‘the political’
would be the sphere from which politics originates. Laclau — some-
times defined as a ‘leftist Heideggerian’ — forges a post-foundational
theory that seeks to comprehend the ontological ‘un-grounding’ of
political principles.10 By vindicating the conflictual and contingent
character of politics under the aegis of anti-essentialism, Laclau claims
that ‘since, for essential reasons […] the fullness of society is un-
reachable, this split in the identity of political agents is an absolutely
constitutive “ontological difference” — in a sense not entirely unrelated

7 Laclau and Mouffe, ‘Post-Marxism without Apologies’, p. 110.
8 Laclau, ‘The Future of Radical Democracy’, p. 261.
9 Neither related to the problem of the external existence of objects, nor to a contrapos-

ition of form and matter in which the latter is conceived as the ‘individual existent’,
Laclau is more interested in suggesting that ‘a world of fixed forms constituting the
ultimate reality of the object (idealism) is challenged by the relational, historical and
precarious character of the world of forms (materialism)’ (Laclau and Mouffe, ‘Post-
Marxism without Apologies’, p. 110; emphasis in the original).

10 See Oliver Marchart, Post-Foundational Political Thought: Political Difference in Nancy,
Lefort, Badiou and Laclau (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007).
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to Heidegger’s use of this expression’.11 Laclau’s radical-democratic ap-
proach relies on stressing the difference between Sein and Seiende.
When ‘ontological difference’ is extrapolated onto the political realm
it becomes a necessary moment of Laclau’s ‘ontology of the social’.12

It is remarkable how Laclau’s invocation of democracy as a radical
order that resists the imprisonment of essentialist foundations repro-
duces ‘political difference’ over and over again. Laclau’s onto-political
instances are recurrent: ‘“Politics” is an ontological category: there is
politics because there is subversion and dislocation of the social.’13

Laclau’s analysis, to be sure, not only extrapolates ‘ontological differ-
ence’ onto ‘political difference’ but also, in particular, elevates one of
the structuring principles of the former, ‘the ontological’. Concerning
the allegation that his oeuvre focuses on the ontological dimension
of social theory and not on ontic research, Laclau replies that ‘this is
a charge to which I plead happily guilty, except that I do not see it
as a criticism at all. I have located my theoretical intervention at the
theoretical and philosophical level and it is at that level that it has to
be judged’.14 Laclau’s celebration of ontologism reaches a climax in
his later published works — to the extent that, in his own reckoning,
they show the ‘ontological centrality of the political’.15 His argument
is simply supernumerary insofar as ‘the ontological’ plays the role of a
ubiquitous Deus ex machina.

By pointing out these deficits in Laclau’s work, I do not mean
to minimize his influence over contemporary thought. Some of the
interest that Laclau’s intervention has aroused derives from his per-
ception that hegemonic politics moves from the struggle against the

11 Ernesto Laclau, Emancipation(s) (London: Verso, 1996), pp. 60–61. Emphasis added.
12 See, among others, Ernesto Laclau and Lilian Zac, ‘Minding the Gap: The Subject of

Politics’, in The Making of Political Identities, ed. by Ernesto Laclau (London: Verso,
1994), pp. 11–39 (p. 30); Laclau, ‘Identity and Hegemony: The Role of Universal-
ity in the Constitution of Political Logics’, in Contingency, Hegemony, Universality:
Contemporary Dialogues on the Left, ed. by Judith Butler, Ernesto Laclau, and Slavoj
Žižek (London: Verso, 2000), pp. 44–89 (pp. 58, 71, and 84–85); Laclau, ‘Glimpsing
the Future’, in Laclau: A Critical Reader, ed. by Simon Critchley and Oliver Marchart
(London: Routledge, 2004), pp. 279–328 (pp. 307–11 and 323); Laclau, ‘Antagon-
ism, Subjectivity and Politics’, pp. 112 and 115.

13 Ernesto Laclau, ‘New Reflections on the Revolution of our Time’, in New Reflections
on the Revolution of our Time, pp. 3–85 (p. 61).

14 Laclau, ‘Glimpsing the Future’, p. 321.
15 Laclau, The Rhetorical Foundations of Society, p. 8.
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rigidities of historicalmaterialism toward the reference to fundamental
ontology. ‘Like the Heideggerian Abgrund’, Laclau claims, ‘the hege-
monic operation consists in a radical investment which, at the same
time as it attempts to establish a bridge between the ontic and the
ontological, reproduces their impossible convergence.’16 At this stage,
we should note that the invocation of ‘political difference’ conflates
two distinct strands in Laclau’s oeuvre: on the one hand, his emphasis
on the ‘dissolution of the myth of foundations’17 as a radicalization of
emancipatory thought attentive to a post-Marxist ‘materialism’, and,
on the other, the inscription of that abyssal nature of political founda-
tion on the altar of ontology. Laclau’s theory thus leads to a specific
impasse, in which a kind of post-structuralism conceived as post-
metaphysical is actually erected upon the essentialist coordinates of
fundamental ontology.

By examining Laclau’s attribution of an ontological character to
politics, I intend to note his ‘forgetfulness’ of the power and action of
‘the many’. That ‘forgetfulness’ is remarkable, especially since, accord-
ing to Laclau, his theorizations were in large measure derived from his
youthful activism. As Laclau explains:

when today I read Of Grammatology, S/Z, or the Écrits of
Lacan, the examples which always spring to mind are not from
philosophical or literary texts; they are from a discussion in
an Argentinian trade union, a clash of opposing slogans at a
demonstration, or a debate during a party congress. Through-
out his life Joyce returned to his native experience in Dublin;
for me it is those years of political struggle in Argentina of the
1960s that come to mind as a point of reference and compar-
ison.18

Rather than reading these recollections as manoeuvres concerning the
exoticism of a native land and of youthful political practice, I would
rather conceive of them as invectives with respect to a philosophico-
political plexus in crisis. Laclau himself notes that ‘the loss of collective

16 Laclau, ‘Antagonism, Subjectivity and Politics’, p. 121.
17 Ernesto Laclau, ‘Politics and the Limits of Modernity’, in Universal Abandon? The

Politics of Postmodernism, ed. by Andrew Ross (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1988), pp. 63–82 (p. 81).

18 Ernesto Laclau, ‘Theory, Democracy and Socialism’, in New Reflections on the Revolu-
tion of our Time, pp. 197–245 (p. 200).
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memory is not something to be overjoyed about. It is always an im-
poverishment and a traumatic fact. One only thinks from a tradition’.19

In the next section, I show that Laclau’s defence of the ontological
embodiment of the populist leader constitutes a renewed stage of his
Auseinandersetzung with the Marxist legacy — and that the tradition
that Laclau never abandoned is that of ‘political exceptionalism’, one
in which political beginnings are ontologically constituted and extra-
ordinary in nature.

THE LEADER’S NEW ONTOLOGICAL CLOTHES: POPULISM AND
THE POLITICAL EXCEPTION

In this section I examine how, in Laclau’s theory, the radical-
democratic ‘praise of the political’ takes a populist form. Laclau’s
considerations on populism are not restricted to his later work. In
fact, such reflections began during his political activism in Argentina
and coalesced with the publication of Politics and Ideology in Marxist
Theory in 1977. While there are exceptionalist constants in Laclau’s
work, his later encomium of ‘the political’ in a populist sense adds
a fundamental ingredient to his theoretical position: the supposed
radicalization offered by ‘ontological difference’ in its political
inflection.

According to this later Laclau, populism, understood as a ‘way of
constructing the political’20 that is clearly different from institutionalism
and its emphasis on gradualist administration, remains ‘an ontological
andnot anontic category’.21 ÉtienneBalibar has incisively summarized
the spectrum of Laclau’s theoretical attempt in the following terms:
‘populism, rethought and generalized according to a modality that
is no longer normative but ontological, is not a marginal, still less
a pathological, phenomenon. It is a presupposition of politics itself ’.

19 Ernesto Laclau, ‘Building a New Left’, inNew Reflections on the Revolution of our Time,
pp. 177–96 (p. 179; emphasis in the original).

20 Ernesto Laclau, On Populist Reason (London: Verso, 2005), p. xi; emphasis added.
21 Ernesto Laclau, ‘Populism: What’s in a Name?’, in Populism and the Mirror of Demo-

cracy, ed. by Francisco Panizza (London: Verso, 2005), pp. 32–49 (p. 34).
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Hence, Balibar concludes, ‘its denial […] appears as itself the effect of
society’s blindness to its own bases’.22

For Laclau, undoing this blindness with respect to the constitu-
tion of the social involves moving toward a definition of populism as
a ‘political logic’ and a ‘performative act endowed with a rationality
of its own’.23 On the one hand, Laclau asserts that the ‘dismissal [of
populism] has been part of the discursive construction of a certain
normality’;24 while, on the other hand, Laclau argues that confront-
ing this situation endows the difference between ‘the ontic’ and ‘the
ontological’ with a political significance, giving primacy to the second
term.25 In a world in which politics is conceived as mere adminis-
tration, it is imperative to solve the theoretical impasse around ‘the
political’ in a populist vein. The condition for this solution that is not
asserted categorically, however, is that populism must be understood
with reference to the command of the leader. According to Laclau,
administrative politics, which is opposed to populism, embodies the
myth of the ‘totally reconciled society—which invariably presupposes
the absence of leadership, that is, the withering away of the political’.26

Inversely, for Laclau leadership is constitutive of ‘the political’ and
expresses the nature of ‘political difference’ in the highest sense.

Both undertheorized and omnipresent, the populist leader offsets
the dispersion of ‘the people’.The notion of ‘social demand’ is essential
in this regard, for, according to Laclau, it remains the smallest unit
to analyse the constitution of ‘the people’. Although ‘demand’ may
equally refer to ‘request’ as it may to ‘claim’,27 it should not be neces-
sarily restricted to the domain of the antagonismof ‘the people’ against
the power bloc. Rather, Laclau himself stresses that ‘the people’ neces-
sitates a specific ‘other’ to catalyse its demands: the leader. Without
the leader’s acts, in fact, ‘democratic demands’, which are of an isolated

22 Étienne Balibar, La Proposition de l’Égaliberté (Paris: PUF, 2010), p. 232; Equaliberty:
Political Essays, trans. by James Ingram (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013),
pp. 189–90.

23 Laclau, On Populist Reason, pp. 117 and 18.
24 Ibid., p. 19.
25 See ibid., pp. 4, 67–68, 71–72, 87–88, 94, 103, 111, 114–16, 127, 132, 160–61, 163,

222, 224–26, 229, and 245–46.
26 Ibid., p. 63; emphasis in the original and added.
27 Ibid., 73.
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nature, could never become ‘popular demands’, which help ‘to consti-
tute the “people” as a potential historical actor’.28

Laclau is cautious regarding the idea that the love of the leader
might be the only libidinal tie of a group. Nonetheless, he also argues
that the elimination of ‘the need for a leader corresponds, almost point
by point, to a society entirely governed by what I have called the logic
of difference’. He then adds that ‘such a society is an impossibility’.29

The emergence of ‘the people’, according to Laclau, entails the inter-
vention of something ‘qualitatively new’. In this vein, he asserts that
the constitution of popular identity, as a symbol, does not express in
a passive way but actually constitutes what it expresses. Laclau’s dis-
cursivematerialism conveys, in his ownwords, ‘the attempt of showing
how the being of objects, far from being fixed and simply “given” to the
contemplation of human beings, is socially constructed through their
actions.’30 And yet, the process that he describes cannot establish ‘the
many’ as protagonists of democratic politics.

The obliteration of the role of ‘the many’ in populist politics is
even clearerwhenLaclau decrees that ‘an assemblage of heterogeneous
elements kept equivalentially together only by a name is […]necessar-
ily a singularity’. Asserting that individuality is the most extreme form
of singularity, Laclau arrives at a corollary that reveals the ‘truth of
populism’: ‘In this way, almost imperceptibly, the equivalential logic
leads to singularity, and singularity to identification of the unity of
the group with the name of the leader.’31 In sum, although Laclau’s
analysis is sparse on this point, we can infer that the figure of the leader
animates the populist phenomenon — which is remarkable, since,
for him, ‘populist reason […] amounts […] to political reason tout
court’.32 Populism, then, stages the subjection of ‘the people’ to the
dictates of popular ‘authority’, forging a unity based on the power of
the ‘great man’ which vanishes once this figure passes away.

The invocation of the extra-quotidian character of the leader
within Laclau’s construct deserves further scrutiny. It is possible to

28 Ibid., pp. 74 and 120.
29 Ibid., p. 82.
30 Laclau, ‘Political Significance of the Concept of Negativity’, p. 76.
31 Laclau, On Populist Reason, p. 100.
32 Ibid., p. 225; emphasis in the original.
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address this issue by observing that, aside from the notions of ‘de-
mands’ and ‘the name of the leader’, the concept of ‘representation’
is central to Laclau’s understanding of populism.33 Laclau’s discussion
of representation is primarily aimed at comprehending the leader as a
symbol maker. His or her activity, Laclau argues, ‘no longer conceived
as “acting for” his constituents, becomes identified with effective lead-
ership’.34 Laclau emphasizes that ‘identity’ does not precede the ‘pro-
cess of representation’ but rather results from it. Mutatis mutandis,
representation is the premise for the constitution of a ‘popular will’.
In Laclau’s terms, the construction of a ‘people’ cannot but take place
through representation.

Critics have pointed out the fallacy in the assumption that the rep-
resentative articulation of demands necessarily leads to the emergence
of a cohesive political entity. As Slavoj Žižek suggests, ‘there is nothing
in the heterogeneity of demands that predisposes them to be unified
in people’.35 Certainly, Laclau understands representation as having a
performative character. Populism, in this sense, becomes a discourse
that brings into being what it claims to represent, namely ‘the people’.
But even consideringpopulismwithin thedomainof political perform-
ativity is not a sufficient basis to conclude, as Laclau does, that every
will is constituted as such after representation. And if representation is
by and large equivalent with the expression of the leader’s will, then it
is restricted to playing the role of a unifying force.

Be that as it may, Laclau’s defence of the role of the populist leader
is even more questionable given the author’s familiarity with Ernst
Kantorowicz’s theory of the King’s two bodies.36 Though I cannot
scrutinize the implications of this debate around political legitimacy
and corporality here, I would like to return to Laclau’s last dictum:
‘the logic of the King’s two bodies has not disappeared in democratic
society: it is simply not true that pure emptiness has replaced the

33 On ‘representation’ in his work, see, among others, Laclau, ‘Power andRepresentation’,
in Emancipation(s), pp. 84–104; On Populist Reason, pp. 157–71.

34 Laclau, On Populist Reason, p. 160.
35 Slavoj Žižek, ‘Against the Populist Temptation’, Critical Inquiry, 32.3 (Spring 2006),

pp. 551–74 (p. 564); emphasis in the original.
36 Ernst Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1957).
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immortal body of the King. This immortal body is revived by the
hegemonic force’. Laclau adds:

What has changed in democracy, as compared with the anciens
régimes [sic], is that in the latter that revival took place in only
onebody,while today it transmigrates through a variety of bod-
ies. But the logic of embodiment continues to operate under
democratic conditions and, under certain circumstances, it can
acquire considerable stability.37

It is surprising that Laclau, an author who is so prone to conceptual
constructs, does not specify the nature of the democratic ‘variety of
bodies’ to which he refers. Whisking this specification away, Laclau
neglects a radical materialist consideration of ‘the many’ — an over-
sight that leads him to focus on the corporality of leaders. His thesis
is that hegemonic force rekindles a sort of immortal ‘energy’. Even if
we accept this proposition, it seems difficult to see where the limits
of that ‘extraordinariness’ might be — especially when Laclau himself
assumes that democratic incarnations are always contingent and that
there is no ultimate guarantee or transcendental source of legitimation
that might structure life in common.

BETWEEN THE ORDINARY AND THE EXTRAORDINARY: THE
COMBINED POWER OF ‘THE MANY’

Beyond the equivalence between populism and politics and its hypo-
stasis in the body of the leader, I want to argue that life in common
does not have impregnable origins waiting to be disinterred. Political
beginnings are nothing but a complex of intertwined ordinary and
non-ordinarymoments which evade all confinement in the binary edi-
fice erected between ‘politics’ and ‘the political’. The extolment of ‘the
political’, and particularly the proverbial instantiation of exceptional-
ism in radical thought, cannot account exhaustively for the emergence
of beginnings enacted by the politics of ‘the many’.38

37 Laclau, On Populist Reason, p. 170.
38 To avoid the idealization and aestheticization of ‘lack’, the phrase ‘the ordinary’ is used

in this essay to refer to a realm of action and not to ‘the many’ themselves. At the same
time, ‘the many’ indicate that democracy is evasive vis-à-vis the sanctification of the
will of ‘the people’. To put it differently, the appeal to ‘the many’ acknowledges the
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In Laclau’s later works, this neglect is embodied in his enthroning
of the populist leader and is also apparently compensated for by the
author’s interest in the constitution of a political ontology. While in
his early work Laclau focused on themultiplicity of struggles inscribed
in the democratic revolution and then confronted the narrative of the
great emancipatory act with a variety of emancipatory movements,
in his later work he moved away from pluralized radical politics. In
fact, for Laclau, the construction of a popular subjectivity ‘reaches
a point where the homogenising function is carried out by a pure
name: the name of the leader’.39 What remains to be understood here
is why populist hegemony is the form of expression par excellence of
an antagonistic excess with respect to the democratic institutions that
normally regulate political conflict or why, as Laclau claims, ‘radical
democracy is always “populist”.’40

Laclau’s populism implies de-substantializing ‘the people’ and
then, in a (post‐)metaphysical and discursive vein, re-substantializing
this collective through the figure of the leader. In such theoretical ges-
tures, we can still detect Laclau’s Auseinandersetzung with materialism
through his invocations of the ‘materiality of the signifier’ or the ‘ma-
teriality of language’.41 However, Laclau’s ‘rhetoricalmaterialismof the
subject’ might resemble ‘a voluntarism of sorts’.42 More importantly,
his operationof de-substantializing and re-substantializing ‘thepeople’
leads to a disdain for the autonomy of ‘the many’. It is true that the
view of ‘the people’ as irrational plebs has persisted even after the con-
solidation of modern and contemporary revolutions. Going against
this tendency, Laclau’s populist project invokes radical democracy to

centrality of political subjectivity without somehow acceding to the idea of ‘a good
people’.

39 Laclau, ‘Populism: What’s in a Name?’, p. 40; emphasis added.
40 Laclau, ‘The Future of Radical Democracy’, p. 259; emphasis added.
41 See, among others, Laclau, ‘Why do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?’, in Emanci-

pation(s), pp. 36–46; The Rhetorical Foundations of Society.
42 John Kraniauskas, ‘Rhetorics of populism’, Radical Philosophy: A Journal of Socialist

and Feminist Philosophy, 186 ( July/August 2014), pp. 29–37 (p. 33). On the relation
between discourse andmaterialism in Laclau, see, among others, RosemaryHennessy,
Materialist Feminism and the Politics of Discourse (New York: Routledge, 1993), pp.
59–64; Benjamin Glasson, ‘Unspeakable Articulations: Steps Towards a Materialist
Discourse Theory’, in Material Discourse-Materialist Analysis: Approaches in Discourse
Studies, ed. by Johannes Beetz and Veit Schwab (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books,
2017), pp. 81–94.



340 ON POPULIST ILLUSION

revalue the politically marginalized: And yet, rather than considering
the underdog as autonomous, he suggests that it is the extra-quotidian
nature of the body of the leader which brings the marginalized into
actual political existence.

It may be that these elaborations are aimed at extricating ‘the
people’ of populism from the danger of ‘homogeneity’. But after the
foregoing analysis, we may discern an additional motif of the ‘political
exceptionalism’ that consecrates the disdain for the autonomy of ‘the
many’ in the work of Laclau and other theorists of populism. ‘The
people’, or rather their ‘people’, is not only subordinated to the figure
of the leader; it is also an intellectual construct. ‘A first theoretical
decision’, Laclau declares, ‘is to conceive of the “people” as a polit-
ical category, not as a datum of the social structure.’43 In this way,
‘the people’ is not just born from the political will of the populist
leader. More fundamentally, this collective originates from the analyt-
ical design of the populist intellectual who places his or her principles
beyond the immediate historical context and ‘mere’ empirical reality.
Vis-à-vis this triple imprisonment — by the figure of ‘the people’, the
decisions of the populist leader, and the judgments of the populist in-
tellectual— ‘themany’ must return to the central scene of democratic
politics.

Thus far, we have seen how Laclau, by adopting ‘political differ-
ence’, endowed the body of the populist leader with an ontological
status. But he also goes further than that. His use of ontological jargon
to define politics is notmerely descriptive but symbolizes his intention
to lay out a ‘political ontology’ and to elaborate a general theory of
‘the political’. Laclau’s endeavour to address ‘the political’ is charac-
terized by a polarity: Marx (deconstructed) with Heidegger. Within
that dichotomy, Laclau seems to privilegeHeidegger, which affects his
radical materialist project.44 In his last published work, he asserts that
his aim is ‘the construction of a political ontology which can respond

43 Laclau, On Populist Reason, p. 224; emphasis in the original.
44 By embracing Heideggerian ‘ontological difference’, Laclau avoids a thematization of

Heidegger’s derogatory rendition of materialism. See, among others, Martin Heideg-
ger, Gesamtausgabe, 102 vols (Frankfurt a.M.: Klostermann, 1975–) viii, pp. 27, 160,
and 208; ix, pp. 268, 340, and 365; x, pp. 131 and 179–80; xv, pp. 352–53 and 387–89,
xvi, p. 703; xxxvi/xxxvii, p. 211; xl, p. 50; l, p. 154; lxv, pp. 54 and 148; lxxviii,
pp. 12–14 and 190; lxxix, pp. 88 and 94–95; lxxxiii, pp. 179, 209, and 508; lxxxix,
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to the challenges presented by the post-Marxist and post-structuralist
situation within which we are operating’.45 For Laclau, returning to
the Marxist legacy requires appreciating its inherent plurality. But the
trajectory he delineates, from the vindication of ‘post-Marxism’ —
understood by Laclau himself as the reformulation of ‘the materialist
programme in a much more radical way than was possible for Marx’46

—to his final encomium of populism, proves to be an attempt to think
beyond the ‘relationalist’ universe.

Having left class struggle far behind, the plot of Laclau’s political
drama is neither based on the plural struggles of social movements
nor on so-called materialist ‘democratic radicalization’. Instead, rad-
ical thought is enacted on the stage of a ruptured metaphysics. The
establishment of a ground as abyss, together with the understanding
of representation as a process of de-grounding, are made legitimate
through Laclau’s recourse to the notion of ‘post-foundationalism’. But
due to the abyssal conditions being constitutive, this lack requires an
excess. Previously, we have examined how, in Laclau’s later works, pop-
ulist leadership necessitates a supernumerary recourse to ontology.
We are now ready to assess a crucial addendum: the essential contin-
gency of political foundation requires a particular stabilization that, for
Laclau, must come from the political ontology that he has forged — a
political ontology that claims to univocally identify ‘the political (in the
ontological sense of the term, which has little to do with political or-
ganizations and structures)’47 and might re-stage a faith in a totalizing
moment with idealist effects.48

The transition from Marx (deconstructed) to Heidegger is not
restricted to Laclau’s work. This is why the present examination of
his theoretical edifice has a broader scope. As we problematize the

pp. 461–62 and 527; xciv, pp. 143, 424, and 428; xcv, pp. 40, 129, 149, and 360; xcvi,
p. 150; xcvii, pp. 28 and 127; xcviii, pp. 382 and 398–99.

45 Laclau, The Rhetorical Foundations of Society, p. 1; emphasis added.
46 Laclau and Mouffe, ‘Post-Marxism without Apologies’, p. 112.
47 Laclau, ‘Antagonism, Subjectivity and Politics’, p. 123; emphasis in the original.
48 This result is at odds with Laclau’s previous insistence on moving away from idealist

instances, which would consist ‘in showing the historical, contingent and constructed
character of the being of objects; and in showing that this depends on the reinsertion of
that being in the ensemble of relational conditions which constitute the life of a society
as a whole’ (Laclau and Mouffe, ‘Post-Marxism without Apologies’, p. 111; emphasis
in the original).
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fascination with ‘the extraordinary’ inherent in ‘political difference’,
the point is to set out the bases for a renewed reflection on the ordinary
irruption of ‘the many’ in democratic politics.49 As a propaedeutic
for this task, in the preceding pages I have established how Laclau’s
‘populist illusion’ — not meant in terms of a deception but instead as
a high aspiration and unreachable dream— is an outstanding example
of ‘political exceptionalism’. The bases for that exceptionalism are the
conception of division and contingency as the ground of politics, the
equation of political reason with populist reason, the figuration of the
leader as the guarantor of populism vis-à-vis the postulated ‘people’
as a counterpart with demands, and the invocation of a Heideggerian
‘ontological difference’ for the elaboration of a political ontology.
When we challenge exceptionalism and understand the distinction
between the politically normal and exceptional as a matter that is up
for debate, we can hardly take the onto-political stabilization offered
by Laclau for granted. Beyond this operation, the leader seems to
lose his/her ‘extraordinariness’ and his/her body becomes the very
manifestation of human frailty. In turn, ‘the many’ — those who are
presumably subjected to authority — no longer merely express de-
mands and gain an ‘ordinariness’ to shape common beginnings. All
in all, this non-exceptionalist reconfiguration shows that the tasks of
the materialist programme that Laclau initiated and, unfortunately,
interrupted, can and should move forward.

Throughout this essay, it has become clear that Laclau’s narration
of populism contains an ambivalent gesture. On the one hand, he re-
pudiates all determinism, and especially the dogma of normality in
both the liberal and Marxist traditions. On the other hand, he praises
the forces of ‘the extraordinary’ and forges an ontological essential-
ism which, reversing his previous ‘radical materialism’, reinvigorates
the idea of having control of the totality of reality and its historical

49 That irruption does not necessarily amount to political empowerment. Although the
jargonof ‘the ordinary’, and ‘themany’ can hardly bemobilized to promote the order of
rank, the praise of ‘the commonman’ has not always constituted a call to emancipation.
From the Fronte dell’UomoQualunque in Italy to recent populistmovements, including
the notion that ‘everyone’ is an entrepreneur of his/her/their own life, the ‘common
man’ may well be the subject invoked by regressive political currents. See, among
others, Judith Butler, Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2015), p. 3.
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development. A critical analysis of Laclau’s account yields a valuable
lesson for contemporary approaches to grounding politics in away that
is animated by ‘the extraordinary’.

Let us now return to the question posed at the beginning of this
essay regarding which principle can govern radical democratic politics
when its old foundations seem to have vanished. Our examination of
Laclau’s exceptionalism has offered clues that allow us to avoid the
impasse that ensues whenwe totalize ‘the political’. Oneway to eschew
this philosophico-political dilemma is to accept that ‘the ordinary’ is
not the negation but the matter of the politically extraordinary. In
this light, we may understand not only that ‘“emancipation” is a per-
formance to which we always arrive late and which forces us to guess,
painfully, about its mythical or impossible origins’,50 but, especially,
that the unfolding of a new beginning also depends on the combined
power of ‘the many’.

50 Laclau, Emancipation(s), 82.
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Introduction

Critically Mapping the Postmarxian Field

Marxism is at the nadir of its fortunes. A new generation of militants and in-
tellectuals is less likely to read Marx because they have resolved to struggle 
for a socialist revolution, than because the fashionably abstruse philosopher, 
Jacques Derrida, claims that “there will be … no future without Marx” 
(Derrida, 1994: 13). For the last two decades—ever since the collapse of East-
ern Bloc Communism—the mood of the Left has been dominated by in-
tense rethinking and by the affects associated with the work of mourning. In 
the wake of 1989, the Western Left has had to contend with the ideological 
undertow (the impossibility and undesirability of socialism), the transfor-
mation of the major programmes for both reform and revolution (the col-
lapse of state planning and the command economy) and the absence of pro-
gressive political alternatives (the ascendancy of neo-conservative hegemony 
combined with the transformation of the social democratic parties into lib-
eral democratic formations). Sweeping inferences are drawn from the de-
cline of the socialist tradition, on the lines of Étienne Balibar’s declaration 
that, although “Marx will still be read in the twenty-first century, not only 
as a monument of the past, but as a contemporary author,” nevertheless, we 
“have to recognise that Marxism is an improbable philosophy today” (Bali-
bar, 1995c: 1, 118). 

The procession of major theoretical figures filing past the “last instance” 
of the final relinquishment of Marxism is truly impressive—and depress-
ing. The ranks of postmarxism constitute a nearly comprehensive “who’s 
who” of the leading thinkers and activists of the 1970s New Left. Theoreti-
cal authority and conjunctural relevance appear to ballast postmarxism. 
Nancy Fraser, for instance, argues that “Marxism as the metanarrative or 
master discourse of oppositional politics in capitalist societies is finished. So 
too is Marxism as a totalising theory of the system dynamics, crisis tenden-
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cies, and conflict potentialities in capitalist societies” (Aronson, 1995: Fra-
ser cited 111). The emergence of the postmarxian field from the aftermath 
of the avant-garde theoretical Marxism of Louis Althusser and his cothink-
ers seems to seal the doom of historical materialism, and to leave no alter-
native but to accept that the liberal-democratic “end of history” is also the 
finish of Marxism. Instead of the programme of democratic socialism, the 
Left seems to be confined to the “criticism of actually existing democracy”. 
Renouncing the ambition to transform the world, the Left has to enter the 
new “postmarxian field of critical theorising”: “the only possible future for 
Marxism is as one contributing strand among others in this new postmarx-
ian field” (Aronson, 1995: 111). 

Postmarxian Discourse Theory 

Nonetheless, the new postmarxian field of discourse analysis and radical 
democratic politics is not, as some Marxists have claimed, just an “ex-Marx-
ism without substance” (Geras, 1990: 127-168). In many respects, the post-
marxian discourse theories of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Slavoj 
Žižek and Judith Butler represent the most ambitious and challenging efforts 
to reconstruct the project of the Left. In the wake of the collapse of histori-
cal Communism and the rise of globalisation, the programme, politics and 
constituency of the Left is radically in question. The increasing complexity 
of the social field and the widespread acceptance of anti-essentialist theories 
in philosophy, politics, cultural studies and social theory, seem to have ren-
dered historical materialist class-analysis untenable. Meanwhile, the emer-
gence of new social movements around unprecedented social antagonisms 
mean that the political practices of the class-based Left have become mar-
ginalised, at precisely the moment when the popular base of the mainstream 
parties is in decline and the agenda of neo-liberalism is under questioning by 
radical rightwing movements. Instead of lamenting the decline of class poli-
tics and the accumulating irrelevance of the Left, Laclau and Mouffe have 
sought to re-articulate the conceptual framework within which radical Left 
politics could be imagined as a potential alternative to both social democ-
racy and the neo-liberal conservative parties. 

Elaboration of postmarxism’s “radical democratic Imaginary” involved 
a deconstruction of Marxism, especially of the alleged tendency in Marx-
ian theory to theorise the proletariat as the incarnation of universality. Post-
marxism rejects the concept of the historical process as governed by an inex-
orable logic of historical necessity, culminating in rational mastery of society 
and the reconstruction of a transparent socialist order that would not need 
any political processes. Instead, Laclau and Mouffe develop an agenda that 
seeks to integrate socialist strategy within the social revolution inaugurat-
ed by modernity, which they claim is characterised by democratic politics 
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and the permanence of social conflicts. Developing from their postmarxian 
manifesto, Hegemony and Socialist Strateg y: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics 
(1985; hereafter, HSS ) Laclau and Mouffe elaborate a new theory of dis-
course in support of their radical democratic programme. Butler and Žižek 
have made major contributions to this theory while redefining its strategic 
concepts. The publication of the joint work by Butler, Laclau and Žižek, Con-
tingency, Hegemony, Universality: Contemporary Dialogues on the Left (2000; hereaf-
ter, CHU ), with its declaration of a common trajectory and allegiance to the 
project of radical democracy, marked an important step in the consolidation 
of postmarxism as a distinct tendency. 

This work critically maps, for the first time, the tendency of postmarx-
ism defined by the political strategy of radical democracy, from its inception 
in HSS to its formulation as a distinct tendency in CHU. No previous study 
presents the combined work of Laclau and Mouffe, Butler and Žižek as a 
distinct political tendency and in the light of their total theoretical produc-
tion. While valuable introductions to postmarxian discourse theory exist, 
these have restricted themselves to an exposition of the work of Laclau and 
Mouffe, with only some supplementary positions taken from Žižek (Smith, 
1998; Torfing, 1999).1 Likewise, the critical literature on Laclau and Mouffe, 
Butler and Žižek is limited by its restricted focus, taking these theorists se-
rially, rather than severally, as it were. This literature is reviewed in the 
relevant chapters. In general, however, it is possible to say that this litera-
ture lines up “for” or “against” postmarxism (and correlatively, “against” 
or “for” Marxism). My investigation attempts to do something different. By 

        1. Laclau and Mouffe, Žižek and Butler are central to this project, but not alone. Their 
work has directly produced research in sociology, politics, economics, cultural theory and 
philosophy by Torben Dryberg (Dryberg, 1997), David Howarth (Howarth, 2000a), Aletta 
Norval (Norval, 1996), Anne-Marie Smith (Smith, 1994) and Yannis Stavrakakis (Stavrakakis, 
1999). Their work has indirectly produced a growing body of research inspired by postmarx-
ian discourse theory (Howarth, 2000b; Howarth and Norval, 1998). It has linked up with the 
deconstructive philosophy articulated by Simon Critchley (Critchley, 1999; Critchley, 2002) 
and with the feminist political philosophy of Wendy Brown (Brown, 1995; Brown, 2001). I 
do not analyse the entire range of the empirical studies canvassed by these authors, nor do 
I analyse every development in the research programme of postmarxian discourse theory. 
In general, I concentrate on the central statements by my primary theoreticians, drawing 
upon this supplementary work when necessary. Of course, Butler and Žižek are important 
theorists of considerable stature in their own right, with independent contributions to cul-
tural studies and political theory. I do not engage with the important research programme in 
queer theory that has been strongly shaped by Butler’s extraordinarily influential work, con-
centrating instead on her contribution to postmarxian discourse theory. Likewise, I do not 
investigate Žižek’s contributions to film theory and psychoanalysis, although I do draw upon 
the productions of some of the “Ljubljana Lacanians”—Mladen Dolar (Dolar, 1993; Dolar, 
1996; Dolar, 1998), Rastko Močnik (Mocnik, 1993), Renata Salecl (Salecl, 1994; Salecl, 1998; 
Salecl, 2000) and Alenka Zupančič (Zupančič, 2000)—where necessary to illuminate Žižek’s 
positions. Finally, Mouffe’s positions are not necessarily identical with those of Laclau, and 
my discussion nowhere presumes an accord that is not explicitly stated.
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critically mapping the political trajectory of postmarxian discourse theory, 
it seeks to radicalise postmarxian discourse theories towards a postmodern 
Marxism. Following the US Marxist, Fredric Jameson, I contend that the 
postmodern is the horizon within which every radical politics develops to-
day ( Jameson, 1991: 297-418). Therefore, a contemporary socialism has to be 
articulated through critical engagement with postmodern politics. 

Postmarxism is an effort to retrieve the legacy of Marxism for the post-
modern condition. Radical democracy attempts to “describe a political 
project which rethinks hegemonic strategy in the new historical conditions 
of contemporary societies” (Laclau, 2000a: 294). The main question, there-
fore, is not whether postmarxism represents a fresh episode in the “treason 
of the intellectuals,” a perfidious “retreat from class” (Wood, 1998) whose 
ambition is the “randomisation of history” (Wood, 1997a: 16). I accept La-
clau and Mouffe’s explanation that postmarxism represents a form of radi-
cal postmodern politics that seeks to recover the socialist initiative on trans-
formed historical terrain, by articulating socialist strategy as an extension of 
the democratic revolution of modernity (Laclau, 1990: 97-134; Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 149-193). In question is whether the new theories of discourse 
and the strategy of “radical and plural democracy” promoted by postmarx-
ism actually succeed in the objective of articulating a contemporary socialist 
strategy. I seek therefore to intervene in the central debate on the contem-
porary theoretical agenda: does the advent of poststructuralism really mean 
the end of historical materialism? Is it the case that, as Laclau claims, post-
marxism has become “an inevitable decision for anyone aiming to reformu-
late a political programme for the Left in [contemporary] historical circum-
stances” (Laclau, 1990: xii)?

To respond to this question, I critically map the tendency of radical 
democratic politics from a perspective informed by Structural Marxism 
(sometimes known as “Althusserian Marxism”), evaluating the justifications 
for joining the “criticism of actually existing democracy” and entering the 
new “postmarxian field of critical theorising”. I seek to determine the “uni-
ty-in-diversity” of postmarxian discourse theory by analysing the different 
positions of Laclau and Mouffe, Žižek and Butler, and defining the nature of 
the underlying unity of radical democratic politics. According to the “joint 
declaration” by Butler, Laclau and Žižek, HSS appears as the programmatic 
text for the new tendency, because it “represented a turn to poststructural-
ist theory within Marxism” (Butler, Laclau et al., 2000: 1). What are the ef-
fects of poststructuralism on Marxism and do they necessarily involve the 
renunciation of class analysis? What are the theoretical consequences of tak-
ing discourse as the model of social practice and what political perspectives 
does it open, or foreclose? 
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Post-Marxism and Post-Marxism

Laclau and Mouffe’s characteristic claim is to retain key insights from Gram-
sci (hegemony) and Althusser (overdetermination) while deconstructing the 
history of Marxist politics and consigning the remainder “to the museum of 
antiquities” (Laclau, 1990: 181). The rejection of Marxist-Leninist politics, 
however, belies the importance of historical materialism as a social theory 
for the major theorists of postmarxism. Generally speaking, radical demo-
cratic postmarxism suggests not only a specifically leftwing postmodernism, 
but also the continued negotiation of the Marxian legacy. As Laclau ex-
plains in a conciliatory moment, postmarxism has not “rejected Marxism. 
Something very different has occurred. It’s Marxism that has broken up and 
I believe that I’m holding on to its best fragments” (Laclau, 1990: 201).

Yet the very term “post-Marxism” seems to reflect a crucial ambiva-
lence. Right from the beginning, the “post” in postmarxism was regarded as 
a calculated ambiguity, delineating something indeterminate, lying between 
temporal eclipse and intellectual supersession (Geras, 1990: 62). Stuart Sim’s 
survey essay, “Spectres and Nostalgia: Post-Marxism/Post-Marxism” views 
the hyphenation as dividing the postmarxian field into two camps (Sim, 
1998: 1-15). Following Sim, we can suppose that “to be post-Marxist is to have 
turned one’s back on the principles of Marxism,” whereas “to be post-Marx-
ist is, in the style of Laclau and Mouffe, to attempt to graft recent theoretical 
developments … on to Marxism, such that Marxism can be made relevant 
to a new cultural climate that is no longer responding to classical Marx-
ist doctrine” (Sim, 1998: 2). Sim positions postmarxism within the political 
vacuum on the Left created by the collapse of historical Communism and 
the discrediting of classical Marxism. In this void, suggests Sim, the unity of 
the field of postmarxism is given by its retrospective on Marxism, whether 
that retrospective is positive—in which case postmarxism retains the ghost 
of Marx—or negative—in which case a certain nostalgia for the lost total 
theory can be detected. But if the nostalgic remainder active within post-
Marxism manifests itself as a perennial aroma of lost faith and repetitions of 
apostasy, the spectrally Marxian dimension of post-Marxism seems less moti-
vated. “One is left wondering why post-Marxism needs Marxism at all,” Sim 
writes, “and what meaningful contribution it can make to a postmodern 
politics of the kind Laclau and Mouffe are espousing” (Sim, 1998: 2).

Contra Sim, I contend that this question can be answered precisely. Tra-
ditions are constituted through complex dialectics of betrayal and renewal, 
and the many strands in the Marxian tradition are no exception.2 The lead-

        2. For a discussion of tradition, authority and betrayal, consult Peter Osborne, The Pol-
itics of  Time (Osborne, 1995: 127-138). Osborne’s position, mediated by a reading of Walter 
Benjamin, implies the existence of a multiplicity of tendencies within a tradition and the 
political dimension of the conflict of interpretations that are adjudicated by traditionary 
authorities. For traditionary authority consult Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (Ga-
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ing example is Western Marxism, whose turn to an exploration of social 
subjectivity, as the antidote to classical Marxism’s mechanical objectivism, 
constitutes the paradigm of dissidence in the Marxian tradition (Anderson, 
1979). Likewise, Laclau and Mouffe’s claim, to deconstructively separate the 
theoretical gold of radical insights from the metaphysical dross of Marx-
ism, displays all of the contradictory elements proper to a “betrayal” of tra-
dition that remains internal to its framework. Indeed, Laclau and Mouffe’s 
concepts of discursive practice and hegemonic articulation are designed to 
operate by retaining the Marxian insight into the historicity of social rela-
tions, while avoiding the deconstructive criticism of metaphysical princi-
ples. Postmarxism’s characteristic turn, from a reified totality to subjectiv-
ity as a principle of rupture, is reminiscent of Western Marxism as a whole 
and tends to mark postmarxism as an internal moment of the history of the 
Marxian tradition.

Hence the dense atmosphere of ambiguity surrounding postmarxian 
declarations of continued faith in, and apostasy towards, the Marxian leg-
acy. On the one hand, postmarxism insists that it is “beyond Marxism,” 
and therefore resolutely post-Marxist. It has dispensed with the centrality 
of the working class, the materialist postulates concerning historical exist-
ence and the importance of class relations for social structuration, and em-
braced postmodern ethical relativism, historicist skepticism towards founda-
tional claims and a constructivist ontology of discourse that often borders on 
subjectivism. Yet, at the same time, as I show in what follows, key concrete 
analyses are conducted from a recognisably Marxist frame. So, on the other 
hand, postmarxism maintains what can only be described as a tortured loy-
alty to the strands of the Marxist tradition.

Laclau and Mouffe have vigorously defended themselves from accusa-
tions on the Left that they are simply ex-Marxists and have taken some 
pains to make their relationship to Marxism explicit. “We believe that,” 
they argue in their reply to one such criticism:

by clearly locating ourselves in a post-Marxist terrain, we not only 
help to clarify the meaning of contemporary social struggles but also 
to give Marxism its theoretical dignity, which can only proceed from 
recognition of its limitations and of its historicality. Only through such 
recognition will Marx’s work remain present in our tradition and our 
political culture (Laclau and Mouffe, 1987b: 130).

Now, “our tradition and our political culture” is a notoriously vague ex-
pression. So, in response to further questioning, Laclau again returned to 
the theme:

damer, 1998: 277-285) and Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, volume three (Ricoeur, 1988: 
207-240). Laclau’s grasp of the category of tradition springs primarily from Gadamer and 
reproduces his tendency to regard traditions as unitary, thereby depoliticising the conflict of 
interpretations. 
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as far as I am concerned, the deconstruction of Marxist tradition, not 
its mere abandonment, is what proves important. The loss of collective 
memory is not something to be overjoyed about. It is always an 
impoverishment and a traumatic fact. One only thinks from a tradition. 
Of course, the relation with tradition should not be one of submission 
and repetition but of transformation and critique. One must construct 
one’s discourse as difference in relation to that tradition and this implies 
at the same time continuities and discontinuities (Laclau, 1990: 179).

The conclusion is as unavoidable as it is surprising: postmarxism thinks 
from the tradition of Marxism, in terms of a difference from and within that 
tradition. While postmarxism is linked to the cultural turn and postmodern 
politics, its radicalism springs from a continuous (deconstructive) renegotiation 
of its relation to Marxism. 

Post-Althusserian Theories of Ideology

I contend that postmarxism in its emergent state remains in a relation of 
negative dependency upon Marxism, which it relies upon for theoretical 
raw material, endlessly re-traversing a deconstruction of historical material-
ism so as to generate its substantive positions. This relation to Marxism can 
be further specified, because postmarxian discourse theory begins as a de-
velopment of the post-Althusserian concept of ideology. To be exact: post-
marxian theory departs from Althusser’s “notes for an investigation” into 
“ideology and ideological state apparatuses,” or the “ISAs essay” (Althusser, 
1971: 127-186). This is crucial, because postmarxism prolongs and even ex-
acerbates the central problem in the Althusserian theory of ideology. The 
problem with Althusser’s essay is the incomplete synthesis between the criti-
cal concept of ideology (ideology as a mystification of exploitative social re-
lations) and the neutral conception of ideology (ideology as a neutral terrain 
on which social agents contend for hegemony) (Larrain, 1983: 88-121). 

In the Althusserian problematic, the “ISAs essay” was intended to solve 
the difficult question of how the complex whole of the social formation, 
which had been described as a “structural eternity” (Althusser and Bali-
bar, 1970: 107, 189), was nonetheless capable of historical transformations as 
a result of political interventions. Althusser’s adaptation of the psychoana-
lytic concept of the Imaginary3 for the Marxist theory of ideology implied a 
shift beyond the supposition that ideologies are mainly conceptual systems 

        3. According to Žižek, “in the imaginary relation, the two poles of opposition are comple-
mentary; together they build a harmonious totality; each gives the other what the other lacks 
… The symbolic relation is, on the contrary, differential: the identity of each of the moments 
consists in its difference to the opposite moment … it is not complementary to the other, but 
on the contrary, takes the place of  the lack in the other. … Finally, the Real is defined as a point of 
the immediate coincidence of the opposite poles,” that is, a traumatic impossibility, or logical 
inconsistency (Žižek, 1989: 171-173).



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y8

(mistaken theories of social relations), towards the hypothesis that ideologies 
are a modality of lived experience. According to this conception, ideology 
is a subject-centred body of representations that inserts individuals into so-
cial practices by aligning their social subjectivity with the requirements of 
their existence as mere supports of the structure. “So ideology,” Althusser 
summarised:

is a matter of the lived relation between men and their world. This relation, 
which only appears as “conscious” on condition that it is unconscious, 
in the same way only seems to be simple on condition that it is complex, 
that it is not a simple relation but a relation between relations, a second 
degree relation. In ideology men do indeed express, not the relationship 
between them and their conditions of existence, but the way they live the 
relation between them and their conditions of existence: this presupposes 
both a real relation and an “imaginary,” “lived” relation (Althusser, 
1969: 233). 

The mystification inherent in ideology springs from its subject-centred 
misrecognition of decentred social structures, not from a motivated distor-
tion of economic relations. Althusser’s embrace of the neutral conception of 
ideology as a process of subject-formation—that is, the formation of political 
subjects through their interpellation, or “hailing,” by the state machinery 
in the process of education, formal democracy, civic life and so forth—rep-
resented a breakthrough. Ideological “state” apparatuses function by “in-
terpellating,” or hailing, individuals as socialised subjects whose political 
subjectivity is characterised by an ineluctable misrecognition of their social 
existence. According to Althusser’s extraordinarily influential essay, ideol-
ogy consists of ritualised practices in institutional contexts and so ideology 
has a material existence (Althusser, 1971: 133). 

In the “ISAs essay,” Althusser jettisoned residual functionalist assump-
tions, present in For Marx, which made subjects into mere cultural dupes. At 
a stroke, Althusser’s essay opened a non-reductive conception of ideology 
and transformed the Structural Marxist problematic, from a deterministic 
one dominated by structurally necessary social reproduction (Althusser and 
Balibar’s “structural eternity”), to a probabilistic universe in which social re-
production becomes something contested by politicised social subjects. Be-
cause ideology is an ensemble of material practices producing subjects, it is 
impossible to reduce ideology to an epiphenomenal “false consciousness” 
that merely reflects the relations of production. The subject-positions pro-
duced by ideological institutions depend upon the balance of forces in the 
state apparatus and on the existence (or not) of counter-hegemonic ideologi-
cal apparatuses—meaning that social reproduction is something contested, 
not something automatic. In the English-speaking world, this essay mas-
sively influenced—via the Birmingham School of sociology and film studies 
centred on the journal Screen—the programme of cultural studies, as the in-
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vestigation of the cultural practices constitutive of social subjectivity.4 
Despite its suggestive character, however, Althusser’s essay did not re-

solve the central problem of Structural Marxism, for Althusser’s position 
now encountered the opposite difficulty. Having dispensed with the assump-
tion of an automatic social reproduction that might generate “structural 
eternities,” Althusser had to explain why nonetheless, on balance, it was 
most probable that the social formation would continue to exist. Most likely, 
class relations would continue to be reproduced through the production of 
class-based subject-positions, unless explicitly contested (by, for instance, the 
French Communist Party, to which Althusser belonged). But if the state was 
not just an instrument in the hands of the ruling class, but instead a com-
plex institutional structure enjoying its own relative autonomy from the re-
lations of production, then why would the “ideological state apparatuses” 
produce ideologically submissive working-class subjects? What was the link 
between social subjectivity and the reproduction of social classes? Althus-
ser’s essay broached this question in the “Afterword” (Althusser, 1971: 183-
186), but never resolved it, leading to an entire generation of post-Althusseri-
an efforts to re-interpret this essay through the lens of neo-Marxian theory 
and post-structuralist philosophies. 

One of the most influential efforts to solve the problem of the relation 
between ideological competition and class power was essayed by Laclau, 
who proposed to cut the Gordian Knot of the reproduction of class relations 
by completely separating social class and ideological subjectivity. Hence-
forth, Laclau declared, classes were economic and ideologies were … well, 
ideological. Yet, in this operation, Laclau also severed the critical and neu-
tral components of Althusser’s theory of ideology, so as to dispense with 
the class element. This results in a Marxism best described as an econom-
ic reductionism of a structuralist variety (or structuralist economism), ex-
emplified by Laclau’s own Politics and Ideolog y in Marxist Theory (1977) and 
Mouffe’s contributions to Gramsci and Marxist Theory (1979). This might be 
briefly described as the proposition that while the social relations of pro-
duction and the productive forces exhaust the definition of the fundamen-
tal classes of capitalist society, classes float in a non-capitalist political and 
cultural environment, which they try to hegemonise as political and cul-
tural supplements to their economic dominance. Subsequently, Laclau and 
Mouffe repudiated this position and turned to a deconstruction of structur-
alist economism in Hegemony. 

While Laclau and Mouffe (in particular) represent structuralist econo-
mism as exhausting the totality of the Marxian legacy, this is actually not ac-
curate. Indeed, their deconstruction of structuralist economism in HSS tends 

        4. The landmark text of the Birmingham school that uses Althusser’s essay is Hebdige 
(Hebdige, 1991); for a survey of the theoretical origins of cultural studies, see Hall (Hall, 
1992). For the lineage of Screen, consult Easthope (Easthope, 1983). 
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only to invert the problems of economic reductionism while dispersing the 
political conclusions of this form of Marxism into a politics of indetermina-
cy. In postmarxian theory, Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory is relied upon 
as the definitive demonstration of the “class essentialism” and “economic re-
ductionism” of Marxism, final evidence that historical materialism means 
the “disappearance of politics” into economics (Smith, 1998: 43-83; Torfing, 
1999: 15-34). Indeed, Laclau has retroactively reconstructed this “Gram-
sci-inspired critique of Structural Marxism” as the inception of his post-
marxism (Laclau, 1990: 202). Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory is therefore 
something of an “ur-text” of postmarxian discourse theory. My contention 
is that this work is fundamentally flawed. Laclau arrived at a highly unstable 
transitional position that combines the assertion that every phenomenon is 
overdetermined by class with the proposition that ideology is class-neutral. 
Laclau’s “Gramsci-inspired critique of Structural Marxism” (Torfing, 1999: 
15-34) led to postmarxian historicism once the structuralist economism of 
this transitional phase was subjected to deconstruction in HSS. 

Post-Althusserian theory thereby entered the charmed circle of ideol-
ogy, where the ideological struggle at first displaced, and then completely 
subsumed, the political and economic struggles. Once the characterisation 
of ideology as both social foundation and societal cement is accepted, then 
ideological discourse becomes constitutive of both social relations and sub-
jects’ worldviews. Ideological discourse now constitutes a unity of objective 
institutions and discursive interpretations (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 107), 
which determines that a henceforth generalised “discourse” constructs eve-
rything (Laclau, 1990: 104), from the matter of distant stars to the terrestrial 
competition between ideological worldviews. I maintain that such a theory 
of ideological discourse creates a charmed circle, in which everything ap-
pears to be a result of political subjectivity, meaning that postmarxian dis-
course theory necessarily gravitates towards relativism. 

The Problem of Historicism

Where Althusser claimed that the mode of production is the “absent cause” 
of the social formation that is “present only in its effects,” post-Althusseri-
an historicism alleges that there exists no such cause, absent or otherwise 
(Laclau, 1990: 59). The social field is conceptualised as a flat surface, upon 
which social agents inscribe different hegemonic articulations unconstrained 
by any hidden structural matrix (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 98). Lacking any 
reference to a determinate extra-discursive materiality, postmarxian theo-
ries of discourse necessarily include theory itself (their own included) with-
in the charmed circle of ideology. Accordingly, for Laclau, the postmodern 
Left needs to “reformulate the values of the Enlightenment in the direction 
of a radical historicism” (Laclau, 1990: 84). By rejecting every “epistemolog-
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ical break” between science and ideology, postmarxism postulates that the-
ory is merely an ideological worldview, rendered coherent by its presentation 
as an explicit doctrine (Laclau, 1996a: 299). 

Historicism is a relativist hermeneutics, which postulates the incom-
mensurability of historical epochs or cultural formations and therefore de-
nies the possibility of a general history or trans-cultural universals. Best 
described as “a critical movement insisting on the prime importance of his-
torical context” to the interpretation of texts, actions and institutions, his-
toricism emerges in reaction against both philosophical rationalism and sci-
entific theory (Hamilton, 1996: 2). According to Paul Hamilton’s general 
introduction:

Anti-Enlightenment historicism develops a characteristically double 
focus. Firstly, it is concerned to situate any statement—philosophical, 
historical, aesthetic, or whatever—in its historical context. Secondly, 
it typically doubles back on itself to explore the extent to which any 
historical enterprise inevitably reflects the interests and bias of the 
period in which it was written … [and] it is equally suspicious of its own 
partisanship (Hamilton, 1996: 2).

It is sometimes supposed that a strategy of socio-historical contextuali-
sation represents the alpha and omega of materialist analysis—e.g. James-
on’s celebrated claim that “always historicise” is the imperative of historical 
materialism ( Jameson, 1981: 11). I contend, on the contrary, that although 
necessary, contextualisation alone is radically insufficient. This strategy of 
historical contextualisation, as I shall demonstrate in the course of my inves-
tigation apropos of postmarxism, suffers from three serious defects. The his-
toricist problematic depends upon the reduction of every phenomenal field 
to an immanent network of differential relations and the consequent evacu-
ation of the category of cause from its theoretical armoury (Copjec, 1994b: 
1-15). It is therefore unable to theorise the hierarchy of effective causes within 
an overdetermined phenomenon and must necessarily reduce to a descrip-
tive list, progressively renouncing explanation for interpretation. Secondly, 
lacking a theoretical explanation of the unequal factors overdetermining a 
phenomenon, historicism necessarily flattens the causal network surround-
ing its object into a homogeneous field of co-equal components. As a con-
sequence, historicism’s description of the social structure or historical se-
quence gravitates in the direction of a simple totality, where everything can 
be directly connected to everything else. Thirdly, the self-reflexive turn to 
historical inscription of the researcher’s position of enunciation into the con-
textual field results, on these assumptions, in a gesture of relativisation that can-
not stop short of relativism. The familiar performative contradictions of rel-
ativism then ensure that historicism must support itself through an explicit 
or implicit appeal to a neutral metalinguistic framework, which typically 
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takes the form of a historical master narrative or essentialist conception of 
the social totality. The final result of the historicist turn, therefore, is that 
this “materialist” analysis is in actuality a form of spiritual holism. 

Historicism relies upon a variant of what Althusser called “expressive 
causality,” which acts through “the primacy of the whole as an essence of 
which the parts are no more than the phenomenal expressions” (Althusser 
and Balibar, 1970: 187). Expressive causality postulates an essential princi-
ple whose epiphenomenal expressions are microcosms of the whole (Althus-
ser and Balibar, 1970: 187-192). Whether this expressive totality is social or 
historical is a contingent question of theoretical preference. When the social 
field is regarded as an expressive totality, the institutional structures of a his-
torical epoch—economy, politics, law, culture, philosophy and so on—are 
viewed as externalisations of an essential principle that is manifest in the ap-
parent complexity of these phenomena. When the historical process is con-
sidered to be an expressive totality, a historical master narrative operates to 
guarantee that the successive historical epochs represent the unfolding of a 
single essential principle. Formally speaking, the problem with expressive 
(also known as “organic” and “spiritual”) totalities is that they postulate a 
homology between all the phenomena of the social totality, so that the social 
practices characteristic of the distinct structural instances of the complex 
whole of the social formation are regarded as secretly “the same” ( Jameson, 
1981: 34-52).

In the Hegelian Marxism of Lukács, for instance, the historicist prob-
lematic begins from the relativisation of theory, whereby that it is claimed that 
historical materialism is the “perspective” and “worldview” of the revolu-
tionary class and that, in general, theory (philosophy) is only the coherent 
systematisation of the ideological worldview of a social group (Lukács, 1971: 
149). No distinction of kind exists between theory and ideology, opening the 
path for the foundational character of ideology, expressed through the Lukácsian 
claim that the ideological consciousness of a historical subject is the expres-
sion of objective relations, and that, correlatively, this historical subject (the 
proletariat) alienates-expresses a free society by means of a transparent grasp 
of social processes (Lukács, 1971: 27, 187-188). The society, as an expression 
of a single structure of social relations (where the commodity form and rei-
fied consciousness are theoretical equivalents) is an expressive totality (Lukács, 
1971: 83, 85), so that politics and ideology can be directly deduced from phil-
osophical relations. According to Lukács’ directly Hegelian conception, the 
historical subject is the unified proletariat, which, as the “creator of the to-
tality of [social] contents” (Lukács, 1971: 123), makes history according to its 
conception of the world, and thus functions as an identical subject-object of his-
tory (Lukács, 1971: 149). The identical subject-object and the transparency of 
praxis therefore form the telos of the historical process. Lukács reduces the 
multiplicity of social practices operative within the social formation to the 
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model of an individual “making history,” through the externalisation of an 
intellectual conception of the world. Lukács therefore arrives at the final ele-
ment of the historicist problematic, namely, a theorisation of social practice on 
the model of individual praxis, presented as the historical action of a “collective 
individual” (Lukács, 1971: 137-140). This structure of claims is vulnerable to 
philosophical deconstruction (Gasché, 1985) and leads to individualist politi-
cal conclusions (Althusser, 1976).

In the light of the Gramscian provenance of postmarxism, however, it 
is important to note that while the explicit target of Althusser’s critique was 
the Hegelian totality, Althusser is equally critical of the aleatory posture of 
Gramsci’s “absolute historicism,” regarding it as exemplary of the impasse 
of radicalised historicism (Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 119-144). Althusser 
argues that Gramsci preserves the philosophical structure of historicism ex-
emplified by Lukács and so the criticism of “expressive totality,” or spiritual 
holism, also applies to Gramsci. According to Gramsci, “the philosophy of 
praxis is absolute ‘historicism,’ the absolute secularisation and earthiness of 
thought, an absolute humanism of history” (Gramsci, 1971: 465).5 Gramsci’s 
is an “absolute” historicism because it subjects the “absolute knowledge” 
supposed to be possible at the Hegelian “end of history” to historicisation-
relativisation: instead of absolute knowledge, every truly universal world-
view becomes merely the epochal totalisation of the present. Consequently, 
Gramsci rejects the conception that a social agent might aspire to “absolute 
knowledge” by adopting the “perspective of totality”. If anything, this ex-
acerbates the problems of historicism by bringing the inherent relativism of 
the position to the surface. Ideology, conceptualised as the worldview of a 
historical subject (revolutionary proletariat, hegemonic alliance), forms the 
foundation of the social field, because in the historicist lens a social system is 
cemented by the ideology of the dominant group. Philosophy (and by exten-
sion, theory) represents only the systematisation of ideology into a coherent 
doctrine, while politics is based on ideological manipulation as its necessary 
precondition. Thus, for historicism, every “theoretical” intervention is im-
mediately a political act, and correlatively, theory becomes the direct servant 
of ideology.

Critically Mapping the Postmarxian Field

For Althusser, Gramsci’s reconstruction of Marxism as the “philosophy of 
praxis” necessarily leads to historicist relativism. This is not because of some 
subjective defect on Gramsci’s part, but because historicism is an intellec-

        5. The best analysis of Gramsci’s work remains Perry Anderson’s seminal essay on the 
“antinomies of Gramsci” (Anderson, 1976). For an Althusserian analysis of Gramsci, see 
Buci-Glucksmann’s (sometimes forced) extended interpretation of the Prison Notebooks (Buci-
Glucksmann, 1980). An example of the historicist interpretation of Gramsci is provided by 
Boggs (Boggs, 1976). 
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tual structure, or “theoretical problematic”. Althusser’s central claim is that 
the theoretical problematic determines the limits of what can be articulated 
within a research programme. Therefore, the “project of thinking Marx-
ism as an (absolute) historicism automatically unleashes a logically necessary 
chain reaction which tends to flatten out the Marxist totality into a variation 
of the Hegelian totality” (Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 132). Drawing upon 
Althusser’s concept of “theoretical practice” (Althusser, 1969: 182-193), I de-
fine the postmarxian field as constituted by a process of theoretical produc-
tion whose moments consist of theoretical raw materials (a specific historical 
and theoretical relation to Marxism), a theoretical problematic, or conceptual 
framework (postmarxian historicism) and a body of theoretical knowledge, 
or ensemble of substantive theoretical positions (the formulation of a new 
theory of discourse and the political strateg y of radical democracy).6 Nonetheless, de-
spite the polemical thrust of my analysis of postmarxism, the Althusserian 
concept of a problematic is designed not as an excuse for denunciations, but 
as a research instrument. Specifically, Althusser claims to develop a struc-
tural hermeneutic capable of producing the textual unconscious of a theo-
retical work, locating in its ruptures and silences the existence of contradic-
tions that are the unspoken question to which the text is a reply (Althusser 
and Balibar, 1970: 28). If postmarxism is an ensemble of “answers without 
questions,” then the aim of a post-Althusserian analysis is to disclose the 
open question that a specific historico-theoretical moment generates. I shall 

        6. The reader may be surprised to see Althusser’s old telescope being dusted off to map 
the theoretical debates of the twenty-first century (Thompson called it an “orrery,” but it re-
mains more than a museum-piece). While Althusser’s theory of science has been immensely 
refined and developed in the work of Roy Bhaskar (Resch, 1992; Collier, 1994), the structure 
of the Althusserian concept of “problematic” remains close to Bhaskar’s idea of the scientific 
“production of ideas from ideas” (Bhaskar, 1978; Bhaskar, 1979)—both Resch and Collier 
make this point (Resch, 1992; Collier, 1994). Secondly, the Althusserian distinction between 
the knowledge-object and the real object is similar to Bhaskar’s distinction between, respect-
ively, the transitive and the intransitive objects of science. There are two major differences 
between Althusser and Bhaskar. Firstly, Bhaskar maintains—and I support this conclusion—
that within a realist ontology, the cycle of knowledge-generation must improve scientific 
knowledge of the intransitive object. This resolves the tension in the Althusserian conceptual 
universe between a theory of historical epistemology and Althusser’s commitment to realist 
materialism. Secondly, Bhaskar develops a non-metaphysical materialist dialectics—Althus-
ser is an anti-dialectician—that, while highly critical of both Hegel and Marx, represents a 
major contribution to historical materialism (Bhaskar, 1991: especially “Marxian Dialectic I,” 
344-347 and “Marxian Dialectic II,” 348-353). Bhaskar’s dialectics revolves upon “transform-
ative negations,” that is, determinate ontological negations, and emphasises the irreducibil-
ity of dialectical contradictions to logical contradictions (Bhaskar, 1991: 6, 56-63). Broadly 
speaking, Bhaskar designates processes characterised by the unity (not the identity) of oppos-
ite determinations, in the form of enabling constraints on action that generate “double-bind” 
situations, as “dialectical,” and this is the sense of the word hereafter in this work (Bhaskar, 
1991: 56). Dialectical theory does not support performative contradictions, which remain the 
“basic form of theory/practice and reflective inconsistency” (Bhaskar, 1991: 44). 
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show in the course of this investigation that this question revolves upon the 
problem of structuration, that is, the generative dialectical process whereby 
structures are reformed while acting as matrices of partial constraint to their 
own transformation, at once ground and result of transformative practices. 

In other words, I intend to demonstrate that postmarxism exhibits the 
characteristic erasure of social complexity and reinstitution of expressive to-
tality theorised by Althusser as the inevitable consequence of embracing the 
historicist problematic. I do not for a moment deny the complexity and un-
evenness of Laclau and Mouffe, Butler and Žižek; nor do I suppose that a 
theoretical problematic affects every researcher in a field identically; nor, fi-
nally, do I dispute that they are sometimes manifestly aware of the problems 
associated with historicism. What I claim is that the historicist problematic 
functions as a theoretical unconscious that prevents postmarxism from ex-
ploiting many of its own insights, and that, insofar as historicism is only 
criticised episodically and not structurally, it remains the centre of gravity, 
governing, in the final analysis, postmarxism’s substantive positions. I main-
tain that the historicist problematic is characterised by five key positions: the 
relativisation of theory, the foundational character of ideology, the expres-
sive conception of history, an identical subject-object and a theory of social 
practice modelled on individual praxis. These characteristics form the basis 
for my chapter sequence, whereby I shall demonstrate that postmarxian dis-
course theory is structured by the historicist problematic. 

In this work, I am interested in the moment of emergence of postmarx-
ism: broadly speaking, from Hegemony and Socialist Strateg y (1985) through to 
the joint declaration of tendency in Contingency, Hegemony, Universality (2000). 
Specifically, I am interested in the way in which embrace of the historicist 
problematic during this formative period sets up the positions of Laclau and 
Mouffe, Butler and Žižek within expressive and individualist conceptions of 
history and praxis. In another work, I shall critique the subsequent develop-
ment of these positions, starting from Contingency, Hegemony, Universality (2000) 
and tracking through to the present. 

In Chapter One, I locate postmarxism in its historical context and ex-
plain how the relativisation of theory determines the postmarxian concep-
tion of the necessity for a shift “beyond Marxism”. In Chapter Two, I turn to 
the major theoretical statements of postmarxism in the works of Laclau and 
Mouffe. I demonstrate that a latent expressive totality of history subtends 
the problematic of Laclau and Mouffe, and I show that this determines the 
limits to their deconstruction-inflected post-Althusserian theory of ideology. 
Chapter Three places Butler’s Foucault-inspired post-Althusserian theory of 
ideology under the critical lens. I suggest that the successive waves of theori-
sation of Butler’s influential concept of “performativity” represent so many 
efforts to escape from the implications of a set of assumptions regarding dis-
course that lead ineluctably towards a conception of social practice modeled 
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on individual praxis. investigates the theoretical hesitations, political revers-
als and ethical uncertainties in Žižek’s Lacanian-inspired post-Althusseri-
an theory of ideology, to propose that Žižek’s break from postmarxism to-
wards a messianic Marxism is informed by an impossible desire to recreate 
the identical subject-object of history. Finally, Chapter Four investigates the 
theoretical hesitations, political reversals and ethical uncertainties in Žižek’s 
Lacanian-inspired post-Althusserian theory of ideology, to propose that 
Žižek’s break from postmarxism towards a messianic Marxism is informed 
by an impossible desire to recreate the identical subject-object of history.

Although the postmarxists have made some important advances in the 
theory of ideology, my investigation is critical of the tendency’s collapse into 
historicism, especially its abandonment of causal historical explanation for 
a relativist political hermeneutics. While accepting the necessity of a Marx-
ist engagement with poststructuralism, I contend that any post-Althusserian 
theory needs to fully grasp the historical and theoretical stakes involved in 
Structural Marxism’s incomplete break from classical historical material-
ism. Laclau and Mouffe, Butler and Žižek radically underestimate the so-
phistication of Structural Marxism, which does not need to resort to a dis-
missal of poststructuralism in order to produce a viable contemporary class 
analysis. I seek to integrate many of the insights of postmarxism to outline 
an expanded theory of class politics that escapes the “charmed circle of ide-
ology,” that is, postmarxism’s tendency to reduce politics and economics to 
ideological struggles.
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“New Times”: The Emergence of Postmarxism

Marx somewhere says that every incomplete revolution is followed by a cra-
pulous depression, during which the old order regains its ascendancy by 
driving radical thinking into the margins of political life. When “the year of 
the barricades” (1968) was followed not merely by three decades of neo-liber-
al counter-offensive, but then by the disappointment trailing after the demo-
cratic revolutions of 1989, this crapulous depression—ably documented by 
Terry Eagleton (Eagleton, 1996)—turned into “desolation” and “mourning” 
(Aronson, 1995: 4, 9). Yet, as Freud reminds us, the transition from the des-
olation of melancholia to the work of mourning (and the subsequent adop-
tion of a new ideal) is often accomplished via a moment of manic euphoria 
(Freud, 1984: 251-268). On the Left, this euphoria takes the form of a cele-
bration of the supposed paradigm shift “beyond Marxism” inspired by the 
advent of “New Times, New Social Movements and New Democracy,” of 
which postmarxism is supposed to be the theoretical expression.1 

The notion that historical materialism now stands behind the “New 
Times,” stranded by history, still speaking the discourse of a less complex 
society, has acquired the force of a popular prejudice. Postmarxism, align-
ing itself with these themes, has been celebrated as a postmodern politics in 
tune with the emerging realities of economic globalisation, worldwide de-
mocracy and postmodern culture (Eschle, 2001: 53-84; Nash, 2000: 1-45). 

This “paradigm shift” entails the transformation of social and cultural the-

        1. The expression “new times” comes from the journal Marxism Today, a pioneering advo-
cate of the thesis of the advent of a new, postmodern reality that rendered the class-struggle 
prognoses of the Left invalid. For a devastating critique of the politics of Marxism Today, 
consult Saville’s article (Saville, 1990) and for an analysis of the “enriched Gramscianism” 
that forms the general context for the concept of new times propounded by Marxism Today, 
consult Harris (Harris, 1992). 
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ory, in line with the dominant philosophical motif (philosopheme) of radical 
contingency, and the abandonment of discourses of redistributive justice for 
the postmodern strategy of multiple struggles for cultural recognition (Fra-
ser, 1996: 1-39). These are taken to be “self-evidently” incompatible with his-
torical materialism. The concept of an “obviously” postmarxian social re-
ality belongs with the idea that the collapse of “actually existing socialism” 
(or historical Communism) means the end of socialism as a historical move-
ment. Together they constitute the received popular wisdom of the age. 

Laclau and Mouffe accept the common sense of the epoch and systema-
tise it philosophically. According to Laclau and Mouffe, not only has “the 
era of normative epistemologies come to an end,” but embracing “the dis-
course of radical democracy [means] … renouncing the discourse of the 
universal” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 192). In line with postmodernism, La-
clau announces that the Left needs to “reformulate the values of the En-
lightenment in the direction of a radical historicism and to renounce its 
rationalistic epistemological and ontological foundations … to expand the 
democratic potentialities of [the socialist] tradition, while abandoning total-
itarian tendencies arising from its reoccupation of the ground of apocalyptic 
universalism” (Laclau, 1990: 84). Targeting Marxism’s supposed insistence 
that the proletariat is the direct incarnation of political universality, Laclau 
announces that “the more ‘universal’ the idea to be embodied is, the greater 
the distance from the historical limitations of the social agents intended as 
its bearers will be, and the more likely it is that the result will be a monstrous 
symbiosis” (Laclau, 1990: xi). In other words, to avoid a new Stalinism, we 
need to embrace the relativisation of the universal that is the correlate to the 
postmodern “end of Enlightenment”. Supposedly, the Left needs to accept 
the conclusions of the postmodern analysis: that there is no privileged social 
agent for historical change, no special structural level that holds the key to 
social development and no unified space of political contestation where the 
contradictions of the social formation condense (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
85). In the light of the supposed ineluctability of these historical and intellec-
tual transformations, Laclau claims, postmarxism has become “an inevita-
ble decision for anyone aiming to reformulate a political programme for the 
Left in [contemporary] historical circumstances” (Laclau, 1990: xii). 

This chapter probes the justifications for a “paradigm shift” to post-
marxian theory, seeking to elucidate the links between postmodern culture 
and radical democratic politics. Postmarxism, I maintain, relies upon a con-
cealed historico-spiritual narrative, according to which, the new epoch of 
“postmodernity” is to be expressed through a shift from modern to post-
modern politics and culture. This epochal “spirit of the age”—a sort of “He-
gel-lite”—is represented through the concept of “New Times,” which func-
tions to frame postmarxism’s empirical arguments for the redundancy of 
modern concepts of emancipation. Generally speaking, postmarxism’s ra-
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tionale for moving “beyond Marxism” is advanced by means of three ma-
jor empirical claims: (1) that the main causes of social conflict in the con-
temporary world cannot be explained from a Marxist perspective; (2) that 
the agency of the new social movements renders the notion of a proletarian 
subject of history bankrupt; and, (3) that Marxism cannot generate a demo-
cratic programme. 

Accordingly, the chapter is divided into five sections. In the first section, 
I examine the claims that the “New Times” represent an epochal transition 
beyond modernity. In the second section, I probe the related argument that 
the “New Times” mandate a “paradigm shift” to postmodern theory. Then, 
in sections three, four and five, I investigate the major social theoretical and 
political claims of postmarxism: the forms of social conflict in the contempo-
rary world; the role and nature of the New Social Movements (NSM); and, 
the relationship between Marxism and democracy. In the relevant sections 
of this chapter I examine the evidence for the postmarxian claims and con-
clude that the postmarxian arguments exhibit some key anomalies. But I 
also contend the entire methodological approach of postmarxism—which I 
maintain is a form of cognitive and moral relativism—leads to a major con-
ceptual problem. Postmarxism relativises theory so that theory becomes an-
other expression of the historical process, on the same level as ideology. The 
erasure of the epistemological distinction between theory and ideology, es-
pecially when linked to an historico-spiritual totality, begins by supplanting 
explanation with description and ends by imposing structures of ideological 
misrecognition onto theory. I therefore not only highlight the empirical re-
alities that constitute theoretical anomalies for the postmarxian claims, but 
also I seek to demonstrate that postmarxian theory regards social existence 
through the characteristic distortions of the ideological lens. In subsequent 
chapters these anomalies are explained within a theoretical framework that 
supplies an alternative to postmarxism.

In the first section of the chapter, I demonstrate that postmarxism relies 
upon an ideological conception of “postmodernity,” which supports an ex-
pressive relation between history and theory. I then confront the first major 
postmarxian claim, that Marxism has failed to explain the crisis dynamics 
and the main lines of conflict in contemporary societies (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 149-193; Steinmetz, 1994: 176-212). In refuting this, I trace postmarx-
ism’s imposition of an imaginary unity onto diverse social phenomena, 
through the replacement, in successive theorisations of the contemporary 
conjuncture, of theoretical structures by subject-centred phenomenological 
descriptions. Secondly, following a widely accepted belief on the Left (Gid-
dens, 1994a), postmarxism holds that the new social movements (hereaf-
ter, NSM)—composed of a diversity of non-class-centred social movements 
centred on identity politics, including urban, ecological, anti-authoritarian, 
feminist, anti-racist, ethnic, regional and sexual minority movements, and 
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so forth (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 159)—are the bearers of the “social rev-
olutions of our time” (Laclau, 1985: 42). Postmarxists claim that the advent 
of the NSM invalidates the Marxian conception of the historical process 
and provides the definitive refutation of historical materialism (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 3; Mouffe, 1988: 31; Smith, 1998: 3; Steinmetz, 1994: 177). In 
the third section of the chapter, I demonstrate that, in the classical ideologi-
cal style, postmarxism transforms the NSM into the specular opposite, or 
inverted mirror-image, of the “traditional working class”. One consequence 
of this is that postmarxism is forced to advocate the untenable claim that 
the NSM have nothing to do with class location. As an alternative, I propose 
that the empirical evidence suggests that eliminating class from the expla-
nation of the NSM is as futile as reducing them to class politics: the empiri-
cal evidence suggests that the NSM are the result of complex social determi-
nations including class location. Finally, it is supposed that increasing social 
complexity and postmodern pluralism undermine the socialist conception 
of political strategy, meaning that Marxism cannot produce a democratic 
political programme for contemporary society (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
177; Smith, 1998: 115). This is a structure of misrecognition which depends 
upon a massive act of theoretical repression, namely, the elimination of post-
marxism’s radical dependence on the legacy of Eurocommunism. I show 
that there is an actuality a long tradition of democratic theory in Marxism 
and—more importantly—a number of important practical experiments in 
democratic politics. I thereby demonstrate that the functional role of ideolo-
gy—the concealment of contradictions—is an important aspect of the post-
marxian substitution of ideological competition for theoretical debate.

THEORIES OF A NEW EPOCH OF POSTMODERN POLITICS

The Crapulous Depression of “New Times”

Postmarxian politics—the strategy of radical democracy—is generally sup-
posed to be a postmodern politics that is the expression of a new society. 
During the 1980s, Laclau and Mouffe launched the manifesto of the new 
political and theoretical current of postmarxism. They proposed that the 
Left stood at a turning-point between historic oblivion and a new direction, 
and advocated turning towards a radical and plural democracy as a recon-
ceptualisation of socialist strategy.

The “evident truths” of the past—the classical forms of analysis and 
political calculation, the nature of the forces in conflict, the very meaning 
of the Left’s struggles and objectives—have been seriously challenged by 
an avalanche of historical mutations which have riven the ground on 
which those truths were constituted (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 2).

Accordingly, the Left was faced not only with the falsification of its stra-
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tegic perspectives, but also the exposure of “actually existing socialism” as 
a new form of domination. Nonetheless, the situation was not solely char-
acterised in terms of the delegitimation of Marxism and the retreat of the 
progressive movements. To the contrary, strategically misreading the defen-
sive conjuncture as one of advance, Laclau and Mouffe maintained that a 
“whole series of positive new phenomena underlie these mutations,” such as 
the NSM and the “atypical forms of social struggle in countries on the capi-
talist periphery”. Conjuncturally, therefore, “Western societies face a crisis 
of governability and a threat of dissolution at the hands of the egalitarian 
danger” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 2). However, this conjuncture was also 
marked by a crisis of the classical Marxist concept of revolution, which alleg-
edly rested upon the inaugural character of the revolutionary act, whereby 
the unified proletariat seizes state power and uses this as an institutional lo-
cus from which society can be rationally reconstructed (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 178). The Marxian schema relies upon a universal social agency (the 
proletariat) and a unique position from which social transformed can be ef-
fected (the state):

What is now in crisis is a whole conception of socialism which rests 
upon the ontological centrality of the working class, upon the role of 
Revolution, with a capital “r,” as the founding moment in the transition 
from one type of society to another, and upon the illusory prospect of 
a perfectly unitary and homogeneous collective will that will render 
pointless the moment of politics. The plural and multifarious character 
of contemporary social struggles has finally dissolved the last foundation 
for that political imaginary. Peopled with “universal” subjects and 
built around History in the singular, it has postulated “society” as an 
intelligible structure that could be intellectually mastered on the basis 
of certain class positions and reconstituted as a rational, transparent 
order, through a founding act of a political character. Today, the Left 
is witnessing the final act of the dissolution of that Jacobin imaginary 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 2).

Responding to the crisis of socialism in the broadest possible sense, then, 
Laclau and Mouffe proposed to jettison revolutionary insurrection, van-
guard parties and the universality of the proletariat. The classical Marx-
ist perspective is incompatible, they argued, with the increasing function-
al differentiation of contemporary societies, the plurality of socio-political 
projects brought to light by the NSM and the democratic politics of the New 
Left. In most respects, it seems to me that one can only agree with their 
broad general perspective. What is less obvious is that this critique of clas-
sical Marxism entails a rejection of post-classical (contemporary) forms of 
neo-Marxism. Equally un-argued seems to me the notion that the crisis of 
historical communism and classical Marxism automatically rules out any 
reconstruction of historical materialism and socialist strategy that might dis-
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pense with insurrectionary violence, vanguard parties and the ontological 
centrality of the proletariat, but retain socialist transformation, progressive 
organisation, universal claims and the hope of post-capitalist emancipation. 
But this is precisely what Laclau and Mouffe do rule out.

Curiously, despite invoking social complexity, theorists of postmarxism 
do not hesitate to retotalise the social field through the metaphor of “new 
times”. Laclau and Mouffe, for instance, present an “avalanche of histori-
cal mutations” and not an explicit structural analysis, whose incompatibil-
ity with contemporary Marxism relies upon the massive repression of recent 
theoretico-political history. This invocation of a new epoch, within which 
Marxism could be dismissed rather than reconstructed, has an instructive 
precedent. Relying on metaphor to contain the dispersion of a host of per-
haps unrelated developments was openly advocated in the collaboration by 
the former Marxism Today editorial collective, in their New Times: The Chang-
ing Face of Politics in the 1990s. According to Stuart Hall, the term “new times” 
was developed in the British context to embrace diverse concepts describing 
several structural transformations:

If we take the “new times” idea apart, we find that it is an attempt to 
capture, within the confines of a single metaphor, a number of different facets 
of social change, none of which has any necessary connection with the other. In 
the current debates, a variety of different terms jostle with one another 
for pride of place, in the attempt to describe those different dimensions 
of change. They include “post-industrial,” “post-Fordist,” “revolution 
of the subject,” “postmodern”. None of these is wholly satisfactory. … 
Each, however, signifies something important about the “new times” 
debate (Hall, 1989: 117 emphasis added).

In other words, the potentially divergent trajectories of these emergent 
developments are totalised by nothing more than the metaphor of “new 
times”. This argument trades on the temporal dialectics of modernity—the 
valorisation of novelty—while introducing an epochal totalisation of history 
explicitly delegitimised by postmodern theory (Osborne, 1995: 1-27). Like-
wise, for Laclau and Mouffe the catch-all rubric of “increasing social com-
plexity” contains phenomenal diversity in a conveniently undefined termi-
nological unity, while at the same time masking their fundamental reliance 
on a vulgar Marxist methodology that reels off cultural and intellectual de-
velopments from an evolutionary logic working in the social base (Barrett, 
1991: 75-76; Landry, 1991: 47). The relevant structural transformations in-
clude commodification and the introduction of scientific management of the 
labour process, as well as bureaucratic rationalisation and the transforma-
tion of liberal ideology (Laclau, 1990: 52-59; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 159-
171). Astonishingly, these correspond closely to the Marxian categories of re-
lations of production, productive forces, politics and ideology, as well as:
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The decline of the classical working class in the post-industrial countries; 
the increasingly profound penetration of capitalist relations of production 
into all areas of social life, whose dislocatory effects … have generated 
new forms of social protest; the emergence of mass mobilisations in 
Third World countries which do not follow the classical pattern of class 
struggle … [and] the exposure of new forms of domination established in 
the name of the dictatorship of the proletariat (Laclau, 1990: 97).

These conclusions depend upon a paradoxical structure of claims where-
by a fairly unreconstructed Marxism seems to be the most sensitive instru-
ment for the diagnosis of its own irrelevance; thereafter, discursive interpre-
tation supplants structural analysis and the enumeration and investigation 
of social movements and political institutions recedes to the background. 
Nonetheless, aggregating all of the statements in which Laclau and Mouffe 
make specific declarations regarding the emergence of “new times” (Laclau, 
1985; Laclau, 1988: 81; Laclau, 1990: 1-4, 58-59; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
2, 57; Mouffe, 1988: 31; Mouffe, 1992d: 1-14; Mouffe, 1992e: 1-8), we obtain 
the following general structural transformations.

Philosophical. The exhaustion of the legacy of Enlightenment metaphysics 
(“essentialism”) in modern philosophy and social theory brings the end of 
foundational universality and the advent of the postmodern shift from nec-
essary foundations to contingent horizons (Laclau, 1988: 63-82; Mouffe, 
1988: 31-46).

Social. The increase in social complexity consonant with “disorganised capi-
talism,” characterised by the decline of the classical working class, leads to 
a condition of absolute dispersion where the structural dominance of capital 
accumulation dissolves (Laclau, 1990: 58-59).

Political. The advent of the NSM has a pluralising effect which displac-
es every ontologically privileged social agency (Laclau, 1985). These move-
ments dislodge class politics, which, it turns out, “is just one species of iden-
tity politics, and one that is becoming less and less important” (Laclau, 
2000a: 203).

Historical. The massive discrediting of the socialist tradition, linked 
to the collapse of historical Communism and decline of class politics, as 
a result of the exposure of “state socialism” as a new form of domination. 
Radical democracy, as a postmodern politics, seeks to salvage what remains 
viable in the Marxist tradition and to dispatch the rest “to the museum of 
antiquities” (Laclau, 1990: 181). 

These transformations constitute the “new times,” whose major theoret-
ical expression is the “end of Enlightenment”. Regardless of the increasing 
social complexity that these structural mutations certainly represent, post-
marxism immediately reduces this to the simplicity of a shift in the “spirit 
of the times” by means of the historical thesis of “postmodernity,” thereby 
linking theory and structure in an expressive relation.
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Postmodern Theory and the “End of Enlightenment”

My contention is that Laclau and Mouffe remain entirely enclosed within 
the horizon of postmodern ideology, which postulates an epochal totality 
of “postmodernity”. According to John Frow’s exhaustive survey of the lit-
erature (Frow, 1997: 1-57), the generally accepted description of postmodern 
culture involves dispensing with: essentialist foundations; fixed domains of 
cultural values (fixed universality); the unified subject; and, history as tran-
scendent to its textual forms. These four categories broadly correspond to 
Laclau and Mouffe’s structural transformations. 

For Frow, two significant problems attend upon most descriptions of 
postmodernism, namely, the tendency to deduce the content of cultur-
al forms from the postulated existence of postmodern culture (Frow, 1997: 
15)—that is, the transcendental illusion that turns a regulative hypothesis 
into a constitutive principle—and the construction of epochal totalities cor-
relative to a shift in “worldview”. As Frow warns:

The problem is that of any totalising vision: … the construction of 
domains of practice as massive unities (“the aesthetic”) and their 
expressive linkage to other unified domains. Pseudo-totalities generate 
pseudo-histories; the epochal sense of the concept of the postmodern 
depends for its existence on historico-spiritual fictions (Frow, 1997: 53). 

Postmodernism as an expressive concept is generally counterposed to 
the epochal concept of the Enlightenment. This frequently results in the 
sort of travesty of the history of ideas that is the hallmark of an ideologi-
cal simplification. According, for instance, to the high priest of postmodern 
theory, Jean-François Lyotard, the postmodern “end of master narratives” 
means the impossibility of any totalisation of society and history, linked to 
the tendency of every global emancipation to turn into a new totalitarianism 
(Lyotard, 1997). The major themes (ideologemes) of this “end of Enlighten-
ment” include the rejection of every foundational universality (for instance, 
human nature) and the supposition that society is a rational totality ground-
ed through an essential substrate (Vattimo, 1988). Postmodern theory repu-
diates the concept of a unitary subject—especially any “subject of history” 
and all privileged social agencies—that might institute a transparent society 
through its control of humanity and mastery of nature (Vattimo, 1992). The 
utopian dream of social harmony, linked to historical teleology and the no-
tion of a foundational act inaugurating the end of politics, is repudiated as 
the very root of the totalitarian temptation (Stavrakakis, 1999: 99-121).2 

        2. Marxist critiques of postmodernism can be divided into three categories. Criticism 
of postmodernism as a modality of the “lived experience” of everyday life—that is, criti-
cism of postmodern ideology, aimed at theoretical statements as they function within a 
“worldview”—includes Eagleton (Eagleton, 1996), Norris (Norris, 1990; Norris, 1992; Norris, 
1993) and O’Neill (O’Neill, 1995). Marxist criticism of the aesthetic productions of postmod-
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Lukács, for instance, as a Hegelian Marxist, would be the very quintes-
sence of everything that postmodernism brings into question. For Lukács, 
the foundational universality of the commodity form brings into existence 
the capitalist social totality, along with its rationally cognisable dynamics of 
commodity reification (Lukács, 1971: 83). This in turn brings forth the pro-
letariat as a potential “historical subject,” capable of rendering the social 
totality transparent through a dialectical theory grounded in social praxis, 
which culminates in the social revolution, considered as the founding act in 
the inauguration of a harmonious communist society that is beyond politics 
(Lukács, 1971: 149). 

On the postmarxian conception, modernity is a historical region charac-
terised by the incomplete emergence of the modern from the legacy of the 
Enlightenment. The Enlightenment, meanwhile, is considered a “re-occu-
pation” of the modern by theology, whereas the postmodern condition be-
comes “modernity without illusions” (Torfing, 1999: 275). The postmarx-
ism led by Laclau and Mouffe entirely follows this ideological conception 
of the relation between modernity and postmodernity. Laclau proposes the 
epochal thesis that the modern era is characterized by the “reoccupation” 
of modernity “by the medieval millennialist apocalypse” (Laclau, 1990: 74). 
The Hegelian-Marxist moment is dismissed along these lines, together with 
the Enlightenment, nineteenth-century master narratives and the totalitar-
ianisms of the twentieth century (Laclau, 1990: 75). Where modernity—
supported by Enlightenment—proposed a progressive advance in conscious 
mastery of the natural and social worlds, leading towards a post-political 
utopia, the new epoch represents “a growing awareness of limits” and the 
exhaustion of the discourse of the new (Laclau, 1990: 4). This enables a 
“radical critique of all forms of domination” and the “formulation of libera-
tion projects hitherto restrained by the rationalist ‘dictatorship’ of the En-
lightenment” (Laclau, 1990: 4). In the light of the abandonment of universal-
ity as a regulative ideal and the repudiation of any moment of global rupture 
with capitalism, postmarxism claims that the path opens to a multitude of 
partial solutions to particular problems—not Emancipation, but emancipa-
tions (Laclau, 1990: 215, 225; Laclau, 1995a: i-iv; Laclau, 2000c: 196). In-
stead of the utopian politics of global emancipation and the realization of a 
rational society through non-alienated subjectivity, postmodernism suppos-
edly leads to a proliferation of localised resistances aiming to “maintain the 
differend” rather than to eliminate power. It promotes multiple and partial 

ern culture include Callinicos (Callinicos, 1989), Jameson (Jameson, 1991; Jameson, 1994) 
and Harvey (Harvey, 1989). Finally, Marxist criticism of specifically postmodern theoretical 
ideologies includes Ebert on postmodern feminism (including Butler) (Ebert, 1996), Palmer 
on discourse theory (including Laclau and Mouffe) (Palmer, 1990), Geras (Geras, 1990) and 
Wood (Wood, 1998) on “postmarxism,” and Wood et. al. on postmodern historical ideology 
(Wood, 1997b).



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y28

emancipations, through a dispersed plurality of struggles for cultural recog-
nition, by contesting the “microphysics of power”. The totality of these theo-
retical shifts, linked expressively to historical transformations, is supposed to 
constitute a new, postmodern “paradigm”. 

Before investigating this new political paradigm, we need to become 
relatively sure that radical democracy conforms to this description of post-
modernism, for Laclau and Mouffe have sometimes sought to distance post-
marxism from postmodern politics. According to Laclau and Mouffe, radi-
cal democracy is politically modern and culturally postmodern. The crisis in the 
modern project of self-foundation (the philosophical project of modernity), 
far from undermining to the modern project of self-determination, actually 
extends it scope. At the same time, Laclau and Mouffe cautiously disengage 
their position from the political quietism characteristic of many postmodern 
theorists, such as Baudrillard (Laclau, 1990: 214). 

Substantively, however, Laclau and Mouffe’s postmarxism is character-
ised by the relativisation of the universal, while their position rejects eman-
cipatory politics for micropolitical struggles and a plurality of relatively au-
tonomous social antagonisms. The salient characteristic of the postmodern 
turn for politics is the relativisation of the universal (Feher and Heller, 1988: 
12); thus, Laclau and Mouffe follow the policies of postmodernism to the let-
ter, while denying their attachment to the programme of a postmodern poli-
tics. Steven Best and Douglas Kellner’s distinction between ludic (conform-
ist) and resistance (oppositional) postmodernism is invaluable in this context. 
Their encyclopedic survey characterises postmodernism as a “radicalisation 
of modernism” and proposes that resistance postmodernism “is a product of 
the new social movements” (Best, 1997: 26). Hence, Best and Kellner claim, 
Laclau and Mouffe’s position is the leftwing of postmodern politics (Best, 
1997: 271-273). 

Radical Democracy as Postmodern Politics

The correctness of Best and Kellner’s surmise that radical democracy is 
the leftwing of postmodern politics is supported by the content of Laclau 
and Mouffe’s declarations regarding postmodernism. For Laclau, “postmo-
dernity … has become the new horizon of our cultural, philosophical and 
political experience” (Laclau, 1988: 63). Postmodernity is characterized by 
the weakening of foundationalism and the decline of master narratives, but 
does not constitute an absolute break with modernity, nor is postmodernism 
a complete novelty compared to modernism. Laclau claims that “postmo-
dernity does not imply a change in the values of the Enlightenment moder-
nity, but rather a particular weakening of their absolutist character” (La-
clau, 1988: 67). He proposes that while the ontological status of modern 
categories is in question, their content is not (Laclau, 1988: 66). According 
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to this perspective, postmodern politics retains the content of the emancipa-
tory demands of modernity, but rejects the idea that the totality of these de-
mands constitutes a unified whole, together with the metaphysical ground-
ing of these in a universal and necessary foundation (Laclau, 1988: 63-82). 
“It is the contraposition between foundation and horizon that … enables 
us to understand the change in the ontological status of emancipatory dis-
courses,” Laclau claims, where a “horizon” is a “formation without a foun-
dation … [that] constitutes itself as a unity only as it delimits itself from that 
which it negates” (Laclau, 1988: 81). Laclau rounds up the usual Enlighten-
ment suspects—the totality of history, its rational foundation, the transpar-
ent society, global human emancipation, all based on full identities and the 
discourse of essences—to assert that postmodernity exposes the contents of 
Enlightenment to the effects of a multiplicity of contexts (Laclau, 1988: 72). 
With these remarks, Laclau not only locates radical democracy within the 
postmodern, but also explains the permanent dependence of postmodern-
ism on the modern, which it must endlessly traverse deconstructively in or-
der to generate any substantive positions. 

We need to retain this sense of the postmodern exhaustion of novelty 
and its explicit yet paradoxical dependence upon the modern, as we turn 
to Mouffe’s position. For Mouffe, “it is unlikely that Marxism will recover” 
from Stalinism and “the challenge to class reductionism posed by the new 
social movements” (Mouffe, 1988: 31). Using the distinction between self-de-
termination (autonomy) and foundational project, it is possible to split mo-
dernity’s epistemological project from its political project, because—Mouffe 
asserts rather than argues—there is no necessary articulation between these 
two aspects of modernity (Mouffe, 1988: 32). Following Claude Lefort, mo-
dernity is defined at the political level by the Democratic Revolution of Mo-
dernity (Mouffe, 1988: 33-34), which, Laclau explains elsewhere, is regarded 
by postmarxism as the political correlate to philosophical deconstruction 
(Laclau, 1990: 212-214). Indeed, according to Mouffe:

If one sees the democratic revolution as Lefort portrays it, as the 
distinctive feature of modernity, it then becomes clear that what one 
means when one refers to postmodernity in philosophy is to recognise 
the impossibility of any ultimate foundation or final legitimation that is 
constitutive of the very advent of the democratic form of society and thus 
of modernity itself (Mouffe, 1988: 34). 

The implication is that postmodern philosophy is the expression-recog-
nition of an epochal totality: postmodernity as modernity at last cleansed 
of Enlightenment rationalism. Accordingly, contemporary political strategy 
“requires us to abandon the abstract universalism of the Enlightenment, the 
essentialist conception of the social totality and the myth of the unitary sub-
ject” (Mouffe, 1988: 44). For Mouffe, the leading effects of this deconstruc-
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tion of foundations that is the correlate to the Democratic Revolution of Mo-
dernity are the dispersion of the unitary subject (Mouffe, 1988: 35) and the 
particularisation of the universal (Mouffe, 1988: 36). 

While the particularisation of the universal raises the spectre of relativ-
ism, Mouffe replies that politics is the sphere of doxa, whose criterion of le-
gitimacy and validity is not truth but persuasion (Mouffe, 1988: 37). Mouffe’s 
reply—politics is the sphere of rhetorical persuasion and not logical truth, 
and therefore always was dominated by relativism—is exemplary of what 
might be called the skeptical function of postmodernism (Dews, 1987; Dews, 
1995a). For it does not follow at all from the deconstruction of foundations—
and therefore the contingency of the universal—that we need to renounce 
universality (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 191) as the opposite extreme from 
“Enlightenment fundamentalism”. Universality can become a regulative 
ideal that is permanently subject to revision, instead of the fixed substrate 
of human nature. This is the argument presented by Hans Bertens,3 who 
characterises postmodern politics in the following terms (Bertens, 1995: 185-
208): a shift from macropolitics to micropolitics; the transition from global 
emancipation to local and partial emancipations; and, the gravitation from 
party politics to imagined communities. Although accepting that the politi-
cisation of the social means that every social relation can potentially be con-
tested and transformed—albeit piecemeal and nominalistically—Bertens 
nonetheless objects to the failure of postmodern politics to legitimate its own 
claims. According to Bertens, “postmodernism simultaneously undermines 
all traditional macropolitics, in that it rejects the metanarratives in which 
all macropolitics, those of the left as well as those of the right, classically 
ground themselves” (Bertens, 1995: 189). Nonetheless, the claim to partial 
emancipations requires a concept of social progress—for instance, Laclau’s 
“construction of a more global [inclusive] social imaginary” (Laclau, 2000c: 
197)—that postmarxism is no longer prepared to defend. 

Despite referring to social complexity, then, postmarxism tends to reduce 
the complexity of contemporary social transformations to simple expres-
sions of the “new times,” thereby instigating an expressive relation between 
historical mutations and theoretical paradigms. This expressive conception 
of the history-theory relation then legitimates a new political programme—
the shift from universal Emancipation to a multiplicity of partial emancipa-
tions—which is supposedly the correlate to the postmodern condition. Post-
modern politics, characterised by the relativisation of political universality, 

        3. Bertens divides postmarxism into two camps: the particularisation of the universal (Best 
and Kellner - historicism); the universalisation of the particular (Laclau and Mouffe - par-
ticularism). While formally these possibilities represent the two anti-universal alternatives 
operative in postmodern politics, I am not convinced that a substantive difference exists 
between them. Witness, for instance, the subsequent convergence of Best and Kellner with 
Laclau and Mouffe (Best, 1997: 271-273).
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rejects any transcendental foundation to the modern project of self-deter-
mination and exposes this project to the effects of a multiplicity of localised 
contexts. The result is a gravitation towards open relativism, best expressed 
by Mouffe’s claim that politics is the domain of contingent pragmatic inter-
ventions determined by rhetoric, rather than rational interests or universal 
values (Mouffe, 1992e: 9-22, 135-154).

“PARADIGM SHIFT”: THE PROBLEM OF COGNITIVE RELATIVISM

Theoretical Problematics versus Relativist Paradigms

Postmarxism’s leap from absolutism (transcendental foundations) to rel-
ativism is unnecessary, for it neglects the possibility opened by historical 
epistemology, namely, a historicised conception of conceptual foundations 
as a replacement for transcendental philosophy. Indeed, the performative 
contradictions characteristic of the “postmodern paradigm” identified by 
Bertens (following Habermas) happen because of a conflation of the relativi-
sation of the contents of universality with the abandonment of theoretical uni-
versals altogether.4 Moreover, the relativism promoted by concepts such as 
Laclau’s “emancipations” and Lyotard’s “differend” actually depends upon 
the idealist conception of theoretical frameworks as systematised ideologi-
cal worldviews. 

I claim that by contrast with the Althusserian concept of a theoreti-
cal problematic, the relativist notion of a “postmodern paradigm,” as the 
expression-recognition of structural transformations, imposes the struc-
tures of ideological misrecognition onto theoretical positions. According 
to Althusser, an “epistemological break” lies between historical science and 
humanist ideology, consisting in the crossing of certain thresholds of for-
malisation, whereby the subject-centred, practical discourse of ideology is 
transformed into the concept-centred, theoretical discourse of science. As I 
will explain in more detail in a moment, in theoretical discourse, the prob-
lems posed for formalised analysis lead to the generation of knowledge, 
based on the raw materials of experience (for instance, observation state-
ments). But theoretical discourse breaks with the epistemological framework 
of its raw materials, because it refuses to accept as final data the description 
of phenomena observed by a subject and submits these instead to a proc-

        4. The employment of “performative contradiction” as a criticism of postmodern theory 
was pioneered by Habermas (Habermas, 1987), who defines the category as follows: “a per-
formative contradiction occurs when a constative speech act k(p) rests on noncontingent 
presuppositions whose propositional content contradicts the asserted proposition, p” (Haber-
mas, 1999: 80). Martin Jay glosses this less formally as “when the locutionary dimension of a 
speech act is in conflict with its illocutionary force,” and this is the sense in which I employ 
the category (Jay, 1992: 29). It implies no commitment to discourse ethics. It is instead the 
elementary index of logical consistency. 
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ess of theoretical construction and then formal testing. Ideological practice, 
by contrast, is based on the coherence of the lived experience of a subject, 
and so it is necessarily subordinates theoretical re-description and hypoth-
esis testing (when it does these at all) to the subject-centred registration of 
the significance of events. Where the paradigmatic expression of theoreti-
cal discourse is mathematical physics, the paradigmatic expression of ideo-
logical practice is personal narrative. 

Accordingly, Althusser maintains that ideology does not pose problems 
but rather provide readymade solutions (to pseudo-problems), thereby re-
ducing knowledge to a phenomenon of (mis)recognition. Drawing upon the 
concept of the mirror-stage from Lacanian psychoanalysis, Althusser pro-
poses that ideological misrecognition functions exactly as the Imaginary 
register does in psychoanalysis. By supplying a corporeal image, unified in 
the mirror of language, the alienated ego functions as an instrument by 
which the subject intervenes in the world, at the cost of a permanent misrec-
ognition of the decentred structures of social existence (Lacan, 1977: 1-29). 
Likewise, ideology is characterised by its Imaginary structures—that is, by 
its subject-centred construction of specular dualisms (for instance, “good” 
versus “evil”) between imaginary unities (for instance, “postmodernity”), 
whose “obviousness” is the very hallmark of an ideological distortion. The 
standard analogy for the distinction between science and ideology is that of 
the Copernican Revolution, where mathematical abstraction negates the 
apparently blindingly obvious “fact,” drawn from personal experience, that 
the sun rotates around the earth. Althusser conducted exactly such a revolu-
tion in Marxism with his conceptual shift from historical teleology and ex-
pressive totality, based in the unity of social praxis, to decentred social struc-
tures accessible only to formalised theoretical practice.

The equation of theory with ideology that postmarxism relies upon is 
made explicit in the notion of theoretical paradigms. Michèle Barrett, for 
instance, proposes that the relativisation of the universal—the dethroning 
of the working class in Marxian discourse—represents a paradigm shift and 
suggests that Marxists should take “a look at the world … through the glass-
es of Laclau and Mouffe,” instead of criticising postmarxism from the per-
spective of universal emancipation (Barrett, 1991: 78). To approach post-
marxism with categories such as “class,” “universal,” “social formation,” 
and so forth, is impossible, because a paradigm shift implies an incommen-
surability between theories and hence the meaninglessness of the old terms 
in the new discursive universe. Barrett therefore claims that to respond from 
the position of a global theory with an excoriation of Laclau and Mouffe as 
ex-Marxists is radically to fail to engage with the substance of postmarxism. 
This substance would appear to be a conceptual and moral relativism that 
is secreted by the very concept of a conceptual paradigm. How can a theo-
retical problematic—a research programme—form a worldview, operative 
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in everyday life, that we might just “try out” for a few days? The idealist vol-
untarism of this conception of theory might alert us that we should check 
the label on the packet marked “paradigm” before swallowing. If concep-
tual “paradigms” are optative worldviews that are completely incommen-
surable, then what basis exists for making decisions regarding politics and 
theory? The danger is that this can become an ideological ruse designed to 
exclude debate. And does this not rely upon an expressive conception of the 
relation between the social complexity of everyday life and postmodern con-
ceptual paradigms? To evade the relativist impasse implicit in this volun-
tarist conception of theory, we have to establish whether a rational basis for 
theoretical evaluations exists. 

At this point I wish to introduce a distinction between relativism and 
relativisation. I do so because historical epistemology—rather like the post-
positivist epistemology of Imré Lakatos’s concept of the “methodology of sci-
entific research programmes”—recognises that no scientific framework can 
claim absolute correspondence to the real. Indeed, it is a postulate of his-
torical epistemology that the real is unknown: all science provides is more 
or less plausible constructions of the unknown cause of phenomenal experi-
ence. Yet these scientific frameworks are not conceptual paradigms, because 
it is possible to rationally adjudicate between them in the historical scale. The 
distinction between relativisation and relativism, then, resides in whether, de-
spite relativisation, there exist common standards of comparison or constant 
elements shared between theoretical frameworks. (This terminology is in-
spired by analogy with the Special Theory of Relativity, where despite the 
different results obtained in distinct frames of reference, a matrix of trans-
formation exists that can convert the results of one frame into those of an-
other frame, by virtue of the universal constant of the speed of light, which is 
the same in all frames of reference.) Likewise, the distinction between the rel-
ativisation of theoretical problematics and the relativism of conceptual paradigms rests 
upon the existence of a set of paradigm-neutral criteria that enables com-
parison between different theoretical problematics. 

For proponents of postmodern relativism, conceptual paradigms are in-
commensurable “worldviews,” and so no basis for comparison exists. But a 
“worldview” is exactly what a research programme is not—except in the ide-
alist vulgarisations of Heideggerean and Kuhnian theories of science pop-
ular with postmodern theory. For instance, Best and Kellner, despite their 
perceptive remarks on Laclau and Mouffe’s politics, insist that postmodern 
politics represents a “major paradigm shift” and so one either gets with the 
(new) times, or decides (equally arbitrarily) to remain stuck in the modernist 
paradigm. In motivating this effectively voluntarist position, Best and Kel-
lner invoke Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, maintaining 
that the new paradigm is part of a postmodern epoch that includes the post-
marxian politics of Laclau and Mouffe, technology, science and “emergent 
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forms of culture and everyday life, as well as … the advent of an expanding 
global economy and new social and political order” (Best, 1997: ix). Accord-
ing to Best and Kellner:

Typically, one paradigm is replaced by another when a discipline reaches 
a crisis state that calls into question the explanatory adequacy of the 
existing paradigm, such that emergent problems are no longer seen only 
as “anomalies” and ad hoc solutions are no longer convincing. The shift 
to another paradigm is a non-cumulative, discontinuous development 
whereby novelty rules and tacit assumptions, theories and techniques 
emerge that are incommensurably different from what preceded (Best, 
1997: 254). 

The problem is the claim of incommensurability. If theoretical problem-
atics in actuality obey the rules of Kuhnian conceptual paradigms—that is, 
the decision for a conceptual paradigm is arbitrary because the paradigm 
is a closed universe and no rational adjudication between paradigms is pos-
sible—then in reality, arguments about the relative merits of postmarxism 
are a waste of time. For it is not possible to arbitrate in this way: it is a “take 
it or leave it” proposition. (And this explains the frustration that many feel 
when confronted by the postmarxian position—it seems to be a voluntarist 
ultimatum based only on the suasive appeal to novelty implicit in the “New 
Times” rhetoric.) But the argument from Kuhnian philosophy of science in 
fact works against postmarxian voluntarism, for Kuhn himself quickly rec-
ognised the limitations of his position and introduced a key amendment to 
the theory, one that eliminated the postulate of incommensurability.

For Kuhn—accepting the legitimacy of certain subsequent modifica-
tions to the initial theory proposed in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 
(1970)—a “paradigm” refers to the “disciplinary matrix” of a research 
community (Kuhn, 1970: 182-184; Kuhn, 1977: 297-299). This includes the 
shared symbolic generalisations unquestioningly accepted by this commu-
nity (for instance, a basic accord on the historical importance of a certain 
theory), an agreement on heuristic models, research values (for instance, ac-
curacy and honesty) and metaphysical assumptions—comparable to Laka-
tos’ notion of the “hard core of metaphysical postulates” forming a scientific 
research programme (Lakatos, 1978). The genesis of the notion of paradigm 
in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions explains that a paradigm is centred by 
a practice of exemplification, which determines the core problem in the field 
and its best solution. The virtue of the concept of a paradigm is that it em-
phasises the contextual determination of theoretical propositions. The prob-
lem is that for Kuhn, scientific revolutions are akin to political revolutions 
in two decisive respects: they depend upon intersubjective consensus degen-
erating beyond a critical point (the accumulation of anomalies leading to a 
crisis of confidence in a paradigm); and their outcome depends solely upon 
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political techniques (rhetorical persuasion) (Kuhn, 1970: 94, 102). Because 
paradigms are incommensurable, there exist no rational means for arbitrat-
ing which theory is better—leading to the proposition that even when two 
theories logically contradict each other, there are no bases for a grounded 
judgement that one is more justified than another (Kuhn, 1970: 198-199). In 
the process of withdrawing from this extreme position, Kuhn acknowledged 
that there exists a singular “shared basis for theory choice,” involving accu-
racy, consistency, scope of application, elegance (simplicity) and productivity 
for new research (Kuhn, 1977: 321-322). That is, Kuhn’s revised theory sup-
plies a list of constitutive elements of a theoretical paradigm, together with 
a set of five paradigm-neutral criteria for judgement between paradigms. In 
the terms developed here, it means that the extended concept of a paradigm 
represents an acceptance of the relativisation of theoretical perspectives that 
nonetheless rejects relativism. This brings Kuhn’s final theory significantly 
closer to the Althusserian-Bachelardian concept of a theoretical problematic 
(Lecourt, 1975: 1-15). 

In Defense of the “Althusserian Revolution”

It follows from consideration of the possibility of comparisons between theo-
retical problematics that Laclau is wrong to suppose that the critique of ide-
ology relies upon a naïve, immediate access to extra-discursive reality and 
that “all critique will necessarily be intra-ideological” (Laclau, 1996a: 299). 
Ideology critique can appeal to a rational analysis of theoretical contradic-
tions and to the evidence that constitutes an anomaly for the theory—that 
is, ideology critique can proceed from internal critique to the postulation of 
an alternative explanatory framework. But this is a possibility that Laclau 
seems keen to exclude. Laclau’s position states, in the clearest possible fash-
ion, his belief that rational debate with other theoretical positions is merely a 
question of (ideological) assertion and counter-assertion. Indeed, the propo-
sition that “all critique will necessarily be intra-ideological” can be decoded 
as follows: we only listen to the arguments of those who already share our 
worldview. This is not a hard-headed and practical assessment of the reali-
ties of political debate. It is a rejection of all theoretical inquiry and rational 
debate between research programmes and, as such, it is an open confession 
of dogmatism.

In elaborating his position, Laclau seeks to modify the Kuhnian posi-
tion of (for instance) Barrett, Best and Kellner, adding to the incommensu-
rability of discourses the proposition of the openness of paradigms. For La-
clau, the “closure” of ideological worldviews/conceptual paradigms—their 
apparent existence as self-enclosed discursive universes with no outside—is 
the “highest form of misrecognition,” for every ideological paradigm in-
cludes a hidden dialogical reference to its theoretical competitors (Laclau, 
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1996a: 300, 304). But this is a quite different proposition to Kuhn’s opening 
of paradigms to rational arbitration, for Laclau is categorically not propos-
ing that there exist paradigm-neutral standards of theoretical inquiry from 
which to judge competing paradigms. To the contrary: competition between 
paradigms is based on ideological rivalry and not on explanatory credibility, 
so that the dialogical constitution of conceptual paradigms or ideological 
worldviews as instrumental to the conducting social conflicts against politi-
cal antagonists makes the possibility of rational debate recede, not advance. 
Instead of opening theories to rational adjudication, this reduces theoreti-
cal debate to ideological competition, supplementing the problematic no-
tion of a conceptual paradigm with the stricture that these are dialogically 
constructed as ideological instruments. One only has to recall the fiasco of 
Lysenko’s “proletarian science” in the former Soviet Union—a conceptual 
paradigm answering perfectly to Laclau’s requirements of ideological serv-
iceability and discursive insularity—to realise what is wrong with this de-
scription of theoretical debate. 

Postmarxism’s radical relativism therefore springs from the rejection of 
every “epistemological break” between theory and ideology. The Althus-
serian claim that historical materialism founds the science of history (Al-
thusser, 1976: 151) smacks, according to postmarxism, of the “profoundly 
anti-democratic habits of leftwing thought,” secreting “an obsolete positiv-
ism” (Laclau, 1990: 204) and a latent totalitarianism. In Leninism, this “au-
thoritarian tendency … can be found in its imbrication between science and 
politics,” which “postulates a monolithic and unified understanding of the 
whole of the social process … based on the ontologically privileged position 
of a single class—which, in turn, is transformed into the epistemologically 
privileged position of a single political leadership” (Laclau, 1990: 206). This 
accusation might characterise Lukács’ position in Lenin (1924)—where ab-
solute knowledge of the expressive totality, developed through the agency 
of the proletariat as identical subject-object of history, is deposited with its 
“vanguard party” (Lukács, 1970: 24-38)—but it scarcely applies to Althus-
ser. For Althusser’s anti-positivist conception of scientific (theoretical) prac-
tice was directed in opposition to the Stalinist leadership of the Communist 
parties and their claim to possess a final philosophical truth (Anderson, 1980; 
Elliott, 1987). Althusser’s claim that Marxism is a general—not a total—his-
tory was met with accusations of apostasy, while the assertion of the relative 
autonomy of theoretical practice scandalised the advocates of “social prax-
is,” that is, the “dialectical unity” of the ontological privilege of the prole-
tariat with its special epistemological claims.

Science, unlike philosophy and religion, advances only provisional 
knowledge based on the best explanation and lacking the final seal of the 
Truth, that is, some form of Divine Guarantee of the correspondence be-
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tween theoretical categories and the historical process.5 “Every recognised 
science,” Althusser insists, “not only has emerged from ideology but contin-
ues endlessly to do so (its prehistory remaining always contemporary, some-
thing like an alter-ego), by rejecting what it considers to be error” (Althusser, 
1976: 113). For Althusser, theory constitutes “a minimum of generality neces-
sary to be able to grasp a concrete object” (Althusser, 1976: 112) which, un-
like ideology, is conducted through explicit rules and is therefore susceptible 
to revision (Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 59). 

The specific effectivity of a science is determined by the nature of its 
historically produced conceptual framework, or “problematic,” which con-
stitutes the relative autonomy of a science in relation to the field of ideology 
from which it sprang (Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 133). 

A science can only pose problems on the terrain and within the horizon 
of a definite theoretical structure, its problematic, which constitutes its 
absolute and definite condition of possibility, and hence the absolute 
determination of the forms in which all problems must be posed, at any 
given moment in the science (Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 25). 

According to Althusser, the structure of theory consists of three steps 
(Althusser, 1969: 182-193). In “Generalities I,” always-already “worked-up,” 
or theoretically influenced, ideological categories form the raw material for 
theoretical practice. In “Generalities II,” these categories are subjected to a 
problematic, by which theoretical operations are performed on this raw ma-
terial. In “Generalities III,” new conceptual knowledge and substantive the-
oretical positions are produced. 

The method developed by Althusser can be described as a “structural 
depth hermeneutic” (Resch, 1992: 174-178). Althusser proposes a “sympto-
matic” interpretation, methodologically inspired by psychoanalysis, where 
the text is formed through the “unconscious operation” of a problematic 
whose structural principles govern the relation between the latent and man-
ifest texts of a theory. He refers to a dialectical circle of interpretation (Al-

        5. While it is certainly correct to assert that Althusser initially lapsed into precisely this 
rationalist illusion—claiming that “dialectical materialism” supplied a “Theory of theoretical 
practice” (Althusser, 1969: 168), that is, a scientific theory of materiality that functioned as a 
guarantee of the truth of historical materialism—this was abandoned following Althusser’s 
own “epistemological break” in 1967 (Althusser, 1990: 69-166). Robert Resch demonstrates 
that the underlying consistency of Althusser’s thinking, based on the continuity of the realist 
and materialist concepts of theoretical practice, means that “Althusser’s proposition, that 
science is constituted by the transformation of ideology into knowledge by means of theory, 
holds up even after the difference between science and ideology is reformulated in functional 
rather than rationalist terms” (Resch, 1992: 182). Althusser’s self-criticism of “theoreticism” 
accepted the non-existence of every guarantee (and therefore the relativisation of know-
ledge), the role of philosophy as a transmission belt between theory and ideology, and that 
every science is constituted by breaking continuously with its (henceforth) ideological pre-
history in a potentially endless series of theoretical revolutions. 
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thusser, 1969: 38), where progressive readings are successive approximations 
(Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 74). Althusser’s structural hermeneutics yields 
a combination of textual interpretation and causal explanation, which “di-
vulges the undivulged event in the text it reads, and in the same moment 
relates this to a different text, present as a necessary absence in the first” 
(Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 28). For instance, Marx’s radical break with 
philosophical anthropology makes possible a “symptomatic” interpretation 
of political economy, whereby the lacunae of theoretical economics can be 
interpreted as disclosures of class interests. 

So—how is debate between theoretical problematics possible? Laclau’s 
early (Marxist) work supplies an exemplary description of this process (La-
clau, 1977: 60-61). Because every theoretical problematic transcendental-
ly constitutes the empirical object it investigates, no direct contrast between 
problematics on the basis of empirical evidence is possible. The consequence 
is that “a theory is only false to the extent that it is internally inconsistent, 
i.e., if in the process of construction of its concepts it has entered into con-
tradiction with its postulates” (Laclau, 1977: 60). Flowing from this, Laclau 
concludes that “theoretical problems, to the extent that they are truly theo-
retical, cannot, strictly speaking, be solved: they can only be superseded” 
(Laclau, 1977: 60). Because the problematic determines the legitimate phe-
nomenal field for a theory—that is, it schematises a phenomenal diversity so 

as to align empirical reality with theoretical categories and thereby make 
sensations into objects of possible experience ( Jameson, 1972: 89)—“the em-
pirical resolution of the problem consists, strictly speaking, of the negation 
of its existence on the theoretical plane” (Laclau, 1977: 61). Laclau suggests 
that empirical verification or falsification highlights the existence of anoma-

lies (phenomena that cannot be fully grasped by the conceptual system of 
a theory), but that this does not inherently negate the theory. It only leads 
towards the alternatives of theoretical reconstruction or shift in problem-
atic. With the emergence of a new theory, the problems generated within 
the horizon of the former theory are not solved, but simply superseded, that 
is, “dissolved as a problem with the emergence of a new theoretical system” 
(Laclau, 1977: 61). From this, the major logical elements in a rebuttal can be 
deduced: (a) the designation of empirical realities that constitute theoretical 
anomalies; (b) the identification of the theoretical roots of these anomalies; 
(c) a demonstration that these roots constitute theoretical contradictions, 
leading to the collapse of the conceptual system; (d) an alternative system 
that resolves the contradictions of the former theory (Laclau, 1977: 61-62). 

The Charmed Circle of Ideology

Having established, contra postmarxism, that the critique of ideology is not 
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merely intra-ideological, I want to begin to rebut postmarxism along the 
Althusserian Marxist lines suggested above. The remainder of this chapter 
therefore concentrates on the “empirical realities that constitute theoreti-
cal anomalies” for postmarxism, by examining the empirical evidence for 
postmarxism’s major sociological and political claims. At the same time, I 
begin to introduce the main lines of a theoretical alternative to postmarx-
ism, drawing upon Regulation Theory, neo-Marxist sociology and leftwing 
Eurocommunism. 

Before doing so, however, I have to digress in order to examine a sec-
ond objection to my accusation that postmarxism leads to relativism. In re-
sponse to this accusation, Laclau and Mouffe reply that “‘relativism’ is, to a 
great extent, an invention of the fundamentalists” (Laclau, 1990: 104). Their 
reply is based on an ontology of discourse, according to which “outside of 
any discursive context, objects do not have being; they only have existence” (La-
clau, 1990: 104). Laclau and Mouffe claim that discursive articulation is the 
primary ontological process in the constitution of the real, so that entities 
lack any determinacy unless discursively constituted as beings. “Discourse” 
has a general meaning and a specialised definition within their theory of 
hegemony. I shall discuss the specialised definition in the chapter on HSS; 
the general definition embraces both linguistic and non-linguistic elements 
(physical objects, human actions) (Laclau, 1990: 102), speech acts and non-
discursive practices (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 107), considered equally as 
differential identities in open, relational complexes. For Laclau and Mouffe, 
“every identity or discursive object is constituted in the context of an ac-
tion,” so that, for instance, “a stone exists independently of any system of 
social relations, but it is … either a projectile or an object of aesthetic con-
templation only within a specific discursive configuration” (Laclau, 1990: 
101-102). In other words, a thing has no natural properties aside from its 
social context, as the being of the object is historically transitive, while its 
existence is intransitive (Laclau, 1990: 103), and “natural facts are also dis-
cursive facts” (Laclau, 1990: 102). As opposed to scientific realist positions, 
which form the epistemological basis of the post-Althusserian forms of his-
torical materialism I advocate in this analysis, anti-realist positions have dif-
ficulty in theoretically discriminating between science and pseudo-science, 
leaving them open to the charge that they conflate epistemology and poli-
tics (Chalmers, 1990).

The literature documenting scientific realism’s response to social con-
structivism is extensive, and considerations of length prevent me from re-
producing the arguments in detail. Nonetheless, the arguments proposed 
by advocates of scientific realism seem, in the absence of any examination 
of the relevant literature by Laclau and Mouffe, to be devastating. The con-
fident assertion that it is possible to differentiate the indeterminate exist-
ence of the entity from its determinate (discursively constructed) being is the 
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hallmark of positivism (Newton-Smith, 1981: 19-43). From the antediluvi-
an positivism of Popper through to contemporary constructive empiricism, 
the natural world is an inert posivitivity whose meaning is completely con-
structed through radically incommensurable theoretical paradigms (New-
ton-Smith, 1981: 44-101, 148-182). Philosophically, constructive empiricism 
is very close to forms of neo-Kantian nominalism and forms of pragmatism 
(Norris, 2001: 133-166, 167-195). Not only can the discursive claims of radical 
meaning variance not be sustained, but the positivist programme (in its con-
temporary empiricist form) cannot manage to avoid the slide towards theo-
retical obscurantism and moral relativism (Norris, 1997: 6-43; Norris, 2001: 
167-217; Norris, 2002: 23-57). Incapable of differentiating between pseudo-
scientific obscurantism and scientific research programmes, and unable to 
explain the most striking features of the scientific enterprise (for instance, 
the increasing accuracy of theories and their ability to integrate the results 
of widely varying investigations), contemporary “post-positivist” anti-real-
ism ends up converging with anti-epistemological anarchism (Feyerabend) 
and political apologetics (Rorty) (Bhaskar, 1989: 146-179; Norris, 1996: 154-
179; Norris, 2001: 133-217). 

Laclau and Mouffe’s position appears to be a form of transcendental 
argument, as they emphasise that while every phenomenon has discursive 
conditions of possibility, the discursive—as horizon—has no conditions of 
possibility (Laclau, 1990: 105). While Laclau is evasive when questioned (La-
clau, 1990: 220), he is elsewhere happy enough to identify discourse with 
the encounter of the linguistic turn and transcendental philosophy (Laclau, 
1993). In keeping with neo-Kantian nominalism, then, Laclau and Mouffe 
insist that discourses are only quasi-transcendental, that is, they are em-
pirical processes that can be politically transformed, yet they transcenden-
tally constitute the being of the object. Hence, unlike Kant, Laclau and 
Mouffe suppose that the system of transcendental categories is historically 
and culturally variable, effective only in localised contexts. However, their 
discourse theory rests upon the epistemic fallacy, namely, “the view that 
statements about being can be reduced to or analysed in terms of statements 
about knowledge” (Bhaskar, 1978: 36). This fallacy is concisely reprised by 
Laclau in his claim that “all truth is relative to a discursive formation” (La-
clau, 1990: 196). Laclau and Mouffe avow that their position is similar to Ri-
chard Rorty’s pragmatism (Laclau, 1996b: 60; Mouffe, 1996a: 1). As such, 
it is vulnerable to the convincing refutation of pragmatism presented by de-
fenders of scientific realism (Bhaskar, 1989: 146-179; Norris, 2001: 133-166).

Laclau and Mouffe maintain that their position is realist (because objects 
exist independently of thought) and materialist (because the being of objects, 
as penetrated by historically variable and politically contested discourses, is 
irreducible to conceptual relations) (Laclau and Mouffe, 1987b). These defi-
nitions of realism and materialism are unsustainable in relation to the his-
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tory of philosophy and the meaning of these terms in contemporary theories 
of science (Geras, 1988). They are also highly problematic positions to take. 
By evacuating the determinacy of material objects, Laclau and Mouffe deny 
the possibility of any extra-discursive controls on theory and so reject the 
central postulate of contemporary realism, that transitive knowledge ena-
bles an exploration in depth of the intransitive object. Secondly, in insisting 
that the irrationality of the real is the main determinant of materialism, La-
clau and Mouffe encourage conflating the irreducibility of the real to logical 
relations with the supposed impossibility of generating formal theoretical 
propositions (for instance, general natural laws of tendency, as in mathemat-
ical physics), flowing from their definition of “realism”. This runs a serious 
risk of terminating in obscurantism. 

That Laclau and Mouffe’s ontology of discourse necessarily leads to rel-
ativism can be seen by considering some entities that (unlike stones) provide 
a test of this form of constructive empiricism: discourses and quarks. The 
first test, “discourses,” represents a self-reflexive application of the theory 
to itself. This is legitimate because Laclau and Mouffe explicitly refuse any 
distinctions between discourse and practice, meta-theory and object lan-
guage. Discourses exist, on their hypotheses, but lack any being except when 
specified in another (meta-)discourse. Thus, for instance, a discourse—say, 
HSS—presents a series of determinations of some theoretical objects (social 
agents, social relations, some historical events) while itself, as a discourse, 
lacking any determinacy, except when specified metadiscursively (through 
its insertion in a history of Marxism, or in a critical analysis). Hence, the 
claim that HSS presents an anti-essentialist discourse, while Marxism is an 
essentialist discourse, becomes highly problematic as a claim regarding the 
object, since on this ontology such claims really only disclose something 
about the claimant. This is an extremely improbable result, but one that fol-
lows ineluctably from their premises, for the alternative (that a discourse, 
taking advantage of the self-reflexive properties of language, can specify it-
self through nested metalinguistic statements) leads immediately to the col-
lapse of the ontological dichotomy between indeterminate existence and de-
terminate being. For a self-determining object is exactly what is excluded 
from this ontology, and Laclau and Mouffe’s central postulate is that there 
is no difference in kind between stones and discourses, so discourses cannot 
be a special sort of object. 

Purely theoretical entities, such as quarks in quantum physics, present 
Laclau and Mouffe’s ontology with a special problem and expose why it is 
that this position secretes a form of positivism. Now it is not the being of 
the object, but its existence that is in question. This ontology should conclude 
that the entities do not exist, for if realism (as they construe it) reduces to 
the proposition that discourse can only form the being of the object, but not 
constitute it as an existent, then theoretical entities become only explanato-
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ry posits. In this case, the confident assertion that a clear distinction exists 
between the existence of objects (for instance, quarks) and their being (their 
properties) will gradually unravel, for the generally accepted proposition of 
the theory-ladenness of observations will lead to progressively calling into 
question the theory independence of every phenomenon. But the ontology of 
discourse stands or falls with the postulate that the indeterminate existence 
of the entity can be asserted aside from every determination of its being. 
Furthermore, Laclau and Mouffe have no basis for claiming any explana-
tory superiority for quarks over, for instance, gods. They can only claim that 
since, with Laclau, “all truth is relative to a discursive formation” (Laclau, 
1990: 196), as a result of historical contingencies, gods simply do not belong 
in the discursive universe of modern science. This effectively rests the dis-
tinction between science and pseudo-science on historical facticity instead 
of explanatory power. 

Laclau and Mouffe’s position culminates in a perspectival relativism 
verging on sophism. They assert, as a result of their discursive ontology, that 
there is no rational or ethical superiority to democracy and affirm the su-
premacy of politics over ethics and epistemology (Mouffe, 1996a: 1, 4). Fur-
ther, they affirm that the political field is characterised by groundless ef-
forts to persuade persons (in other words, by rhetorical sallies in the spirit of 
sophism, perhaps modelled on contemporary media-dependent politicians, 
such as Tony Blair) (Mouffe, 1996a: 5). Presumably, one such purely rhetori-
cal effort is their own claim that postmarxism promotes self-determination 
through acts of political identification (Laclau, 1990: 44; Laclau, 1996b: 49). 
At the same time, Laclau and Mouffe, as I shall demonstrate in Chapter 
Three, maintain an inconsistent stance in that they do not fully accept the 
relativism of their own position. Nonetheless, their strident insistence that 
theory is the direct servant of politics, and their assertion that there is no 
difference whatsoever between theory and ideology, is a striking instance 
of the historicist basis of postmarxism—and a startling demonstration of its 
limitations.

SOCIAL CONFLICT IN THE CONTEMPORARY WORLD

From Marxisant Analysis to Ideological Manipulation

The Althusserian conception that an epistemological break—consisting in 
the crossing of certain thresholds of formalisation—separates theoretical 
problematics from ideological worldviews not only explains that the prob-
lem with the postmarxian position is its subject-centred character, but also 
highlights the possibility (and the importance) of extra-discursive controls 
on theoretical debate. For many postmarxists, however, the very existence 
of an intransitive world is confused with “the possibility of concretely expe-
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riencing a world beyond ideology” (Porter, 2002: 43). Nothing could more 
graphically illustrate the subject-centred character of postmarxian phenom-
enology. The Althusserian idea of a distinction between science and ide-
ology, by contrast, summarises precisely the impossibility of experiencing a 
non-ideologically constituted world, despite the structured existence of the 
real. Unlike the postmarxian stance, however, the Althusserian position ac-
cepts the necessity of a conflict of interpretations, but supplies methodologi-
cal grounds for conducting rational debates.

A case in point is postmarxism’s major social theoretical claim—that 
Marxism has not grasped the crisis dynamics of contemporary society. 
This is related to the supposition that instead of strictly capitalist social for-
mations, “postmodernity” is characterised by dispersed “discursive for-
mations” lacking the unity of a dominant structure (Laclau, 1990: 57-59). 
The problem with the postmarxian analysis is that it substitutes a political 
hermeneutics based in the acceptance of the postmodern ideological hori-
zon for an explanation of the social causes underlying the relativisation of 
the universal. This imposes the characteristic structures of ideological mis-
recognition onto theoretical analysis, as postmarxism tends to conflate phe-
nomenological description with structural analysis, and implies the legiti-
mation of an ideologically motivated blindness. Because there is no longer 
a distinction between theory and ideology, a conceptual paradigm is only 
the coherent expression or philosophical systematisation of the ideological 
worldview held by a particular social agent. This leads to cognitive relativ-
ism, where the conflict between conceptual paradigms becomes the highest 
expression of the political competition between ideological worldviews. As 
a result, postmarxism resiles from historical explanations of the causes of 
events for interpretative “interventions” that make theory the direct servant 
of an ideology. The archaeology of this process can be traced in successive 
analyses of contemporary politics that emerged before and after the collapse 
of historical Communism. As ideology progressively supplanted theory, the 
postmarxian analysis of the political conjuncture became marked by a re-
treat, from a Marxisant analysis based in forms of post-Structural Marxism, 
towards a phenomenological description of the “new times” bordering on 
ideologically-driven celebration. 

The major postmarxian claim involves rewriting theoretical history, 
for Laclau and Mouffe’s initial assessment of the political conjuncture was 
based on a combination of their theory of ideological articulations with per-
spectives drawn from the renovation of Marxism undertaken by the post-Al-
thusserian school of Regulation Theory (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 159-171). 
Invoking the analysis of Fordism by Michel Aglietta, the leading theoreti-
cian of the Regulation School, Laclau and Mouffe allude to the Fordist re-
gime of accumulation as a motor for the commodification of social relations 
whose outcome is that “there is now practically no domain of individual or 
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collective life which escapes capitalist relations” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
161). They propose that the NSM are the result of the hegemonic postwar 
formation encountering structural limits to its articulation of economics, 
politics and ideology, combined with political resistance to the “new forms 
of domination” that spring from the Fordist mode of social regulation. Ac-
cording to HSS: 

One cannot understand the present expansion of the field of social conflict 
and the consequent emergence of new political subjects without situating 
both in the context of the commodification and bureaucratisation of social 
relations on the one hand, and the reformulation of liberal-democratic 
ideology—resulting from the expansion of struggles for equality—on the 
other (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 163).

According to Laclau and Mouffe’s Marxisant analysis, then, the emer-
gence of the NSM needs to be analysed from the “double perspective” of the 
transformation of social relations characteristic of the postwar hegemonic 
formation, and “the effects of the displacement into new areas of social life of 
the egalitarian imaginary constituted around liberal-democratic discourse” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 165).

The fact that these “new antagonisms” are the expression of forms of 
resistance to the commodification, bureaucratisation and increasing 
homogenisation of social life itself explains why they should frequently 
manifest themselves through a proliferation of particularisms, and 
crystallise into a demand for autonomy itself. … Insofar as, of the two 
great themes of the democratic imaginary—equality and liberty—it was 
that of equality which was traditionally predominant, the demands for 
autonomy bestow an increasingly central role upon liberty (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 164).

The Marxisant element of Laclau and Mouffe’s analysis is close to the 
Marxist proposition that the differential histories of the distinct social levels 
(economic, political, ideological) result in different effects (commodification, 
bureaucratisation, consumerism), that are recombined in the space of poli-
tics (hegemonic articulations). In line with their earlier revision of Structur-
al Marxism (Laclau, 1977: 81-142; Mouffe, 1979a: 168-205), however, Laclau 
and Mouffe substitute ideological struggles for political conflict as the privi-
leged terrain where social contradictions are resolved, replacing hegemonic 
articulations with ideological manipulation. The postmarxian element of 
the analysis therefore insists that the political space is governed by ideolo-
gy and unified through the “permanence of the egalitarian Imaginary” in 
modernity (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 160). The emergence of the NSM is 
regarded in this light as “a moment of deepening of the democratic revolu-
tion” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 163). The emergence of the NSM can then 
be regarded as a continuation of the fragmentation of the “unitary subject” 
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of classical Marxism that highlights “the plurality of the social and the unsu-
tured character of all political identity” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 166).

Laclau and Mouffe’s position is therefore based on Marxism, but seeks to 
break with the proposition that hegemonic articulations are governed by the 
exigencies of the accumulation of capital, and attempts to substitute ideolog-
ical manipulation for the space of politics. The task of the Left is (unconten-
tiously) “to construct a new historic bloc in which a plurality of economic, 
social and cultural aspects are articulated” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 170). 
For Laclau and Mouffe, though, the twofold character of the “democratic 
Imaginary” (equality and liberty) is central to this analysis, and not the con-
straints on hegemonic articulations imposed by the accumulation of capital, 
or the constitution of political space by the institution of the nation-state. 
Lacking an analysis of the structural constraints imposed by capitalism, 
their conception of the primacy of ideological struggle breaks loose from the 
social field and tends to suppress the relevance of economics and politics.

Laclau and Mouffe’s analysis of the neo-liberal efforts to construct a new 
hegemonic articulation follows the same structure as their assessment of the 
conjuncture, especially as regards the totalising role of the ideological strug-
gle. “It cannot be doubted,” Laclau and Mouffe sum up, “that the prolifera-
tion of antagonisms and of ‘new rights’ is leading to a crisis of the hegem-
onic formation of the postwar period” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 168). They 
indicate that, for the Left, the New Right (Thatcher, Reagan) holds the key 
to grasping a new political logic, because “its novelty lies in its successful ar-
ticulation to neo-liberal discourse of a series of democratic resistances to the 
transformation of social relations” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 169). Neo-lib-
eralism is opposed to the postwar extension to the concepts of equality and 
liberty to include material capabilities and social rights (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 171). The New Right articulates liberalism to free market economics 
and a restricted democracy, based on the “chain of equivalences, equality = 
identity = totalitarianism” and the affirmation of the sequence “difference = 
inequality = liberty” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 174). “We are thus witness-
ing the emergence of a new hegemonic project, that of liberal-conservative 
discourse, which seeks to articulate the neo-liberal defense of the free mar-
ket economy with the profoundly anti-egalitarian cultural and social tradi-
tion of conservatism” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 175). Drawing upon Stuart 
Hall’s controversial analysis of Thatcher’s “authoritarian populism” (Hall, 
1983) and Allen Hunter’s assessment of Reaganite discourse as a “specious 
egalitarianism” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 170), Laclau and Mouffe claim 
that this demonstrates the “fundamental ambiguity of the social,” namely, 
the “polysemic character of every antagonism,” which exposes “the impos-
sibility of establishing in a definitive manner the meaning of any struggle, 
whether considered in isolation or through its fixing in a relational system” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 170). Nothing, for Laclau and Mouffe, is inher-
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ently Right or Left. There are only relational social antagonisms, lacking 
the strategic pole of reference that structural constraints might supply.

The Emergence of a New Mode of Social Regulation

By contrast with the postmarxian tendency to flatten social conflict onto ide-
ological struggles alone, according to Regulation Theory—following Agli-
etta’s pathbreaking work (Aglietta, 1979)—modes of social regulation are a 
historic bricolage that combine a regime of accumulation with a diversity of cul-
tural institutions and forms of the state, to constitute a relative unity, capable of 
temporarily (in the historical scale) securing social reproduction.6 A mode of 
social regulation is defined as “the conjunction of the mechanisms working 
together for social reproduction, with attention to the prevalent economic 
structures and social forms” (Boyer, 1990: 20). These mechanisms can be 
specified as the “general laws [of tendency]” through which “the determi-
nant structure of a society is reproduced,” by means of “the transformation 
of social relations to create new forms that are both economic and non-eco-
nomic, that are organised in structures and themselves reproduce a determi-
nant structure, the mode of production” (Aglietta, 1979: 13-16). The elements 
articulated in a mode of social regulation include the regime of capital ac-
cumulation, the state form and its variations of political regime, and the he-
gemonic culture and dominant ideologemes. 

Springing from the Structural Marxism of Althusser and cothinkers, 
Regulation Theory is a “structuralist, but ‘historicised’ Marxism” (Boyer, 
1990: 85), incorporating insights from Kalekyian (post-Keynesian) econom-
ics and the Marxist political theory of Nicos Poulantzas (Boyer, 1990: 93). 
Modes of social regulation represent the post-Structural Marxist adapta-
tion of the Gramscian concept of a “historic bloc”. A historic bloc is based 
on the hegemonic position of a social alliance, incorporating a mobile equi-
librium of force and consent, that is, a shifting balance of forces within the 
historic compromise of a determinate social settlement. Regulation Theory 
begins from the Althusserian description of the social formation as a totality 
of structural instances articulated on the basis of a mode of production. By 

        6. My grasp of Regulation Theory is based primarily on Michel Aglietta’s exemplary A 
Theory of  Capitalist Regulation (Aglietta, 1979) and supplemented by Robert Boyer’s superb 
introductory work, The Regulation School (Boyer, 1990). Regulation Theory has been applied 
to the problems of inflation and monetary theory by Alain Lipietz in The Enchanted World 
(Lipietz, 1985) and to specific national crises of the Fordist mode of social regulation in 
Boyer’s Japanese Capitalism in Crisis (Boyer, 2000) and Bob Jessop et. al., Thatcherism (Jessop, 
Bonnett et al., 1988) and The Politics of  Flexibility (Jessop, 1991a). Alain Lipietz has explored 
the major, especially monetary, dimensions of the crisis of Fordism in Mirages and Miracles 
(Lipietz, 1987) and the main aspects of the emergent, post-Fordist mode of social regulation 
in Towards a New Economic Order (Lipietz, 1992). A major (institutionalist) alternative theory of 
the postwar boom and present crisis is provided by a persistent critic of Regulation Theory, 
Robert Brenner, in “The Economics of Global Turbulence” (Brenner, 1998: 1-229). 
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contrast with the necessary character of social reproduction assumed by Al-
thusser and Balibar, however, Regulation Theory regards social relations as 
structured by social practices that are continuously undergoing contestation 
and redefinition. This accords with the Marxist analysis, that the differential 
histories of the regional structures in the social formation are recombined on 
the field of “social class practices” (Poulantzas, 1973: 123-141, 275-295). Class 
struggles on this terrain condense at the level of the nation-state, because 
the political instance has the function of maintaining the unity of the social 
formation (and therefore acts as the nodal point where diverse social contra-
dictions overdetermine political conflicts), which represents a “material con-
densation of the relation of forces” (Poulantzas, 1978: 123-153). The concept 
of a mode of social regulation therefore corresponds to Poulantzas’ concept 
of the field of social practices, the diachronic complement to the synchron-
ic structural matrix of the mode of production ( Jessop, 1985: 53-148). While 
a mode of social regulation is a relatively unified hegemonic strategy that 
secures social reproduction, this constantly involves contestation of social 
practices and the shifting balance of the interests of the dominant and dom-
inated within the social compromise. Therefore, it cannot be claimed that 
this form of Marxism overlooks the political aspect of social relations and re-
gards politics only as a superstructural level (Laclau, 1990: 56).

The paradigmatic instance of a mode of social regulation is Fordism, 
which dominated the industrialised economies from the 1930s to the 1970s 
and is now in the process of break-up and recomposition into a new mode of 
social regulation. The term Fordism was coined by Gramsci in the analysis 
of the 1920s and refers to the structure of capitalist accumulation then be-
coming predominant in the United States. The Fordist mode of social reg-
ulation depended on production-line technology operated by semi-skilled 
process workers, combined with mass consumption, governed by means of 
an interventionist state based on the historic compromise of the welfare state 
and tripartite (state, unions, capital) bargaining institutions, and culturally 
conditioned by mass consumption of standardised products within nucle-
ar family units. These relatively independent elements were selected and 
combined during the massive social conflicts of the 1930s and the Second 
World War, crystallising as a result of the emergence of a hegemonic capital-
ist strategy under the leadership of the internationally dominant US econo-
my in the postwar period. 

Against Laclau and Mouffe’s exaggeration of the importance of ideo-
logical factors, Regulation Theory enables us to identify the social causes of 
postmodern politics as being anchored in the break-up of the postwar mode 
of social regulation. The conclusion arrived at by Regulation Theory is that 
capitalism in the advanced industrialised countries is in transition from the 
Fordist regime of accumulation, characterised by intensive accumulation 
and mass consumption, to a post-Fordist regime combining extensive ac-
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cumulation with highly individualised (niche-marketed) mass consumption 
(Boyer, 1990: xv). The political conjuncture of protracted crisis and then 
social reconstruction that is the historical context for postmarxism springs 
from the unevenness of the transition from Fordism to a nascent post-Ford-
ist mode of social regulation. Because of international and domestic rival-
ry between different models of post-Fordism, and the incompleteness of the 
transition from Fordist production to post-Fordist production in the globally 
hegemonic United States, post-Fordism displays greater diversity and het-
erogeneity than Fordism exhibited (Ruigrok, 1995). Although the United 
States enjoys unprecedented global dominance, there is a disparity between 
the military might of the world’s sole superpower and its restricted economic 
dynamism, which has not equalled the productive gains and profitability of 
the postwar period. 

A glance at the details of this analysis makes it possible for us to explain 
the phenomena described by Laclau and Mouffe as effects of the structural 
transformations analysed by theorists of the regulation school. Despite the 
lack of a unified post-Fordist hegemonic strategy, there are certain leading 
aspects of the rival post-Fordist paradigms that can be clearly differentiat-
ed from the Fordist social settlement ( Jessop, 1991a). The competing post-
Fordist modes of social regulation are characterised by extensive accumula-
tion (flexible specialisation operated by highly skilled labour) combined with 
mass consumption, governed by means of a combination of the “workfare” 
state and the decentring of tripartite bargaining institutions, and cultural-
ly conditioned by diversified consumption of highly differentiated products 
within non-traditional family units. The process of transition to post-Ford-
ist regulation involves economic globalisation, the relative decline of the 
nation-state and the aestheticisation of the commodity form. The relativi-
sation of the political universal and the new importance of cultural subjec-
tivity are both linked to the major mechanism of the break-up of Fordism, 
namely, the internationalisation of production. Where Fordism was a na-
tionally centred developmental model, the post-Fordist regimes of accumu-
lation are characterised by a new international division of labour and the 
globalisation of production (Dicken, 1998). This ruptures the structural in-
tegrity of national social formations by inserting them into an increasingly 
integrated (although highly segmented) world economy. As national econ-
omies cease to relate externally to the international division of labour and 
become increasingly integrated into a highly segmented world economy, the 
lack of structural closure of national social formations generates massive 
dislocations in domestic industry, social equality, mechanisms of govern-
ance and the ability of multicultural states to absorb cultural diversity. The 
conclusion to be drawn is that the dislocation of contemporary social for-
mations is less a result of structural dispersion, than a consequence of a new 
regime of capital accumulation.
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The Post-Fordist Regimes of Accumulation

The major difference between Laclau and Mouffe’s initial analysis of the 
conjuncture and that of Regulation Theory is therefore not the concept of 
Fordism or the significance of the NSM, but whether the structural matrix 
of capitalism acts as a decisive constraint on hegemonic articulations. La-
clau and Mouffe’s analysis suggests that ideological manipulations are the 
key to a leftwing renewal and proposes that these obey a discursive logic, ac-
cording to which nothing predetermines the possible articulations of a social 
antagonism (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 165). The authors, despite announc-
ing that nothing constrains hegemonic articulations, nonetheless persist in 
regarding capitalist relations of production, bureaucratic authoritarianism 
and possessive individualism, as structural matrices whose abolition “ev-
ery project for radical democracy necessarily includes” (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 165).7 Laclau and Mouffe are inconsistent, then, in at once denying 
the existence of structural constraints and insisting that certain elements of 
the radical democratic programme are not negotiable. By insisting that the 
crisis of Fordism is the result of ethico-political struggles alone, and that the 
leftwing response is the extension of the democratic revolution, Laclau and 
Mouffe misrecognise limits of structural variation as value-decisions of the 
NSM. This conforms exactly to Althusser’s description of ideology as a sub-
ject-centred misrecognition, in which structural roles appear as the results 
of autonomous decisions. 

According to Laclau, the new “discursive formations” of “disorganised 
capitalism” are characterised by a situation whose novelty:

lies in the fact that the nodal point around which the intelligibility of the 
social is articulated does not now tend to be displaced from one instance 
to another in society, but to dissolve.… Accordingly, articulation is 
constitutive of all social practice [and] … dislocations increasingly 
dominate the terrain of an absent structural determination (Laclau, 
1990: 59). 

This absent structural determination was the mode of production as an 
“absent cause” and the “nodal point” of the social formation used to be the 
“structure in dominance”. But now, in view of the fact that there is no bour-
geois revolution—only “family resemblances” between democracies (La-
clau, 1990: 22)—we have to conclude that there is no capitalism, only “fam-

        7. Possessive individualism: “in all those cases where the problematic of possessive indi-
vidualism is maintained as the matrix of production of the identity of the different groups, 
this result [specious egalitarianism] is inevitable” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 165). Bureaucratic 
limitations on democracy: “it is necessary, therefore, to broaden the domain of the exercise of 
democratic rights beyond the limited traditional field of ‘citizenship’” (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 165). Capital accumulation: “every project for radical democracy necessarily includes 
… the socialist dimension—that is to say, the abolition of capitalist relations of production” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 165). Emphasis added throughout. 
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ily resemblances” between economies. Indeed, Laclau stipulates expressly 
that this is his view. “Instead [of capitalism],” Laclau specifies:

there are global configurations—historical blocs, in the Gramscian 
sense—in which the “ideological,” “economic” and “political,” and 
other elements, are inextricably fused and can only be separated for 
analytical purposes. There is therefore no “capitalism,” but rather 
different forms of capitalist relations which form part of highly diverse 
structural complexes (Laclau, 1990: 26).

But the absence of a structural determination means the elimination of 
the concept of a mode of production and therefore the redundancy of the 
category of “capitalism,” disorganised or otherwise. Hence, the occasional 
references to “the decline of the classical working class in the post-industrial 
countries” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 57) in reality express what is central: 
the end of capitalism as the unity of a mode of exploitation and the advent 
of a new society, characterised by diffuse oppressions and dispersed resist-
ances. No other sense can be made of the Panglossian claim that today, “a 
plurality of subjects exercise a democratic and negotiated control of the pro-
ductive process on the basis of this fragmentation, thus avoiding any form 
of dictatorship, whether by the market, the state or direct producers” (La-
clau, 1990: 83).

By contrast with the current postmarxian vision of the dispersion of the 
structural dominance of capital accumulation, Laclau and Mouffe’s initial 
Marxisant diagnosis that “there is now practically no domain of individual 
or collective life which escapes capitalist relations” was correct. Regimes of 
accumulation can be described as the contingent articulation of a distinct 
labour process with certain norms of consumption, whose “combination” 
specifies the structural matrix for economic institutions and defines the lim-
its of variation of class struggles for a historical period. The labour proc-
ess of post-Fordism is distinct from the Fordist production line operated by 
semi-skilled labour. By contrast with this intensive mode of accumulation, 
the flexible specialisation and automated production characteristic of post-
Fordism takes advantage of continuous technological innovation in infor-
mation and communications equipment to accelerate the turn-over time of 
fixed capital (Harvey, 1989). Highly skilled operators work in production 
teams on the basis of constant quality improvement and multi-skilling to en-
able rapid re-allocation of production tasks. The mobility of capital and cen-
trality of process innovation leads to premium on highly-skilled and “flex-
ible” employees, with high cultural capital and the ability to learn new tasks 
through constant retraining. This leads to the massive restructuring of wage 
relations, the nation-state and everyday life generally known as “globalisa-
tion”. The breakdown of the fixed mental/manual division of Fordism and 
the integration of worker suggestions through industrial participation has 
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led some social democratic advocates of post-Fordism to imagine that this 
is a “new age of democracy” and not a new modality of exploitation (Math-
ews, 1988; Mathews, 1989a; Mathews, 1989b). This is belied, however, by 
the increasing polarisation of wealth that accompanies post-Fordist regimes 
of accumulation (Giddens, 1994a; Giddens, 1998; Giddens, 1999; Giddens, 
2000; Giddens, 2001). 

Instead of Laclau’s impressionistic assertion that contemporary social 
formations are characterised by the dissolution of economic structures, the 
sociology of globalisation suggests that the world economy is gripped by in-
tense international rivalries, which unleash significant new class struggles. 
Winfred Ruigrok and Rob Van Tulder conclude from their survey of inter-
national restructuring that no uniform “post-Fordism” can be detected in the 
world economy (Ruigrok, 1995: 12-35). In particular, the process of the inter-
national restructuring of capital is marked by an emerging rivalry between 
three powerful regional blocs, characterised by distinct variations of the 
post-Fordist regime of accumulation. “Toyotism” (Asia-Pacific, centred on 
Japan), “Macro-Fordism” (the Americas, centred on the US) and Fordism-
with-“flexible-specialisation” (Europe, centred on France, Italy and Germa-
ny) are emerging as the hegemonic regimes of accumulation within the per-
tinent regional blocs (Ruigrok, 1995: 36-62). These can be associated with 
the different hegemonic strategies promoted by social forces in the relevant 
geographical regions, and therefore with quite different emergent articula-
tions between cultural, political and economic social practices. This is a lev-
el of explanatory detail absent from Laclau’s superficial and contradictory 
claim that despite the dissolution of the capitalist mode of production, “di-
verse” capitalist “complexes” nonetheless exist.

Secondly, and equally pointedly, class struggle is not, despite postmarx-
ian insistence to the contrary, on the wane. Major transformations in the 
quality and nature of work accompany post-Fordist techniques of “flexible 
specialisation”. Regulation Theory demonstrates by empirical methods (in-
stead of ideological assertions) that the “renegotiation” of the relation be-
tween wage labour and capital remains the central determinant of the rate 
of profit, and therefore of the viability of an entire mode of social regulation 
(Aglietta, 1979; Bowles, Gordon et al., 1983). The incorporation of the union 
movements into a framework of state-supervised collective bargaining might 
be declining, but class conflict in the industrialised democracies is not (Dav-
is, 1999; Moody, 1988; Moody, 1997). Indeed, the Thatcherite attack on un-
ion rights has been described as the “white heat of a post-Fordist revolution” 
( Jessop, 1991b: 135-161). Yet, post-Fordism has both intensified class inequali-
ties and mystified them, through social and spatial fragmentation that has 
undermined workers’ solidarity and fragmented working-class communities 
(Antonio and Bonanno, 1996: 3-32). Additionally, the process of forging a 
new mode of social regulation is incomplete. This generates intense social 
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conflict between the different groups included in, and those excluded from, 
the emerging social settlement of post-Fordism—a conflict dynamised sig-
nificantly, but not exclusively, by class antagonisms.

Postmodern Politics and the Cultural Turn

The postmodern relativisation of the political universal and the postmod-
ern fragmentation of social subjectivity therefore needs to be considered in 
the context of the generative social processes of the relative decline of the 
nation-state and the commodification of cultural practices. While the politi-
cal process results in a decentring of national politics (and the rise of local 
antagonisms), the cultural process involves the dialectics of extreme indi-
viduation and generalised exchangeability. In line with postmodern ideol-
ogy, postmarxism tends to imagine that the multiplication of the sites of so-
cial antagonism and the plurality of NSM mean the advent of an unlimited 
potential for democratisation (Laclau, 1985: 42; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
149-193). This lines postmarxism up with the mainstream ideology of a post-
modern politics “beyond Left and Right” (Giddens, 1994a), which misrec-
ognises the decentring of class politics for its absolute decline and predicts the 
relentless advance of democracy without considering the anti-democratic 
potentials of post-Fordism. 

It is here that Laclau and Mouffe most blatantly substitute ideological 
misrecognition for political analysis. HSS proposes that in politics, “the fun-
damental concept is that of ‘democratic struggle’ and … popular struggles 
are merely specific conjunctures resulting from the multiplication of equiv-
alence effects among the democratic struggles” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
137). This substitutes a specifically leftwing requirement—the irreducibil-
ity of democratic struggles—for a general theory of political processes. As 
a description of anti-democratic populist movements and ideologies, such 
as fascism (Laclau, 1977: 81-142) and neo-conservatism (Hall, 1988: 19-56, 
123-160), it is plainly wrong. Further, postmarxism considers that because 
of the “increasing complexity of the social” and the growing flexibility of 
subject-positions (the overdetermination of political identities), “democratic 
struggles tend less and less to be unified as ‘popular struggles’” (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 133). Without the unification of democratic struggles into a 
popular front alliance, however, no expansive hegemony is possible. The re-
placement of theoretical analysis with ideological requirements results in a 
performative inconsistency between radical democratic theory and politics.

The task of the Left presupposes, at a minimum, an analysis of the in-
stitutional determinants of the neo-conservative embrace of “authoritarian 
populism” and an appreciation of the structural reforms necessary for pro-
gressive democratisation. Despite accepting that the neo-liberal effort to ar-
ticulate a new hegemony involved the recuperative “divide and conquer” 
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strategy of sectoral concessions to social movement demands for liberty (La-
clau and Mouffe, 1985: 165-166), Laclau and Mouffe restrict the Left to the 
“fundamental” task of deepening and expanding “liberal democratic ideology” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 176). This reduction of institutional and strategic 
analysis to a rapturous embrace of “liberal democratic ideology” evades the 
difficult question of the institutional impact on representative democracy 
of the emergent mode of social regulation. Laclau and Mouffe overlook the 
structural constraints on liberal democracy and the increasingly authoritar-
ian character of the post-Fordist state.

Regulation Theory, by contrast, proposes that the relative decline of 
the nation-state does indeed bring about a decentring of hegemonic politics, 
combined with the relativisation of the political universal ( Jessop, 1990: 192-
272). Nonetheless, the new mode of social regulation imposes significant lim-
itations on industrial democracy, the democratisation of the state and the ar-
ticulation of equality with liberty ( Jessop, 1991a; Jessop, Bonnett et al., 1988). 
Following the analysis of Poulantzas, modernity institutes politics as the field 
of hegemony because capitalism excludes extra-economic coercion from the 
labour process ( Jessop, 1990). The nation state operates as a universalising 
instance external to the economic realm and political struggle revolves upon 
this “neutral arbiter,” requiring the dominant class to portray its interests as 
those of the nation as a whole (Poulantzas, 1973: 104-117). Popular-democrat-
ic sovereignty in the bourgeois republic nonetheless becomes explicitly po-
liticised during the twentieth century with the advent of the interventionist 
state, leading to significant concessions (social rights, formal liberties) (Pou-
lantzas, 1973: 55-56; Poulantzas, 1975: 165-168; Poulantzas, 1978: 165-168), 
combined with institutional restrictions on popular sovereignty and the re-
treat of democracy towards elite competition (MacPherson, 1972; MacPher-
son, 1977). Towards the end of the twentieth century, the growth of multi-
national corporations and the internationalisation of capitalism forced the 
state to withdraw from economic intervention towards the management of 
social crises, and mass struggles precipitated by state intervention led to the 
emergence of the NSM (Poulantzas, 1978: 240-247). Poulantzas identifies 
the contemporary tendency of the state form as “authoritarian statism” and 
identifies its characteristics as “intensified state control over every sphere of 
socio-economic life combined with a radical decline in the institutions of po-
litical democracy and with the draconian and multiform curtailment of so-
called ‘formal liberties’” (Poulantzas, 1978: 203-204). 

Lacking an evaluation of the trend towards plebiscitory politics orches-
trated through the mass media as something linked to corporate expansion 
and the relative decline in national sovereignty (Boggs, 2000), Laclau and 
Mouffe massively underestimate the significance of authoritarian populism  
in the current conjuncture.8 Indeed, Laclau and Mouffe appear to conflate 
        8. By “authoritarian populism,” I mean neo-conservatism’s “unceasing efforts to construct 
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the postmodern dispersion of the subject with the advent of a new form of 
subjectivity that is, effectively, a post-capitalist subjectivity beyond posses-
sive individualism. According to Mouffe, the dispersion of the subject across 
a multiplicity of (potentially contradictory) subject-positions implies a post-
individualist conception of democratic rights (Mouffe, 1988: 35). Amplify-
ing these sentiments, Laclau claims that the contemporary proliferation of 
political identities is the condition of possibility of radical democratic poli-
tics (Laclau, 1990: 81-82). Yet, there is a link between a socially fragmented 
and dispersed polity and the plebiscitory legitimation of authoritarian pop-
ulism, because this latter depends upon political demobilisation combined 
with demagogic scapegoating. Laclau and Mouffe conflate these dimensions 
because they do not support their analysis of the transformation of liberal 
ideology with an assessment of the structural transformation of parliamen-
tary democracy. 

Secondly, postmodern subjectivity needs to be related to the commodi-
fication of cultural forms. In the consumption norms of the emergent post-
Fordist regimes of accumulation, a new culture plays an increasingly impor-
tant role, based on the massive growth of advertising and its integration into 
product design (Fine and Haug, 2002; Haug, 1986). In accordance with the 
analysis of Fredric Jameson, we can insist that postmodernism is a new cul-
tural dominant (hegemonic cultural style) ( Jameson, 1991). Following James-
on, I contend that postmodernism is the new hegemonic culture within cap-
italist social formations characterised by the emergent post-Fordist modes 
of social regulation. This position is informed by Jameson’s argument that 
cultural forms have to be examined from the perspective of “cultural rev-
olution,” whereby social subjects are “reprogrammed” for the lifeworld of 
the dominant mode of production ( Jameson, 1981: 95-99); Jameson further 
specifies that a microcosm of this process happens during transitions be-
tween distinct stages of capitalism ( Jameson, 1991: xii-xv). While the analy-
sis presented by Regulation Theory is economically as convincing as Man-
del’s concept of “late capitalism” (Mandel, 1978b), relied on by Jameson, the 
notion of post-Fordism avoids the periodisation problems encountered in 
Jameson’s position (Harvey, 1989: 38; Soja, 1989: 60-61).

The hegemonic cultural style of postmodernism can be characterised as 
a radicalisation of modernism under conditions of the commodification of 

the movement towards a more authoritarian regime from a massive populist base,” based on 
national-popular interpellations that are anti-democratic and anti-egalitarian (Hall, 1988: 
146). Hall’s basically Laclavian position on the primacy of ideology (Hall, 1988: 123-173) was 
subjected to devastating criticism by Jessop and cothinkers (Jessop, Bonnett et al., 1988: 57-
124)—the work includes a reprint of Hall’s reply to their criticisms in which he accepts their 
charge of a one-sided, polemical exaggeration of the importance of ideology—who did not 
so much object to “authoritarian populism,” as to its complete independence from economics 
and politics (Jessop, Bonnett et al., 1988: 66-67).
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the aesthetic. With the commodification of the aesthetic, the “great divide” 
between mass culture and high modernism is destroyed, leading to post-
modern “popular” culture (Huyssen, 1986). Popular culture exists in a con-
dition of “complicit critique,” where the utopian potential of the modernist 
work is blunted by a self-reflexive knowledge of its insertion into the very 
sphere of commodity circulation that it criticises (Hutcheon, 1988; Hutch-
eon, 1989). At the same time, grasping the aestheticisation of the commodity 
(and the commodification of the aesthetic) in terms of a general economy of 
the “commodity-body-sign,” which includes the products destined for indi-
vidual consumption as markers of distinction and “reified” images of mate-
rial satisfaction, inserts popular culture within the total circuit of the com-
modity without any nostalgia for the lost modernist utopia (Miklitsch, 1996: 
5-40; Miklitsch, 1998a: 61-95). The contemporary proliferation of identities 
(Giddens, 1991), sometimes impressionistically described as “postmodern 
schizophrenia” ( Jameson, 1991: xx), is therefore best regarded as an extreme 
individuation commensurate with the combination of extensive accumula-
tion and product diversification characteristic of post-Fordism (Cross, 1993; 
Lee, 1993). It is in this context of the new importance of postmodern culture 
for social reproduction and the proliferation of commodified identities that 
the “rise and fall of the NSM” can be grasped as integral to the transition 
from Fordism to post-Fordism.

CLASS ANALYSIS AND THE NEW SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

A New Social Agency for the New Times?

In the context of the emergence of a new mode of social regulation, the cul-
tural politics of the NSM cannot be considered part of a “paradigm shift” 
“beyond Left and Right”. Instead, they appear as effects of social causes, 
connected to the economic structures, political dynamics and cultural di-
alectics of post-Fordism. This brings us to the second major postmarxian 
claim, according to which the challenge posed to Marxism by the NSM is 
supposed to be definitive (Mouffe, 1988: 34). According to Laclau, class is 
completely inadequate to explain contemporary conflict. He proposes that 
the shift to identity politics indicates that the NSM constitute a new so-
cial phenomenon which explodes the paradigm of class politics and replac-
es it with identity politics (Laclau, 1985: 27-29). As supporters of the thesis 
that the NSM emerge from a radical structural break (Laclau, 1990: 52-55), 
Laclau and Mouffe hold that identity politics—driven by the “democratic 
Imaginary”—is the central dynamic of contemporary social conflict (La-
clau and Mouffe, 1985: 149-193) and class struggle is becoming increasingly 
irrelevant (Laclau, 2000c: 203). Where industrial conflict emerges, this is 
the result of identity conflict between consumers and is not traceable to the 
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politics of production (Laclau, 1985: 31), so identity politics is not shaped by 
capitalist production, but by broader cultural concerns. Capitalism does not 
determine the emergence of the NSM because “the capitalist system” is not 
a relevant theoretical determination (Laclau, 1990: 58-59), while the emer-
gence of the NSM demonstrates the irreducibility of the social to dynam-
ics of capital accumulation and instead, its distribution across a plurality of 
sites of conflict, governed by independent social logics (Laclau, 1985). Yet, 
as I have indicated, the combination of the globalisation of production, de-
cline of the nation-state and increased importance of culture precipitates 
new forms of social conflict that have everything to do with capital accumu-
lation and class politics. 

Globally, the novelty of the NSM can be differentially determined by 
contrast with the “old” or traditional working-class movements. The de-
cisive differential trait is supposed to be the new role of cultural and sym-
bolic forms of protest, completely absent from the “old” social movements 
(Cohen, 1985). According to theorists of the NSM, the “traditional” social 
movements were centralised, hierarchical, socially homogeneous political 
movements, oriented to the control or transformation of the state by means 
of mobilisation around material needs and political demands, and lacking a 
focus on identity and cultural practices. By contrast, the NSM are organised 
in grassroots, decentred and participatory networks within civil society (Me-
lucci, 1989) and follow the strategy of “self-limiting revolution” or localised 
reforms (Arato and Cohen, 1992), aiming to reduce state control rather than 
control the state (Touraine, 1985), by means of an orientation to the transfor-
mation of cultural signification and the constitution of new political subjec-
tivities (Touraine, 1977). Whereas the materialist values of working-class mo-
bilisation involve redistributive struggles in the conventional political arena, 
the post-materialist values of the NSM engage the quality of life and aim for 
the reconstruction of identity, values, lifestyles, cultural symbols and knowl-
edge (Dalton, 1990; Giddens, 1994a; Giddens, 1998; Giddens, 2000; Ingle-
hart, 1990a; Inglehart, 1990b; Inglehart, 1997). The NSM are focused on the 
new politicisation of everyday life as opposed to state politics and centred on 
symbolic contestation in the cultural sphere instead of power confrontation 
in the political domain (Melucci, 1996). According to NSM theorists, these 
transformations mean that the workers’ movement that dominated the poli-
tics of the nineteenth- and early twentieth- centuries cannot now perform a 
leading role in the constitution and contestation of social structures. 

Recent investigations, however, have exploded the claim of “newness” 
and it emerges that the category of “new” social movements cannot be em-
pirically sustained. It overstates their novelty (Plotke, 1990; Plotke, 1995), ig-
nores their predecessors and mistakes an early position in the cycle of protest 
for a new type of protest (Tarrow, 1994), neglects a long-standing histori-
cal cycle of cultural critique (Brandt, 1990), and misinterprets a generation-
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al phenomenon as a categorical shift in social action. Social movements of 
the traditional nineteenth-century working-class are revealed to possess all 
the attributes of the “new” (Calhoun, 1993; Tucker, 1991), while traditions 
of cultural struggles, documented in working-class historiography (Croteau, 
1995; Thompson, 1963), have been deployed damagingly against the ster-
eotyped dichotomy of “cultural” NSM and “state-centred” working-class 
movements. Hence, the sharp distinction between traditional working class 
and the NSM has not survived scrutiny. 

Instead of the historical teleology of the increase of social complexity 
and the arrival of an expressive postmodern social totality, replete with a 
new social agency, reconsideration of the continuity between the “new” and 
traditional social movements enables us to “constitute our theoretical no-
tion of modernity, not as a master narrative, but in a way that reflects both 
its heterogeneity and contestation and that takes full account of the central 
place of social movements within it” (Calhoun, 1993: 418). Indeed, the his-
tory of social movement struggles is coextensive with modernity and the 
“newness” of the social movements is partially the result of their marginali-
sation in the history of social theory (Wallerstein, 1990: 13). Certainly, with 
Laclau and Mouffe, the French Revolution catalysed the spread of mass 
mobilisations for liberty and equality throughout Europe and the world 
capitalist system, where they continue to inform contemporary social move-
ments (Calhoun, 1993: 390-395; Wallerstein, 1990: 13-53). The historically 
specific rise of social movements is linked to the emergence of mass poli-
tics centred on the nation-state—like it or not, the central focus of politics 
in modernity—and therefore to the possibility of hegemonic strategies. In-
stead of a process of continuous expansion of the logic of the French Revolu-
tion, though, as Laclau and Mouffe suggest, social movement struggles have 
been conditioned by the structures of the world capitalist system, developing 
in nationalist, socialist and communist directions as a consequence of the 
centre-periphery division in the world economy (Shannon, 1989; Waller-
stein, 1990; Wallerstein, 1991). World systems theory demonstrates the ex-
istence of six varieties of “anti-systemic movements” in response to this po-
litico-economic distribution (Wallerstein, 1990: 13-53), while the concept of 
social movements as bearers of alternative modernities, including state so-
cialism, “Islamic Jacobins” and Apartheid (Ray, 1993), adds a cultural di-
mension irreducible to the “expansion and deepening of liberal ideology” 
thesis of Laclau and Mouffe. 

Beyond Left and Right?

In question, then, is not the existence and extent of “new” social movements 
linked to the rising importance of struggles for cultural recognition, nor the 
existence of non-class social antagonisms, nor yet the emergence of novel 
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middle-class layers. Nor can there be a dispute that the politics of many so-
cial movements are relatively autonomous from the logic of class struggles. 
This means, for instance, that the fight against women’s oppression cannot 
be reduced to the struggle against specifically capitalist exploitation. The 
Marxist claim is that the contradictions of capitalism nonetheless overde-
termine the forms of women’s oppression and that this non-class social an-
tagonism exists as articulated to class structures (Barrett, 1980). Michele 
Barrett’s landmark Women’s Oppression Today argued against the emergent 
postmarxian position of Cutler, Hussein, Hindess and Hirst, that ideology, 
politics and economics were completely independent, and that women’s op-
pression was located in ideological relations exclusively. Barrett accepts the 
non-class nature of the family as a social institution and adopts the posi-
tion that women’s oppression is primarily located in ideological relations of 
gender construction. Drawing upon the materialist anthropology of Claude 
Meillassoux and the “mixed modes of production” debate (Meillassoux, 
1981; Wolpe, 1980; Kuhn and Wolpe, 1977), however, she argues that fa-
milial structures are articulated to capitalist social relations as subordinat-
ed structures, so that the wage relation and the commodity form condition 
both the domestic economy and gender relations. As such, the non-class an-
tagonism of gender relations (1) has both primary ideological and secondary 
economic aspects that are conditioned by capitalism and (2) takes on a class 
significance insofar as the gender division of labour in the domestic space 
fundamentally conditions the segmentation of the labour market for wage 
labour. However, the non-class gender opposition is an antagonistic relation 
that is analytically primary in the explanation of family structures: class con-
ditions gender, rather than explains it; gender relations have a differential his-
tory that is externally related to the histories of the economic, political and 
ideological structures of capitalism; thus, the position advocated (then) by 
Barrett is not a form of reductionism. In other words, non-class antagonisms 
are relatively autonomous but “overdetermined” by class relations, which is 
equivalent to claiming that the capitalist mode of production is a structure 
in dominance. 

To state all this more abstractly, then, the significant differences be-
tween contemporary Marxism and postmarxism concern the existence of 
structural tendencies as determinants of social conflict and the relevance of 
structural location as a conditioning factor in the adoption of subject-posi-
tions. Because postmarxism holds that identity politics arises completely inde-
pendently of class relations, constituting an autonomous or free-floating sys-
tem governed by ideology and not by material needs or state politics, Laclau 
and Mouffe are forced to defend the untenable claim that capitalism is not a 
relevant determinant of social conflict and to deny the pertinence of the cat-
egory of structural (class) locations. 

According to Laclau’s major article on the NSM, “the concept of class 
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struggle … is totally insufficient as a way of accounting for contemporary 
social conflicts” (Laclau, 1985: 29). Laclau and Mouffe deny the theoreti-
cal validity of a replacement of the proletariat by the NSM within the neo-
Hegelian paradigm of Gorz and Touraine, who seek a “new subject of his-
tory” and merely “invert the Marxist position” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
169). Instead, the authors contend that while discourse theory reveals that 
workers’ struggles always were a form of identity politics, nonetheless, the 
specificity of the politics of the NSM constitutes a democratic advance com-
mensurate with social complexity (Laclau, 1985: 42). In support of this po-
sition, Laclau criticises classical Marxism, which determines the identity of 
agents in the relations of production, so that politics means the “representa-
tion of interests” (Laclau, 1985: 28). Classical Marxism designates the social 
agent as a pre-constituted referent of political discourse and assumes an a 
priori unity to the ensemble of subject-positions of the agent in production. 
The leading characteristic of the NSM is that the unity of these determina-
tions has broken up, so that “it has become increasingly impossible to iden-
tify the group, conceived as a referent, with an orderly and coherent system 
of ‘subject-positions’” (Laclau, 1985: 28). In other words, contemporary so-
cial clashes bring to light the multiplicity of subject-positions occupied by the 
agent and the conflict potential of this overdetermined ensemble. 

The supposed unity of the subject in reality consists of a decentred (dif-
ferential) ensemble of subject-positions (worker, Black, female, and so forth) 
(Laclau, 1985: 31). “It is thus impossible to speak of the social agent as if we 
were dealing with a unified, homogeneous entity. We have rather to ap-
proach the social agent as a plurality, dependent on the various subject-po-
sitions by which s/he is constituted within various discursive formations” 
(Laclau, 1985: 31-32). Because of the lack of coherence of this ensemble of 
subject-positions, it is impossible to regard political subjectivity as the repre-
sentation of a pre-constituted interest that can be derived from the structur-
al location of the agent. The central characteristic of the NSM is that social 
antagonism is determined not by the clash of interests, but by the fact that 
an ensemble of subject-positions has become the focal point of social con-
flict and political mobilisation (Laclau, 1985: 32). According to postmarx-
ism, then, the NSM respond to the negation of identity and not to structural 
determinations.

In HSS, however, a somewhat more extended analysis is conducted in 
relatively evasive terms, for Laclau and Mouffe generally resort to quasi-
foundational language. When explaining the causal factors operating in the 
emergence of the NSM, their descriptions suggest a scission between subject-
positions and structural location, as in, for instance, their conjunctural anal-
ysis in terms of a “double perspective” of “the transformation of social rela-
tions” and “the effects of the displacement … of the egalitarian Imaginary” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 165). In the article on the NSM, however, Laclau 
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is more candid. Laclau conceptualises social classes, structural levels and so 
forth “as complexes resulting from the contingent articulation of smaller en-
tities” (Laclau, 1985: 31). The new units of analysis are “subject-positions” 
(Laclau, 1985: 32), that are contingently articulated together into discursive 
formations (social relations). This social theory can be characterised as a 
form of radical liberalism based on logical atomism, resulting in the com-
plete dispersion of the social field, linked to a descriptive empiricism of the 
“diverse complexes” of contemporary “post-industrial” society.

The convergence of Laclau and Mouffe’s position with the “beyond 
Left and Right” stance of the post-industrial utopians, theorists of reflex-
ive modernity and advocates of Critical Theory should alert us to the ulti-
mate political stakes in this debate. The “traditional” social movement of 
the working class has defined the agenda of the Left since the early the nine-
teenth-century and has meant that the Left-Right opposition tends to reflect 
the class division of society (Giddens, 1994a) and a principled distinction be-
tween social equality (the Left) and natural inequality (the Right) (Bobbio, 
1996). Where for Giddens, for instance, the NSM appear as an adjunct to 
the class struggle, which remains the major dynamic of capitalism, for La-
clau and Mouffe the working class is (at best) an appendage to the NSM. 
Once class politics becomes secondary (reflexive modernity, Critical The-
ory) or irrelevant (postmarxism, post-industrial theory), the Left-Right dis-
tinction ceases to be the primary political division in modern society. Laclau 
and Mouffe, of course, reject this entailment (Laclau and Mouffe, 2000). I 
endorse their refusal to abandon the Left-Right distinction, based on the so-
ciological and philosophical reasons just considered—but it is very difficult 
to see how they can actually avoid it, on the basis of their position. 

New Social Movements and Post-Fordism

Postmarxism’s insistence on a non-class politics, combined with an exclu-
sive concentration on ideology, functions to occlude the connection between 
post-Fordism and the flexible identities promoted by many of the NSM. The 
problem is that Laclau and Mouffe—on ideological grounds alone (Laclau, 
1985: 28; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 150)—reject the idea that the structur-
al tendencies of a mode of social regulation are crucial determinants of so-
cial conflict, preferring to believe that the novelty of the NSM lies in the 
autonomous activation of certain subject-positions as sites of contestation. 
It is surely significant that not only (as we have seen) do Laclau and Mouffe 
neglect these pronouncements when it comes to concrete analyses, but that 
the postmarxists who actually engage in empirical studies of the NSM also 
ignore them, or reverse them completely. According to a postmarxian sur-
vey conducted in the 1990s, “despite the emergence of new sites of struggle 
that cannot be comprehended in terms of class dynamics, capitalism re-
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mains the dominant structure of the contemporary world” (Carroll, 1994: 
16-17). Indeed, many of the NSM articulate the concerns of workers left out 
of the Fordist social compromise and the emergent grievances of social cat-
egories of consumption (Carroll, 1994: 3-26). Another postmarxian survey 
of Regulation Theory and the NSM concedes that “capital accumulation 
remains the mainspring of advanced societies, even if the sociologically de-
fined working class is declining in size … and … this process will continue 
to define the main positions in social conflict” (Steinmetz, 1994: 185). On the 
basis of her work on race in Britain (Smith, 1994), Smith claims to “extend” 
Laclau and Mouffe’s position by introducing the distinction between “struc-
tural positions” and “subject-positions” (Smith, 1998: 4, 55-63)—a “supple-
ment” that effectively repudiates the original. 

Laclau and Mouffe are keen to reconceptualise workers’ struggles as 
“always-already” identity based. They argue that workers’ struggles in the 
nineteenth- and early twentieth- centuries were either relatively depoliticised 
reformist struggles in production, or radical responses “to transformations 
which called into question traditional forms of worker identity” (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 168-169). Thus the crucial determinant of the radicalisation 
of working-class struggles in production was political identity and not the 
structural determinant of capitalist exploitation. Conversely: 

Once the conception of the working class as a “universal class” is rejected, 
it becomes possible to recognise the plurality of the antagonisms which 
take place in the field of what is arbitrarily grouped under the label 
of “workers’ struggles,” and the inestimable importance of the great 
majority of them for the deepening of the democratic process (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 167). 

The decisive conclusion for postmarxism is that the multiplicity of dis-
cursive contexts that informed these struggles prevent any identification of 
a singular and unitary working class (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 167). This 
strikes at the straw target of vulgar Marxism (for which capitalist exploita-
tion automatically generates radical resistance), but is not a serious engage-
ment with post-Althusserian Marxism at all. 

The claim that workers’ struggles are a form of “identity politics” is 
nothing new, or shocking, from an Althusserian perspective, because politi-
cal subjectivity is constituted through ideological interpellations that lend 
the subject a social identity. It is on the basis of “lived experience” that sub-
jects enter political conflicts, and no doubt democratic ideology is one (but 
not the only) determinant of the radicalisation of struggle (socialist, populist 
and religious radicalism, for instance, are also common). Yet, in the Althus-
serian perspective, the “reality shocks,” engendered by the contradictions 
between the “Imaginary relations” constitutive of ideology and the “real 
conditions of existence” that ideology misrecognises, can lead to the articu-
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lation of new forms of social subjectivity that conform more closely to the 
structural locations occupied by a social agent (Althusser, 1990: 1-42). 

Indeed, Laclau’s earlier work (within the research programme of Struc-
tural Marxism) provided a superior explanation of this phenomenon, com-
pared to the eclipse of structural factors behind ideological manipulation 
characteristic of the postmarxian position. From Laclau’s initial position, it 
is clear that political crises, arising from an accumulation of structural con-
tradictions, are experienced first and foremost as identity crises for social 
agents (Laclau, 1977: 103). When social agents do not belong to fundamental 
classes of production, the ideological crisis becomes increasingly crucial and 
this increases the importance of the ideological instance in the final resolu-
tion of the political crisis in the social formation as a whole (Laclau, 1977: 
104). In particular, the democratic struggle represents competition for the 
middle classes, whose identity as “the people” is more important than their 
class-identity (Laclau, 1977: 114). It follows that the “struggle for the articu-
lation of popular-democratic ideology into class ideological discourses is the 
basic ideological struggle in capitalist social formations” (Laclau, 1977: 114). 
These references to the middle classes would later be discretely erased and 
replaced by the entirely non-class NSM. Nonetheless, they throw significant 
light on the overdetermination of an ensemble of non-class subject-positions 
(for instance, female, Black, lesbian) by a class subject-position (for instance, 
working-class or middle-class), suggesting that popular-democratic identi-
ties tend to be those adopted by non-working-class subjects. 

The article by Joachim Hirsch—drawing on the perspectives of Regu-
lation Theory—supplies evidence for my analysis. Hirsch demonstrates that 
the NSM in Germany emerged from the crisis of Fordist social regulation 
and that their contradictory tendencies might be expected to lead to internal 
divisions if a new, post-Fordist mode of social regulation emerged as a hege-
monic project. Far from dismissing the NSM, Hirsch emphasises that they 
“are a contradictory battle ground in the struggle for a new hegemony” and 
that “within these struggles, [they] play a very complex and rather contra-
dictory part” (Hirsch, 1988: 51, 53). The NSM are both “the only real oppo-
sition” and—because of their ideological heterogeneity and dismissal of the 
class analyses of the “traditional Left”—potentially “the unconscious vehi-
cles for the establishment of just this new form of capitalist exploitation and 
hegemony” (Hirsch, 1988: 53). In the absence of any recognition of the class 
dynamics and the dominance of regimes of accumulation in social life, the 
exclusive emphasis on the cultural politics of identity-formation (leading to 
new, flexible identities), linked to emergent niche-markets for products tar-
geting specific identity choices, might easily become incorporated into post-
Fordist social regulation. With particular reference to the German Greens, 
Hirsch warned that “the formation of a political party that relates to alter-
native cultures and new social movements might have the vicious effect of 
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splitting them and domesticating them into the established forms of parlia-
mentary politics … the new social movements in fact might prove to be not 
so much radical fighters for a new and better society, but political and ideo-
logical catalysts of a really unfriendly form of capitalist post-Fordism” (Hir-
sch, 1988: 54). Hirsch’s analysis was confirmed several years later, when the 
division in the Greens between “Realos” and “Fundos” became the keynote 
in the transformation of this “new” social movement into a political par-
ty of the old style, in government with the centre-right Social Democracy 
(Bramwell, 1994). What this indicates is that the connections between post-
Fordism and the flexible identities promoted by the NSM generates political 
polarisation, which refutes Laclau’s supposition that subject-positions are en-
tirely independent of structural determinations.

The postmarxian “farewell to the working class” is only the most recent 
in a century of adieus. What has finished is not class conflict and the social 
agency of fundamental classes, but instead the possibility of the progressive 
simplification of social contradictions and the model of a homogeneous and 
unified proletariat in confrontation with an equally definite bourgeoisie. On 
this question, Laclau and Mouffe (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 7-46), follow-
ing Althusser and Balibar (Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 183-192), are per-
fectly correct. Contemporary class relations are characterised by the inter-
penetration of multiple and conflicting determinants of structural location 
and the consequent heterogeneity and internal differentiation of classes, rac-
es and genders (Poulantzas, 1975; Wright, 1985). Class never appears in an 
unalloyed form, being instead permanently imbricated with elements from 
relatively independent forms of social domination (Aronowitz, 1992; Bali-
bar and Wallerstein, 1991). The existence of structural tendencies based in 
the final analysis in the dynamics of the accumulation of capital means that 
every non-class antagonism is trapped in the “gravitational field” of class 
contradictions. While there is no isomorphism between structural locations 
and subject-positions, nonetheless the structural dynamics of late capital-
ism determine a polarisation within non-class and middle-class movements, 
leading to the emergence of tendential class-political dimensions inside the 
NSM. As Laclau’s Marxist work concluded, while “not every contradiction is 
a class contradiction, … every contradiction is overdetermined by the class 
struggle” (Laclau, 1977: 106).

The novelty of the NSM consists not in their absolute distinction from 
the traditional working class, but instead from a new configuration of old 
elements (material grievances, political demands, claims for cultural rec-
ognition), combined with historically specific activation of social layers and 
the emergence of new middle strata, linked to technological and economic 
changes. What emerges, then, is that the dynamics of social movement ac-
tivism are conditioned by transformations in the structure of capitalism. 
Class-composition and the balance of class forces continue to overdetermine 
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the NSM, leading to the phenomenon of the NSM articulating a politics he-
gemonised by middle-class concerns (Croteau, 1995; Eder, 1995). This is not 
the claim that the politics of the NSM can be reduced to class questions—
merely that, contra postmarxism, class remains a highly relevant dimension 
of contemporary social conflict. 

MARXISM AND DEMOCRACY

The End of the “Jacobin Imaginary”

The continued relevance of class politics and the necessity for a structural 
analysis of advanced capitalism expose the deficiencies in the postmarxian 
position, highlighting the need to reconsider the relation between Marx-
ian theory and socialist strategy. The logic of Laclau and Mouffe’s rejec-
tion of Marxism is straightforward and cumulative. Increasing complexity 
fragments the social field, leading to a pluralisation of social actors and po-
litical conflicts, which tends to diffuse throughout the decentred “discursive 
formation”. Accordingly, Marxist theory supposedly cannot penetrate the 
non-class dynamics of contemporary social conflict; and the socialist pro-
gramme, based on the ontological centrality of the proletariat, the hypoth-
esis of increasing class polarisation and the unitary character of the political 
space, cannot accommodate political diversity. This leads to the necessity 
for a new political strategy capable of welding together sectoral demands 
into a relatively unified coalition. Abandoning the concepts of “privileged 
points of rupture and the confluence of political struggles into a unified po-
litical space” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 152), radical democracy embraces 
the postmodern multiplicity of social antagonisms on the basis of a com-
pletely relational theory of hegemony. This chain of arguments culminates 
in what is, according to Laclau and Mouffe, their central thesis. They dedi-
cate the programmatic chapter of HSS to the exposition of “the thesis that it 
is … [the] continuity between the Jacobin and the Marxist political imagi-
nary which has to be put in question by the project for a radical democracy” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 152). 

Laclau and Mouffe’s main contention is therefore that the Jacobin Im-
aginary of Marxism and the radical democratic Imaginary of postmarxism 
are irreconcilable opposites. Indeed, the fundamental obstacle to radical 
democracy turns out to be the “ultimate core” of “essentialist fixity,” locat-
ed “in the fundamental nodal point which has galvanised the political im-
agination of the Left: the classic concept of ‘revolution,’ cast in the Jacobin 
mould … [which] implied the foundational character of the revolutionary act, 
the institution of a point of concentration of power from which society could 
be ‘rationally’ reorganised” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 177). Marxism, in the 
final analysis, cannot adapt to social complexity and democratic politics, be-
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cause it is based on philosophical rationalism (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 3). 
Where classical Marxism is grounded in “foundational character of the rev-
olutionary act,” postmarxism defines a new, anti-essentialist social theory. 
This contention, and not debates around the emergence of a new mode of 
social regulation or the sociological novelty of the social movements, is the 
ultima ratio of the authors’ position. The justification for a shift to the post-
marxian field stands or falls with this claim. 

There is something enigmatic about Laclau and Mouffe’s presentation 
of this claim through a genealogy of the category of hegemony in Marxist 
theory (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 7-92). Despite claiming that the positions 
advanced in HSS could equally have been arrived at without any need for an 
analysis of twentieth-century Marxism (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 4), Laclau 
and Mouffe engage in endless deconstructions of Marxism (Laclau, 1995a: 
84-104; Laclau, 1990: 1-85; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 7-92), as if exhibiting 
a repetition compulsion. As always, a repetition compulsion evidences the 
traumatic loss of an object and the desperate quest to relocate it (that is, the 
force of an unconscious desire). 

According to Laclau and Mouffe, the concept of hegemony was intro-
duced to supplement the economist logic of historical necessity, governing 
classical Marxism, with a political logic of contingency. On the basis of the 
“increasing complexity of the social,” Marxist politics became subjected to 
conditions of the fragmentation of the working class, the isolation of politi-
cal movements and the separation between economic and political strug-
gles (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 2, 8-9). According to Laclau’s subsequent 
summary, HSS demonstrates that: (1) classical Marxism rests upon the the-
sis of an evolutionary development leading to class polarisation and social 
simplification; (2) in response to a crisis of perspectives, a series of proposals 
for the integration of social fragmentation, through symbolic political ac-
tion, emerged as means to salvage the basic theoretical schema; (3) the tac-
tics of the united front and the socialist adoption of democratic tasks in the 
socialist revolution responded to increasing social complexity (“combined 
and uneven development”), leading to the category of hegemony; (4) “from 
the Leninist concept of class alliances to the Gramscian concept of ‘intel-
lectual and moral leadership,’ there is an increasing extension of hegemonic 
tasks”; (5) this demonstrates an internal movement in Marxist theory from 
evolutionary essentialism towards contingent political articulations (Laclau, 
1990: 120-121). 

Laclau and Mouffe’s analysis of this deconstructive movement follows a 
historical sequence and culminates with the “Gramscian watershed,” which 
they represent as a partial break with the “essentialism” characteristic of 
Marxism (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 65-71). Their treatment of Gramsci’s 
breakthrough is evasive, though, because this is presented as the conclusion 
to a historical narrative of increasing social complexity, designed to demon-
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strate the replacement of class politics (and the ontological centrality of the 
proletariat) by democratic politics (and the emergence of the NSM). The 
discussion of twentieth-century Marxism is followed by two chapters of the-
ory-construction that begin from the anti-essentialist break of Althusserian 
Marxism (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 95-110). 

What Laclau and Mouffe have done is to invert the historico-theoret-
ical sequence, for in the history of effective socialist politics, Gramsci comes 
after Althusser. As Mouffe once recognised, “if the history of Marxist theo-
ry during the 1960s can be characterised by the reign of ‘Althusserianism,’ 
then we have now, without a doubt, entered a new phase: that of ‘Gram-
scism’” (Mouffe, 1979b: 1). The revival of Gramsci within the Western Left 
depended upon the advent of Eurocommunism, as a political strategy, with-
in the Western European Communist parties during the mid-1970s (Mouffe, 
1979b: 1). Yet, there is only one (indirect) mention of Eurocommunism in La-
clau and Mouffe’s entire deconstruction of Marxist history—in a footnote 
relating to Gramsci (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 69). Secondly, the problem 
that the revival of Gramsci responds to is not ontological but specifically politi-
cal: not social agency but political strategy. The central problem confront-
ed by Eurocommunism was not the fragmentation of the working class, but 
instead the political terrain of socialist strategy, namely, parliamentary de-
mocracy. The main debate on the Left in the 1970s concerned “whether it 
was possible to reconcile the line of the hegemony of the proletariat—at the 
heart of Gramsci’s strategy—with the pluralist line of the [Eurocommunist] 
‘historic compromise’” (Mouffe, 1979b: 13). This reverses exactly the prog-
nosis of Laclau and Mouffe’s central contention, namely, the continuity be-
tween Marxism and the Jacobin Imaginary, for as Mouffe says, the worry 
was that the Communist Party of Italy (PCI) might have gone “too far” in 
accepting democratic politics and have “abandoned” proletarian hegemony. 
For Mouffe, at that time, there could be no question of presenting Marxist 
hegemony in a totalitarian light, (as exclusive of pluralism), for the Gram-
scian conception of ideology implies hegemonic articulations between het-
erogeneous materials, opening the possibility for “a strategy of democrat-
ic transition to socialism: a possible Eurocommunism which avoids both 
the perils of Stalinism and social democracy” (Mouffe, 1979b: 15). By a few 
years later, the hopes raised by Eurocommunism had been dashed. For La-
clau and Mouffe, the moment of Eurocommunism became subject to a mas-
sive theoretical repression that evacuated it completely from the landscape 
of Marxist history, leaving only one, tiny, symptomatic footnote as evidence 
that it had ever even existed. In the light of the previous discussion of the 
continued relevance of class analysis, it is revealing that Laclau and Mouffe’s 
watershed document, designed to legitimate a repudiation of Marxism for 
forms of postmodern politics, almost completely erases the most significant 
recent development in Marxist politics—the one with the potential to refute 
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their insistence that Marxism is an inflexible, rationalist doctrine alien to 
contemporary political realities.

Eurocommunism: A Massive Gap in the Postmarxian Analysis

The “end of the Jacobin Imaginary” (that is, Leninist ideology) arrives 
with Eurocommunism in the 1970s (Ross, 1980: 112-134) and not with the 
“avalanche of historical mutations” detected a decade later by Laclau and 
Mouffe. Eurocommunism broke the “continuity between the Jacobin and 
the Marxist political Imaginary” by rejecting Leninism for democratic so-
cialism, not by repudiating Marxism for radical democracy.9 Of course, 
abandoning the Leninism in “Marxism-Leninism” is a modest historical 
change and not a vast metaphysical transformation that requires the the-
oretical vocabulary of “social Imaginaries” and “discursive formations”. 
Nonetheless, its omission is immensely significant, for it completes the pro-
cess of the imposition of structures of ideological misrecognition onto theory 
that characterises postmarxian historicism. The existence of Eurocommu-
nism vitiates the specular opposition between totalitarianism and democ-
racy that is implied by the postmarxian claim that it is impossible to sepa-
rate “the Jacobin and the Marxist political Imaginary” without abandoning 
class politics and historical materialism. For Eurocommunism breaks with 
the core components of the “Jacobin Imaginary”—the singular and foun-
dational character of the revolutionary act, the state-centred vision of social 
reconstruction through enlightened class dictatorship and the unification of 

        9. I am not suggesting that Eurocommunism was the first Marxist movement to embrace 
either parliamentary democracy or forms of participatory democracy, only that the Euro-
communist moment ruins Laclau and Mouffe’s artificial teleology and indicates that mass-
based democratic alternatives have existed in the Marxian tradition. Historically, the social 
democracy (the Second International) defended the legitimacy of parliamentary democracy, 
although the drift towards reformism of the social democracy makes this an ambiguous 
legacy. Luxemburg defended parliamentary democracy from a revolutionary perspective 
after the Bolshevik October, while in general the Third International under Lenin clearly 
advocated forms of participatory democracy. Following the Stalinisation of the Third Inter-
national, Trotsky defended the necessity of revolutionary democracy in the transition to 
socialism; curiously, The Revolution Betrayed is a work not mentioned by Laclau and Mouffe 
(Trotsky, 1991). Nonetheless, and without any facile conflation of Lenin and Stalin, ambi-
guities exist in the Marxist tradition. Contemporary democratic socialists have continued 
to disentangle the analytical ambiguities in the Marxist tradition and extended the long 
work of resistance to Stalinisation by Western Marxists. Robin Blackburn’s extended essay 
on socialism after the fall of the Berlin Wall provides a historical and political overview 
of the theoretical resources for contemporary democratic socialism and the major debates 
regarding the strands of the Marxian tradition (Blackburn, 1991). Another perspective on 
the possibilities for democratic socialism today is provided by Michael Harrington (Har-
rington, 1993). It is worth contrasting the scope and ambitiousness of these programmes with 
the piecemeal reforms and protest politics advocated—under the banner of socialism!—by 
Laclau and Mouffe. 
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the revolutionary subject “in the moment of proletarian chiliasm” (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 84)—from a Marxist perspective. This means postmarx-
ism cannot be considered “an inevitable decision for anyone aiming to refor-
mulate a political programme for the Left in contemporary historical cir-
cumstances,” for instead of the specular binary of the postmarxian axiology 
(radical democracy or a new Stalinism), the real situation is characterised 
by a complex field of theoretical and political differences—including within 
Eurocommunism (Boggs, 1980), whose left and right wings remain invisible 
in HSS’s lonely footnote. 

 Indeed, despite the inflated claims to have discovered a new para-
digm, postmarxism actually inherits the programme and strategy of Euro-
communism and represents a contemporary continuation of the dominant, 
rightward-moving tendency within the Eurocommunist “revolution in lib-
erty”. The strategy of radical democracy is substantially anticipated by the 
programme of “structural reforms” and “advanced democracy” advocated 
by the Western Communist parties in their Eurocommunist incarnation. 
The major difference is that postmarxian strategy substitutes the agency 
of the NSM for the role of the working class. Yet the postmarxian supple-
ment—“Eurocommunism plus the new social movements”—adds noth-
ing programmatic whatsoever to the Eurocommunist formula of the mixed 
economy, political democratisation and cultural hegemony, while refusing a 
strategic analysis of the destiny of Eurocommunism. 

The major postmarxian contributions to socialist strategy are foreshad-
owed in the Eurocommunist-inspired rectifications to Leninist politics in 
the period from 1974 to 1990. Eurocommunism discarded the vanguard 
party, the univocal bourgeois character of the liberal democratic state and 
the strategic objective of the dictatorship of the proletariat. Substantively, 
Eurocommunism involved three major elements. (1) The renunciation of the 
vanguard party for mass formations that would participate in alliance poli-
tics with equal partners in a democratic front. (2) The democratisation and 
decentralisation of the state, through the extension of parliamentary control 
over the state-apparatus, linked to the abandonment of the dictatorship of the pro-
letariat for liberal socialism. (3) Renunciation of the command economy for mar-
ket socialism, involving a democratically planned mixed economy together 
with programmes for workers’ self-management as an integral part of the 
extension of democracy (Boggs, 1982; Carrillo, 1978; Claudin, 1978; Mar-
zani, 1980; McInnes, 1976). The political strategy of Eurocommunism dur-
ing the 1970s embraced democratic politics and therefore went beyond the 
popular front led by the proletarian party. It embraced a multi-class tran-
sitional strategy including regular alternation of leaderships involved in 
political competition and the negotiated formulation of joint programmes 
representing political compromises (Napolitano, 1977). This completely dis-
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credits Laclau and Mouffe’s representation of Marxist history as dominated 
by philosophical rationalism. 

Eurocommunism abandoned the Leninist vanguard party—character-
ised by centralised structures and restricted debate—for a pluralist internal 
framework. According to Santiago Carrillo (General Secretary of the Span-
ish Communist Party, or PSE), political pluralism entails the renunciation 
by the Communist party of the claim to be the sole bearer of working-class 
interests and the acceptance of an equal partnership in an unfolding social 
alliance, constitutive of a “new political formation”. The party seeks to re-
main a “leading force” that shapes state institutions and social processes 
without becoming identical with the state. Dictatorship is avoided by vir-
tue of economic and political decentralisation and democratisation, com-
bined with power sharing by alliance partners and regular elections (Car-
rillo, 1978: 120-137; Claudin, 1978: 166-188). Do Laclau and Mouffe (Laclau, 
1990: 81-84; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 149-192) add anything to this? 

Based on the complexity of modern society and the popular base of liber-
al democracy, Eurocommunist leaders theorised the liberal-democratic state 
as an arena of contestation, rather than as a direct instrument of political 
domination (Carrillo, 1978: 120-137; Claudin, 1978: 143-164; Marchais, 1977a: 
182-192; Mujal-Léon, 1983: 42-87; Napolitano, 1977: 24-89). The state in ad-
vanced capitalism is traversed by class antagonisms and is the site of strategic 
class struggles, where diverse social forces struggle for hegemony. Therefore, 
the Leninist policy of frontal insurrection and the destruction of the bour-
geois state was replaced by a strategy of progressive internal democratisa-
tion (Antonian, 1987: 117-135). The concept of a foundational revolutionary 
act was replaced by an entire historical stage of “advanced democracy,” tra-
versed by the shifting equilibrium between social forces representing a new 
social order (Claudin, 1978: 122-165). Taking advantage of the relative auton-
omy of the state, Eurocommunist strategy sought to gradually “take-over” 
within the apparatus, employing institutions as levers for tilting the balance 
of forces in the direction of the popular movement. When Laclau and Mouffe 
theorise that a hegemonic alliance “becomes the state” (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 154) through exercising discursive control of social institutions, in what 
does their distance from mainstream Eurocommunism consist?

Nonetheless, multiple problems persisted in Eurocommunist practice, 
amply supported by deficiencies in the theories outlined by the leaderships 
of the parties. In general, mainstream Eurocommunist doctrine was char-
acterised by an evolutionary gradualism close to the positions of Kautsky, 
where parliamentary reforms would gradually broaden the basis for a na-
tional-popular alliance and narrow the support-base for pro-capitalist poli-
cies (Mandel, 1978a). In line with earlier, Stalinist doctrines of historical 
stages in a linear evolution, mainstream Eurocommunism supposed that 
socialist construction could only begin at the end of this protracted proc-
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ess (Mandel, 1978a). Eurocommunism’s renunciation of vanguardism com-
bined bureaucratic inertia with a democratic theory. The dominant right-
wing pursued a course that subordinated mass initiatives and participation 
to the interests of the party apparatus, excluding militant trade-union strug-
gle or extra-parliamentary mobilisations. In Italy, for instance, Eurocommu-
nist electoralism degenerated into what Maria Macciocchi called a “spec-
tacle” of ideological superficiality, involving “oratorical contests” between 
leaders who encouraged the passivity of their supporters (Macchiochi, 1973: 
22-43). In France, the leadership sabotaged internal democratisation and 
thereby systematically prepared the sectarian debacle of the 1978 electoral 
defeat (Althusser, 1978; Antonian, 1987). Unable to internally reform and re-
vise their strategic perspectives at the same time, the Eurocommunist move-
ment eventually gravitated towards a form of parliamentarism. 

For the leftwing of Eurocommunism, the social democracy and the 
Communist parties equally failed to develop a democratic political prac-
tice that might recognise the legitimacy of representative democracy while 
avoiding the trap of parliamentary cretinism. According to some commen-
tators, the problem for the Left was that radicals were not able to devel-
op forms of participatory democracy supported by a mass movement that 
might counter-balance the recuperative effects of participation in liberal-
democratic governments (Poulantzas, 1978; Weber, 1978). Within the Eu-
rocommunist movement, a relatively dispersed leftwing alternative exist-
ed—including theoreticians such as Althusser, Balibar, Buci-Glucksmann 
(Buci-Glucksmann, 1980) and Poulantzas (Poulantzas, 1978)—that promot-
ed the strategic alternative of democratic politics combined with mass mobi-
lisations (Antonian, 1987). While the Left Eurocommunists (Fernando Clau-
din, Pietro Ingrao, Lucio Magri, Rossanna Rossanda, Nicos Poulantzas) 
tried to form a theoretical alternative and political tendency within the de-
veloping Eurocommunist current, the Right held power in the parties (Anto-
nian, 1987: 87-102). Instead of building on this tendency, Laclau and Mouffe 
shift definitively in the direction of the rightward-moving mainstream of 
Eurocommunism—away from socialism and towards a form of parliamen-
tary reform politics whose explicit “aim is not to create a completely differ-
ent kind of society” (Mouffe, 1990: 57). 

In the absence of an institutional analysis of Communist history, Laclau 
and Mouffe’s discursive genealogy tends to obscure the potential for bureau-
cratisation inherent in any protracted democratic struggle, which must nec-
essarily happen on a parliamentary terrain profoundly shaped by the highly 
centralised nation-state. Lacking any analysis of the failure of Eurocom-
munism—beyond the ritualistic invocation of “class reductionism,” which, 
after all, did not prevent Lenin from taking power—Laclau and Mouffe vir-
tually condemn postmarxism to a repetition of mainstream Eurocommun-
ism’s worst defects. The Eurocommunist “Third Road” failed to materialise 
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for historical and institutional reasons, not because of a supposed “theoretical 
dualism” (which played a minor role in the fiasco of Eurocommunism).10 
The concept of a historical transformation of the working-class parties en-
gaged in parliamentary politics, as a result of the tendencies towards bu-
reaucratisation inherent in representational forms connected to the highly 
centralised, modern state apparatus, supplies part of the explanation for the 
limitations of mainstream Eurocommunist doctrine and practice (Przewor-
ski, 1985). The rest of the explanation is linked to the “decline of the social-
ist tradition” in the twentieth century, generated within the combination of 
theoretical restrictions springing from nineteenth-century doctrines on the 
state and capital, and the practical effects of Stalinist (or Maoist) Commu-
nism (Boggs, 1995b). Together, these represent a materialist alternative to 
Laclau and Mouffe’s genealogy of a theoretical dualism within Marxism. 

The Postmodern Strateg y of Cultural Hegemony

By the mid-1980s, the Eurocommunist parties were in decline as the po-
litical conjuncture in the West shifted sharply from hegemonic crisis to a 
ruling-class offensive led by Thatcher and Reagan. Leftwing demoralisa-
tion was exacerbated by two overlapping factors: the theoretical “crisis of 
Marxism,” fueled by the “New Philosophy”; and, the persistent lack of en-
gagement of the mainstream working-class formations with the NSM. Post-
marxism thus emerges at the convergence of two crises: the historico-polit-
ical crisis that surrounds efforts to forge a post-Fordist hegemonic strategy, 
which is accompanied by the proliferation of social antagonisms in the form 
of the NSM; and, the theoretical crisis of historical materialism, determined 
by the advent of new discourses denouncing “essentialism” and advocat-
ing a postmodern epoch. These crises preserve a specificity and originality 
of their own and cannot be reduced to expressions of one another, for the 
political crisis of the Left is connected to an institutional history, while the 
theoretical crisis of Marxism extends beyond the mainstream parties of the 
working class to embrace radical theory in general. 

The “rebellion of subjectivity” conducted by the “new philosophers” 
soon became the theoretical voice of the New Right (Benton, 1984: 173-
199).11 Its perennial themes—Marxism inevitably leads to Stalinism, “sci-
entific politics” equals technocratic authoritarianism, Enlightenment meta-
physics is a form of rationalist dictatorship—were soon to be found liberally 
distributed through postmarxian texts, following the collapse of historical 

        10. For accounts of the fate of the leading Eurocommunist parties, consult Boggs (Boggs, 
1995b: 95-136) and Antonian (Antonian, 1987: 120-128). After 1990, Eurocommunism ceased 
to exist.
        11. For critical discussions of the “New Philosophy,” consult Dews (Dews, 1979; Dews, 
1985), Lecourt (Lecourt, 2001). The main texts are those of Glucksmann (Glucksmann, 1980) 
and Lévy (Lévy, 1982). 
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Communism (Aronson, 1995: 51-60, 91-121; Laclau, 1990: 4, 194, 206, 225). 
This rightwing postmodern critique of “objectivism” purported to speak in 
defense of the subject—reduced in the Althusserian lens to a mere bearer of 
structures—but in actuality drove in the direction of epistemological rela-
tivism, typically conflating political criticism with high metaphysics in the 
process. The fashion for recasting socialist strategy as foremost a question 
of theoretical revision is exemplified by HSS. There was a grain of truth in 
all this, of course, for while economic reductionism was not the direct cause 
of the debacle of Eurocommunism, it was certainly a contributing factor to 
the disdain for the NSM displayed by the Communist and (to a lesser de-
gree) Socialist parties (Duyvendak, 1995). Some leftists, their hopes for Eu-
rocommunist breakthrough destroyed by the legacy of Stalinism, not only 
turned to the NSM as the surviving echo of the radical 1960s (Boggs, 1995a), 
but simultaneously turned against the theoretical materialism that—it was 
supposed—had framed this betrayal of revolutionary energies. “It follows,” 
one study candidly declares, “that if a post-Marxist theory is to emerge on 
a foundation of new social movements, its categories will correspondingly 
have to be postmaterialist” (Boggs, 1986: 15). 

The postmarxian tendency to relegate the NSM to the sphere of the cul-
tural—and to equate this with the ideal—needs to be resisted. Althusser’s 
deconstruction of the base-and-superstructure distinction involved the pos-
tulate that “ideology has a material existence” and this led to efforts to the-
orise, for instance, women’s oppression as relatively autonomous yet articu-
lated to the gender-biased division of labour in capitalism, and perpetuated 
by “ideological state apparatuses” (Barrett, 1980; Kuhn and Wolpe, 1978). 
The control of sexuality is therefore systematically linked to the functioning 
of capitalist economics. Yet, it is also relatively autonomous (which means: 
they are analytically separable, enjoying distinct dynamics that are con-
tingently articulated together). It is therefore impossible to oppose cultural 
recognition to material oppression, as domination perpetrated through ide-
ological practices exists as materialised and cannot be reduced to psychologi-
cal processes. Gender is a basic structural principle of the social division of 
labour, because it structures a gender-segmented labour market and deter-
mines the distribution of unpaid domestic work (Fraad, Resnick et al., 1994; 
Hartsock, 1985; Molyneux, 1979), affects the determination of the “family 
wage,” functions as a major ideological division within the education system 
and familial socialisation (Foreman, 1977; Zaretsky, 1976), inflects the dis-
tinction between mental and manual labour on which the state apparatus 
is based (Wilson, 1977) and represents a primary distinction (masculine and 
feminine) between ideologically-constituted persons (Chodorow, 1978). Be-
cause the family is not a natural institution, but a social form articulated to 
the dominant mode of production, the sexual division of labour and the so-
cial reproduction of gendered employees cannot be divorced from an analy-
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sis of the social reproduction of capitalism. Such an analysis is in stark con-
trast with Laclau’s assertion of the independence of subject-positions from 
structural determinations (Laclau, 1985).

During the 1990s, the triumphalism of the liberal-democratic “end of 
history” ceded to the renewal of ethnic nationalisms, religious fundamen-
talisms and neo-fascisms, as the conjuncture swung decisively rightwards. 
This is the context for the neo-conservative cultural onslaught—the “cul-
ture wars” and debates on “political correctness”—and the Left resistance 
in the form of multicultural “identity politics” and its theoretical arm, the 
politicised wing of cultural studies. 12 This resistance has been divided and 
ambiguous, however, and we are now in a position to suggest some reasons 
why. Deep divisions have opened between the “cultural Left” and the “class 
Left,” reflecting not only the difference between NSM politics and class pol-
itics, but also the gulf between a post-Althusserian “Gramscianism” and 
forms of neo-classical Marxism.

For the “class Left,” proponents of cultural recognition can be dismissed 
as merely displacing economic problems. According to the “class Left,” the 
strategy of cultural hegemony has fragmented the Left along identitarian 
lines and destroyed the “common dreams” of political militants and the op-
pressed masses (Gitlin, 1994). This is generally linked to a wholesale rejec-
tion of poststructuralism as the antithesis of Marxism, engaged in a “descent 
into discourse” (Palmer, 1990) by means of the “exorbitation of language” 
and a “randomisation of history” (Anderson, 1984: 40, 48). For the “cultural 
Left,” the “class leftists” are in actuality “Left Conservatives,” whose cultur-
al and intellectual agenda is often shared with neo-conservatives, and whose 
conception of class not only excludes real consideration of race and gender, 
but depends upon the regressive theoretical postulate of “secondary oppres-
sion” and “the primacy of the economic” (Butler, 1998: 47). In other words, 
“class leftists” are regarded as base-and-superstructure essentialists whose 
progressive conception of political economy is entirely vitiated by a reac-
tionary agenda in questions “merely cultural”. Meanwhile, the “cultural 
Left” suffers from the central problem of what might be called a psychoana-
lytically-inflected, post-Althusserian “neo-Gramscianism,” whose theoreti-
cal sophistication is undermined by an exclusive concentration on ideological 
struggle (Harris, 1992). According to Wendy Brown (certainly not a propo-
nent of base-and-superstructure reductionism), postmodern politics involve 
a “[t]heoretical retreat from the problem of domination within capitalism” 
(Brown, 1995: 14). We have to ask, “to what extent a critique of capitalism is 
foreclosed by the current configuration of oppositional politics, and not sim-
ply by the ‘loss of the socialist alternative’ or the ostensible ‘triumph of liber-
alism’ in the global order” (Brown, 1995: 61). She claims “class is invariably 

        12. For critical surveys of contemporary leftwing cultural politics and academic practices, 
see Boggs (Boggs, 1993), Harris (Harris, 1992; Harris, 1996) and Palmer (Palmer, 1990). 
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named but rarely theorised” in the “multiculturalist mantra” of class, race, 
gender and sexuality (Brown, 1995: 61). Indeed, “the political purchase of 
contemporary American identity politics would seem to be achieved in part 
through a certain renaturalisation of capitalism” (Brown, 1995: 60).

Where, therefore, the “class Left” reduces culture and ideology to politi-
cal economy, by means of the base-and-superstructure metaphor, the “cul-
tural Left,” interpreting Althusser’s essay on “ideological state apparatuses” 
through the lens of poststructuralism and after the Right-Eurocommunist 
“Gramsci,” reduces Gramsci’s “ethico-political hegemony” to ideological he-
gemony alone, and transforms this into a social foundation on the basis of 
the assumption that “everything is cultural” (Nash, 2000: 30). This repre-
sents a restrictive definition of hegemony that transforms ideology into a so-
cial foundation. It is to the roots of this position that we now have to turn.
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Crop Circles in the Postmarxian Field: Laclau 
and Mouffe on Postmodern Socialist Strategy

 

Laclau and Mouffe’s Hegemony and Socialist Strateg y is the History and Class 
Consciousness of the postmodern.1 In a manner highly reminiscent of Lukács, 
Laclau and Mouffe initiate a sophisticated synthesis of Structural Marxism 
and Gramscian political hermeneutics with motifs drawn from post-struc-
turalist philosophy and contemporary theory, towards the construction of a 
radical postmodern social theory. It is not only that this aspires to launch a 
new research programme by locating the insights of Marxism within an ex-
panded theoretical framework. It also seeks to break from the reification of 
mainstream Left politics and theory, especially the fragmentation of the pol-
itics of the new social movements, and the correlate essentialism of the Left’s 
“Holy Trinity” of class, race and gender. Right from the start, the most as-
tute commentator insisted that Laclau and Mouffe had produced a “Hege-
lianism with a deconstructive twist” (Dallmayr, 1989: 127). If it is so, howev-
er, it is so unconsciously. The totalising vision, characteristic of both Hegel 
and “the inverted Hegelianism of Marx” (Laclau, 1990: 75), of history as a 
“rational and intelligible structure” governed by logical or historical neces-
sity is precisely what they aim to break from (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 95). 
Yet, despite significant steps outside of classical dialectics, this effort to move 

        1. Consult Lukács (Lukács, 1971), especially the central essay, “Reification and the Con-
sciousness of the Proletariat” (Lukács, 1971: 83-222). My assessment of Lukács as inaugurat-
ing the paradigm of Western Marxism is based on Jay (Jay, 1984: 81-127). Additional works 
sympathetic to Lukács consulted for this study are Arato and Brienes (Arato and Breines, 
1979) and Feenberg (Feenberg, 1981). For the Structural Marxist critique of Lukács, consult 
Blackburn and Stedman-Jones (Blackburn and Jones, 1972: 365-387) and the criticism ad-
vanced by Stedman-Jones (Jones, 1971).
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“beyond structuralism and hermeneutics” remains unconsciously tied to a 
vision of history and politics of distinctly Hegelian provenance. Postmarxi-
an historicism generates an expressive historical totality despite its insistence 
on the fragmentation of the postmodern social field.

When Laclau and Mouffe launched their postmarxian manifesto, they 
announced that they had broken with the expressive totality of Hegelian di-
alectics and strove to replace the vision of a necessary sequence of historical 
stages with a contingent series of “historical blocs,” governed by the politics 
of hegemonic articulation. This entails the replacement of the “Jacobin Im-
aginary” of classical Marxism-Leninism with a political Imaginary that is 
“radically libertarian and infinitely more politically ambitious than the clas-
sic Left” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 152). Laclau and Mouffe advocate that 
democratic citizenship and radical plural democracy become master signi-
fiers in a new leftwing social Imaginary that should replace the Leninist, or 
“Jacobin” Imaginary. They seek to revitalise the Left project by promoting 
an extension of the “Democratic Revolution of Modernity” to all regions of 
society, while maintaining the framework of pluralism characteristic of lib-
eral political theory. According to this conception, socialism becomes a mo-
ment in the unfolding of the Democratic Revolution, not its negation. For 
Laclau and Mouffe, the permanence of politics implies a post-utopian con-
ception of historical development, as well as excluding the Hegelian expres-
sive social totality. Yet, to the alarm of Laclau in particular, political allies 
Judith Butler and Slavoj Žižek have persisted in their belief that the theory 
of hegemony is precisely a restatement of the Hegelian notion of the “con-
crete universal” (Butler, 2000a: 172-175; Žižek, 2000b: 235-249). 

This postmarxian return to Hegel presents an enigma. It is Kant—and 
anti-dialectical philosophy in general—that stands above the postmodern, 
precisely as a reaction against the ascendancy of the existential interpreta-
tion of Hegel in postwar France.2 Likewise, deconstruction is not designed 
to “twist” Hegel in the direction of detotalisation, but to subvert dialectics 
completely, to effect “the destruction of the Hegelian relève [synthesis] wher-
ever it operates” (Derrida, 1971: 40-41). Indeed, there can be no doubt that La-
clau and Mouffe intend to reject both speculative dialectics and the philos-
ophy of praxis. But their theory of discourse is incoherent and relies for its 
intelligibility on a latent speculative totality that is, if anything, made more 
explicit in subsequent rectifications of their position. The root of this specu-
lative identity of thinking and being is Laclau and Mouffe’s rejection of the 
distinction between discourse and practice, on the grounds that this distinc-
tion is merely a “differentiation within the social production of meaning” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 107). By posing their theory of the social on the 
terrain of meaning, Laclau and Mouffe produce not a deconstructive social 

        2. For this interpretation of post-structuralism, consult Barnett (Barnett, 1998: 1-32), Des-
combes (Descombes, 1980: 1-13) and Dews (Dews, 1987: xiii-xiv). 
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theory, but a political hermeneutics radically at variance with key tenets of 
post-structuralism. The consequence is that the postmarxian field inaugu-
rated by HSS is sprinkled with enigmatic “crop circles”: strange patterns 
that seem the product of an alien intention, but are actually evidence of an 
elaborate theoretical “hoax,” namely, the production of a “post-structural-
ist” social theory which makes large claims to a “materialist constructivism” 
while being, in reality, resolutely speculative. This chapter explores these 
“crop circles”—or, to adopt the Hegelian locution, “speculative germs”—so 
as to determine their theoretical roots. Once the core concepts of postmarxi-
an discourse theory have been indicated—concepts of discourse, hegemony, 
antagonism and dislocation—the major political strategies—identity poli-
tics, radical democracy and democratic citizenship—can be evaluated. The 
chapter concludes by investigating recent efforts to rectify the performative 
contradictions in the theory of hegemony by supplementing its politics with 
the deconstructive ethics of Otherness. 

History and Class Consciousness in the Postmodern

Lukács, as a Hegelian Marxist, would be the condensation of everything 
that is deemed politically regressive about the social theory of “the ratio-
nalist ‘dictatorship’ of Enlightenment” (Laclau, 1990: 4), of just about ev-
erything that the new social logic of postmodern culture brings into crisis. 
In this context—which is theoretically and politically hostile to the concept 
of totality—Laclau and Mouffe’s recasting of the Gramscian concept of he-
gemony is designed to avoid the Lukácsian conception of society as an “ex-
pressive totality”. For Lukács, a single principle is “expressed” in all social 
phenomena, so that every aspect of the social formation is integrated into a 
closed system that connects the forces and social relations of production to 
politics and the juridical apparatus, cultural forms and class-consciousness 
(Lukács, 1971: 83). By contrast, Laclau and Mouffe insist that the social field 
is an incomplete totality consisting of a multitude of transitory hegemon-
ic “epicentres” and characterised by a plurality of competing discourses. 
The proliferation of democratic forms of struggle by the new social move-
ments is thereby integrated into a pluralistic conception of the social field 
that emphasises the negativity and dispersion underlying all social identities. 
“Radical and plural democracy,” Laclau and Mouffe contend, represents a 
translation of socialist strategy into the detotalising paradigm of postmod-
ern culture. 

Nonetheless, like Lukács, Laclau and Mouffe advance a new concept of 
social practice that aims to resolve both theoretical and practical problems 
thrown up by recent political setbacks. For Lukács, the objective of a new 
conception of praxis is to establish the dialectical unity of theory and prac-
tice, so as to demonstrate that the proletariat, as the operator of a transpar-
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ent praxis, is the identical subject-object of the historical process (Lukács, 
1971: 149, 206). The subject of history is therefore the creator of the con-
tents of the social totality, and to the extent that this subject attains self-re-
flexivity, it is also the conscious generator of social forms (Lukács, 1971: 142 
and 168). This enables Lukács to emphasise the revolutionary character of 
class conscious as coextensive with revolutionary action (Lukács, 1971: 46-
81). Laclau and Mouffe’s concept of discursive practice has the same effect—
with this difference, that Laclau and Mouffe deny that discursive practices 
can become wholly transparent to social agents (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
121-122). By reinscribing the concept of praxis within a deconstruction of 
Marxism, Laclau and Mouffe theorise a new concept of discursive practice 
that “must pierce the entire material density of the multifarious institutions” 
upon which it operates, since it has as its objective a decisive break with the 
material/mental dichotomy (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 109). “Rejection of 
the thought/reality dichotomy,” they propose, “must go together with a re-
thinking and interpenetration of the categories which have up until now 
been considered exclusive of one another” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 110). 

Critically, this means a fusion of the hitherto distinct categories of (sub-
jective) discourse and (objective) structure in the concept of “hegemonic ar-
ticulation”. This theoretical intervention is simultaneously a decisive political 
advance, because it now becomes clear that, for instance, “the equivalence 
constituted through communist enumeration [of the alliance partners with-
in a bid for political hegemony] is not the discursive expression of a real move-
ment constituted outside of discourse; on the contrary, this enumerative dis-
course is a real force which contributes to the moulding and constitution of 
social relations” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 110). In other words, the opposi-
tion between theory and practice, discursive practice and structural condi-
tions, is resolved by the new theory of hegemonic articulation. The opera-
tor of these discursive practices—the new agent of social transformation—is 
at once the instigator of social relations and the formulator of discourses on 
the social. 

The most significant difference between Lukács and Laclau and Mouffe 
is their respective evaluations of Hegelian dialectics. Where, for Lukács, a 
return to dialectical philosophy held out the prospect of a renewal of Marx-
ian social theory, for Laclau and Mouffe it is “dialectical necessity” that 
constitutes the major obstacle to a radical postmodern politics. Laclau and 
Mouffe’s fundamental objection to dialectics is to the substitution of a logi-
cally necessary sequence for the contingency of the historical process. They 
applaud the dialectical dissolution of fixity but deplore the supposed inver-
sion of contingency into necessity and the imposition of a teleology of rec-
onciliation. Hegel’s work, therefore, “appears as located in a watershed be-
tween two epochs” and is evaluated as “ambiguous” rather than simply 
pernicious (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 95). On the one hand, Laclau and 
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Mouffe reject the Hegelian notion that “history and society … have a ration-
al and intelligible structure” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 95). This is regard-
ed as an Enlightenment conception fundamentally incompatible with the 
postmodern emphasis on contingency, finitude and historicity. On the other 
hand, however, “this synthesis contains all the seeds of its own dissolution, 
as the rationality of history can only be affirmed at the price of introducing 
contradiction into the field of reason” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 95). Once 
the impossibility of including contradiction within rationality is asserted, it 
then becomes clear that the “logical” transitions between historical “stages” 
are secured contingently:

It is precisely here that Hegel’s modernity lies: for him, identity is never 
positive and closed in itself but is constituted as transition, relation, 
difference. If, however, Hegel’s logical relations become contingent 
transitions, the connections between them cannot be fixed as moments of 
an underlying or sutured totality. This means that they are articulations 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 95).

This is not a rejection of Hegel but a re-interpretation. Interpreted in this light, 
Hegel’s “logical” relations are the language games that frame social prac-
tices—rather than formally rational structures deducible a priori—and their 
“transitions” are only the contingent connections created by political artic-
ulations. In opposition to the logically necessary sequence of closed totali-
ties, Laclau and Mouffe insist on a historically contingent series of open dis-
cursive formations. Resolutely contesting the category of the totality, Laclau 
and Mouffe declare that:

The incomplete character of every totality leads us to abandon, as a 
terrain of analysis, the premise of “society” as a sutured and self-defined 
totality. “Society” is not a valid object of discourse (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 126).

So where Lukács once declared that “the category of the totality is the 
bearer of the principle of revolution in science” (Lukács, 1971: 15), Laclau 
and Mouffe now announce, by contrast, that totality is an illusion because 
“‘society’ as a unitary and intelligible object which grounds its own partial 
processes is an impossibility” (Laclau, 1990: 90). Where Hegel was, there de-
construction shall be—or so it would seem.

The Controversy Surrounding Hegemony and Socialist Strategy

Because the controversy surrounding HSS has concentrated on social frag-
mentation, its reliance on an expressive historical totality has tended to be 
overlooked. Laclau alone has managed to grasp some of the implications of 
his call for the Left to “reformulate the values of the Enlightenment in the 
direction of a radical historicism” (Laclau, 1990: 84). In a mood of belated 
penitence, Laclau recently explained that “if I assert radical historicism, 
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it will require some kind of meta-discourse specifying epochal differences, 
which will necessarily have to be transhistorical” (Laclau, 2000a: 201). That 
is to say, radical historicism leads immediately to performative contradic-
tion. But to fix a problem of this magnitude, it is not sufficient to just jump off 
the ground and shout “barley,” for this contradiction is built into the prem-
ises of Laclau and Mouffe’s entire theory. Indeed, the performative contra-
dictions that bedevil postmarxian discourse theory are only symptoms of a 
deeper difficulty, located in the latent structure of the historicist problem-
atic that subtends radical democratic politics. They are rooted in the ex-
pressive historical totality that this transhistorical meta-discourse invokes in 
every historicism—something that continues to elude Laclau and Mouffe. 
Somewhat more surprisingly, however, this has not yet come to the atten-
tion of the critics of postmarxism, whose interventions have concentrated 
exclusively on the postmodern social fragmentation celebrated by Laclau 
and Mouffe. 

Of course, the break with the postulates of classical social theory, com-
bined with the authors’ declaration that “if our intellectual project in this 
book is post-Marxist, it is evidently also post-Marxist” (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 4), might have been expected to generate a furious debate.3 HSS pro-
voked a small storm of denunciations and defenses, which continues to cir-
culate, with unabated ferocity, in the journals of the trans-Atlantic Left. 
From the very beginning, the conjunction of post-structuralism and Marx-
ism implied in the designation “postmarxism” was regarded as a calculated 
ambiguity. Critical opinion has remained polarised into camps defined by 
allegiance to or rejection of postmodernism, while the Marxist part of the 
label has been subordinated to the question of post-structuralism. This has 
meant that assessment of HSS and its aftermath has not tended to get beyond 
grasping alternately at one or the other of the main valences—that is, post-
Marxism versus post-Marxism—of the work.

The work was immediately scalded by Marxists as “beautifully para-
digmatic” of the “retreat from class” by a disillusioned section of the West-
ern Left (Wood, 1998: 47) and branded as “symptomatic of an intellectual 
malaise” and an “ex-Marxism without substance” (Geras, 1988: 42). La-
clau and Mouffe were accused of a “fetishisation of dislocation” and the 
dispersion of subjectivity in late capitalism (Bertram, 1995: 110). This im-
plies their theory is incapable of demonstrating the minimum basis for the 

        3. For early positive reviews of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, consult Aronowitz (Aronowitz, 
1988: 46-61; Aronowitz, 1992: 175-192), Ross (Ross, 1988) and Žižek (Žižek, 1990). Note that 
Geras’ criticisms, “Post-Marxism?” (Geras, 1987) and “Ex-Marxism without Substance” 
(Geras, 1988), and Laclau and Mouffe’s reply, “Post-Marxism without Apologies” (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1987b), are reprinted in Geras (Geras, 1990: 61-126, 127-168) and Laclau (La-
clau, 1990: 97-134), respectively. Laclau and Mouffe’s second reply to Geras’ first article, 
“History of Marxism” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1987a), has not been reprinted.



Crop Circles in the Postmarxian Field 83

formation of a collective will: “the new antagonisms, as Laclau and Mouffe 
make clear, are best suited for the postindustrial society in which there is no 
opposition to a dominant system” (Bertram, 1995: 85). Indeed, denying the 
validity of the distinction between structural location and subject-positions, 
Laclau and Mouffe cannot specify why some social groups might have an 
interest in socialism while others (for instance, exploiters of labour-power) 
might not (Mouzelis, 1988: 115). Laclau and Mouffe—as is characteristic of 
ideology—remain silent on their own historical and institutional conditions 
of possibility (Callinicos, 1985). Their theory of identity as an ensemble of 
free-floating subject-positions “looks sophisticated … but it only operates on 
one level” (Osborne, 1991: 219) because it cannot grasp why the ideological 
struggle is constituted through “the tension between the irreducible dimen-
sion of extra-discursive determinacy in the object and the plurality of its pos-
sible discursive constructions” (Osborne, 1991: 210). Indeed, the “long march 
from Saussure to social democracy” of postmarxism has been enabled by a 
discourse analysis characterised by a “fatal semiotic confusion between the 
signified and referent” (Eagleton, 1991: 203, 209). This could also be called a 
volatisation of the referent, resulting in the loss of credibility of postmarx-
ism’s claim to any normative framework from which to criticise oppression 
and a paradoxical “overpoliticisation” which is nothing but the mirror-re-
flection of vulgar Marxism’s economic determinism (Eagleton, 1991: 213). 
This leads to a political voluntarism that spurns conjunctural analysis for 
ideological manipulations (Miliband, 1985; Rustin, 1988), and produces a 
paradoxical superabundance of political possibilities that paralyses the will 
(Butler, 1993b: 107). 

And if that latter sounds remarkably like the negative assessment of 
postmodernism current in Western Marxism, then it will be unsurprising 
that this is also the basis for the postmodern support for Laclau and Mouffe 
(Ryan, 1988: 245). Indeed, HSS is accused from this direction of being still 
“too Marxist” (Barrett, 1991: 76) and, more substantially, of theoretical du-
alism wherein social situations are analysed from a recognisably Marxist 
paradigm, while theoretical questions are subjected to a post-structuralist 
interrogation (Landry, 1991: 41-60). A sort of postmodern doxa regularly 
claims Laclau and Mouffe for the radical wing of postmodernism on the 
basis of their pluralism (Nash, 2000: 1-45; Ross, 1988: vii-xxviii). Combined 
with the endorsement of the valorisation of the particular over the universal, 
this would constitute the dominant context of their reception (Zerilli, 1998). 
Insofar as there is criticism emanating from this direction, it is for “abstrac-
tion,” a sin in the context of the nominalist celebration of the concrete (Ar-
onowitz, 1992: 192). 

Hence, the general framework of the debate has been to specify HSS in 
terms of a retreat from class or adaptation to postmodern culture. Two ex-
ceptions to this rule are Fredric Jameson’s dialectical analysis of Laclau and 
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Mouffe as a postmodern alliance politics that can be re-inserted into a con-
temporary Marxism once postmodernism is grasped as the “cultural log-
ic of late capitalism” ( Jameson, 1991: 297-418), and Robert Miklitsch’s as-
sessment of the postmarxian tendency to return to the concept of a social 
foundation, be that economics (Resnick and Wolff ) or politics (Laclau and 
Mouffe) (Miklitsch, 1995: 167-196). As with Jameson’s dialectical position, 
Miklitsch’s analysis cannot be accused of hostility to postmodernism (Mik-
litsch, 1998a: 57-59). This is what makes the demonstration, by both Jame-
son and Miklitsch, of Laclau and Mouffe’s “hyperdiscursivity” (Miklitsch), 
and indifference to commodification, so damaging. According to Miklitsch, 
postmarxism evacuates the materiality of the institutions of culture, which 
are the basis for any strategy of hegemony and instead focuses on a merely 
phenomenological “political” activism. “The irony of HSS,” he concludes, 
“is that at the end, the only path left open to them is the one that they have 
been travelling all the time … ‘a logical pulverisation of the social, coupled 
with a theoretically agnostic descriptivism of the concrete situations’” (Mik-
litsch, 1995: 185).

Outside of these dialectical analyses, postmodernism and the abandon-
ment of class-analysis are generally taken to be synonymous, so that there is 
a remarkable convergence in the literature surrounding Laclau and Mouffe, 
differing mainly in the evaluative sign that is placed in front of the postmod-
ern culture that they represent. Here, the reductionism of psychological as-
cription has often met up with some of the more predictable denunciations 
of HSS. Postmarxism is politics as therapy (Cloud, 1994). It is the “opiate of 
the intellectuals” (McGee, 1997: 201). It is a “very substantial failure of rea-
soning” and an “intellectual sickness” (Geras, 1988: 40). Why is everyone so 
fascinated by it then?

Surely it’s clear. HSS acts as a screen, onto which the reader can project 
virtually anything they like about postmodernism and the crisis of the 
Western Left, because it is both politically indeterminate and theoretical-
ly overdetermined. HSS represents a symbolic act within a conjuncture 
of political retreat—strategically misrecognised by Laclau and Mouffe as 
one of advance—and a reactivation of historical contradictions. It has to 
be grasped as both an effort to break out of the reification of Structural 
Marxism and as a fundamental break with historical materialism, as a 
theorisation of an expanded framework for Marxism and as an embrace 
of postmodern dispersion. I shall show that the primary symptom of this 
“overdetermined indeterminacy” is the oscillation of the theory of hegem-
ony between two antinomic interpretations of the theory, namely, hegem-
ony as a neutral frame of description of the politics of modernity and radi-
cal democracy as a partisan political project (Critchley, 1999: 112; Žižek, 
2000h: 173-174). Radical democracy, I contend, exists in the space of inde-
terminacy created by this hesitation.



Crop Circles in the Postmarxian Field 85

The Deconstruction of Marxism

According to Laclau and Mouffe, Marxism is an “evolutionary paradigm,” 
centred upon the concept of “historical necessity,” unfolding through the 
“endogenous laws” operating in the “economic base” (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 7-46). For Laclau and Mouffe, Kautsky constitutes the “degree zero” of 
Marxism, because The Class Struggle manages to combine class essentialism 
and economic reductionism into a single configuration that determines the 
trajectory of twentieth-century historical materialism (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 14-19). Economic reductionism refers to the theory of the simplification 
of social antagonisms leading to a final confrontation between bourgeoisie 
and proletariat, based on the assertion of an autonomous evolutionary dy-
namic operative in the economic infrastructure, which reduces politics and 
ideology to mere superstructural reflections of the base. For Kautsky, “the 
structural moments or instances of capitalist society lack any form of relative 
autonomy” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 15). Kautsky’s economic reduction-
ism is combined with class essentialism, according to which every structural 
difference is fixed “through the attribution to each of a single meaning, under-
stood as a precise location within a totality,” yielding a singular class-belong-
ing for every superstructural element (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 15).

In the first sense, Kautsky’s analysis was simply economistic and 
reductionist; but if this were the only problem, the corrective would 
merely have to introduce the “relative autonomies” of the political and 
the ideological, and render the analysis more complex through the 
multiplication of instances within a topography of the social. Yet each one 
of these instances or structural moments would have an identity as fixed and singular 
as the instances of the Kautskian paradigm (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 15).

For Kautsky, class identity is fully constituted as a unified subjectivity in 
the economic base so that “the working class struggles in the field of politics 
by virtue of an economic calculation” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 15). Eco-
nomic laws unfold in the base—leading to the proletarianisation of the mid-
dle classes—according to an evolutionary necessity, culminating in the mo-
ment of the terminal crisis of capitalism. The working-class party only has 
to take advantage of an automatic revolution. For Laclau and Mouffe, this 
simplistic and evolutionary schema constitutes the paradigm for historical materi-
alism. According to Laclau and Mouffe:

Faced with the rationalism of classical Marxism, which presented history 
and society as intelligible totalities constituted around conceptually 
explicable laws, the logic of hegemony presented itself from the outset 
as a complementary and contingent operation, required for those 
conjunctural imbalances within an evolutionary paradigm whose 
essential or “morphological” validity was not for a moment placed in 
question (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 3).
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Every subsequent development in Marxism is therefore reduced by La-
clau and Mouffe to an effort to complicate, extend and modify this basic 
conception of society, by supplementing the logic of historical necessity with 
the appendage of political contingency (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 47-48). 
Laclau and Mouffe’s major objection to Marxism, then, is that the base-and-
superstructure topography determines the supremacy of historical necessity 
and the marginalisation of political contingency, leading to an evolutionary 
teleology of social “stages”. This implies that the base and superstructure to-
pography is regarded as the Marxian contribution to social theory. 

The chapters on the genealogy of the category of hegemony are easily the 
most accessible and well-known parts of HSS. Several lucid and sympathetic 
accounts have been presented (Smith, 1998: 42-83; Torfing, 1999: 35-77 and 
101-119), together with some excellent critical commentaries (Geras, 1990: 
61-126 and 127-168; Wood, 1998: 47-74). The critics highlight Laclau and 
Mouffe’s own reliance on an evolutionary logic, which inverts the Kautskian 
schema (instead of progressive simplification leading to a confrontation be-
tween polar classes, we have increasing complexity leading to a proliferation 
of political actors) without modifying its teleological premises (Landry, 1991: 
41-60). Marxists have criticised Laclau and Mouffe’s reduction of Marxism 
to a single, self-enclosed strand—that of the Second International and the 
Communist parties—which itself develops according to the logical restric-
tions of its paradigmatic opposition between historical necessity and politi-
cal contingency, and is supposed to determine the limits of variation of “su-
perstructural” mutations such as Western Marxism. Indeed, the balance of 
evidence is overwhelmingly against Laclau and Mouffe’s construction of the 
theoretical structure of historical materialism (Geras, 1987; Miliband, 1985; 
Mouzelis, 1988; Rustin, 1988). The critics also expose the dependency of La-
clau and Mouffe upon a caricature of the plurality of Marx’s own texts. This 
rests upon Laclau’s claim that historical materialism is determined by the 
oscillation between historical necessity, operating through the “productive 
forces” (the “1859 Preface” to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy) 
and political contingency operating through the “class struggle” (The Com-
munist Manifesto), which act as the fully-formed theoretical origin of Marxism 
(Laclau, 1990: 6-9). Laclau and Mouffe effectively produce a deconstruc-
tion of the institutionalised mainstream of the twentieth-century Marxist 
movement—the Second International and the Communist parties—but this 
is not the same as a critique of historical materialism, for it tends to trans-
pose the crisis of the parties onto the problems of the theory. It is striking to 
encounter an argument that emphasises the political aspect of theory-con-
struction for its own productions, but refuses to accept that the ascendancy of 
a travesty of Marxism during the twentieth century might have had some-
thing to do with political conditions such as the victory of Stalinism in both 
the Soviet Union and the Communist parties. I regard the Marxist criticism 
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of the reductionism of Laclau and Mouffe’s treatment of historical material-
ism as decisive and do not intend to traverse this territory in detail again. 

I want instead to concentrate on how Laclau and Mouffe’s deconstruc-
tion of Marxism goes awry because their opposition between historical to-
tality and social fragmentation is based on the assumption that “every social 
configuration is meaning ful” (Laclau, 1990: 100). Laclau and Mouffe’s de-
construction of Marxism is radically incomplete and veers towards a qua-
si-dialectical synthesis. They do this by mediating an opposition between 
historical necessity and political contingency in the category of hegemony, 
which becomes the quasi-transcendental ground for an expanded concep-
tion of politics and history. What Laclau and Mouffe miss is the vital second 
move in any deconstruction, namely, the moment of “dissemination,” which 
is “not … polysemic dispersion,” but the affirmation of “an always open en-
semble of structures” that subverts every totalisation (Gasché, 1986: 237). 
Instead of textual dissemination, Laclau and Mouffe produce a polysemic 
excess, a “surplus of meaning” surrounding the social (Laclau, 1990: 90; 
Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 111), that is precisely symptomatic of a specula-
tive synthesis. 

Hegemony: The Gramscian Breakthrough

These considerations become crucial once we examine Laclau and Mouffe’s 
treatment of Structural Marxism. My contention is that in its general 
structure, HSS is exemplary for its logical clarity and strict adherence to 
the general form of deconstructive methodology, but that it departs from 
the “substance”. Deconstruction consists of two, irreducibly heterogeneous 
movements—which I shall term “reversal” and “dissemination” —whose 
relation can be figured as chiasmatic crossing, or textual hybridisation (Gas-
ché, 1986: 171-175). The opening moment of deconstruction recovers a mar-
ginalised term that supports the dominance of the central term—or tran-
scendental signified—in a field, exposing the field as constituted through 
a binary opposition. Laclau and Mouffe propose that twentieth-century 
Marxism is dominated by the paradigmatic opposition between historical 
necessity (central) and political contingency (marginal) (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: Chapter One, 7-46). Then, in conformity with the movement of de-
constructive “reversal,” they propose that the ascendancy of the category 
of hegemony in Marxist discourse evinces the subversive effects of political 
contingency in the field of historical necessity. Because, as they somewhat el-
liptically state, “this expression [hegemony] stemmed from the fracture, and 
withdrawal to the explanatory horizon of the social, of the category of ‘his-
torical necessity’” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 7), hegemony prepares a rever-
sal whereby a new (postmarxian) discourse becomes possible, based on the 
inversion of the previous hierarchy (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: Chapter Two, 
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47-92). At this point the second movement in deconstruction—the phase of 
dissemination—begins, with the generalisation of the hitherto suppressed 
possibilities of the category of hegemony. Hegemony, conceptualised as con-
dition of mutual limitation or a relation of frontiers between necessity and 
contingency, becomes the quasi-transcendental condition of possibility and 
impossibility for the dyadic relation between a field dominated by political 
contingency and the effect of historical necessity. The quasi-transcendental 
category of hegemony is linked in an infrastructural chain to several relat-
ed quasi-transcendentals—social antagonism and discursive practice—in a 
new social theory (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: Chapter Three, 93-148). Fi-
nally, in what should be the completion of dissemination, the subversive ef-
fects of the infrastructural chain are released within the reconstructed field 
of socialist strategy to work their radically democratic magic (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: Chapter Four, 149-193). Laclau and Mouffe aim to cleave 
two insights—hegemony and overdetermination—from Marxism, by show-
ing how these concepts depend upon a logic opposed to the mainstream of 
Marxist theory, with its supposed valorisation of historical necessity over po-
litical contingency. Laclau and Mouffe’s deconstructive methodology aims 
to delineate a new paradigm within which the essentialism of Marxism can 
be consigned “to the museum of antiquities,” and it does so through the 
proposition that the emergence of the supplement of hegemony confirms the 
postmodern thesis that Enlightenment essentialism is being refuted by the 
increasing complexity of the social (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 47-92). 

According to Laclau and Mouffe, the concept of hegemony was intro-
duced to supplement the economist logic of historical necessity governing 
classical Marxism with a political logic of contingency. The category of he-
gemony arose in classical Marxism in response to a crisis, where the logic 
of historical necessity appeared to have detoured through an “exceptional” 
situation, namely, the increasing fragmentation of the proletariat and the 
stubborn refusal of the capitalist system to terminate itself in economic ca-
tastrophe. On the basis of the “increasing complexity of the social,” Marx-
ist politics became subjected to conditions of the fragmentation of the work-
ing class, the isolation of political movements and the separation between 
economic and political struggles (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 2, 8-9). This in-
creasing complexity determined the conditions where the supplement of po-
litical contingency acted deconstructively within the field of historical neces-
sity. Laclau and Mouffe claim that the concept of “hegemony” in Marxism 
became the locus where the disruptive effects of political contingency both 
proliferated and remained contained within the logic of historical necessity. 
According to the authors, this produced four salient results: (1) the mecha-
nism constitutive of the social agent shifts from the effect of a structural lo-
cation to the result of a symbolic unification; (2) the historical necessity that 
assigns historical tasks to fundamental classes retreats before the contingent 
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political articulations required by combined and uneven development; (3) 
the concept of class alliances is displaced by the category of hegemony; (4) 
the political strategy of the Communist parties moves from external com-
binations that “march separately” in the united front to an effort towards 
“moral and political leadership,” where the popular front led by the prole-
tarian party strives to accomplish national reconstruction through achiev-
ing an ideological hegemony that forges a new collective subject (Laclau, 
1990: 120-121; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 47-92). 

For Laclau and Mouffe, Gramsci’s explicit theorisation of hegemony 
represents a watershed in the break with economic reductionism because 
this replaces the Kautskian notion of a progressive social polarisation, lead-
ing to the confrontation between paradigmatic classes, with the transfor-
mation of social alliances into political subjects (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
65-71). Gramsci suggests that a fundamental class becomes hegemonic when 
it articulates its sectoral interests as the general interest and begins to exert 
“moral and political leadership” (Gramsci, 1971: 57-58, 180-182). Gramsci 
refers to the articulation of a hegemonic strategy as the highest expression 
of political class struggle in the transition from the infrastructure to the su-
perstructure (Gramsci, 1971: 57-58). Laclau and Mouffe’s early analyses sug-
gested that the fundamental classes struggle for hegemony principally on 
the ideological terrain, where new political subjects are forged. Gramsci’s 
concept of ideology as the social cement that permeates the social forma-
tion breaks with the base-and-superstructure topology and prepares the Al-
thusserian position that ideology is an ensemble of material practices, rather 
than a superstructural “false consciousness” (Laclau, 1977: 81-142; Mouffe, 
1979a: 168-205). As Laclau and Mouffe conclude, “intellectual and moral 
leadership constitutes, according to Gramsci, a higher synthesis, a collective 
will, which, through ideology, becomes the organic cement unifying a his-
torical bloc” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 67). Political subjects are no longer 
classes but social alliances, which do not take power, but become the state 
by becoming hegemonic, that is, the historic bloc controls the normative 
and institutional framework of society by maintaining relations of consent 
and coercion throughout society (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 67). Yet, Gram-
sci’s historical blocs can take shape only around a fundamental class, and 
for Laclau and Mouffe, “this is the inner essentialist core which continues to 
be present in Gramsci’s thought, setting a limit to the deconstructive logic 
of hegemony” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 69). Because Laclau and Mouffe 
hold positions of structuralist economism, they suppose that the political 
transformation of the fundamental class into a unifying principle within a 
historic bloc presupposes that fully constituted class identity is generated in 
the economic field. This reintroduces the dualism between the political con-
tingencies of the hegemonic struggle, operative primarily on the ideological 
terrain, and the historical necessity guaranteed by the economic structure, 
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which acts to unify the historic bloc “in the last instance”. 
Thus, in HSS, Laclau and Mouffe confront the “last redoubt of essen-

tialism—the economy” and undertake a demonstration of the political con-
tamination of Marxism’s supposedly endogenous economic laws (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 75-85). “It is not the case that the field of the economy is 
a self-regulated space subject to endogenous laws,” they conclude; “nor does 
there exist a constitutive principle for social agents which can be fixed in an 
ultimate class core; nor are class positions the necessary location of histori-
cal interests” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 84-85). The consequence is that we 
face the dichotomy of “an absolutely united working class that will become 
transparent to itself at the moment of proletarian chiliasm” (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 84-85), or the more comforting prospect of “… the new forms 
of struggle in the advanced capitalist countries,” that is, “precisely a context 
dominated by the experience of fragmentation and by the indeterminacy of 
the articulations between different struggles and subject positions” (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 13). By inverting the hierarchy between historical neces-
sity and political contingency—by making the category of hegemony, domi-
nated by political contingency, the centre of a new discourse and displacing 
the category of structure, dominated by historical necessity—Laclau and 
Mouffe employ a marginalised term to reverse the binary hierarchy that, 
they claim, constitutes the Marxist paradigm. They thereby produce a post-
marxian discourse.

Laclau and Mouffe’s “Speculative Germs”

The exemplary logical structure of HSS enables us to pinpoint exactly where 
Laclau and Mouffe insert their “speculative germs” into an erstwhile de-
construction of Marxism. Having asserted the subversive effects of the cat-
egory of hegemony in the field of Marxist discourse, Laclau and Mouffe 
commence the disseminatory phase of their deconstruction by reinscribing 
“hegemony” into a reconfigured discursive regime, based on the suprema-
cy of political contingency over historical necessity. Yet, instead of directly 
confronting this task, they “detour” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 96) so as to 
begin to deconstruct the field of Structural Marxism, in the interests of the 
construction of a postmarxian identity politics (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
97-105). For Laclau and Mouffe, the moment of theoretical incoherence in 
the Structural Marxist research programme arrives with the logical contra-
diction between symbolic overdetermination and “economic determination 
in the last instance” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 98). Laclau and Mouffe’s re-
casting of overdetermination quietly deletes two crucial components of the 
Althusserian position: the notion that these are overdetermined contradictions 
is repudiated on the grounds of a generalised rejection of contradictions (La-
clau and Mouffe, 1985: 95, 148 note 35); and, the mechanisms of ideological 
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displacement and political condensation are shorn of any institutional deter-
minants and assimilated to solely ideological processes. This evacuates the 
materialist content of Althusser’s notion of overdetermined contradictions 
and opens the path to a speculative recapture of post-Althusserian theory.

In an assessment of the aftermath of Althusserian Marxism that im-
plicitly critiques their own contributions to the post-Althusserian theory of 
ideology, Laclau and Mouffe criticise the proposition that every contradic-
tion is overdetermined by class as “a new variant of essentialism” (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 98). “In the original Althusserian formulation,” Laclau 
and Mouffe suggest, “a very different theoretical undertaking was foreshad-
owed,” namely, “a critique of every type of fixity,” by taking up symbolic 
overdetermination as the basis for a new concept of articulation (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 104). They claim that the antinomies of Althusser demon-
strate the impossibility of combining ideological articulation with economic 
determination and propose that it follows from this that social relations have 
to be theorised as a “plane of signification” beyond which there exists abso-
lutely nothing (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 97-105). Hence, “the symbolic—
i.e., overdetermined—character of social relations implies that they lack an 
ultimate literality which would reduce them to necessary moments of an im-
manent law” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 98).

As Laclau and Mouffe point out, the concept of overdetermination de-
rives principally from psychoanalysis and in this context must not be in-
terpreted as a mechanical multi-causal theory. Instead of the mechanical 
concept of a multiplicity of unequally weighted causes constituting an ef-
fect, overdetermination refers to the formation of nodal points where sever-
al chains of signification intersect in a single signifier, thereby investing this 
“master signifier” with the libidinal energy contained in the many discur-
sive articulations (Laplanche, 1973: 292-293). Althusser’s concept of “over-
determined contradiction” was designed to be the opposite of the Hegelian 
simple—or essential—contradiction, because the existence of relatively au-
tonomous structural instances with asymmetrical effectivities led to the im-
printing, in any social contradiction, of its complex conditions of existence 
(Althusser, 1969: 161-218). The psychoanalytic notion of a disjunction be-
tween the libidinal energy of an articulation and its conscious registration as 
meaning is homologous to the Marxist concept of the gap between the com-
plex structural determinants of an effect and the subject-position(s) through 
which this is lived as an event by social agents. Althusser’s conception of the 
“overdetermined contradiction” maintains, from its inception, the Marx-
ist insistence on the ideological displacement and political condensation of 
economic antagonisms, and reciprocally, the ideological and political de-
terminants of a class contradiction, so that “exceptions” to the “pure con-
tradiction” between classes are the rule (Althusser, 1969: 87-128, especially 
99-100, 104). To claim a contradiction between the essays “Contradiction 
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and Overdetermination” and “On the Materialist Dialectic” (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 98) is textually insupportable—and Laclau and Mouffe do 
not bother to try to demonstrate this. Instead, they turn to the problems in 
another work altogether, Balibar’s treatment of the “Basic Concepts of His-
torical Materialism” in Reading Capital (Althusser and Balibar, 1970: 199-
308; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 99-105). 

Laclau and Mouffe’s Gramscian thesis that ideology is fundamental to 
the social formation, not only as a functional social cement, but also as the 
basic modality of social subjectivity that acts as a condition of possibility for 
politics and economics, effectively reduces politics and economics to ideol-
ogy. Laclau and Mouffe insist that overdetermination:

 is a very precise type of fusion entailing a symbolic dimension and a 
plurality of meanings. The concept of overdetermination is constituted 
in the field of the symbolic, and has no meaning whatsoever outside 
it. Consequently, the most profound potential meaning of Althusser’s 
statement that everything existing in the social is overdetermined, is the 
assertion that the social constitutes itself as a symbolic order (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 97-98). 

In line with their earlier analyses of ideological articulations, Laclau 
and Mouffe consider that overdetermination means the formation of po-
litical subjectivity through the combination of a multiplicity of subject-posi-
tions (Laclau, 1977: 81-142; Mouffe, 1979a: 168-205). In other words, consid-
eration of the psychoanalytic meaning of overdetermination allows Laclau 
and Mouffe to substitute the ideological mechanisms of subject-formation 
for the materialist principles of social production, as rules for the composi-
tion of the social field. Indeed, in a text published contemporaneously with 
HSS, Laclau claims that subject-positions are the social atoms from which 
classes, structures, nations and so forth are constructed (Laclau, 1985: 32). 
This claim—discreetly erased from the surface of HSS but distinctly present 
as a latent assumption—reveals the accuracy of Laclau and Mouffe’s admis-
sion that their position on Structural Marxism is close to that of Hindess and 
Hirst (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 145 note 6). Indeed, it potentially under-
states the extent of the convergence. The authors note of Hindess and Hirst 
that the concept of political contingency between pre-constituted structural 
elements arrived at by a “rationalist deconstruction” of Structural Marxism 
excludes diacritical articulation (the elements remain positive social monads 
immune to differential relations) and therefore implies an essentialism on 
the lines of Leibniz (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 103). For Laclau and Mouffe, 
by contrast, the articulation of subject-positions reciprocally modifies these 
differential elements (on the fundamental lines of Saussurean linguistics, 
they are differential positions, not positive realities). In consequence, “so-
ciety and social agents lack any essence, and their regularities merely con-
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sist of the relative and precarious forms of fixation which accompany the 
establishment of a certain order” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 98). By means 
of such pronouncements, Laclau and Mouffe hope to evade the impasse of 
Hindess and Hirst, namely, “a logical pulverisation of the social, combined 
with a theoretically agnostic descriptivism of the ‘concrete situations’” (La-
clau and Mouffe, 1985: 104). 

Yet, Laclau and Mouffe’s invocation of psychoanalysis testifies against 
them, for surely the cornerstone of the Lacanian “return to Freud” is the 
insistence that a “sexual determination in the last instance” operates in the 
discursive articulation of the “formations of the unconscious,” in the form of 
the determining role of the Real of the drive in the articulation of Symbol-
ic desire (Fink, 1995a; Fink, 1997). The Lacanian position does not reduce 
overdetermination to a mechanical causality, but neither does it affirm that 
the discourse of the analysand is infinitely plastic. Instead, Lacan’s “Göde-
lian structuralism” (Fink, 1995a: xiv) maps the systematic distortions of dis-
course onto structural diagnostic categories (psychosis, perversion, neurosis) 
based on distinct unconscious mechanisms (foreclosure, disavowal and re-
pression) (Fink, 1997: 76-78). These distinct mechanisms for the production 
of “surplus enjoyment” (Žižek, 1989: 49-53) involve different positions of the 
object in discourse. By analogy with Althusser, we might say that the distinct 
modes of production of surplus enjoyment are manifest as the dominance of 
the object in a certain register of discourse. Prima facie, there is no theoreti-
cal inconsistency in the combination of a determination in the last instance 
with the overdetermined character of every differential field. By contrast, 
deletion of the libidinal energy contained in an overdetermined articula-
tion means the confinement of analysis to the interpretation of meaning 
and implies the reduction of psychoanalysis to a hermeneutics. Laclau and 
Mouffe produce what is effectively a pre-Freudian position whose terminus 
can only be—as Ricoeur’s hermeneutic “recovery” of Freud unfortunate-
ly demonstrates—the tracing back of gaps in meaning to another, “deeper” 
meaning, culminating in the speculative endeavour “to see Hegel’s problem-
atic in Freud” (Ricoeur, 1970: 468).

The “Social Production of Meaning”

The novelty of Laclau and Mouffe’s politics of ideology depends upon the 
category of discourse, which is supposed to supersede the Marxian para-
digm of labour as the model of social practice. Laclau and Mouffe’s “origi-
nal insight” into the consequences of the shift from structure to discourse 
is that discursive practice designates a new model of social acts. Broadly 
speaking, discursive practice refers to the selection and combination of so-
cial relations (structural elements) into articulated combinations that are de-
ployed in space and time by social agents in the field of social practices. 
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By contrast with some leftwing commentators on Laclau and Mouffe’s dis-
course theory (Callinicos, 1985; Geras, 1990; Palmer, 1990; Wood, 1997b), 
I do not contend that the very conception of the social field as the result of 
“discursive practices” is a mistake. The classical Marxian conception of la-
bour as the paradigm of human activity (Geras, 1984; Lukács, 1978; Lukács, 
1980) is not automatically superior to the postmodern concept of discourse 
as the model for social practice. Indeed, the postmodern model has two dis-
tinct advantages. It is impossible to arrive at the absurd position of affirm-
ing that social labour comes before language (Lukács, 1980: 49). Secondly, 
the discursive problematic includes from its inception consideration of social 
relations as inherently dialogical, that is, constituted in relations of domi-
nance and subordination through dialectical processes of opposition and 
differentiation (Bakhtin, 1981: 259-422; Vološinov, 1973). Instead of conceiv-
ing human activity as operating directly on an inert natural “raw materi-
al,” discursive practice affirms the primacy of contested social relations as 
the mediation between humanity and nature. Additionally, the notion of 
discursivity suggests human finitude, in line with Kant’s conception of hu-
manity as characterised by a merely “discursive intellect” (as opposed to an 
Intellectus Archetypus, with the god-like power to grasp intuitively the essence 
of things). Contrary to the ideological after-image, apparently conjured for 
some Marxists, of the omnipotent speaker spinning social relations at will, 
in a theoretical parody of magical realist literature where “anything goes,” 
discursive practice implies a limited agent, restricted by the materiality of 
social relations, operating under conditions of only partial knowledge. 

Nonetheless, Laclau and Mouffe’s overall conceptualisation of discur-
sive practice is seriously flawed, mainly because they simply transpose the 
syntax of ideological practices (the articulation of subject-positions through 
the action of ideological master signifiers) onto the entire field of social prac-
tices, reducing the transformation of the social formation to a question of 
ideological manipulation. The leading effect, therefore, of the combination 
of Laclau and Mouffe’s selective interpretation of “overdetermination” with 
their Gramscian criticism of Structural Marxism, is to enable a relapse of 
“overdetermined contradiction” back towards the Hegelian “simple,” or 
“essential” contradiction. The authors therefore betray their own funda-
mental insight.

Laclau and Mouffe’s postmodern theory construction begins from the 
rejection of Foucault’s distinction between discourse and practice on the 
grounds that these are merely differentiations in the “social production of 
meaning” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 107). There are serious consequences 
for this position. The first is that they deny the exteriority of events to dis-
course, and therefore fall into the constructivist trap of being unable to spec-
ify why discursive regimes are historically transformed. The second is that, 
by insisting on textual polysemy, the centre of a hegemonic formation be-
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comes a locus of the saturation of meaning, that is, a political symbol. We 
have to examine these consequences sequentially, because taken together, 
they constitute discourses as ideological worldviews (expressive totalities). 
Laclau and Mouffe’s strategy is therefore to add certain provisos to the mod-
el (relative totality, temporary fixation of meaning, incompleteness of discourses 
caused by a constitutive outside) that are designed to prevent this relapse into 
expressive totality. Straightforwardly, from the perspective of Laclau and 
Mouffe’s discourse theory, it is impossible to theorise the complexity of a so-
cial formation. Instead, as we shall see, the postmarxian version of “com-
plexity” is a horizontal proliferation of hegemonic centres, which amounts 
to the multiplication of simple political antagonisms and not the complexity 
of an overdetermined social contradiction.

While Laclau and Mouffe affirm the existence of the external world and 
the materiality of discourse, they claim that the being of every object is dis-
cursively constructed (Laclau, 1990: 97-134). This blocks the path to the re-
gional distinction between social (discursive) practices and the materiality of 
the object (the natural properties of objects and extra-discursive conditions 
of emergence of discourse). For Laclau and Mouffe, no object is given out-
side of a discursive condition of emergence, and so: 

if the so-called non-discursive complexes—institutions, techniques, 
productive organisation, and so on—are analysed, we will only find 
more or less complex forms of differential positions among objects, which 
do not arise from a necessity external to the system structuring them and which can 
only be conceived as discursive articulations (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
107 my emphasis).

According to Foucault’s distinction between the discursive and the ex-
tra-discursive, the rules of formation of a discourse must be articulated with 
its extra-discursive conditions, because extra-discursive events transform the 
mode of existence of discourse by modifying its conditions of emergence, in-
sertion and functioning (Foucault, 1985: 162-165; Foucault, 1991: 66-67). All 
that Laclau and Mouffe retain from Foucault is the concept of discursive for-
mations as regularities in dispersion. This regularity represents an ensemble 
of differential positions: “This ensemble is not the expression of any under-
lying principle external to itself—it cannot, for instance, be apprehended ei-
ther by a hermeneutic reading or structuralist combinatory—but it consti-
tutes a configuration, which in certain contexts of exteriority can be signified 
as a totality” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 106). 

Laclau and Mouffe suppose that “discursive practices” involve the con-
struction of relations of equivalence and difference whereby the identity of 
discursive elements is modified. They define:

articulation [as] any practice establishing a relation among elements such 
that their identity is modified as a result of the articulatory practice. The 
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structured totality resulting from the articulatory practice, we will call 
discourse. The differential positions, insofar as they appear articulated 
within a discourse, we will call moments. By contrast, we will call 
element any difference that is not discursively articulated (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 105).

Following structural linguistics, we can say that the discursive moments 
have the form of a diacritical field composed of differences. Yet, the entire 
field of differential moments has an equivalence with respect to a master sig-
nifier that “represents” the unity of the discourse. Discourses are constituted 
by the tension between difference and equivalence existing within the rela-
tively fixed discursive moments and these two logics are in a relation of mu-
tual limitation or dynamic equilibrium. The logic of difference is the logic 
of social identity, whereas the logic of equivalence is the logic of frontal so-
cial antagonisms. Laclau and Mouffe align difference with the operation of 
metonymy, the contiguity of signifiers in the diachrony of the utterance and 
the psychoanalytic category of displacement. Likewise, they compress the 
operation of metaphor, the paradigmatic substitution of signifiers in the syn-
chrony of the linguistic field and the psychoanalytic category of condensa-
tion. “If difference exists only in the diachronic succession of the syntagmat-
ic pole,” they claim, “equivalence exists at the paradigmatic pole” (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 132). In an articulated totality, the relations are necessary. 
This necessity derives from the regularity of structural positions rather than 
from an underlying intelligible principle, yet contingency and articulation 
are only possible because “no discursive formation is a sutured totality” (La-
clau and Mouffe, 1985: 105). A discursive semi-totality has an exterior, and 
this “constitutive outside” functions to pierce its relational logic with contin-
gency and renders it incomplete, ensuring that “the transition from the ele-
ments to the moments is never entirely fulfilled” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
105). Indeed, Laclau and Mouffe conclude, “there is no social identity fully 
protected from a discursive exterior that deforms it and prevents it becom-
ing fully sutured” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 105). 

The concept of discourse requires that the practice of articulation “must 
pierce the entire material density of the multifarious institutions” it operates 
on (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 109), so that “enumerative discourse is a real 
force which contributes to the moulding and constitution of social relations” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 110). The evasions and incoherence of Laclau 
and Mouffe’s concept of discourse—signaled here by the ambiguous words 
“pierce” and “contributes,” when the context indicates that discourses are 
the materiality of institutions and social relations are discourses—have been 
abundantly documented (Eagleton, 1991: 210-211; Geras, 1990: 127-168). La-
clau and Mouffe claim that objects exist independently of discourse, but have 
no extra-discursive being (so, for instance, the material properties of the ob-
ject are merely discursive articulations) (Laclau, 1990: 97-134). By emptying 
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existence of every determinacy, they arrive at a neo-Kantian idealism, be-
cause “for Laclau and Mouffe, ‘objects’ oscillate between determinacy and 
existence. What they are categorically denied is the possibility of a determi-
nate existence” (Osborne, 1991: 209). The sophisms advanced in support of 
this position—“to refer … directly to … an extra-discursive object will al-
ways require the prior delimitation of the extra-discursive [a]nd insofar as 
the extra-discursive is delimited, it is formed by … discourse” (Butler, 1993a: 
11)—do not survive a moment’s examination. For the delimitation of a re-
gion is not the same as its formation: this simply confuses an epistemological 
condition with the ontological constitution of the object. 

The Concept of Discourse

The central claims of critical scientific realism—that the being of the ob-
ject is determinate yet not in principle completely knowable and that scientific 
discourse, by approximating to the properties of the object, indeed refers in-
directly to the extra-discursive—are not confronted by Laclau and Mouffe 
at all. They cannot therefore be said to have confronted Marxism’s distinc-
tive claim to base a politics on exactly this conception of scientific research. 
Laclau and Mouffe confine their reply to their critics to the accusation that 
Marxists make “an illegitimate detour through the referent” (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 118)—that is, that Marxists appeal to a pre-discursive reality 
as grounds for the distinction between discourse and structure. While this is 
true of Geras—whose appeal to a pre-discursive “human nature” as the ba-
sis for an anthropology of labour is precisely an “illegitimate detour through 
the referent”—it is not true of Eagleton, Jameson or Miklitsch. What Laclau 
and Mouffe eliminate is the possibility of a post-discursive, constructed refer-
ent that is not entirely covered by discourse (Eagleton, 1991: 209). Laclau 
and Mouffe’s insistence that there is nothing outside the text involves a “tau-
tological entrapment in the world of social construction [that] is incapable 
of providing an account of the cause that governs the production of social 
constructions of reality” (Stavrakakis, 1999: 67). Their concept of a “consti-
tutive outside” in the form of the “field of discursivity” surrounding every 
discourse cannot salvage this position, because while every discursive total-
ity has an exterior, “this exterior is constituted by other discourses” (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 146 note 20). Hence, for Laclau and Mouffe, there is no 
post-discursive referent whose properties do not endlessly dissolve once more 
into the labyrinth of signification. Laclau and Mouffe’s conflation of ideo-
logical discourse with discursive practice means that their discourse theory 
is strangely indifferent to the regional syntax of social structures and unable 
to perform even elementary institutional analysis (Miklitsch, 1995). 

Let us consider this closely for a moment. Taking a mode of social regu-
lation as exemplary of the materialist concept of hegemonic articulation, it 
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is possible to say that this mode, as a historic bricolage, results from the con-
tingent articulation of “floating” social elements into a new configuration 
capable of securing social reproduction. Laclau and Mouffe’s concept of dis-
course is therefore highly suggestive. Nonetheless, they think that relations 
of equivalence and difference regulate the discursive combinations of social 
elements, and that these “floating” elements are subject-positions, not struc-
tural elements. This reduces, as we have seen, the complex institutional re-
lations that hold between, for instance, domestic units, regimes of govern-
ment, norms of consumption and the regime of accumulation, to patterns of 
signification. Consequently, Laclau and Mouffe ignore the mobile equilib-
rium between institutional fixity and social dislocation within and between 
these structural elements—an equilibrium that depends upon financial con-
straints, political decisions, material limitations and ideological shifts—be-
cause their theory is only capable of thinking in terms of metaphor (equiva-
lence) and metonymy (difference). Quite straightforwardly, this complex and 
shifting network of relational constraints is irreducible to merely “equiva-
lence and difference”. Laclau and Mouffe’s position amounts to a “theory of 
discourse” indifferent to the constraints of social grammar and institutional 
syntax, material inequality and substantive differences, use-value and social 
norms, whose reduction of everything to value-like relations bears a suspi-
cious resemblance to free-market ideologies in which every social relation is 
equally a commodity. Furthermore, the assertion that the “floating signifi-
ers” articulated in discursive practices are subject-positions (Laclau, 1985), 
combined with the claim that discursive articulations penetrate the materi-
ality of institutions, implies an isomorphism between subject-positions and 
structural elements, so that the articulation of subject-positions necessarily 
entails the reconfiguration of social structures. The notion that a subject-
position can act as a “nodal point,” or metaphor, for a complex ensemble of 
social practices and institutional structures implies a drastic reductionism in 
which this network of relations is flattened onto the regionally dominant ide-
ogeme. Such a position gravitates towards a crass functionalism, according 
to which subject-positions are directly linked to social tasks, and conversely, 
the reconfiguration of political subjectivity itself substitutes for generalised 
social struggle. 

It is impossible to accept that the result of discursive practice is neces-
sarily another discourse, for this obliterates the distinction between the syn-
chronic structure of the social formation (which is not necessarily able to be 
re-articulated in a conjuncture) and the diachronic horizon of action of so-
cial agents (which defines the structural elements that can be selected for dis-
cursive combinations in a political conjuncture). Nor do Laclau and Mouffe 
actually hold this position, for they distinguish between “sedimented” (or 
naturalised) structural elements and contested, discursive moments, pro-
posing that “temporalised” discursive moments become “spatialised” into 
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structural elements through repetition. So the structured totality resulting 
from a successful articulatory practice should in reality be called a structure. 
The advantage of this position is that it invokes a definite process of structu-
ration—from structure to discourse to a modified structure (Giddens, 1984; 
Leledakis, 1995)—instead of a merely phenomenological description of the 
difference between structural elements and discursive moments. It also in-
vokes the distinction between the substitution of material elements with-
in a fixed structural configuration and the transformation of the structure 
through the discursive disarticulation of dominant structural matrices. 

Laclau and Mouffe maintain their formal stance that discursive articu-
lation leads only to another discourse because, despite their insistence that 
discourses modify material structures, they evacuate the materiality of the 
structural elements combined in discursive practices and treat them only as 
bearers of meaning, effectively conflating ideological discourse with discur-
sive practices. This enables Laclau and Mouffe to deny the pertinence of 
the distinction between structural determinations (the totality of which can-
not be articulated in a conjuncture) and subject-positions (which can be ar-
ticulated) (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 118-120). They would object that only 
“floating signifiers,” dislodged from a differential structure by their articu-
lation in (socially antagonistic) relations of equivalence, can be discursive-
ly articulated in a conjuncture (Laclau, 1995a: 36-46; Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 134-136). Laclau and Mouffe therefore relate social antagonism to the 
proliferation of floating signifiers (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 134-136) and in-
sist that “every antagonism, left free to itself, is a floating signifier, a ‘wild’ 
antagonism which does not predetermine the form in which it can be artic-
ulated to other elements in a social formation” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
171). This implies that the disarticulation of a structure results from political 
conflict (through ideological articulations)—meaning that, for instance, eco-
nomic crisis results from political conflict, and correlatively, that a social crisis 
is always produced through the emergence of new political agents (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 136). Quite simply, this is nonsense (think, for instance, 
of the Great Depression, which in Weimar Germany produces a political 
crisis)—and Laclau and Mouffe do not believe it either, for their analysis of 
the NSM proposes that these emerge from the combination of intrinsic struc-
tural tendencies with political resistance (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 159-166). 
Yet, they cannot modify their theoretical position because accepting the ex-
istence of determinate structural locations and the materiality of structural 
elements conflicts with the assumption that every element is a semanteme, a 
bearer of meaning, whose articulation and disarticulation depends, not on 
any material properties, but on the ability of the “social text” to produce a 
“surplus of meaning”. 
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The Category of Hegemony

The major problems with Laclau and Mouffe’s category of hegemony flow 
from their idealist constructivism with its focus on textual polysemy. By in-
verting the master (or empty) signifier that hegemonises a discursive for-
mation into a point of maximal saturation of meaning, Laclau and Mouffe 
transform hegemony into a theory of semi-expressive totality. This model is 
supplemented with the postmodern assertions that there exist a multiplicity 
of hegemonic nodes in a social formation and that consequently, no unity of 
rupture is possible, only a proliferation of dispersed subject-positions.

While discourses are theorised as a “regularity in dispersion,” the unity 
of a discourse is theorised in terms of hegemony, and the formation of a dis-
course involves “cutting out” a partial totality from the sea of meaning, or 
“field of discursivity,” that surrounds the social:

The practice of articulation, therefore, consists in the construction of 
nodal points which partially fix meaning; and the partial character of this 
fixation proceeds from the … constant overflowing of every discourse by 
the infinitude of the field of discursivity (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 113).

According to Laclau and Mouffe, the constitution of hegemony involves 
the construction of chains of equivalence and difference that link dispa-
rate signifying elements as moments of a relatively unified, but fundamen-
tally incomplete, discursive totality. A dispersed ensemble of heterogene-
ous elements is unified by their articulation with an empty signifier, so that 
the identity of the elements is modified by their reciprocal interactions and 
thereby totalised as a differential field (a discourse). Political identities are 
formed within discursive totalities—historical blocs—but, flowing from the 
incompleteness of discourse, every political identity is inherently incomplete: 
the Left is decompleted by the existence of the Right, for instance. 

A social and political space relatively unified through the instituting of 
nodal points and the constitution of tendentially relational identities is what 
Gramsci calls a historical bloc. The type of link joining the different 
elements of the historical bloc—not unity in any form of historical a priori, 
but a regularity in dispersion—coincides with our concept of discursive 
formation. Insofar as we consider the historical bloc from the point of 
view of the antagonistic terrain in which it is constituted we will call it a 
hegemonic formation (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 136).

A relational field of difference and equivalence is “sutured” by the ex-
istence of master signifiers (also known as points de capiton, nodal points and 
empty signifiers). The master signifier creates and sustains identity of a cer-
tain discourse by constructing a knot of definite meanings (Žižek, 1989: 95). 
According to Laclau and Mouffe, the field of discursivity causes some signi-
fiers to float as the result of the overdetermination of their meaning, until a 
master signifier intervenes and retroactively constitutes their identity by fix-
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ing the floating signifiers within a paradigmatic chain of equivalence. 
Hegemony needs to be conceptualised, supplementing Gramsci, as both 

a mobile equilibrium between force and consent, and as a relation of frontiers 
between antagonists, where hegemonic articulations occur in a field criss-
crossed with social antagonisms (i.e., negativity): “Only the presence of a 
vast area of floating elements and the possibility of their articulation to oppo-
site camps—which implies constant redefinition of the latter—is what con-
stitutes the terrain permitting us to define a practice as hegemonic” (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 136). Without equivalence and without relations of shifting 
frontiers it is impossible to consider politics as the articulation of hegemony. 
Laclau and Mouffe, however, reject the Gramscian assumption that a war 
of position happens through the division of society in two camps. Indeed, 
Laclau and Mouffe claim that the hegemonic form of politics only becomes 
dominant in modern times through a proliferation of differences and that as 
part of the “increasing complexity of the social,” this process is primary.

 We will therefore speak of democratic struggles where these imply 
a plurality of political spaces, and of popular struggles where certain 
discourses tendentially construct the division of a single political space 
into two opposed fields. But it is clear that the fundamental concept 
is that of “democratic struggle” and that popular struggles are merely 
specific conjunctures resulting from the multiplication of equivalence 
effects among the democratic struggles (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 137).

Clearly, Laclau and Mouffe have abandoned the notion of fundamen-
tal classes as the terrain for hegemony and the single hegemonic centre as 
the normal social topography. Instead, they conceptualise the social field 
as constrained within the poles of totality (a structure of necessary relations 
without antagonisms) and atomisation (a proliferation of floating signifiers 
through the multiplication of antagonisms). However, Laclau and Mouffe 
stress that “in a given social formation, there can be a variety of hegemon-
ic nodal points,” implying that hegemony is only ever tendential and local-
ised (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 139). Therefore, they offer a new definition 
of organic crisis as a “conjuncture where there is a generalised weakening of 
the relational system [that] defines the identities of a given social or politi-
cal space, and where, as a result, there is a proliferation of floating elements” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 136). There is no single ruptural unity but rather 
a proliferation of antagonisms (and hence dispersion of subject-positions). 

Hegemonic articulation, then, designates the practice of articulating 
links between discourses and modifying existing discourses, through the 
construction of differential and equivalential relations between existing dis-
courses. Hegemonic articulation is not an aggregation of dissimilar elements 
into an external combination of fully constituted political constituencies, be-
cause the act of hegemonic articulation entails the reciprocal modification 
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of the identity of all of the elements involved in the articulation. The theo-
ry of hegemony therefore involves a critique of mainstream “alliance poli-
tics” and “coalition building” activities. For Laclau and Mouffe, by creating 
equivalences between the demands of alliance partners, and simultaneously 
defining the alliance in opposition to some antagonist, hegemony involves 
the expansion of a discourse into a horizon of social meaning. This repre-
sents a wholesale usurpation of the concept of discursive practice by the op-
erations of ideological discourses, for what Laclau and Mouffe neglect is 
that the transformation of institutions and the articulation of ideological 
oppositions are seldom synchronised. A critical determinant of the destiny 
of every political strategy is its ability to maintain solidarity between alli-
ance partners despite the scission between ideological discourse and institu-
tional transformations. While the creation of equivalences between subject-
positions precedes the reconstruction of institutions, the articulation of a new 
social cement, in the form of a new hegemonic ideology, follows from institu-
tional reconstruction. Laclau and Mouffe’s theory collapses these distinct 
political and ideological processes into a specious unity, generating a po-
litical voluntarism prone to mistaking ideological manipulations for institu-
tional conquests.

Social Antagonism

For Laclau, antagonism springs from dislocation, which is the result of “the 
disruption of structure by forces operating outside it”. Laclau and Mouffe 
refer to this menacing “beyond” as a “constitutive outside” and argue that 
every field of internal (diacritical) relations contains an implied reference to 
an external “social antagonism”. Inspired by Staten, Laclau identifies the 
“constitutive outside” with both social antagonism and the conditions of ex-
istence of a discourse. According to Laclau and Mouffe, “every society con-
stitutes its own forms of rationality and intelligibility by dividing itself; that 
is, by expelling outside itself any surplus of meaning subverting it” (Laclau, 
1990: 51; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 137). Indeed, the formation of hegemony 
necessitates this act of exclusion, for “limits only exist insofar as a systematic 
ensemble of differences can be cut out as totality with regard to something be-
yond them, and it is only through this cutting out that the totality constitutes 
itself as formation” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 143). 

Political identities are formed within discursive totalities—hegemonic 
blocs—but, because the “field of discursivity” overflows every discourse, 
no political identity is complete: every subject-position is a floating signifier 
whose polysemy makes possible limitless rearticulation. Since political iden-
tities are formed through equivalential oppositions (“us” and “them”), every 
identity is relationally determined, or rendered incomplete, by the necessary 
existence of an antagonistic identity against which it is defined. Hegemonic 
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articulation ultimately involves the negation of identity, through the exclu-
sion of a political opponent from the discursive universe, and this leads to 
social antagonism. 

The logic behind this position is straightforward. Hegemony is con-
structed by articulating a differential field as existing in equivalence with 
respect to a master signifier. Consider a diacritical field, S, S1, S2, … , Sn, 
which is articulated in equivalence with a master signifier, S1:

S

Sn
…
S

S

S

The master signifier—as a signifier—is itself binary, that is, defined 
solely by its difference. Yet, this difference cannot be with respect to the field 
it articulates, since the master signifier is not different from the field S, S1, S2, 
… , Sn, but (ex hypothesi) equivalent to it. Therefore another signifier must exist, 
“elsewhere,” that diacritically defines the master signifier. 

Let us call this signifier m, the excluded marginal element: 

S

Sn
…
S

S

S m.............................

In this diagram, the dotted line S1—m indicates that only the trace (in 
the deconstructive sense) of m remains imprinted on the discursive totality 
hegemonised by S1. Yet, this trace is sufficient to deny all of the social identi-
ties articulated in the field S, S1, S2, … , Sn, a complete identity. As a result, 
social antagonism exists between the field hegemonised by S1 and the excluded 
margin, m. Now, presumably m is itself the master signifier of another dis-
course, or a floating signifier that can potentially become the master signifier 
of another discourse. 

To concretise the concept of social antagonism, consider the following 
example, based on Laclau’s diagram (Laclau, 2000a: 303).

trade unionism

socialism
…

ecology

feminism
“Radical 
Democracy”
(The Left)

..........................................

“Natural
Inequality”
(The Right)

FIGURE: The social antagonism between political Left and Right, seen from the Left.
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In the figure, a political alliance of the Left, hegemonised by the radi-
cal democratic Imaginary, constructs a social antagonism with the Right by 
excluding the signifier “Natural Inequality”—selected as the master signifier 
of the political Right following Norberto Bobbio (Bobbio, 1996: 60-81). The 
social identities in the alliance of the Left are decompleted by the existence 
of the Right, which antagonises their identity and prevents the Left alliance 
from becoming coextensive with the social formation.

Laclau and Mouffe claim that what distinguishes the social antagonism 
from both logical contradiction and real opposition is that the latter two are 
objective relations whereas social antagonism puts into question any objec-
tivity. This really means that Laclau and Mouffe relapse into a perspectival 
relativism, whereby there is no appeal to any reality beyond one’s discursive 
universe. Abandoning the concept of social antagonism as contradiction, 
they insist that the distinction between real opposition and social antago-
nism is that:

Real opposition is an objective relation—that is determinable, definable—
among things; contradiction is an equally definable relation among 
concepts; antagonism constitutes the limits of every objectivity, which 
is revealed as a partial and precarious objectification. … Antagonisms are 
not internal but external to society; or rather, they constitute the limits of 
society (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 125).

In other words, “real opposition” implies the radically external per-
spective of a neutral metalanguage or “view from nowhere,” whereas social 
antagonism is something that one is always inside. Indeed, for Laclau and 
Mouffe “the price of identifying ‘society’ with the referent would be to emp-
ty it of any rationally specifiable content” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 126). 
If social antagonism helps to establish the boundaries of a discursive forma-
tion, it also, at the same time, prevents a discourse from constituting an ob-
jective rational and fully intelligible reality. As such, social antagonism is, 
at once, the condition of possibility and impossibility of society (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 125). Social antagonism is therefore a quasi-transcendental. 

For Laclau and Mouffe, there are two main types of antagonism—pop-
ular antagonisms and democratic antagonisms. Popular antagonisms divide 
social space into two opposed camps, while democratic antagonisms only 
divide minor portions of social space (they are local or regional antago-
nisms). The expansion of the equivalential chain tends to polarise the social 
and produce a populist logic. By contrast, so-called democratic antagonisms 
make the world increasingly complex. The example par excellence is the NSM, 
whose democratic politics represent the wave of the future, for today, “part-
ly because of their very success, democratic struggles tend less and less to be 
unified as ‘popular struggles’” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 133). 

The intuitive plausibility of Laclau and Mouffe’s phenomenology of ide-
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ology derives from the way it appeals to the experience of belonging to a po-
litical movement. Yet, as a social theory, this is fraught with incoherence. La-
clau and Mouffe propose a fundamental symmetry between the oppressed 
and the oppressor, implying a perspectival relativism, according to which 
my judgement that the other is my oppressor is simply an expression of a 
relational identity (which is necessarily decompleted by the antagonist). For 
this reason, Laclau and Mouffe’s definition of oppression involves reference 
to a third party, observing the conflicting parties in a social antagonism. 
But if discourses fix meaning, then how can there be social dialogue be-
tween discourses? How can the observer communicate their judgement to 
the antagonistic parties? What happens when conflicts arise between alli-
ance partners? Secondly, if we cannot speak of social formations, but only of 
discursive formations, in what sense do democratic or popular antagonisms 
“divide social space”? What can “hegemony” (as a mobile equilibrium be-
tween force and consent, which implies dominance of a context traversed by 
internal faultlines) mean, when Laclau and Mouffe relegate antagonism to an 
external condition?

Political Symbolism

Laclau and Mouffe’s real solution to the difficulty of the oscillation between 
an imaginary social unity and political fragmentation in the symbolic field 
involves reference to an expressive totality subtending every discourse. La-
clau and Mouffe explain that they “have referred to ‘discourse’ as a system 
of differential entities … such a system only exists as a partial limitation 
of a ‘surplus of meaning’ which subverts it … [and] we will call it the field 
of discursivity” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 111). The “field of discursivity” as 
a “surplus of meaning surrounding the social,” is the totality of discourses 
(Smith, 1998: 85). This totality is not descriptive (an empirical register of all 
discourses), but transcendental (the totality constitutes every entity), for dis-
cursivity is not a collection of objects, but rather a “theoretical horizon for 
the constitution of the being of every object” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1987: 86). 
The history of philosophy supplies another name for this ultimate discursive 
horizon that constitutes the entirety of being: the Absolute.

For Laclau and Mouffe, instead of generating a social syntax, the “so-
cial production of meaning” culminates in a veritable “crisis of symbolic 
overproduction”. The impossibility of a fixed centre or closed discursive to-
tality, due to absence of a transcendental signified, results in discursivity as 
the “no-man’s land” surrounding every discursive totality with a “surplus of 
meaning” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 111). To define this theoretically, they 
rely on Derrida’s influential essay, “Structure, Sign and Play in the Dis-
course of the Human Sciences” (Derrida, 1978: 278-293) and his demonstra-
tion that “the absence of the transcendental signified extends the domain 
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and the play of signification indefinitely” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: Der-
rida cited 112). Following Derrida’s deconstruction of the concept of struc-
ture, Laclau and Mouffe suppose that a discourse is a temporary and partial 
totalisation whereby the transient imposition of a structural centre creates 
a relative fixity in signification. Laclau and Mouffe gloss this to claim that 
“it is not the poverty of signifieds but, on the contrary, polysemy that disar-
ticulates a discursive structure” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 113). The “field 
of overdetermination,” the “field of discursivity,” polysemy as a “surplus of 
meaning” “surrounding” any discursive totality and the action of différance 
are identical in Laclau and Mouffe. 

The problem is that Laclau and Mouffe interpret the “impossibility of 
an ultimate fixity of meaning” not in terms of the excess of signification over 
meaning, but instead in terms of an excess of meaning over signification: 
“it is not the poverty of signifieds but, on the contrary, polysemy that disar-
ticulates a discursive structure” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 113). While they 
draw upon Derrida for this position, there is no textual support in the cita-
tion offered, or in general in Derrida’s work, for their interpretation. Indeed, 
in the article cited, Derrida explains that it is the excess of the signifier that 
replaces the transcendental signified (Derrida, 1978: 284). In the well-known 
Limited Inc., for instance, Derrida insists that dissemination is the opposite of 
polysemy (Derrida, 1988: 9, 20-21). It is not the polysemic richness of the text 
that Derrida opens to the movement of dissemination, but rather the action 
of différance conceived as a lack, which bursts the semantic horizon with the 
possibility that meaning and non-meaning might be reciprocal conditions 
of each other’s emergence. Hermeneutics, with its stress on the infinity of 
meaning and the endlessness of interpretation, remains, for Derrida, within 
the assumptions of logocentric metaphysics, since the concept of an unclos-
able horizon of meaning implies a determinate centre and an anticipation of 
coherence. Polysemy, for Derrida, can only be dispersion from some origi-
nal unity. The play of dissemination consists precisely in a “disruption that 
bursts the semantic horizon” (Derrida, 1971: 45). Both determinate meaning 
and polysemic excess, for Derrida, are formed at the expense of both non-
meaning and the productive play of signification that creates meanings be-
yond the semantic horizon of any hermeneutic procedure (Dews, 1987: 12-13; 
Gasché, 1986: 174, 218, 237-244). Installing a transcendental signified at the 
centre of a discourse is the archetypal gesture of metaphysics; Derrida, by con-
trast, enjoins us to think the concept of a decentred structure. Likewise, the 
Lacanian master signifier is not an imaginary image or transcendental sig-
nified, but a nonsensical placemarker for the subject’s castration, or symbolic 
lack. The master signifier is a signifier without signified. It is only in the trans-
ference (in the retroactive projection by which the subject identifies with a 
master signifier) that this appears—in a psychoanalytic variant of ideologi-
cal misrecognition—as the locus of an Imaginary Meaning. 
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What this means is that Laclau and Mouffe’s “empty signifier” is con-
tinuously replaced in their discourse by a transcendental signified, or politi-
cal symbol, that lends an imaginary unity to the discursive field. Laclau ini-
tially proposes that:

 there can be empty signifiers within the field of signification because 
any system of signification is structured around an empty place resulting 
from the impossibility of producing an object which, nonetheless, is 
required by the systematicity of the system (Laclau, 1995a: 43).

This is not in principle different to the Lacanian concept of the master 
signifier as instigating contingency, or lack. Thus far, what we have is a po-
liticisation of Lacanian psychoanalysis and a perceptive analysis of the pos-
sible links between the Lacanian concept of the master signifier and Der-
rida’s theory of différance. The difficulty in the analysis only emerges when 
Laclau and Mouffe attempt to square this with their concept of the field of 
discursivity as a surplus of meaning. For this concept of discursivity as a field 
of overdetermination only fits together with a logic of political symbolism. 

Laclau frames the notion of an interruption in signification on the mod-
el of the sublime. The empty signifier is a result of a “blockage in the contin-
uous expansion of the process of signification” (Laclau, 1995a: 43). This in-
terruption is a consequence of the presence of social antagonism as the limit 
of any social totality. That is to say, the breakdown in signification flows 
from the necessity for any hegemonic identity to define itself by marginal-
ising some term and constituting itself in opposition to this negated term. 
“This relation,” notes Laclau, “by which a particular content becomes the 
signifier of the absent communitarian fullness is exactly what we call a hege-
monic relationship” (Laclau, 1995a: 43). The role of the empty signifier, then, 
is discussed in terms not of its function as a placemarker for lack and a non-
symbolised loss, of an inability to signify the totality, but in the capacity of 
representation of the utopian aspirations of a social alliance. 

In every concrete example drawn up by Laclau and Mouffe, this usur-
pation of existential lack by political symbolism takes place. The paradig-
matic case is Luxemburg, where the general strike becomes the site of the 
overflow of the political signifier by the ideological signified of class unity 
and revolutionary desire.

[T]he mechanism of unification is clear: in a revolutionary situation, 
it is impossible to fix the literal sense of each isolated struggle, because 
each struggle overflows its own literality and comes to represent, in the 
consciousness of the masses, a simple moment of a more global struggle 
against the system. … This is, however, nothing other than the defining 
characteristic of the symbol: the overflowing of the signifier by the 
signified. The unity of the class is therefore a symbolic unity (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 11).
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Symbolic overdetermination becomes the concrete mechanism for the 
unification of the disparate subject-positions created through sectoral strug-
gles. In the case of Perón, “Perónism … was rather a series of symbols … 
[and] the symbols of a particular group at some point assume a function 
of universal representation”. This universal representation was that of “a 
pure, abstract absent fullness”. “Yet the chains of equivalences constructed 
by the different factions of his movement had gone beyond any possibility 
of control” and led to the military coup as a means of retotalising the social 
(Laclau, 1995a: 55-56). This, again, makes the empty signifier into a politi-
cal symbol that opens a crack onto the field of discursivity and permits the 
overflow of meaning to disrupt the social totality. Indeed, Laclau proposes 
that these symbols form social Imaginaries, because “once the symbol’s cir-
culation has reached a certain level of generalisation in the representation of 
a vast range of antagonisms, they become the necessary surface for the in-
scription of any new demand” (Laclau, 1990: 79).

The difference between this political symbolism, and the post-structur-
alism from which it is supposed to issue, could not be more stark. Following 
Žižek, Laclau and Mouffe’s misrecognition of the master signifier (the signi-
fier without signified) “a point of extreme saturation of meaning” is exactly 
an “ideological anamorphosis” (Žižek, 1989: 99). This might be passed off 
as a description of the political process, were it not for the combination of its 
reproduction in theoretical material and the underlying problem of the field 
of overdetermination as a surplus of meaning. The conclusion has to be that 
Laclau and Mouffe have performed an ideological inversion, amounting to 
the replacement of symbolic processes by an imaginary unity.

The Democratic Revolution of Modernity

For Laclau and Mouffe, the expressive historical totality that subtends ev-
ery “discursive formation” is the unfolding of the Democratic Revolution of 
Modernity (hereafter, DRM). Following Claude Lefort, Laclau and Mouffe 
conceptualise modernity as inaugurated by a “democratic revolution” that 
invokes “the dissolution of the markers of certainty” by negating the possi-
bility of the direct incarnation of power in the body of the Prince (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 152-159; Lefort, 1988: 16-18). In modernity, by contrast 
with the ancien régime, the imaginary unification of society is a function of the 
temporary and contingent occupation of the locus of power by some partic-
ular group and the corresponding hegemonisation of the content of the uni-
versal. According to Lefort, “this leads to the emergence of a purely social 
society, in which the people, the nation and the state take on the status of 
[ideal] universal entities” (Lefort, 1988: 18). As Žižek explains, no party can 
permanently embody the will of the people, so that the governing party nec-
essarily speaks only temporarily “in the name of the people,” “as a kind of 
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surrogate, a substitute for the real-impossible sovereign” (Žižek, 1989: 147). 
This means that within modernity, the locus of power is coextensive 

with the “Real-impossible” universality of the people, the nation and the 
state, that is, is rendered an empty place by the DRM. Recognition of the 
constitutive nature of the gap between a particular project and the impos-
sible site of universality is the condition of possibility for democratic poli-
tics (Laclau, 1995a: 46). This power is a symbolic place that cements society 
by creating a myth of unification around some universal value. The empty 
place of power is therefore also the locus of the empty signifier. It is political 
symbolism—the ability to signify in the name of the absent fullness of com-
munity—that is the “empty place of power,” indicating that this is a domi-
nant ideology, or “social imaginary,” and not an institutional site. Indeed, it 
is the “permanence of the democratic imaginary” in modernity that is the 
condition of possibility for the strategy of radical democracy (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 155). 

According to Laclau and Mouffe, the “decisive mutation in the politi-
cal imaginary of Western societies took place two hundred years ago and 
can be defined in these terms: the logic of equivalence was transformed into 
the fundamental instrument of the production of the social” (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 155). This logic of the equality of rights migrates progressive-
ly from the political to the economic, cultural and so forth, seen by Laclau 
and Mouffe as an extension of the “equivalential displacement peculiar to 
the democratic imaginary” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 158). The logic of so-
cialism, feminism and the new social movements can all be expressed as lo-
calisations of this equivalential logic. However, the DRM also entails the ex-
tension of a differential logic, the logic of liberty, in tension with the notion 
of equality. This logic individualises and marks the difference between mo-
ments of the social. It is the logic of autonomy, and therefore a constitutive 
part of the identity of the social movements that might comprise any Left 
project. These two logics constitute a field of tension within the social, whose 
poles are totalitarianism (as the end point of total equivalence) and social at-
omisation (as the final result of absolute difference). Radical democracy lo-
cates itself in the dynamic equilibrium that circulates between these poles, a 
distant echo of the French Revolution’s epochal revolution in ideology—in-
stituting a “truly new … social imaginary” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 155). 

Laclau and Mouffe’s theory rests upon a historical master narrative of 
the transition from feudalism to capitalism, according to which the shift 
from fixed differences and absolute equivalence, to the relation of frontiers 
between difference and equivalence characteristic of modernity, hinges 
upon the institutionalisation of the DRM (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 155). 
This master narrative of the transition from a static feudalism—where fixed 
differences allocate rigid social roles while millenarian equivalences gener-
ate organic totalities—to the reign of capitalist modernity—where the invis-
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ible hand of equivalence and difference allocates political power to hegem-
onic alliances (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 138), reads like a parody of vulgar 
Marxism transposed into the language of high metaphysics. Once the DRM 
creates an “empty place of power,” the hegemonic form of politics predomi-
nates on the basis of constant dislocations of the structure. Nonetheless, the 
lost organic totality continues to haunt modernity, for the “relation by which 
a particular content becomes the signifier for an absent communitarian full-
ness is exactly what we call a hegemonic relationship” (Laclau, 1995a: 43). Mo-
dernity evacuates the contents of this totality, but not its form—that is to say, 
the empty signifier and the empty place of power stand in for the “commu-
nitarian fullness” which their forms continuously invoke. What replaces the 
substantive community of pre-modern society is, as we have seen, the “field 
of discursivity” as a froth of social possibilities, and “every discourse is con-
stituted as an attempt to dominate the field of discursivity by expanding sig-
nifying chains which partially fix the meaning of [a] floating signifier” (Tor-
fing, 1999: 98). This sea of excess signification, coextensive with the “empty 
place of power,” is none other than the “democratic imaginary”—that is, 
the fundamental level of the social.

The “democratic imaginary” of the DRM forms a “discursive exteri-
or” to every relation of subordination, enabling these to be transformed into 
relations of oppression (that is, something contested rather than merely en-
dured) (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 154, 159). In a breath-taking simplifica-
tion (Osborne, 1991: 210-215; Rustin, 1988: 162-173; Wood, 1998: 64-71), this 
thesis lets Laclau and Mouffe interpret the entire history of social struggles, 
from the nineteenth century onwards, as the extension and deepening of the 
DRM (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 152-159). Armed with a unitary conception 
of the NSM that now also subsumes “class identities,” Laclau and Mouffe 
can propose that the task of the Left “cannot be to renounce liberal-demo-
cratic ideology, but, on the contrary, to deepen and expand it in the direc-
tion of a radical and plural democracy … [through] expanding the chain of 
equivalents between the different struggles against oppression” (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 176). In HSS, therefore, the new hegemonic project for the 
Left—the struggle for a radical and plural democracy—is conceptualised as 
an expression of the DRM.

Modernity is therefore theorised as springing from the foundational 
character of an inaugural political act. It is not, therefore, that Laclau and 
Mouffe renounce a universal revolution entirely—only that they relegate 
this to the historical past and erect an ethical barrier to every effort to make 
this happen more than once. The “dissolution of the Jacobin Imaginary,” 
the end of the leftwing dream of an inaugural political act, announced at 
the beginning of HSS, then, is the result of Laclau and Mouffe’s supposition 
that this act has already happened and cannot be repeated. The best we can do is 
live with the consequences, namely, engage in the critique of “actually exist-
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ing democracy” and accept that “the objective of the Left should be the ex-
tension and deepening of the democratic revolution initiated two hundred 
years ago” (Mouffe, 1992d: 1). 

The Performative Contradictions of Radical Democracy

The contradiction, between Laclau and Mouffe’s claim that socialist revo-
lution as a foundational act is the mainspring of leftwing malaise (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 177) and their advocacy of another foundational revolu-
tion as inaugurating an expressive historical totality, is only the leading 
edge of a series of performative contradictions. The characteristic relativist 
conflation of ideology (the “democratic Imaginary”) and discourse theory 
means that performative contradiction becomes the condition of existence 
of postmarxism’s fundamental positions. Indeed, the notion of founding a 
New Left politics on the basis of the generalised myth of the “radical dem-
ocratic Imaginary” (Laclau, 1990: 177-196; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 190) 
should leave us feeling uneasily like we are being asked to accede to self-
mystification. Postmarxism cannot justify its intervention ethically or de-
fend its politics as something more than another particularism. It cannot 
substantiate its claims that the political agon of radical democracy is any-
thing more than a redescription of parliamentary politics through a rose-
tinted ideological lens. 

The performative contradictions begin from Laclau’s efforts to justify a 
preference for democratic politics. Modernity is not only constituted by the 
democratic revolution, but also by post-democratic totalitarianism. Laclau 
and Mouffe simultaneously claim that totalitarianism is impossible (total 
equivalence meaning the elimination of all differential identity) and prohib-
ited, something that is an ethical abomination. 

Postmarxism silently assumes that democracy is ethically valorized, but 
refuses to defend this on ethical grounds, lending Laclau’s debate with Eng-
lish deconstructionist, Simon Critchley, its evasive quality. The substance of 
Critchley’s argument is to ask: “if all decisions are political, in virtue of what 
is there a difference between democratizing and non-democratizing deci-
sions?” (Critchley, 1999: 112; Critchley, 2002: 2). Two replies are possible: a 
normative response (democratic decisions are more egalitarian, pluralistic 
or participatory) or a factual answer (democratisation is taking place and he-
gemony is simply a description of this process). The normative claim is de-
politicising—in Laclau’s terms—because it admits a basis for political deci-
sions outside politics. The factual account risks the collapse of the theory of 
hegemony into the descriptive process and the voiding of any critical claims. 
Thus, Critchley reads HSS as “Machiavellian,” in the popular sense of the 
term: an ethically indifferent political calculus designed to secure ascendan-
cy for any group prepared to utilise this political technology. This leaves La-
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clau uncomfortably close to complicity with the dislocatory logic of contem-
porary capitalist societies (Bertram, 1995: 82; Critchley, 2002: 2). 

Laclau replies that HSS presents ethics and politics as a unity by virtue 
of a Gramscian “politicisation of ethics” (Laclau, 1995c: 93). In opposition to 
the ethics of infinite responsibility towards the Other promoted by Critch-
ley’s interpretation of deconstruction (Critchley, 1993), Laclau proposes that 
deconstruction is a decisionism (Laclau, 1995c: 94). Insofar as hegemony is 
the inverse of the operation of deconstruction as theorised by Laclau, this 
makes hegemony a theory of decision. So, for Laclau, “if deconstruction dis-
covers the role of the decision out of the undecidability of the structure, he-
gemony, as a theory of the decision taken in an undecidable terrain, requires 
that the contingent connections existing in that terrain are fully shown by 
deconstruction” (Laclau, 1995a: 103). Hegemony and deconstruction are one 
another’s inverse: hegemony goes from undecidability to the decision, while 
deconstruction reveals the contingent character of the original decision.

While this would seem to mean that Laclau endorses the Machiavellian 
interpretation of their work, their actual claim is that HSS is Gramscian in 
that it theorises hegemony as a mobile equilibrium between politics and eth-
ics. Recently, Laclau has elaborated upon this “politicisation of ethics” (La-
clau, 2000b: 79-86). Postmarxism depends upon an ethical decision to ac-
cept the transcendental status of the distinction between ethical universality 
and particular norms, or contextually bound maxims of conduct. The mo-
ment of ethics corresponds to the formal universality of the absent fullness 
of society (the impossible yet necessary dream of a harmonious, organic to-
tality), while political contents and concrete social norms are inter-twined in 
particular complexes (Laclau, 2000b: 74-85). As Critchley observes, in this 
reintroduction of ethics into postmarxism, the distinctions ethical/norma-
tive, form/content and universal/particular line up with the distinction on-
tological/ontic (Critchley, 2002: 3). Not only is the alignment of ethics and 
ontology characteristic of Western metaphysics, but this position is incoher-
ent—for Laclau and Mouffe, the being of every object is supposed to be dis-
cursively constructed, ruining the claim to oppose ethics to politics. Laclau 
denies that this system of oppositions determines his work (Laclau, 2002), 
but he can only do so by reiterating the claim that the ethical is linked with 
the empty signifier (Laclau, 2000b: 84; Laclau, 2002: 1). This means either 
that the ethical is linked with the locus of the empty signifier, the empty place 
of power (in which case it is identified with abstract universality as the locus 
of the ontological constitution of the social field), or that the ethical is the 
empty signifier (in which case the ethical is only a masked particular and no 
distinction between ethics and norms exists). 

As Žižek identifies the underlying problem with Laclau’s “politicisation 
of ethics”:

[Laclau] oscillates between proposing a neutral formal frame that 
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describes the working of the political field, without implying any specific 
prise de parti, and the prevalence given to a particular leftist political 
practice. … Laclau’s notion of hegemony describes the universal 
mechanism of ideological “cement” which binds any social body together, 
a notion that can analyse all possible socio-political orders, from fascism 
to liberal democracy; on the other hand, Laclau nonetheless advocates a 
determinate political option, “radical democracy” (Žižek, 2000h: 174).

This alternation between a formally neutral, metalinguistic claim that 
is belied by the partisan content of the statement is evidence of the effort 
to try to occupy the pure position of metalanguage at the level of the enun-
ciation. This extends all the way through Laclau and Mouffe’s position: 
radical democracy is a neutral theory of politics and a partisan project; 
democratic citizenship is the horizon of democratic politics and the aim 
of a new grammar of political conduct; ethics is only an effect of political 
decisions, but nonetheless radical democracy should be preferred as more 
egalitarian. For Žižek, this is the basic problem with postmodern political 
theory: its reluctance to adopt an openly partisan position of enunciation 
betrays its hysterical dependence on the demand of the Other for a legiti-
mization of its political position. Instead of an autonomous, openly stated, 
partisan theory, we have the convoluted attempt to occupy the “view from 
nowhere” of pure metalanguage, the Imaginary position of the “impossi-
ble fullness of society”. 

Ethical Universality and Political Particularism

The most significant of the “crop circles” in Laclau and Mouffe’s theory is 
that the elementary hegemonic operation (speaking in the name of the peo-
ple) is theorised explicitly as a performative contradiction. For postmarx-
ian discourse theory, “society … is a plurality of particularistic groups and 
demands” (Laclau, 2000b: 55) and the universal is an empty place that it is 
impossible to occupy. This makes every hegemonic agent into an impostor 
whose “universality” is only a masked particular. According to postmarxian 
discourse theory, when a hegemonic agent speaks, their position of enunci-
ation is transformed from “I speak” to “the people speaks” (Torfing, 1999: 
177, 193). This implies that the position of enunciation is an abstract univer-
sal, while the content of the statement expresses a sectoral interest. But this 
only means that the hegemonic agent gets involved in something like the “li-
ar’s paradox,” because recognition of the impossibility of universality is sup-
posed to be constitutive of democratic politics—that is, the hegemonic agent 
is trapped in a performative contradiction, whereby their implied position 
of enunciation depends upon a universality that their statement denies. In-
deed, “the assertion of universality by those who have conventionally been 
excluded by the term often produces a performative contradiction of a cer-
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tain sort” (Butler, 2000d: 38). The hedging qualifications (“often … of a cer-
tain sort”) indicate just how uneasy the postmarxists are with this position—
yet the theoretical claim that the oppressed retain their particularity while 
articulating a universal claim indicates that performative contradiction al-
ways happens (Butler, 2000d: 39). 

The problem is that the discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe is predi-
cated upon the existence of an absolute gap between the abstract universal 
and any concrete particular, in a reaction against the alleged teleology of the 
direct incarnation of universality in the moment of “proletarian chiliasm” 
(Laclau, 1995a: 22-26). While in HSS, Laclau and Mouffe’s “renunciation of 
the discourse of the universal” comes perilously close to an endorsement of 
postmodern particularism (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 3), recently Laclau has 
distanced postmarxism from strands of radical particularism in postmod-
ern theory and multicultural politics (Laclau, 1995a: 20-35, 48-54). Laclau 
brands as reactionary the identitarian “politics of authenticity” that accom-
panies complete rejection of the universal, because it lands the oppressed 
group in the position of performatively undercutting their appeal to univer-
sal human rights and democratic entitlements (Laclau, 1995a: 48). In line 
with the postmodern position on universality, however, Laclau proposes that 
the definition of universality is contextually determined, and that the in-
commensurability of contexts ensures that there exist only local definitions 
of universality (Laclau, 1995a: 34, 51-54). Nonetheless, Laclau argues that 
the extreme postmodern position implies regression to a “state of nature,” 
in which the competition between singularities destroys social cohesion in a 
shower of antagonistic fragments (Laclau, 1995a: 33-34). Reintroduction of 
social cohesion (a postmodern social contract recognising difference, for in-
stance), while preserving the elimination universality as an explicit factor in 
politics, only means its re-inscription as the ontological ground of the total-
ity in another form (Laclau, 1995a: 58). The postmodern and multicultural 
attack on universality therefore presupposes precisely what it excludes. 

Yet, it is not at all clear that Laclau and Mouffe can escape the problems 
of the postmodern position. Because particular identities are not fully closed, 
but exist as articulated into chains of equivalence, the universal “emerges 
from the particular” as an irreducible dimension of the chain of equivalence 
that creates the limits of every system (Laclau, 1995a: 30-33). This serves to 
partially negate particular identities by introducing “the dimension of rela-
tive universality” (Laclau, 1995a: 30-33). For Laclau, this means the dimen-
sion of universality generated by the formation of discursive equivalences is 
not an a priori unconditional universality (Laclau, 1995a: 30-33). The relative 
universality proposed by Laclau and Mouffe cannot exist before—or inde-
pendently of—a chain of equivalences, formed through discursive articu-
lations, that links particular identities (Laclau, 1995a: 30-33). In line with 
Laclau and Mouffe’s postmodern nominalism, this conception of universal-
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ity converts every “concrete universal” into a mere generalisation lacking 
the key features of a transcendental (universality and necessity, constitutive 
capacity) (Laclau, 1995a: 30-33). The key feature of these particular social 
identities is that they can exist before their articulation into a chain of equiv-
alences—and so, because this chain is contingent, they lack any constitutive 
reference to their “universal”. This is why Laclau claims that “difference 
and particularity are the necessary starting point” for postmarxism (Laclau, 
1995a: 65) and that the universal springs from the particular (Laclau, 1995a: 
28). It is therefore impossible for Laclau and Mouffe to evade their own ob-
jection to postmodern theory, namely, that postmodern particularism ne-
gates the constitutive dependence of every particular upon the universal, 
unless the particular has reference to a deeper essential universal ground—in 
which case Laclau and Mouffe have fallen into the trap of an essentialist to-
tality subtending the atomised field of social particulars. 

Laclau and Mouffe have failed to make the elementary distinction be-
tween formal universality as a regulative ideal and the “relative universal-
ity” of the contents of the universal advanced by a determinate social alli-
ance. In actuality, Laclau’s claim that formal universality is not a regulative 
ideal is incoherent, for he immediately appends the claim that the dimen-
sion of universality is “just an empty place unifying a set of equivalential 
demands” (Laclau, 1995a: 30-33). This describes exactly a regulative ide-
al. Because the particular sectoral identity of a social agent cannot exist 
without its articulation to universality, as the agent becomes hegemonic by 
transcending corporatism, its particular identity is not just “hybridised” (as 
Laclau accepts, it begins as hybridised), but asymptotically eliminated. The 
example of Mary Wollstonecraft—invoked by both Laclau (Laclau, 1995a: 
30-33) and Butler (Butler, 2000d: 39)—testifies against the “primacy of the 
particular,” for this involves precisely such an articulation of an expanded 
content for the universal in the name of its form. No performative contradiction 
is involved in this articulation. 

By contrast, the performative contradictions of postmarxism indicate 
the remainder of an unmediated particularism that resists universalisation, 
namely, the clinging of Laclau and Mouffe to the postmodern identity poli-
tics of the NSM (Osborne, 1991: 215-221). This is confirmed by Laclau’s re-
introduction of the problematic of representation within the theory of he-
gemony, which supposes the existence of a pre-discursive substance that is 
“represented” by a signification (Laclau, 1995a: 84-104; Laclau, 2000c: 211). 
Laclau claims that the hegemonic agent is “constitutively split between the 
concrete politics that they advocate and the ability of those politics to fill the 
empty place” (Laclau, 1995a: 54; Laclau, 2000b: 68). This conjures a vision 
of hegemonic agents “filling” the empty place, conceptualised as the inser-
tion of a pre-constituted object into a socio-political slot. This is an incoher-
ent position, as it supposes the existence of a split between an extra-discur-
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sive particularity that is politically articulated to a universal function without 
fully transforming the original social particularity. Now, according to discourse the-
ory this split is impossible: a sectoral identity is constituted through hegem-
onic articulation and therefore contains internal reference to universality 
(Laclau, 1995a: 31). In recent interventions, Laclau has tried to salvage his 
position by accepting the regulative status of formal universality (Laclau, 
2000c: 196), while at the same time maintaining that the universal only 
exists incarnated in a social particular (a sectoral identity), that universal-
ity supposes a radical exclusion, that only a social Imaginary universalises 
particular demands, and so the empty signifier is a representation of an im-
possibility (Laclau, 2000c: 207-211). This position reintroduces the absolute 
split between abstract, regulative universality, and the “concrete universal” 
of a hegemonic particular, elevated to quasi-universal status through exclu-
sions. The basic relation between an originary particularity and an entirely 
unexplained regulative universality remains. Laclau claims that the post-
modern relation between universal and particular is “undecidable” (Laclau, 
1995a: 20-35)—because there exists a mutual conditioning of universal and 
particular—yet in actuality Laclau and Mouffe transform the universal into 
a mere generalisation subordinated to the primacy of the particular, while 
all the time relying upon the regulative ideal of a formal universality as “an 
empty place unifying a set of equivalential demands”. 

Democratic Citizenship and Radical Subjectivity

Where the dialectics of universal and particular explain how socially frag-
mented actors can form a collective will capable of instituting a new so-
cial order, the concept of democratic citizenship is intended to theorise the 
production of a new social cement (Mouffe, 1992e: 3-4, 60-73). The strat-
egy of radical democracy involves the formation of a new “common-sense” 
through the articulation of a chain of equivalences between the struggles 
of the oppressed for equality and rights (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 182; 
Mouffe, 1992a: 31). This common-sense needs to be “sedimented” into a 
new moral and political grammar of the “way things are done” in contem-
porary social conflict, so that the political conquests of the Left become rel-
atively fixed, through the generation of a new political subjectivity beyond 
possessive individualism. Central to this strategy is the extension of demo-
cratic rights beyond liberal practices of privatised citizenship (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 183-185). To theorise this strategy, Mouffe proposes a decon-
structive synthesis “beyond liberalism and communitarianism” that might 
reconcile individual liberties with complex equality in a new form of politi-
cal subjectivity. 

Following Balibar’s argument (Balibar, 1994c: 1-15; Mouffe, 1992a: 28-
32), Mouffe accepts that democratic citizenship is the modern form of po-
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litical subjectivity. According Balibar, the advent of a citizenship based on 
equal rights means that “citizenship is not one among other attributes of sub-
jectivity; on the contrary it is subjectivity, that form of subjectivity that would 
no longer be identical with subjection for anyone” (Balibar, 1994c: 12). The 
problem for Mouffe is to integrate Kantian liberal conceptions of citizenship 
(based on the primacy of the individual and the neutrality of the state) with 
Hegelian communitarian alternatives (based on the primacy of community 
and the partiality of the state). Mouffe proposes that liberalism and com-
munitarianism share a common reference to the political community of the 
modern nation state (Mouffe, 1992e: 23-40), that might act as the mediating 
ground for a progressive synthesis (Mouffe, 1992e: 41-59). She rejects both 
the liberal theory of the state as a neutral instrument and the communitar-
ian postulate of the primacy of a substantive community, and wants to com-
bine the liberal notion of democratic citizenship (political subjects as bear-
ers of equal rights) with the communitarian concept of the partiality of the 
state (the “empty place of power” as hegemonised by a particular concep-
tion of the universal) (Mouffe, 1992a: 28-32). Mouffe proceeds arithmetical-
ly, claiming that Rawls cannot tolerate real political dissent (Mouffe, 1992e: 
41-59) and that Walzer’s complex equality implies the elimination of social 
antagonism (Mouffe, 1992e: 23-40). Instead of excluding political antago-
nisms as “irrational,” radical democratic hegemony would entail the pro-
motion of activist citizenship—a militant political subjectivity—that would 
support a radical democratic government through mass mobilisations with-
in the framework of democratic contestation. 

Mouffe’s synthesis of liberal individualism and communitarian republi-
canism, however, is extremely fragile because it consists of an articulation of 
ideologemes lacking any institutional analysis beyond a recapitulation of the 
liberal conception of the political universality of the capitalist state. By in-
troducing political conflict and social antagonism into liberalism and com-
munitarianism, Mouffe arrives at a conception of democratic citizenship 
through identification with the ethico-political principles defined by a politi-
cal community. For Mouffe, the political community in question is neither 
instrumental nor substantive, but a social Imaginary that defines a political 
commonwealth shaped in and through exclusionary hegemonic struggles 
(Mouffe, 1992a: 30; Mouffe, 1992e: 135-154). 

According to Mouffe, the political community needs to be redefined in 
terms of “what we can call, following Wittgenstein, a ‘grammar of conduct’ 
that coincides with the allegiance to the constitutive ethico-political princi-
ples of modern democracy” (Mouffe, 1992a: 30). Reconceptualisation of the 
political community in terms of a grammar of conduct re-establishes the lost 
connection between ethics and politics (Mouffe, 1991; Mouffe, 1992b). Her 
deconstructive reworking of the liberal and communitarian notions of dem-
ocratic citizenship suggests that she envisages democratic citizenship “as a 



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y118

form of political identity that is created through identification with the po-
litical principles of modern pluralist democracy, i.e., the assertion of liberty 
and equality for all” (Mouffe, 1992a: 30). That is to say, Mouffe advocates 
subject-formation through identification with the DRM.

Democratic citizenship is a “common political identity of persons who 
might be engaged in many different communities and who have differing 
conceptions of the good, but who accept submission to certain authoritative 
rules of conduct,” which function as a set of procedural guarantees for de-
mocracy (Mouffe, 1992a: 31). Mouffe’s position implicitly rests upon a dis-
tinction between universal form—identification with the political commu-
nity as an ensemble of formal procedures for the resolution of conflicts—and 
particular contents—operationalised though the notion of identification 
with a specific interpretation of the democratic rules. The problem is that 
democratic citizenship is at once a universal mode of subjection and a radi-
cal subjectivity corresponding to a particular politics. Hence, the contra-
dictory imperatives to identify with both the universal political community 
(the “empty place of power”) and the radical principle of the DRM (Mouffe, 
1992e: 71-73). This is because the concept of radical democratic citizenship is 
supposed to supply a form of identification providing a militant political sub-
jectivity that might form a new social cement beyond possessive individual-
ism, by refusing the fixed boundary between private and public that in the 
dominant ideology restricts the extension of the DRM (Mouffe, 1992a: 32). 

It is difficult—if not impossible—to imagine how this divided identifi-
cation promotes militancy beyond bourgeois civic activism or encourages 
social antagonisms and political conflict. Radical democratic citizenship is 
at once the particular subjectivity of the oppressed contesting domination 
and the universal subjectivity of the dominant. Indeed, Mouffe’s concept of 
democratic citizenship as a culture of the democratic agon implies that poli-
tics is not about radical transformation at all, but is instead a constructive re-
sponse to social frustration, a sort of steam valve. According to Mouffe, this 
can be done by securing a political consensus on basic democratic values 
and procedures while allowing dissent over the interpretation of the precise 
meaning of these values and procedures (Mouffe, 1992e: 130-132; Mouffe, 
1996b). Within such an agonistic democratic society, enemies would not 
be destroyed, but turned into adversaries involved in political competition 
(Mouffe, 1999: 39-55): “To envisage politics as a rational process of negotia-
tion between individuals is to obliterate the whole dimension of power and 
antagonism—what I call ‘the political’—and thereby completely miss its na-
ture” (Mouffe, 1992e: 140). At the same time, the democratic expression of 
social antagonism is constrained by value consensus and a prudential moral-
ity (Mouffe, 1992e: 152), which is held to differ from liberalism in that it does 
not rely upon any metaphysical foundation in a rational universality. Mouffe 
opposes the equation of universality with neutrality, denying that democra-
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cy requires any moral consensus grounded in universal ethics (Habermas) or 
political procedures grounded in a transparent rationality (Rawls). In place 
of these, she substitutes a prudential moral consensus and a concept of po-
litical rationality grounded in accepting equality and freedom. This seems 
to me identical with modern, post-metaphysical liberalism as presented by 
Rawls (Rawls, 1993).

Mouffe’s problem once again is that the assertion that liberal citizen-
ship is a universal form of political subjectivity performatively undercuts 
the “radicalism” of the postmarxian statement. This leads to an evacuation 
of social content, so that radical democratic citizenship becomes little more 
than a self-reflexive civics. The only way to escape this dilemma is to accept 
that the demand for a radical citizenship obeys an unconditional universal 
imperative—the imperative of égaliberté, or “equaliberty”—that transcends 
the contents of the universal specified by the dominant liberal ideology. 
Mouffe suggests this—“equality and liberty for all”—but the existence of an 
unconditional universal is exactly what Laclau and Mouffe deny.

Radical Democracy and Socialist Strateg y

According to Mouffe, “the objective of the Left should be the extension and 
deepening of the democratic revolution initiated two hundred years ago” 
(Mouffe, 1992d: 1). Yet, the relation between the “socialist strategy” adver-
tised by HSS and radical democracy has remained crucially indeterminate. 
The latent contradiction between the assertion that there is an anti-cap-
italist dynamic inherent in the extension of the democratic revolution to 
the state bureaucracy and the economic region of the social (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 178), and the simultaneous claim that within radical democ-
racy, the elimination of constitutive antagonisms such as that between la-
bour and capital would be a totalitarian negation of the project (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985: 186-192), suggests that this indeterminacy is the result of a 
structural ambivalence located in the premises of the theory. Mouffe’s theo-
ry of the democratic agon, secured through a new form of radical subjectivity 
that refuses to “go all the way” to the expropriation of the means of produc-
tion, indicates the kinship between radical democracy and the “self-limiting 
revolution” of social democratic politics. For radical democracy does not 
substitute for the (long vanished) “proletarian dictatorship,” but for the dem-
ocratic transition to socialism that Eurocommunism theorised as a stage of 
“advanced democracy”. Postmarxism keeps the conceptual form and aban-
dons the substantial notion of transition, replacing it with the permanent 
agon of radical democracy and democratic citizenship. 

The radicalism of this democratic politics apparently springs from the 
“egalitarian-equivalential Imaginary” and the fundamental demand for 
equality. “A radical and non-plural democracy would be one which consti-
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tuted one single space of equality on the basis of the unlimited operation 
of the logic of equivalence” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 176). Meanwhile, a 
plural and non-radical democracy would mean the division of political space 
into a competing multiplicity of zones on the basis of the unlimited opera-
tion of the logic of difference. In the light of the “complexity of the social” 
and the “proliferation of political spaces” wrought by the new social move-
ments, “the demand for equality is not sufficient, but needs to be balanced by 
the demand for liberty,” which leads to respect for the separation of political 
spaces (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 176). Hence, Laclau and Mouffe conceptu-
alise the hegemonic strategy of a New Left as “the struggle for a maximum 
autonomisation of spheres [of struggle] on the basis of the generalisation of 
the equivalential-egalitarian logic” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 167).

The logic of liberal democracy alone does not guarantee the defense 
of individual freedom and a respect for individual rights. It is only 
through its articulation with political liberalism that the logic of popular 
sovereignty can avoid becoming tyrannical; then one cannot speak of 
the people as if it was one homogeneous and unified entity with a single 
general will (Mouffe, 1990: 60).

It is necessary “to discard the dangerous dream of a perfect consensus, 
of a harmonious collective will, and to accept the permanence of conflicts 
and antagonisms” (Mouffe, 1990: 58). Carl Schmitt demonstrates why de-
mocracy must be plural: for Schmitt—plausibly in Mouffe’s view—com-
munism and fascism are democratic in that they homogenise the society 
(Mouffe, 1999: 39-52). The political implications of this concept of “democ-
racy” are unacceptable for postmarxism. It is worth noting the category 
mistake—the confusion of institutionalised political processes with the on-
tological constitution of the social field—on which this absolutely bizarre 
equation of totalitarianism and democracy is based. What this reveals is a 
persistent slippage in postmarxian discourse, whereby the lack of attention 
to the distinction between politics as that dimension of social practice con-
stitutive of social relations, and the political as an institutional terrain or 
structural region, leads to their conflation under the sign of the ambiguous 
concept of the “political institution of social relations”. It also exposes the 
absurdities to which the abandonment of the distinction between the mate-
rial aspect of social practices (the extra-discursive) and their differential as-
pect (the discursive) finally leads. For politics as a dimension of social exist-
ence can only ontologically homogenise the entire social field if it is granted 
the divine power to constitute the materiality of every object—something 
that Laclau and Mouffe endorse.

According to Laclau and Mouffe, “it is not in the abandonment of the 
democratic terrain but, on the contrary, in the extension of the field of dem-
ocratic struggles to the whole of civil society and the state, that the possibil-
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ity resides for a hegemonic strategy of the Left” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
176). Radical plural democracy entails the pluralisation of democracy and 
the displacement of the DRM throughout the social. Nonetheless, despite 
the ambiguity of “democratic terrain,” they specify that the task of the Left 
“cannot be to renounce liberal-democratic ideology, but on the contrary, to 
deepen and expand it in the direction of a radical and plural democracy” 
(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 176). Instead of defending the institutions of par-
liamentary democracy and political rights, then, we are enjoined to support 
the dominant ideology. 

Laclau and Mouffe claim that the essential difference between liber-
als and postmarxists is that while liberals regard the public/private distinc-
tion as fixed, postmarxists regard it as a flexible frontier. At the same time, 
Mouffe’s theory of the democratic agon makes it clear that border incursions 
are going to be temporary raids and not the progressive elimination of capi-
talism. Indeed, Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of a direct conflict between the 
liberal principle of freedom and the democratic principle of equality implies 
a closed universe of inverse proportionality, where every gain in equality 
represents a loss of liberty, and vice versa. When, therefore, they claim that 
the struggle for a radical plural democracy seeks to displace the quest for lib-
erty and equality to the economic sphere, we can expect that this is not go-
ing to significantly improve the prospects for socialism. 

The radicalism in question here is therefore a metaphysical radical-
ism, namely, the acceptance of the groundlessness of all grounds (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985: 176) and the “indeterminate character of democracy” 
(Mouffe, 1996c). As Mouffe specifies, “the aim is not to create a completely 
different kind of society, but to use the symbolic resources of the liberal dem-
ocratic tradition to struggle against relations of subordination not only in 
the economy, but also those linked to gender, race or sexual orientation, for 
example” (Mouffe, 1990: 57-58). Supposedly, the “political Imaginary” of a 
radical plural democracy provides the Left with a new hegemonic strategy 
potentially capable of engendering and unifying a broad range of progres-
sive political struggles. However, postmarxists hastily add that this is predi-
cated upon the unrealisability of radical plural democracy, which provides 
neither an actually realisable blueprint nor a utopia (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985: 190). This flows from the closed economy of equivalence (equality) and 
difference (liberty), so that a condition of possibility of a further democrati-
sation of society is also its condition of impossibility. According to Mouffe, 
we have to conclude that radical plural democracy takes the deconstructive 
form of the promise of a “democracy to come,” which is neither a regulative 
ideal, nor an indeterminate teleological judgement (Mouffe, 1996c). This 
messianic promise is completely empty, both socially and politically.
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The Democratic Imaginary as a Social Foundation

Laclau advances the bold metaphysical claim that “every age adopts an im-
age of itself—a certain horizon, however blurred and imprecise—which 
somehow unifies its whole experience” (Laclau, 1990: 3). Instead of a neces-
sary social foundation, then, the postmodern theory of Laclau and Mouffe 
presents the political institution of the social field through the dominance of 
the “democratic Imaginary”. This Imaginary, forming a “discursive exte-
rior” to every discourse, functions as a contingent social foundation based not 
in a conception of substance (human nature, for instance), but in an insti-
tutionalised political decision. Where modernity—supported by Enlighten-
ment—proposed a progressive advance in conscious mastery of the natural 
and social worlds leading towards a post-political utopia, the new epoch rep-
resents “a growing awareness of limits” and the exhaustion of the discourse 
of the new. This leads to a “radical critique of all forms of domination” and 
the “formulation of liberation projects hitherto restrained by the rational-
ist ‘dictatorship’ of the Enlightenment” (Laclau, 1990: 4). What is important 
about this new conjuncture, then, is the emergence of the new social move-
ments and post-structuralist philosophy represent a self-reflexive break from 
the logic of the incarnation of universality. The critical question for Laclau, 
however, is recognition of the existence of the democratic Imaginary as a 
universal social myth: 

The imaginary is a horizon: it is not one among other objects but an 
absolute limit which structures the field of intelligibility and is thus the 
condition of possibility for the emergence of any object (Laclau, 1990: 64). 

Now, this is exactly how we have seen the field of discursivity described. 
Suddenly, the reason behind the description of the field of discursivity as a 
surplus of meaning becomes clear: the field of discursivity is a social Imagi-
nary that has the form of a social myth, that is, the meaningful space that 
forms the “imaginary horizon” (Laclau, 1990: 67) for a society, forming the 
“view from nowhere” of an atemporal principle of harmony. 

To support this truly extraordinary thesis, Laclau and Mouffe theorise 
modernity as a historical totality, grounded in the transcendental horizon of 
the field of discursivity and dynamised by processes of dislocation springing 
from the foundational event of the Democratic Revolution. In New Reflec-
tions, Laclau essays a description of the contemporary social field in terms of 
the category of “dislocation”. According to Laclau, dislocation is “the very 
form of” temporality, possibility and freedom (Laclau, 1990: 41, 42, 43). In 
an audacious metaphysical arch, Laclau connects dislocation (temporality) 
to myth (spatiality) to generate a new transcendental aesthetic (Laclau, 1990: 
65) composed of two heterogeneous components in constant tension. Laclau 
envisages the social structure as proceeding through a sequence of open-
ings (dislocatory events) and closings (hegemonic articulations) of the social 
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field (Laclau, 1990: 41-65). This theory of localised historical “epicycles” is 
totalised within Laclau and Mouffe’s master narrative of the “extension and 
deepening” of the DRM. Strictly speaking, this is impossible, for Laclau’s 
position rules out every historical generalisation, as it adopts a postmarxi-
an variant of the Althusserian concept of differential histories, but subtracts 
from this theory the unity of a structure in dominance that makes a social 
theory of capitalism possible. This does not detain Laclau, however, who 
calmly asserts the existence of “disorganised capitalism” as a new historical 
epoch (Laclau, 1990: 57-58). According to Laclau, the increasing complex-
ity of the social diagnosed in HSS produces a multiplication of social an-
tagonisms and a decentring of the social formation that finally culminates 
in postmodernity. The mode of production as an “absent cause”—together 
with the shifting locus of the structure in dominance—is replaced by a hori-
zontal pluralisation of the social field. 

This rapidly degenerates into a celebration of the structural dislocations 
caused by capitalist restructuring. In line with the political Thermidor an-
nounced by New Reflections (read: second thoughts) on the Revolution, Laclau 
shifts towards a politics of indeterminacy which claims that “the greater the 
structural indetermination, the freer the society will be” (Laclau, 1990: 44). 
Laclau refuses to supply a concrete political programme on the basis that 
“the greater the dislocation of a structure is, the more indeterminate the po-
litical construction emerging from it will be” (Laclau, 1990: 51). The para-
dox is that as possibilities are actualised and social agents self-determined 
through acts of social identification, the result is a reduction in liberty (Laclau, 
1990: 44). Laclau proposes, then, that capitalist crisis is freedom, while the 
project of radical democracy is designed to reduce freedom by partially deter-
mining the social field as a discursive formation! 

The postmodern condition is therefore characterised by multiple strug-
gles for recognition, whose accomplishment constitutes so many partial and 
temporary emancipations. After the disintegration of Emancipation, the col-
lapse of Universality and the end of History, then, the quantum flux of mi-
cro-emancipations, contingent and particularised universalities and pocket 
histories ensures that this “steady state” universe is characterised by a mini-
mum of energy fomenting in the political vacuum left by the death of master 
narratives. According to Laclau:

it is not the specific demands of the emancipatory projects formulated 
since the Enlightenment which have gone into crisis; it is the idea that the 
whole of those demands constitute a unified whole and would be realized 
in a single foundational act by a privileged agent of historical change. … 
Indeed, it is not just that emancipatory demands are diversifying and 
deepening in today’s world, but also that the notion of their essential 
unification around an act of global rupture is fading (Laclau, 1990: 215). 
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This collapse of the “Enlightenment fundamentalism” of emancipato-
ry demands leads to their democratisation because “the absence of a global 
emancipation of humanity allows the constant expansion and diversification 
of concrete ‘emancipatory’ struggles” (Laclau, 1990: 216).

We would speak today of “emancipations” rather than “Emancipation”. 
While the socialist project was presented as the global emancipation of 
humanity and the result of a single revolutionary act of institution, 
such a “fundamentalist” perspective has today gone into crisis (Laclau, 
1990: 225). 

Not surprisingly, the “end of history” looms into sight at this point in the 
argument, for “if the ‘end of history’ is understood as the end of a concep-
tually graspable object encompassing the whole of the real in its diachronic 
spatiality, we are clearly at the ‘end of history’. … In another sense, however, 
we can say that we are at the beginning of history, at the point where historic-
ity finally achieves full recognition” (Laclau, 1990: 84). This is the familiar 
idealist schema whereby historical periodisation depends upon the forms 
of epochal self-consciousness—and, in a wonderful Hegelian inversion of 
Marx, the beginning of history is not the society of material abundance, but 
the self-reflexive grasp of the process of the spirit’s self-production. 
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The Politics of Performativity:  
A Critique of Judith Butler

“Performativity” has entered the lexicon in the academy as one of the most 
celebrated contributions to cultural theory of the last decade.1 According to 
Butler, performativity combines an intentional, dramatic performance of 
identity (Butler, 1999a: 177), with the repetition of the institutionalised con-
ventions of performative speech acts (Butler, 1993: 12). She draws on Fou-
cault’s insight into how power generates resistance to insist that in adopting 
a stance of enunciation in conformity with social norms, the subject implic-
itly positions themselves as rejecting the transgressive subject-positions that 
the dominant ideology forecloses. Accordingly, political resistance remains 
latent within hegemonic norms. This is supplemented by Derrida’s decon-
struction of speech act theory, which, Butler argues, shows how the state-
ment, within socially accepted speech acts performed in a multiplicity of 
contexts, has the potential to go awry because of the differential nature of 
the signifier and the unlimited character of the context. It follows that per-
formances of social identity on the borders of hegemonic norms have the 
subversive potential to awaken latent possibilities for political resistance. 
Finally, Butler brings a psychoanalytically-influenced understanding of the 
formation of subjectivity through power to propose that even the conform-
ist subject, because of their never-surmounted proximity to transgression 
and the always-fragile character of hegemonic speech acts, remains forever 
a divided, “melancholy” subject, riven by the unmourned loss of foreclosed 
identity possibilities. Performances of identity involve, in her view, a tem-

        1. Parts of this chapter have been published as “Judith Butler’s Postmodern Existentialism: 
A Critique,” Philosophy Today 48(4) (pp. 349-363) and “The Politics of Performativity,” Par-
rhesia: A Journal of  Critical Philosophy (1) (pp. 112-141). For a bibliography of Butler’s works to 
2001, consult Eddie Yeghiayan’s bibliographic website for the Wellek series of lectures given 
by Butler and published as Antigone’s Claim (Butler, 2001), at http://sun3.lib.uci.edu/indiv/
scctr/Wellek/butler.html (accessed on 01 May 2008).
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poralised process, where the ideological rituals formative of social identities 
“sediment,” over time, into the materiality of institutions and the surfac-
es of bodies (Butler, 1993: 9). The openness of the process of structuration 
means that subjectification is not something permanent or stable, but rath-
er represents the precarious assertion of identity through an always-am-
biguous demarcation of mainstream subjectivity from marginalised alter-
natives. Generally speaking, because social identities are the permanently 
divided result of the ritualistic repetition of conventions, the possibility for 
subversion of the reigning social norms remains an ineradicable potential 
of all social relations.

Butler’s description of the temporalised process of structuration, which 
seeks to avoid recourse to political voluntarism, or the sovereign intention-
ality of the autonomous individual, is an important effort to rethink Laclau 
and Mouffe’s discourse theory. Yet Judith Butler’s theory of discourse is con-
stituted by a basic tension: on the one hand, the political subversive poten-
tial of the concept of performativity requires an intentional dramatisation, 
where an agent selects from a repertoire of possible subject-positions; on the 
other hand, though, Butler insists that performativity is not reducible to a 
voluntarist notion of theatrical performance, but involves the insertion of 
subjects into discursive networks that transcend individual intentions. Butler 
maintains that the theory of performativity involves a “subjectless concep-
tion of agency”. The problem is that Butler’s subject-centred phenomenol-
ogy cannot escape the historicist assumption that subjective praxis, mod-
elled on individual identity transformations, is the principle of institutional 
structuration. The original formulation of the theory of performativity—in 
Gender Trouble (1999) [1990]—produced an interpretation of Foucault’s dis-
course analytics and Derrida’s deconstruction that was profoundly inflect-
ed by existential Hegelianism. Interpreting the process of subject-formation 
through the Hegelian lens of the “struggle for recognition,” Butler proposed 
that social institutions are the consequence, not the cause, of social subjec-
tivity. Consequently, the concept of agency that underlies Butler’s notion of 
a politics of the performative remains that of abstract individualism, lacking 
in social specificity and continually wresting with the pseudo-problem of au-
thorial intentionality. Thus, Butler never completely breaks from a central 
assumption of historicism, namely, that it is legitimate to transpose the forms 
of individual praxis onto social processes of institutional structuration.

Butler has made several efforts to rectify her “new existentialism” 
(Schrift, 1997: 153-159; Schrift, 2001: 12-23) and constrain individual praxis. 
Part of the problem is that Butler’s point of departure remains Althusser’s 
“ISA’s Essay”. Each reiteration adds new layers of post-structural theory to 
her interpretation of ideological interpellation (Butler, 1993a: 121-140; But-
ler, 1995; Butler, 1997a: 71-102; Butler, 1997b: 106-131), without confronting 
the major underlying conceptual issue in that essay, namely, Althusser’s as-
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signment to ideology of the responsibility for explaining major structural 
change. Butler compounds this by reading the “ISAs Essay” upside-down, 
as it were, not as an essay on how structures form subjectivity, but as the in-
spiration for a theory of how subjectivity shapes material institutions and 
corporeal realities. The notion that identity formation is the basis for insti-
tutional structuration overturns Butler’s sources (Althusser and Foucault), to 
produce a generalised category of performativity, modelled on individual 
dramatic performances, whose leading characteristic is its ability to tran-
scend its contextual determinants. In this sense, Butler can be said to have 
fully elaborated Laclau and Mouffe’s idealist insistence on “the material char-
acter of every discursive structure” (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 95), by invert-
ing Althusser’s affirmation of the materialised existence of ideology into a 
theory of the ideological generation of materiality. 

It is Butler’s intention to develop a subjectless conception of agency. 
But her declarations against the sovereignty of the classical individual run 
in the opposite direction to the implications of her work. By confining the 
individual agent within discursive conventions and introducing the uncon-
scious as a limit on conscious intentionality, Butler tried to demonstrate that 
“agency conditioned by … regimes of discourse/power cannot be conflated 
with voluntarism or individualism, … and in no way presupposes a choos-
ing subject” (Butler, 1993: 15). Such strong declarations are, as I shall dem-
onstrate in this chapter, continually undermined by the structure of theo-
retical claims in Butler’s work. Notwithstanding the promising aspects of 
conceptualising discursive practices as performative speech acts, Butler’s 
theorisation remains abstract and individualistic (McNay, 1999: 178, 189). 
Butler’s assertion that “agency begins where sovereignty wanes” (Butler, 
1997a: 16) needs to be understood, in this light, less as a claim to a post-Ni-
etzschean, non-subjective form of agency, but as a theoretical limitation on 
the otherwise unconstrained power of the individual to manipulate struc-
tures. This result is diametrically opposed to the project of developing a 
subjectless conception of agency. 

Gender Performances

Butler’s theory of identity rejects the essentialist conception of gender as a 
substantial difference expressing an underlying natural sexual division. She 
conceptualises gender as constructed through social rituals supported by 
institutional power. In line with social constructivism, Butler proposes that 
gender identities are cultural performances that retroactively construct the 
“originary materiality” of sexuality (Butler, 1993: 10). The implication is that 
gender is not the expression of an “abiding substance,” but a naturalised 
social ritual of heterosexuality (Butler, 1993: 12; Butler, 1999a: 22), and that 
there is a connection between the “metaphysics of substance” and the “iden-
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titarian categories of sex” (Butler, 1993: 12; Butler, 1999a: 22-25). Extending 
this analysis, Butler claims that the body is not a natural, material entity, 
but a discursively regulated, cultural construction (Butler, 1999a: 24), while 
gender is a performative that produces constative sex (Butler, 1993: 11; Butler, 
1999a: 33). 

Butler is resolutely hostile to the conception of an underlying substantial 
agent (“person”) or natural entity (“body”). “[G]ender is always a doing,” 
she asserts on the authority of Nietzsche, “though not a doing by a subject 
who might be said to pre-exist the deed” (Butler, 1999a: 33). According to 
Butler, there is no natural body before cultural inscription:

Gender is the repeated stylisation of the body, a set of repeated acts 
within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce 
the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being. A political 
genealogy of gender ontologies … will deconstruct the substantive 
appearance of gender into its constitutive acts and locate … those acts 
within the compulsory frames set by the various forces that police the 
social appearance of gender (Butler, 1999a: 43-44). 

Despite drawing on Freudian theory, for Butler, the psychoanalytic con-
cept of the Law is a product of the heterosexual matrix and has to be de-
constructed, to demonstrate the plurality and dispersion of social norms, 
and the historicity of sexual taboos. She performs a historicist reading of 
Lévi-Straussian anthropology and Lacanian psychoanalysis, inspired by 
Foucault’s critique of the repressive hypothesis, to propose a conception of 
gender identity that is supposed to be historically specific and socially mu-
table (Butler, 1999a: 45-100). According to the Foucauldian critique of the 
repressive hypothesis:

desire and its repression are an occasion for the consolidation of juridical 
structures; desire is manufactured and forbidden as a ritual symbolic 
gesture whereby the juridical model exercises and consolidates its own 
power (Butler, 1999a: 96).

 The “repression of desire” actually creates a field of anticipated trans-
gressions, because any norm is constituted through a citation of its excep-
tions. Rejecting psychic interiority as the correlate of the repression of de-
sire, Butler shifts “from interiority to gender performatives,” by following 
Foucault in the proposition that normalisation involves the body as the site 
of a compulsion to signify (Butler, 1999a: 171). The style of the subject is the 
very modality of its subjection, because this inscription of individuation, tak-
ing the form of writing on the surfaces of the body, designates the “soul” as 
the “prison of the body”:

The figure of the interior soul understood as “within” the body is 
signified through its inscription on the body, even though its primary 
mode of signification is through its very absence, its potent invisibility. … 
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The soul is precisely what the body lacks; hence, the body presents itself 
as a signifying lack (Butler, 1999a: 172).

Butler proposes that homosexuality and bisexuality operate as the “con-
stitutive outside” of heterosexual norms (Butler, 1999a: 98), so that “the ‘un-
thinkable’ is thus fully within culture, but fully excluded from the dominant 
culture” (Butler, 1999a: 99). Yet, the signification of heterosexual identity 
on the body, as a necessarily divided and recited statement of the norm 
and its constitutive exclusions, “effects a false stabilisation of gender” (But-
ler, 1999a: 172). Inspired by deconstruction, Butler claims the “citational,” 
or repetitive and decontextualisable character of performative utterances, 
opens the possibility for marginal subversion of the reigning gender norms 
through “resignification,” or the repetition of a signification in a new con-
text. Drawing upon an analysis of drag as an instance of resignification, she 
concludes that “gender parody reveals that the original identity after which 
gender fashions itself is an imitation without origin” (Butler, 1999a: 175). 
The subversive repetition of gender norms in unprecedented contexts dis-
places and denaturalises the hegemonic universality of heterosexuality, con-
stituting a practical deconstruction of the politics of gender normalisation. 
Therefore, the destabilisations effected by parodic recitation and marginal 
gender practices “disrupt the regulatory fiction of heterosexual coherence” 
(Butler, 1999a: 173). “That regulatory ideal is then exposed as a fiction,” she 
argues, “and a norm that disguises itself as a developmental law regulating 
the sexual field that it purports to describe” (Butler, 1999a: 173). 

The norms of heterosexuality are sustained through acts that “are per-
formative in the sense that the essence or identity that they otherwise purport 
to express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through corporeal 
signs and other discursive means” (Butler, 1999a: 173). Drag performances 
reveal that genders are simulacra (copies without originals) (Butler, 1999a: 
175). Gender, then, is not constative but performative, and “drag fully sub-
verts the distinction between inner and outer psychic space and effectively 
mocks both the expressive model of gender and the notion of a true gen-
der identity” (Butler, 1999a: 174). The demystification of gender identities 
through parodic performances leads to Butler’s advocacy of a “stylistics of 
existence,” modelled on Sartre and Foucault. In a highly revealing early for-
mulation, Butler claimed that gender needs to be considered “as a corporeal 
style, an ‘act,’ as it were, which is both intentional and performative, where ‘per-
formative’ suggests a dramatic and contingent construction of meaning” (But-
ler, 1999a: 177 emphasis added). 

Multiple Struggles for Cultural Recognition

Before analysing the theory of gender performances in more detail, though, 
I want to examine its medium of propagation, because the significance and 
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limitations of Butler’s theory can only be grasped in their politico-histori-
cal context. During the last 30 years, a shift in the political grammar of so-
cial claims has happened, from political demands for redistributive justice 
to identity-based struggles for cultural recognition (Fraser, 1996: 2-3, 11-39). 
According to Fraser, “the ‘struggle for recognition’ is fast becoming the par-
adigmatic form of political conflict,” where “group identity supplants class 
interest as the chief medium of political mobilisation” (Fraser, 1996: 11). In 
this context, postmarxism, as the left wing of postmodern politics, has been 
tremendously influential, with its theory that the incompleteness of identity 
is the root of social antagonism. 

The shift from redistributive justice to cultural recognition frames But-
ler’s work, in particular, and conditions her ambiguous relation to identi-
ty-based struggles.2 To anticipate somewhat, Butler’s ambivalence towards 
“identity politics” can be summarised by observing that while Butler for-
mally rejects the sovereign intentionality of the autonomous individual, she 
nonetheless accepts a central postulate of identity politics, that the quest for 
identity is the motor force of contemporary social conflict. There is a sig-
nificant difference, however, between affirming the conjunctural centrality 
of struggles for cultural recognition, and making them into the generative 
principle of all social conflict. Of course, from the perspective of psychoa-
nalysis, the quest for self-identity underlies an individual’s participation in 
social movements. But that does not mean that the social movement must 
be only and exclusively oriented to the affirmation of the self-identity of its 
members. A trade union, for instance, might struggle for demands reflective 
of the material self-interest of its members, at the same time as participation 
in the union campaign bestows a social identity transcending self-interest 
on campaigners. Forms of postmarxism such as Butler’s, in short, conflate 
recognition of the importance of cultural struggle with its supposedly ex-
clusive generative role in social structuration, and confuse the motivations 
that drive social movement participation with the aims of the social strug-
gles themselves.

By reworking the quest for identity as a struggle for intersubjective rec-
ognition—rather than the expression of the originary freedom of the auton-
omous individual—Butler returns identity politics to the existential Hegeli-
anism defended in her Subjects of Desire (1987). Existential Hegelianism seeks, 
along lines pioneered by Alexandre Kojève, to combine the Hegelian dialec-
tic with the individual decision on an existential project (Kojève, 1980), thus 

        2. Nancy Fraser warns that “in the United States today, the expression ‘identity politics’ 
is increasingly used as a derogatory term for feminism, anti-racism and anti-heterosexism” 
(Fraser, 1996: 17-18), and her expression, linked to Axel Honneth’s pathbreaking study of the 
dynamics of “cultural recognition” (Honneth, 1995), seems preferable. Nonetheless, and with 
this warning in mind, the term “identity politics” does capture the position of one wing of this 
debate, which regards individual identity as the mainspring of social conflict.
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locating identity-formation in a matrix of cultural possibilities dominated by 
struggles for recognition. Butler’s intervention therefore effectively decentres 
identity politics without producing an epistemological break. 

It is Butler’s preference for the Hegelian conception of the struggle for 
recognition as the driving force in social conflict that influences her oppo-
sition to Fraser’s hypothesis of a shift from political economy to cultural 
struggles (Butler, 1998: 33-47). Rejecting “the neo-conservatism within the 
Left that seeks to discount the cultural” (Butler, 1998: 47), Butler questions 
whether the economic reductionism of the “class Left” seeks to violently re-
impose a new orthodoxy based on vulgar materialism. She also suspects 
that this position secretes homophobia, because the implied equation “mere-
ly cultural equals despised sexuality” aims to “reinstitute the discredited no-
tion of secondary oppression” (Butler, 1998: 47). But then her argument takes 
a surprising—and symptomatically weak—turn. 

Returning to the socialist feminism of the 1970s and 1980s, Butler ar-
gues that the social regulation of sexuality, through the institution of the 
family and the reproduction of gendered norms in the skilling of labour 
power, is an essential component of the capitalist mode of production (But-
ler, 1998: 38-43). The political bite of this position depends upon the asser-
tion that “homophobia [is] central to the functioning of political economy” 
(Butler, 1998: 41 emphasis added), and so the “merely cultural” turns out to 
be directly economico-political. Characteristically for forms of social interac-
tionism (that privilege intersubjective relations above structural determina-
tions), then, Butler’s social theory relies on functionalist assumptions that 
are explicitly contested by the literature she cites in support of her posi-
tion—for instance, Michele Barrett’s Women’s Oppression Today (Barrett, 1980: 
93-96). Anti-reductionist positions based in Althusserian social theory, such 
as that of Barrett, opened up the possibility of sustaining the argument that 
cultural struggles are equally as important as economic and political ones. 
But the relative autonomy of cultural forms that this argument requires de-
pends on a refusal of the economic reduction of either women’s oppression 
or homophobic exclusion to functional components in the capitalist mode of 
production—precisely the move that Butler’s position reverses. But if I am 
right that Butler’s postmarxism relies on a conflation of motivation with ori-
entation that makes the quest for self-identity through struggles for cultural 
recognition into the motor force of all social conflict, then this is a move that 
she must make. 

At the same time, Butler associates “class Left” resistance to the shift 
from the pole of political economy to the pole of cultural recognition with 
the classical Marxist assumption that culture is entirely excluded from polit-
ical economy. From the classical perspective, culture figures as a contingent 
superstructural variation, external to the operations of the mode of produc-
tion. Again, the Althusserian position that originally made positions like 
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Butler’s possible is excluded from consideration as a social theoretical alter-
native to the binary opposition: class Left = political economy = class Marx-
ist economic reductionism; cultural Left = cultural recognition = post-struc-
turalist forms of postmodern politics. And to be fair to Fraser too, Butler’s 
criticism is a distortion of her position. Fraser’s distinction between econom-
ic injustice and cultural denigration is analytic, designed to enable the con-
struction of a system of ideal types, polarised between “exploited classes,” 
suffering economic injustice and demanding redistributive remedies, and 
“despised sexualities,” enduring cultural denigration and calling for sym-
bolic recognition. Butler overlooks the analytic character of this distinction, 
which is based on the explicit statement that this separation is impossible in 
practice (Fraser, 1996: 15), and seeks to conceptualise a political shift that 
reflects the relative autonomy of the institutional terrains of contemporary 
capitalism (Fraser, 1995: 68-93). To associate Fraser—who endorses the strug-
gle for cultural recognition as the demand for a new type of justice, based on 
the distribution of cultural goods (Fraser, 2000: 107-120)—with the denigra-
tion of cultural struggles is excessive, perhaps even egregious. 

Indeed, Butler contests the division between political economy and cul-
tural recognition by assimilating it (quite speciously in Fraser’s case) to anoth-
er opposition, between “cultural recognition and material oppression” (But-
ler, 1998: 41). She is then at liberty to demonstrate the cultural materialist 
case for the materiality of ideological apparatuses, to rehearse the argument 
that race and gender are modalities in which class is lived, and to assert the 
material aspects of the oppression of a “despised sexuality”. What this dem-
onstrates is that culture is materially linked to political economy. It does not 
demonstrate that they are the same, which is what Butler needs to show to 
defend her suggestion that an analytic distinction between political economy 
and cultural recognition is impossible (Butler, 1998: 41). 

The clear entailment of Butler’s claim, combined with the assumption 
that gender identities are directly functional to economic reproduction, is that 
the social field is a homogeneous functional whole. Such a conception, while 
consonant with the Hegelian notion that ethical life (the objective institu-
tions of social life) forms an organic totality, is directly opposed to the lead-
ing contention of postmodern “identity politics,” that the multiple subject-
positions “adopted” by the subject are not determined by social structures 
(Laclau, 1985: 32; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 118-121). For if the adoption of a 
marginalised subject-position directly affects the social structure, then it fol-
lows that the relation between normal subject-positions and structural deter-
minations is not even relatively autonomous, but actually an isomorphism. 
By contrast, in her work on speech act theory, Butler explicitly refuses any 
collapse of the regional distinction between signifier and materiality (Butler, 
1993: 4-12), or between speech act and social conduct (Butler, 1997a: 72-77). 
Behind this inconsistent refusal of the analytic distinction between redis-
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tributive justice and cultural recognition, then, lies something else, which is 
prefigured in Butler’s silence regarding Fraser’s criticism of performativity, 
namely, that it theorises sexual emancipation as the liberation from identity 
(Fraser, 1998: 140-149). 

While the struggles of the New Social Movements definitely combine 
economic, political and cultural demands, struggles for cultural recognition 
do not aim directly at political rights, universal justice, economic redistribu-
tion and so forth. By contrast with the standard political logic of moderni-
ty—the dynamic of social equality and political liberty—demands for cul-
tural recognition rely upon claims for recognition of the worth of individual 
bearers of marginalised symbolic identities (Honneth, 1995). For Butler, rec-
ognition of marginalised identities cannot be solved by a redistribution of 
cultural goods, as a shift in the distinction enjoyed by a social identity im-
plies the consolidation of its existence. Thus, instead of claims to redress 
denigration, Butler proposes the dispersion of the “identitarian” polarity of 
the “heterosexual matrix,” which, she claims, constructs homosexual iden-
tities in the first place (Butler, 1999a: 129, 176, 185, 189). Despite the appar-
ent radicalism of this claim, its effect, in context, is (as I shall show in this 
chapter) to prevent the emergence of demands for political liberation and 
social equality.

According to Butler, “in a sense, all my work remains within the orbit of 
a certain set of Hegelian questions,” revolving upon desire and recognition, 
the subject and alterity (Butler, 1999b: xiv). For proponents of the Hege-
lian struggle for recognition, the realm of social signification enjoys prima-
cy in the determination of the structures of ethical life, because the Hege-
lian assumption is that the development of subjectivity is the main dynamic 
in historical transformations. The subject can only know itself through an-
other, but the process of recognition and constitution of self-identity impels 
the effort to annihilate or subordinate the other (Butler, 1987a: 37). As But-
ler indicates, the Hegelian shift to the cultural field generating the modern 
(Kantian) individual does not for a moment negate the postulate of world-
constituting subjectivity. Indeed, the attributes of the “universal individual” 
are transposed onto social subjectivity, while a disembodied phenomeno-
logical intentionality looks on and describes the progress of consciousness. 
Therefore the Hegelian subject is interpreted as a “struggling individual on 
the brink of collective identity” (Butler, 1987a: 58), who paradoxically re-
quires the recognition of the Other they negate. Butler’s position is a post-
modern variation on this line,3 and her difference with identity politics—as 

        3. For the Hegelian exposition of mutual recognition, see Hegel (Hegel, 1952: ; Hegel, 
1977). For an eloquent contemporary defense and exposition of the concept of recognition, 
consult Williams (Williams, 1992: ; Williams, 1997). For the Hegelian theory of history, see 
Hegel (Hegel, 1956). Axel Honneth’s pathbreaking work on mutual recognition (Honneth, 
1995) is of course the implied referent of this debate. Honneth reconstructs the Hegelian 
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I shall demonstrate—consists in the shift from individual to intersubjective 
generative mechanisms of social structures and political conflicts. While so-
cial subjectivity is the generative principle of institutional structures, indi-
vidual identity is the main transformative agency. Butler’s assertion of the 
materiality of culture, I suggest, therefore masks a fundamental defense of 
the primacy of individual subjectivity in the transformation of objective 
structures. 

Beyond Identity Politics?

Butler’s intervention into struggles for cultural recognition adapts an exis-
tential Hegelianism to postmodern theory, then, by recasting the master-
slave dialectic as the relation between dominant identity, generated within 
the “heterosexual matrix,” and marginalised homosexual identities. She re-
casts the “identitarian” categories of identity politics as relational complexes 
in a dialectical process and then interprets this through the lens of a Fou-
cauldian understanding of power as multiple and productive. According to 
Butler, the heterosexual matrix generates a power deployed through multi-
ple sites, and the normalisation of heterosexuality requires the prohibition 
and exclusion of homosexuality. Indeed, Butler proposes that all socio-po-
litical identity is dialogically structured because it includes a hidden refer-
ence to its “constitutive outside,” in an abject, marginalised identity (Butler, 
1993: 15-16). For instance, normative heterosexual gender identities are sup-
ported/subverted by a melancholic dis-identification with their margina-
lised “exterior,” in homosexuality. 

The concept of the quest for self-identity as the driving force in social 
conflict rehearses the Hegelian theory of the struggle for recognition on the 
terrain of so-called “postmodern identity politics”. It is the primacy of sub-
jectivity that represents the continuity between Butler’s Hegelian theory and 
identity politics. Butler, of course, is no stranger to analysing the tenacity 
of a conceptual constellation—even, or perhaps especially, one consisting 
of a structure of misrecognition—for this was the thesis of her investigation 
on the French reception of Hegel. The “labour of the negative” of the He-
gelian “subject of desire,” she proposes, is preserved in negation in the suc-
cessive criticisms of the teleological narrative of the Phenomenology of Spirit 
(Butler, 1987a). Butler, in Subjects of Desire, explains this structure of “nega-

insights in the context of post-Freudian psychoanalysis and a variant of discourse ethics, to 
supply a concept of the subject as produced within an intersubjective struggle for recognition 
whose highest form is the desire for solidarity. Where for Honneth, the struggle for recog-
nition thereby becomes the motor force for moral progress—legitimating the notion that 
social conflicts represent an ethical learning experience for societies and that the progressive 
expansion and democratisation of ethical life springs from the resolution of these conflicts in 
mutual recognition—for Butler, postmodernism means the impossibility of any such unitary 
and linear “master narrative”. 



The Politics of Performativity 137

tion without transcendence,” or “preservation despite negation,” operative 
in the “general economy” of post-Hegelian theories of the subject. Despite 
the migration of the self-reflexive self-identity of Hegel’s subject from a reg-
ulative concept (Hyppolite, Kojève) (Butler, 1987a: 63-92), to an imaginary 
yet necessary ideal (Sartre) (Butler, 1987a: 101-174), and its termination as a 
meretricious fiction to be endlessly denounced by poststructuralism (Lacan, 
Derrida, Foucault, Deleuze) (Butler, 1987a: 175-238), Butler contends that 
Hegelian self-reflexive identity nonetheless lives a return of the repressed in 
the poststructuralist prolongation of the subject of desire. Thus, Butler de-
fends the relevance of the phenomenological project even while accepting 
the fragmentation of subjectivity and the end of the master narrative of in-
creasing self-identity (Butler, 1987a: 230-238). 

That Butler’s brilliant analysis of existentialism and post-structuralism 
can nevertheless anticipate the trajectory of her own work, vis-à-vis identity 
politics, can be explained through her supposition that the subject of desire, 
as the centre of knowledge, is preserved, not exposed, by its division and 
decentring (Butler, 1987a: 175). What this suggests is an indifference to the 
distinction between subject-centred phenomenological description and the 
“process without a subject” of theoretical knowledge. The project of a phe-
nomenology of subject-formation—leading to a subject-centred description 
of a subjectless process of agency—is inherently contradictory. In postmod-
ern theories of the “subject-effect,” the “subject” (the ego) is dispersed across 
a multiplicity of subject-positions and its world-constituting power is denat-
uralised, revealed as the product of cultural discourses. In this case, tran-
scendental subjectivity has not been shaken, merely transferred to the field 
of cultural practices, which function as subject to the object of institutional-
ised materiality. One consequence of this strategy is that the underlying as-
sumption of the world-constituting power of the subject—which in identity 
politics takes a blatantly Cartesian form—is not challenged by Butler, but 
merely displaced.

According to advocates of identity politics, the autonomy of subject-po-
sitions from structural determinations is the defining characteristic of the 
politics of the NSM (Aronowitz, 1992: 1-9; Aronowitz, 1994: 5-79; Smith, 
1998: 54-86). Theories of identity-based social conflict, as we have seen in 
chapters One and Two, concentrate on the ability of the individual to select 
from a “menu” of subject-positions, asserting that the fluidity of identity is a 
necessary condition for democracy and that progressive multicultural poli-
tics depends upon a conceptual shift from essential identities to multiple sub-
ject-positions (Smith, 1994: ; Norval, 1996: ; Howarth, 2000). This constel-
lation of positions defines identity politics as that particular strategy, within 
the broad field of cultural politics, which privileges the conscious intention-
ality of the autonomous individual and their ability to rationally select from 
a subjective menu of options. Discourses of identity therefore converge upon 



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y138

contemporary liberal political philosophy, which theorises procedural guar-
antees (the neutrality of the state and citizen rights) for individuals, whose 
conception of the sovereign good is held to be contextually selected from a 
personal hierarchy of values (Rawls, 1985: ; Rawls, 1993). 

Indeed, Butler’s original idea of identity as an intentional dramatic per-
formance suggests a voluntarist conception of individual agency. When this 
is combined with Butler’s functionalist grasp of social theory, performativ-
ity becomes reminiscent of structural-functionalism’s notion of the individ-
ual’s ability to obtain critical distance from their social roles. Despite But-
ler’s subsequent disavowal of voluntarism (Butler, 1993: 15), her early work 
has frequently been invoked as a theoretical support for the notion that gen-
der is a voluntary dramatic performance initiated by a conscious subject, a 
subject which “wears its identity as drag” (Probyn, 1995: 79) and whose in-
tentions govern the subversive or recuperative political meanings of its acts. 
Many of Butler’s supporters—such as, for instance, David Bell and cothink-
ers—apply the theory of performativity developed in Gender Trouble to rein-
state the sovereign intentionality of the autonomous individual. Taking gay 
skinheads as exemplary of a “progressive identity” (Bell, Binnie et al., 1994: 
35), they claim that this is the result of “consciously inhabiting” an other-
wise hostile cultural milieu (Bell, Binnie et al., 1994: 36). This consciousness 
converts a subcultural uniform into subversive parody because, although the 
gay skinhead “passes” as straight amongst heterosexuals, their street pres-
ence surreptitiously enables “mutually constituting exchanges of glances,” 
whereby “gay skinheads create a queer space in a heterosexual world, which 
is in itself empowering” (Bell, Binnie et al., 1994: 37). 

In an important critical analysis of identity politics, Moya Lloyd traces 
the reliance of Butler’s supporters on authorial intention to persistent ambi-
guities in Butler’s own position (Lloyd, 1999: 195-213). Butler at once asserts 
the constructed character of social identities and appears to tacitly assume 
that an unreconstructed strategic calculation of interests remains the basis 
for political interventions. In the hands of Butler’s supporters, this leads to 
a voluntarist theory of the radical mutability of gender performances which 
neglects the regional distinctions between parody and politics, performance 
and performative, intentionality and agency (Lloyd, 1999: 199-203). In this 
way the sovereign intentionality of the rational agent characteristic of lib-
eral political philosophy makes its explicit reappearance within postmarx-
ian discourse.

Imaginary Subjects

The revealing notion of social identity as an intentional dramatic perfor-
mance betrays a conviction that individual praxis is the genetic origin of 
social structures. In reply, Butler’s supporters claim that her “Nietzschean-
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Foucauldian” subjectless conception of agency is the main resource for con-
testing the voluntarist interpretation of performativity (Schrift, 1997: ; Mc-
Nay, 1999). According to Butler, “all signification takes place within the 
orbit of a compulsion to repeat,” so that the task for a subversive identity 
politics “is not whether to repeat, but how to repeat and, through a radical 
proliferation of gender, to displace the very norms that enable repetition it-
self” (Butler, 1999a: 148). The structural constraints surrounding the agent, 
condemning the individual to strategies of recuperative or subversive rep-
etition of speech acts, supposedly prevent any voluntaristic interpretation 
of a subject who wilfully “decides,” on a day-by-day basis, to adopt this or 
that subject-position (Garber, 1996: 183-184; Salih, 2002: 43-71). Likewise, it 
is claimed that the Foucauldian dimensions of Butler’s theory prevent any 
facile slippage from “performative speech acts” to “dramatic performances” 
(Schrift, 2001: 12-23). Butler claims that the agency in question is not that 
of the subject (as in individualist-voluntarist accounts), but of language itself, 
whereby we can locate “‘agency within the possibility of a variation on … 
repetition” (Butler, 1999a: 145). 

Butler’s supporters are insufficiently critical of her defense, however, for 
what is in question is not the omnipotence of the subject, or their ability to de-
termine the field of subject-positions in a postmodern form of intellectual in-
tuition. In question is the phenomenological assumption that a free-floating 
intentionality, standing aside from all processes of subjectivation, might be-
come the launching point for the decision of “how to repeat”. Who (or what) 
decides “how to repeat”? On what basis is the decision to resist power made? 
Assuming that it is ultimately conceded that the subject decides on the basis 
of strategic calculations of material interests, or alternatively on the basis of 
unconscious desires, where are these interests formed and what is the effica-
cy of individual resistance? Does the formation of social subjectivity actually 
determine objective structures? Can it really be claimed, without lapsing into 
voluntarist forms of idealism, that the adoption of identities somehow “pre-
cipitates” the materiality of institutions?

By depriving the subject of its power as genetic origin of structures and 
instead analysing the process of subjectification as a variable and complex 
function of power, Foucault appears to eliminate the autonomous individu-
al. For Foucault, ritualised institutional practices take the form of discipli-
nary norms that literally conform subjects by subjecting them to regimes of 
bodily signification—drills, routines, conventions—which inscribe the il-
lusory psychic interiority of the soul on the socialised exterior of the body, 
so that “the soul is the prison of the body” (Foucault, 1977: 30). Foucault’s 
imaginary “soul” corresponds exactly to Althusser’s ideological “subject”. 
The resistance of the subject (now taking into account the conflation of the 
psychoanalytic and political meanings) is merely a ruse of power, for power 
depends upon this illusory interiority and its frustrated struggles with au-



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y140

thority for its elaboration, extension and penetration into the depth of the 
individual. The problem is that this results in a form of objectivist deter-
minism that prevents the emergence of effective resistance while mechani-
cally reducing the subject to a mere reflection of the social field (an effect 
of institutional socialisation, that is, a cultural dupe). Foucault’s subsequent 
work on the “aesthetics of existence,” instead of solving this problem, mere-
ly inverted it, asserting that although the subject is formed through con-
straints, nonetheless, the possibility remained open for “practices of libera-
tion” of a voluntarist kind (McNay, 1994: 88-124). It might be said, then, 
that Foucault exposes the constitutive subject—the better to save the politi-
cal individual.

Despite making some advances concerning the openness of structure 
as a condition for agency, Butler rehearses Foucault’s trajectory in reverse, 
shifting from individualist voluntarism to mechanical objectivism, in part 
because her conception of subjectivity and objectivity remain damagingly 
abstract (McNay, 1999: 177-178). Drawing on the Foucault of Discipline and 
Punish, Butler claims that genealogical investigation of gender categories dis-
closes “the political stakes in designating as an origin and cause those identity 
categories that are in fact the effects of institutions, practices, discourses, with 
multiple and diffused points of origin” (Butler, 1999a: viii-ix). The colloca-
tion of a (later) introduction repudiating the autonomous subject, with an 
(earlier) exposition of performativity in terms of an “intentional, dramatic 
performance” of identity, makes for interesting reading. Certainly, the sov-
ereign subject of classical, liberal political philosophy and social theory is 
finished. In its place stands the post-liberal political individual, who only 
intervenes within an intersubjective network. Dethroned from the position 
of generative origin and constitutive subject, the individual in the theory of 
performativity nonetheless remains the primary force in the transformation 
of institutional materiality. In a series of displacements, Butler seeks to dis-
perse the notion of an originary identity, which she associates with the con-
stitutive subject. She denies the pertinence of the Cartesian pre-discursive 
identity of conscious intentionality and substantial entity (“I think therefore 
I am”), citing Nietzsche’s claim that “there is no ‘being’ behind doing, effect-
ing, becoming; ‘the doer’ is merely a fiction added to the deed—the deed is 
everything” (Butler, 1999a: 25). What Butler is rejecting is the notion of psy-
chic interiority and substantive entity as constituting a pre-discursive self-
identity. As she comments:

One might be tempted to say that identity categories are insufficient 
because every subject-position is the site of converging relations of power 
that are not univocal. But such a formulation underestimates the radical 
challenge to the subject that such converging relations imply. For there 
is no self-identical subject who houses or bears these relations, no site at 
which these relations converge. This converging and interarticulation is 
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the contemporary fate of the subject. In other words, the subject as a self-
identical identity is no more (Butler, 1993: 229-230). 

The potential incoherence of claiming that while individuals are inter-
pellated as subjects, there is no “site at which these relations converge,” in-
dicates the strain of simultaneously asserting the dispersion of the ego and 
the determination of the body by psychic structures. The problem is that 
in swinging from subjective voluntarism to mechanical objectivism, Butler 
has not, in actuality, dispensed with the assumption of a pre-discursive in-
tentionality. She has only translated the register of its existence, from self-
knowledge, to auto-affection. To see why, we need to examine the thesis that 
the subject is formed through Imaginary processes.

Foucault’s imaginary “soul” corresponds exactly to Althusser’s ideologi-
cal “subject”. Indeed, Althusser’s reduction of the subject to exclusively Im-
aginary relations (that is, to the ego) prepared the multitude of post-Althus-
serian, postmodern conceptions, which, beginning with Foucault’s work, 
Discipline and Punish, regarded the subject as reducible to a dispersed mul-
tiplicity of subject-positions. Althusser’s position is revisited in Butler’s im-
portant article, “Conscience Doth Make Subjects of Us All” (Butler, 1995: 
6-26), where Butler expands upon the thesis that the Imaginary is solely re-
sponsible for subject-formation, by taking advantage of the paradoxes of the 
philosophy of reflection. Her central claim is that “for Althusser, the efficacy 
of ideology consists in part in the formation of conscience” (Butler, 1995: 13), 
so that “to become a ‘subject’ is, thus, to have been presumed guilty, then 
tried and declared innocent” (Butler, 1995: 16). Indeed, because this effect of 
“hailing” is not a singular act, but a continuous repetition of ideological in-
terpellations, the subject-citizen is constantly demonstrating their innocence 
through conformist practices. 

Butler grasps the anticipation of identity effected in ideological interpel-
lation as an ambivalent relation to authority that precedes identity-forma-
tion, based on a combination of guilt and love. A passionate attachment to 
the image of the law that precedes subjectification is the basis for this am-
bivalent pre-identification, which makes it possible for subjects to recognise 
themselves in the call of conscience. The “subject” is “driven by a love of the 
law that can only be satisfied by ritual punishment” (Butler, 1995: 24). This 
does not solve the problem, of course, but instead merely displaces it from 
categories of knowledge (the problem of how I can know myself before the 
mirror image) to the register of affect (the problem of how I can love my exist-
ence sufficiently to want to be called into being by a guilty conscience). 

Butler therefore accepts the postulate of a pre-discursive auto-affection, so that 
the subject originally desires identity. Indeed, she claims that the “I” comes 
“into social being … because I have a certain inevitable attachment to my 
existence, because a certain narcissism takes hold of any term that confers 
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existence” (Butler, 1997b: 104). Glib references to Nietzsche notwithstand-
ing, the postulate of a pre-discursive, narcissistic auto-affection as the main-
spring of the subject originates with Fichte, who was the first to propose that 
the subject is initially the deed of self-positing (Henrich, 1982: 15-53). 

Melancholy Identity: The Unhappy Consciousness

The supposition of an originary narcissism is the basis for Butler’s later res-
urrection of psychic interiority, including a spectacular repudiation of Fou-
cault’s critique of the repressive hypothesis (Butler, 1993: 22). Butler’s limited 
rehabilitation of psychoanalysis insists that Freud remains an indispensable 
resource for thinking subjection and subjectivation, because without the 
psyche there is no possibility of resistance. As Butler suggests, the psyche re-
sists and exceeds the normalisation process (Butler, 1997b: 14-15):

Does the reduction of the psychoanalytically rich notion of the psyche 
to that of the imprisoning soul not eliminate the possibility of resistance 
to normalisation and to subject formation, a resistance that emerges 
precisely from the incommensurability between psyche and subject? 
(Butler, 1997b: 87). 

Butler is suggesting that something (the “psyche”) exists beyond, and 
sometimes interrupts, the Althusserian “subject” or Foucauldian “soul”. I 
would certainly endorse this assertion of Butler’s. But what exactly is the sta-
tus of Butler’s psyche? Is it a restatement of the psychoanalytic concept of 
the unconscious? Is the philosophical notion of primordial auto-affection the 
same as the Freudian concept of primary narcissism, or the Lacanian mir-
ror stage (Lacan, 1977: 1-7)? Butler’s rhetoric, I suggest, resonates with psy-
choanalytic terminology, but without any theoretical correspondence. She 
constantly conflates the elementary psychoanalytic distinction between the 
repression of unconscious desire and the resistance conducted by the ego, 
generating a generalised politico-psychological “resistance”. This should 
warn us that her relation to Freudian theory is one of syncretic appropria-
tions through selective citation, rather than a theoretical synthesis. 

Butler argues that the “sublimation” of body into soul leaves a “bodily 
remainder” which exceeds the processes of normalisation, and this remain-
der survives as a “constitutive loss” that marks the body as a signifying lack 
(Butler, 1997b: 92). Hence, according to Butler, “desire is never renounced, 
but becomes preserved and reasserted in the very structure of renunciation” 
(Butler, 1997b: 56; Butler, 1997a: 117). Her contention is that heterosexuality 
emerges from a simultaneous repudiation and preservation of primary ho-
mosexuality, because “renunciation requires the very homosexuality that it 
condemns” (Butler, 1997b: 143). Therefore, she claims, both heterosexuals 
and homosexuals exist in a culture of gender melancholy, unable to mourn 
a lost homosexual cathexis (Butler, 1997b: 139). 



The Politics of Performativity 143

The central category for Butler’s concept of identity is melancholia, 
which is distinguished psychoanalytically from mourning by the inability 
to acknowledge the loss of a libidinal object-cathexis (Freud, 1984: 251-268). 
Specifically, Butler claims that the primordial object-cathexis is homosex-
ual, and melancholic heterosexuality is generated through the prohibition 
of this libidinal investment (Butler, 1999a: 63). Interpreting melancholia 
through the Freudian notion of the ego as a precipitate of abandoned object-
cathexes (of identifications), Butler combines this with the Freudian obser-
vation that the ego is a bodily ego (Butler, 1993: 13). However, she literalises 
what for Freud is a body-image and makes the physical surface of the body 
coextensive with the ego (Prosser, 1998: 41). Butler also asserts—rather than 
demonstrates—that the taboo on incest is preceded by the prohibition of ho-
mosexuality (Butler, 1999a: 63). For Butler, this implies that hyperbolic gen-
der identifications (rigid identities, or identitarianism) are instigated through 
the melancholic inability to mourn a lost primordial homosexuality, and so 
heterosexuality is characterised by the structure of self-loathing typical of 
melancholia. 

Butler’s speculations regarding the melancholic formation of subjectiv-
ity are indeed interesting. In the more rigorously theorised form of Klein-
ian reflections, such ideas have been productively applied within psychoa-
nalysis to think the lost maternal object beyond the exclusive concentration 
on the paternal figure characteristic of some Lacanian theory (Lupton and 
Reinhard, 1993: 1-34). The claim, however, that before any gendering of 
the subject, the subject desires the parent of the same gender (for this is the 
structural requirement of the claim to an originary homosexuality in both 
masculine and feminine subjectivities) seems an impossible loop, and Butler 
does not try to support it with any Freudian references. 

Most importantly, though, Butler’s explanation of the processes of re-
pression and identification does not sufficiently differentiate between the 
Freudian concept of “introjection” and the Hegelian notion of “intro-reflec-
tion”. Where the Freudian process involves metaphorisation, the Hegelian cat-
egory invokes the figure of metonymy. Initially, Freud supposes in “The Ego 
and the Id” that the mother is the object of a libidinal cathexis (Freud, 1984: 
19-39). This cathexis is prohibited and the object becomes “lost” for the ego 
through the process of repression. In this process the image of the father as 
authority figure (as agent of prohibition) is taken into the unconscious sub-
strate of the ego (“introjected”), where it is set up as an ideal identification. 
Thus, the Freudian process involves a substitution of an idealised figure for 
a libidinal object. By contrast, the Hegelian process of intro-reflection hap-
pens when the essential structure of an external process is reflected into 
an internal process, becoming its dynamic. The difference is immense: in 
Freudian identification, the psyche cannot be a microcosm of the society, 
whereas in Hegelian intro-reflection, this is precisely what it is. 
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The Hegelian “Unhappy Consciousness” is the result of the slave’s in-
ternalisation of the authority of the former master, resulting in a psyche 
split between the universality of abstract laws and the particularity of sen-
suous existence (Hegel, 1977). Taking itself as an object of scorn, the Un-
happy Consciousness oscillates between spiritual universality and material 
singularity (Butler, 1997b: 46), becoming an “incessant performer of renun-
ciation” (Butler, 1997b: 49) and a fascinated spectator to its own abjection 
(Butler, 1997b: 50). Initially, as we have seen, Butler combines the Hegelian 
dialectics of master and slave (recast as heterosexuality and homosexuality) 
with the Foucauldian theory of power as multiple and productive, to theo-
rise the conflict between the heterosexual matrix and a marginalised ho-
mosexuality. The next step is to return to Discipline and Punish and re-read it 
through the Phenomenology of Spirit (Butler, 1997b: 33). Just as in Hegel’s Phe-
nomenology, then, where the conflict between master and slave is intro-re-
flected in the “Unhappy Consciousness,” the melancholy subjectivity diag-
nosed in The Psychic Life of Power (1997) is the intro-reflection of the struggle 
for identity analysed in Gender Trouble. The Butlerian “psychic life of power” 
springs from the intro-reflection of the conflict between heterosexual ma-
trix and homosexual margin, to form a melancholic subjectivity divided be-
tween an affirmed heterosexual identity (“the subject”) and a denied homo-
sexual identity (“the psyche”). 

As with the Hegelian work, the main focus of Butler’s reconceptualisa-
tion of the “Unhappy Consciousness” in The Psychic Life of Power is the emer-
gence of intersubjective rationality (the “world of culture”) from within the 
dialectics of self-consciousness. Butler proposes that the destructive rage of 
heterosexual melancholia is cultivated by the state and internalised by cit-
izens-subjects, but that an aggressive melancholia can be productively de-
ployed to destroy the superego agency and turn the ego’s hatred outwards 
against the “culture of death” (Butler, 1997b: 190-191). Butler’s tendency is to 
directly equate the positive legal framework of the society with the psychic 
structure of prohibitions that institutes subjectivity, reflected in the (other-
wise strange) call to resist interpellation and “expose the law [of culture] as 
less powerful than it seems” (Butler, 1997b: 130). Thus, the “psychic life of 
power” turns out to be a figure for the reflection of power structures into a 
divided subjectivity, whereby a state-sponsored structure of marginalisation 
and a “culture of death” become intro-reflected into the psyche as a melan-
cholic heterosexuality.

Furthermore, “in Psychic Butler seems to conflate performativity, per-
formance and psychotherapy as she argues that what is ‘acted out’ in ‘gen-
der performances’ is the unresolved grief of a repudiated homosexuality” 
(Butler, 1997b: 146; Salih, 2002: 132-133). These conflations are evidence for 
a systematic return to the ego-dominated politics of identity, where Butler’s 
initial blurring of performative speech acts and intentional dramatic per-
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formances is now compounded by an identification of the resistance of the 
ego with political subversion. In line with this preference for the mirror rela-
tions of the Imaginary over the differential structures of the Symbolic, But-
ler’s progressive politics display openly the dialectics of imaginary rivalry 
characteristic of the structure of the ego. Endorsing narcissistic rage, Butler 
stages a triumphant resurrection of the individual psyche while denounc-
ing the supposed unity of the ego. She proposes that the renunciation of any 
claim to unitary self-identity holds open the prospect of constructive mourn-
ing instead of destructive melancholia. Recognition of melancholia involves 
accepting self-division and otherness, Butler claims, so that the other is in-
stalled as an identification in the ego (Butler, 1997b: 195-196). The Butlerian 
programme, it should be becoming clear, represents a sort of “Ego Psycholo-
gy in reverse”: where Ego Psychology sought to fortify the ego in the name of 
social adjustment (Lacan, 1988), Butler seeks to disperse the ego in the inter-
ests of permanent marginal subversion. Far from effecting a Freudian anal-
ysis of the subject, Butler’s individual, driven forward by the incompleteness 
of an impossible desire for self-identity, rehearses the existential-Hegelian 
conception of the “Unhappy Consciousness,” after postmodernism.

The Symbolic Law and the Phallic Signifier

Butler’s critical appropriation of psychoanalysis aims to retrieve the notion 
of a “morphological Imaginary”—or bodily ego (Butler, 1993: 13)—from 
what she takes to be Lacan’s “heterosexist structuralism” (Butler, 1993: 90). 
But, her conception of the psyche has in common with the Freudian un-
conscious only (as Althusser might have said) a lexicon and some theoreti-
cal opponents. It is closer to the postmodern conception of the dispersion of 
the formerly “unified ego”: specifically, the division of the ego into multiple 
partitions as its specular totalisation of an ensemble of subject-positions is 
exposed as imaginary. Irrespective, then, of the criticisms that Butler accu-
rately directs to Lacan (and Žižek) for their personal attitudes on particular 
questions (Butler, 1993a: 187-222; Butler, 2000a: 143-148), her global opposi-
tion of the imaginary morphology of the bodily ego to the unconscious in-
stituted through a prohibition on incest effectively defends the ego from the 
unconscious. 

It needs to be said that Butler’s positioning of homosexuality as a sub-
versive margin within a homophobic culture has a political significance as a 
rhetorical intervention. This rhetorical stance also explains the claim to the 
“subversive” potential of surrendering a coherent identity and the assertion 
that positioning the marginalisation of homosexuality on the same level (if 
not a more fundamental level) as the taboo on incest somehow opens new 
prospects for liberation. As with drag, homosexual desire “panics” hetero-
sexual identity by disclosing powerful repressed desires (Butler, 1997b: 136). 
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Intuitively, Butler’s claim that the hyperbolic identifications of “complete-
ly straight” identities are symptomatic of repressed desire (Butler, 1997b: 
147)—if not heterosexual melancholy—is appealing.

Nonetheless, the idea that homosexuality is “produced” to maintain het-
erosexuality is politically and theoretically problematic. Politically, it flirts 
with the reduction of queer identity to a functional role in relation to het-
erosexuality: “reading Butler, one occasionally gets the impression that gay 
desire is not complete unless it is somehow installed subversively inside het-
erosexuality” (Dollimore, 1996: 535). In Freudian terms, because what hap-
pens in identification is the substitution of an image of authority for a libidi-
nal object, claiming a primary homosexuality is equivalent to the collapse 
of homosexual desire.

Butler’s rehabilitation of psychoanalysis involves the elaboration of an 
“alternative imaginary to the hegemonic imaginary” (Butler, 1993: 91) cen-
tred on what she calls the “lesbian phallus”. It also entails a rejection of the 
“sexual difference fundamentalism” that makes the phallic signifier into a 
phallic symbol, whose privileged referent is always the penis (Butler, 1993: 
84). Butler is suspicious that a feminist rejection of the phallus (for instance, 
for the maternal body as privileged) reinstates the very structure of essential-
ism that it reacts against. Therefore, she seeks to deconstruct the phallus—
and the polarity according to which men “have” the phallus while women 
have to “be” the phallus—by means of a relativisation and decentring of 
the privilege of the phallic signifier. Defending this position, Butler explains 
that:

The phallus as signifier within lesbian sexuality will engage the spectre 
of shame and repudiation delivered by that feminist theory which 
would secure a feminine morphology in its radical distinctness from the 
masculine. … Traversing these divisions, the lesbian phallus signifies a 
desire that is produced historically at the crossroads of these prohibitions, 
and is never fully free of the normative demands that condition its 
possibility and that it nevertheless seeks to subvert (Butler, 1993: 86). 

In line with the general conception of performative resignification as 
always-already enmeshed in the heteronormative matrix it contests, Butler 
opts for subversion instead of separatism. As a result of her deconstructive 
intervention, Butler claims that “if the phallus is an imaginary effect … then 
its structural place is no longer determined by the logical relation of mutu-
al exclusion entailed by a heterosexist version of sexual difference” (Butler, 
1993: 88). 

To complete this retrieval of psychoanalysis, Butler confronts not only 
Lacan’s essay on “The Signification of the Phallus” (Lacan, 1977: 281-291), 
but also his theory of discursive registers. Butler collapses the distinction be-
tween Imaginary and Symbolic, while rejecting the Real entirely (Butler, 
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1993: 78-79, 187-222). This is critical to her discursive strategy, for “Butler 
does not distinguish the Imaginary other from the Symbolic Other, a col-
lapse of terminology equivalent to suggesting that there is no difference be-
tween the subject and the ego” (van Pelt, 2000: 151). Indeed, Butler’s practice 
sometimes appears simply to be the collocation of apparently incriminating 
quotes, in the service of what she herself calls a “selective reading of Lacan” 
(Butler, 1993: 72). The effort to play off Freud against Lacan produces a the-
oretical syncretism that does not really come to grips with the fundamental 
purpose of Lacan’s registers, or Freud’s topography, namely, to demarcate 
what is strictly unconscious from that which the ego might accept. 

Butler’s retrieval of psychoanalysis is nonetheless strategically vital to 
her enterprise, because her claim to evade voluntarism rests upon the asser-
tion that in performativity, “what is ‘performed’ works to conceal, if not to 
disavow, what remains opaque [and] unconscious,” and “the opacity of the 
unconscious sets limits to the exteriorisation of the psyche” (Butler, 1993a: 
24). Indeed, Butler probably would reject the allegation that she collapses 
the unconscious subject into the conscious ego, for she states that “the psy-
che, which includes the unconscious, is very different from the [ego]: the 
psyche is precisely what exceeds the imprisoning effects of the discursive 
demand to inhabit a coherent identity” (Butler, 1997b: 136). These formal 
assertions, however, are belied by the theoretical content of her efforts to 
theorise the unconscious, for Butler’s belief in the primacy of the Imagi-
nary—pre-eminently the register of the ego—means that she has no theo-
retical resources to lend substance to the claim to think a discourse beyond 
that of imaginary rivalries.

Indeed, while for Butler, the unity and centredness of the bodily ego ex-
ists only as sustained by the “sexually marked name” (Butler, 1993: 72), the 
phallic signifier performs exactly the same role in the Symbolic that the 
specular totality of the body plays in the Imaginary (Butler, 1993: 76, 81). 
When Lacan claims a disjunction between the dualisms characteristic of 
the Imaginary and the decentred differential order of the signifier, Butler 
insists that the Symbolic phallus exists by virtue of a denial of its constitu-
tion through the specular Imaginary (Butler, 1993: 79). From the relatedness 
of Imaginary and Symbolic, Butler derives, rhetorically, the textually un-
supported proposition that the Imaginary is primary and original. Consistent 
with this position, Butler maintains that the phallic signifier is privileged be-
cause it alone has a unitary signified (Butler, 1993: 90), and that this can only 
be a symbol of the penis. The absolute determination to interpret the phallus 
as an Imaginary recapitulation of anatomy that is at work here is displayed 
when Butler cites Lacan—“Il est encore moins l’organe, pénis ou clitoris, qu’il sym-
bolise” (Butler, 1993: Lacan cited 83). Instead of translating “penis or clito-
ris,” Butler glosses this straightforwardly as “the phallus symbolises the penis” 
(Butler, 1993: 83). 
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It seems that Butler has mistakenly interpreted Lacan’s position, that the 
phallic signifier is that which is “to designate as a whole the effect of there 
being a signified” (Butler, 1993: Lacan cited 82), to mean that the phallic 
signifier alone has a signified. For a symbol is nothing else except the excess of 
signified over signifier in an image—something which would indeed license 
the claim that “if the phallus is an imaginary effect, a wishful transfigura-
tion, then it is not merely the symbolic status of the phallus that is called into 
question, but every distinction between the symbolic and the imaginary” 
(Butler, 1993: 79). But Lacan explains that the phallic signifier is a signi-
fier without signified, a moment not of the polysemic excess of meaning, but 
of nonsense. Hence Lacan’s progressive theoretical shift, from the “phallic 
signifier” to the master signifier (Fink, 1995a: 55-56). Butler claims to em-
ploy psychoanalytic categories descriptively and with no reference to clini-
cal or empirical literature, conducting instead a “cultural engagement with 
psychoanalytic theory” (Butler, 1997b: 138). Let us recall which culture this 
is: that of homo economicus, the commodity and the ego. It should come as no 
surprise then, that Butler’s highly imaginative and methodologically uncon-
strained use of psychoanalytic categories actually leads towards a denial of 
the specifically Freudian unconscious.

Butler’s Postmodern Existentialism

Butler’s denials that she has produced a new existentialism are therefore not 
very convincing. The affinities between performativity and existentialism 
are genetic, as Butler’s theory of gender develops directly from existentialism 
(Butler, 1986: ; Heinämaa, 1997: ; Hughes and Witz, 1997), and structural, 
as the fundamental reliance of existential phenomenology on transcenden-
tal intentionality remains a latent assumption of Butler’s work. According to 
her, of course, performativity is “not a return to an existential theory of the 
self as constituted through its acts, for the existential theory maintains a pre-
discursive structure for both the self and its acts” (Butler, 1999a: 181). This 
is a misrecognition, for there remains “a great deal of existentialist thinking 
still at work in Butler’s philosophy,” and French existentialism can be said to 
enjoy a “return of the repressed” in performativity (Schrift, 2001: 14-15). 

The leading contention of Sartrean existentialism is that the self is con-
stituted through its acts in a continuous movement of transcendence, so that 
self-identity is only an imaginary (albeit necessary) ideal, “futilely” pursued 
by human agents. In actuality, far from relying on a pre-discursive agent 
and act, Sartre defines consciousness as a “transcendental field without a 
subject” (Sartre, 1969: 235). Butler’s criticism of the subject as a substantive 
agency is therefore in line with Sartre’s critique of the phenomenological as-
sumption that conscious intentionality can self-reflexively know itself as a 
unified ego. Sartre divides the “non-positional” transcendental intentional-
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ity of consciousness from the social identity (the ego) of the individual. As 
Butler herself recognises:

Every intentional movement of consciousness towards a specific 
transcendental object presupposes consciousness’ non-positional 
awareness of itself as the agent of consciousness; and yet this agency only 
becomes explicit through its actual deeds (Butler, 1987a: 128). 

For Sartre, the retroactive construction of the subject of the action (the 
“me”) is distinct from the agency that acts (the “I”), an opposition Sar-
tre translates into the existential opposition between objectified identity 
“in-itself” and transcendental subjectivity “for-itself”. Thus, Butler’s claim 
that in existentialism the self and its acts are pre-discursive is false, as re-
gards the social identity of the agent that is retroactively known through 
their actions. 

Butler’s target, however, is probably the Sartrean revival of the Fichtean 
concept of a “pre-reflexive cogito”. According to this conception, “non-posi-
tional consciousness,” as a recasting of the transcendental “unity of apper-
ception,” and the externality of the world, as the existential recasting of the 
transcendental “object in general,” enjoy the pre-reflexive unity of the cogito. 
This is a pre-discursive identity, but it is quite distinct from the “self and its 
acts,” for where the “pre-reflexive cogito” is transcendental, the social identity 
of the agent, known through its actions, is empirical.

My contention is that Butler herself, insofar as the philosophical struc-
ture of her position is basically existentialist, cannot avoid something along 
the lines of a non-positional consciousness, or transcendental intentional-
ity, “behind” the multiple subject-positions adopted by the empirical agent. 
Indeed, as we have seen, Butler’s solution to the problems of reflection is 
exactly the same as the neo-Fichtean and post-Sartrean position of Dieter 
Henrich, suggesting that she is, in reality, very far indeed from any post-
modern “subjectless conception of agency”. That conception is expressed 
through her claim that “agency conditioned by … regimes of discourse/
power cannot be conflated with voluntarism or individualism, … and in no 
way presupposes a choosing subject” (Butler, 1993: 15). The idea is that the 
individual’s intentions are constructed discursively and unconsciously con-
strained. But her repudiation of Foucault for psychoanalysis turned out to 
be a defence of the ego from the unconscious. Now I will show that Butler’s 
discussion of the discursive construction of individual intentions makes no 
sense unless we suppose that a non-positional intentionality is an unstated 
assumption of her position. 

Now, I can imagine an objection at this point, that the subject described 
by Butler is not only constructed in discourse through the acts it performs, 
but also functions only as a retroactive grammatical fiction masking a per-
formative construct (Butler, 1999a: 25). Even when Butler claims that gender 
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is a choice (Butler, 1987b: 128-129), this does not mean that an agent stands 
back from gender and voluntarily selects, for “choosing” refers to reinterpre-
tation of gender norms (Butler, 1987b: 131). This is the basis for the distance 
that Butler claims to detect between performativity and existentialism. She 
rejects the terminology of “existential project” for “political strategy,” and 
“linguistic expression” for “discursive performance,” on the basis that the 
existential project, externalised in social action or linguistic expression, re-
lies upon an underlying substantive agent (Butler, 1999a: 25). 

Butler’s conception of the agent is that they are always-already interpel-
lated into a gender identity and located in an overdetermined field consist-
ing of a multiplicity of subject-positions, confronting the problem of “how to 
repeat”. Interestingly, this develops through an adaptation of the existential 
phenomenology of Beauvoir (Butler, 1986: ; Butler, 1987b) and Merleau-Pon-
ty (Butler, 1989). The resources for “how to repeat” arrive from the polysem-
ic excess of subject-positions in the cultural field, which acts to decomplete 
every identity while ensuring that the individual is always located at the in-
tersection of multiple, overlapping discourses (Butler, 1999a: 6). Once again, 
though, this (high postmodern) position does not solve the problem, but 
merely displaces it, while at the same time raising the additional problem of 
moral relativism. 

Once we conceptualise the agent as a field of dispersed, multiple subject-
positions, then who, or what, decides which position to adopt in a context? 
How and why are some forms of interpretation politically progressive—a 
practice of liberation (Foucault)—while others are deemed to be oppres-
sive? Butler, of course, sometimes appears to think that every form of subjec-
tion involves exclusions, which would mean that any hegemonic subjectivity 
is intrinsically oppressive. In this case, her position is that of the Beautiful 
Soul, whose permanent stance of marginal subversion is in actuality a cov-
er for a thoroughgoing complicity (Nussbaum, 1999). However, to the ex-
tent that Butler, in recent texts, appears to revive the perspective of libera-
tion through an increasingly inclusive universality (Butler, 2000a: ; Butler, 
2000b: ; Butler, 2000c), the problem of the interests of the subject, and there-
fore, for Butler, of intentionality, returns. 

Any phenomenology of the adoption, by the agent, of a multiplicity of sub-
ject-positions, must necessarily situate its description of the contents of sub-
jective experience as a non-positional consciousness. When Butler calls for 
“critical desubjectivation” as an act of resistance to the law (Butler, 1997b: 
130), how else are we to understand this, except than as an appeal to a dis-
embodied intentionality somehow “behind” the dispersed multiplicity of 
subject-positions adopted by the individual? What else can the celebration 
of the dispersion, even the non-identity, of the subject entail, if we are to con-
sider this as a political act (as opposed to a suicidal abdication of moral and 
social responsibility)? Thus, Butler seems to rehearse the existentialist con-
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ception of a permanent split between temporalised existence and spatialised 
essence, subjective transcendence and reified identity, in the theory of per-
formativity. Her core proposition, that every postulation of identity is “a sign 
of exhaustion, as well as of the illimitable process of signification itself” (But-
ler, 1999a: 143), while couched in the terminology of the “linguistic turn,” 
effectively means that the identity of the agent is continuously deposited in 
the wake of a movement of subjective transcendence effected by a disembod-
ied intentionality. That “discourse” replaces the “transcendental field” does 
not fundamentally alter the existentialist affinities of Butler’s conception of 
subjectivity—something celebrated by at least one of her adherents (Schrift, 
1997: ; Schrift, 2001).

Speech Act Theory as a New Ontology?

The phenomenological roots of Butler’s theory are clearly exhibited in the 
claim that performative speech acts somehow transubstantiate the referent, 
for this claim relies upon the assumption that transcendental subjectivity 
constitutes not just the epistemological forms, but also the substantial mate-
riality of the object-world. Specifically, the theory of performativity suppos-
es that illocutionary declaratives miraculously transform not only the social 
status of the speaking subject, but also the sexed materiality of the res cogitans. 
For Butler (somewhat incredibly), the performative character of social iden-
tity suggests that the ontological characteristics of the body are conferred by 
the discursive matrix which constitutes its gender positioning (Butler, 1999a: 
136-140). Indeed, as one criticism of Butler has already noted, the decon-
struction of substantialist ontology makes room for a new ontology of gender 
performativity (Williams and Harrison, 1998).

To grasp the limitations of Butler’s theory of performativity, we need to 
attend closely to the technical distinctions relevant to speech act theory. The 
distinction between constative and performative speech acts corresponds to 
the difference between saying something and doing things with words. A 
constative utterance describes a state of affairs according to criteria of verac-
ity (a statement of correspondence to reality that can be true or false) and so 
semantics is the proper domain of the constative. By contrast, a performa-
tive utterance does something (alters the status of the referent) in the enun-
ciation. For instance, “I do” in a marriage ceremony does not report that 
the person is married, but instead makes (does) the bond of marriage (Aus-
tin, 1962: 13). Unlike the constative statement, the performative utterance 
cannot be true or false—it can only be, in Benveniste’s terminology, “legiti-
mate” or “illegitimate” (Austin uses the less politically suggestive terms “fe-
licitous” and “infelicitous”). According to Austin’s main stipulation, “there 
must exist an accepted conventional procedure having a certain convention-
al effect, that procedure to include the uttering of certain words by certain 
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persons in certain circumstances” (Austin, 1962: 14). Searle, following Aus-
tin, refers to the institutional context within which the performance can be 
legitimate as the “conditions of satisfaction” of the performative aspect of 
the utterance (Searle, 1969). 

It is well known that Austin abandoned the initial binary distinction be-
tween constative and performative for a ternary distinction between illocu-
tionary force (performative dimension), locutionary act (constative dimen-
sion) and perlocutionary consequences (the ability of speech acts to engender 
consequences in partners in dialogue, for instance, persuasion) (Austin, 1962: 
98-100). Austin’s explicit motivation for the shift is the radical instability of 
the division between two distinct classes of speech acts, which necessarily 
yields to an analysis of the different aspects of every speech act. Every speech 
act contains both a locutionary and an illocutionary component. This effec-
tively subverts the true/false distinction as the criterion for the validity of the 
locutionary act. For the veracity of a statement now depends upon the con-
text implied by the utterance, and this context is determined by the “condi-
tions of satisfaction” of the illocutionary act. As Austin notes, “the truth or 
falsity of a statement depends upon what you were performing in what cir-
cumstances” (Austin, 1962: 145). Equally, however, the duality of the speech 
act subverts the notion, beloved of discursive idealism, of the “magic of per-
formatives,” where the constative dimensions of speech acts can be entirely 
forgotten, and discourse can be held to mysteriously transmute the natural 
properties of the referent. For the illocutionary force of the utterance now 
depends upon what factually is the case in the context that supplies the “con-
ditions of satisfaction” for the performative legitimacy of the speech act. 

Indeed, the abandonment of the performative/constative distinction has 
important implications for the referential employment of language. The fa-
ble of the “Emperor’s New Clothes” can clarify the relation between illocu-
tionary force and locutionary accuracy. Every locutionary act (“the Emperor 
has new clothes on”) can be trivially rephrased to make explicit the illocu-
tionary assertion implied in the referential claim (“I believe that the Emper-
or has new clothes on”) (Searle, 1979). The Emperor’s mistake is to believe 
that an illocutionary assertion can completely over-rule the locutionary ac-
curacy of the speech act, forgetting that “generally, in the performance of 
any illocutionary act, the speaker implies that the preparatory conditions of 
the act are satisfied” (Searle, 1969: 65). These preparatory conditions are in-
stitutional conventions external to the speech act (for instance, those govern-
ing rational belief-formation); making an assertion does not alter these con-
ditions—instead, these conditions regulate the legitimacy of the illocution. 
Thus, Butler’s assertion that “the constative claim [to describe sex] is always 
to some degree performative,” is, strictly speaking, trivial, and does not at 
all demonstrate that “there is no reference to a pure body which is not at the 
same time a further formation of that body” (Butler, 1993: 11, 10). 
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Butler’s reluctance to accept the full consequences of Austin’s revised po-
sition is compounded by an uncritical acceptance of Derrida’s deconstruc-
tion of speech act theory (Derrida, 1988). Because Butler’s theory is founded 
on the deconstructive position, the significant limitations of Derrida’s con-
cept of “citationality” weaken the infrastructure of the theory of performa-
tivity (Butler, 1999a: 12-16). Austin makes two aspects of the illocutionary di-
mension of speech acts perfectly clear. Illocution depends upon convention 
and not intention. In the illocutionary act, “the act is constituted not by in-
tention or by fact, but by convention” (Austin, 1962: 128). Illocutionary force 
depends primarily upon the conventionally sanctioned authority of the ex-
ecutor, and therefore upon the social and institutional context, and only sec-
ondarily upon the actual wording of the statement. Secondly, “when speech 
act theory contextualises utterances by directing attention to the things they 
do as illocutions, it simultaneously makes it impossible to decontextualise ut-
terances by attending solely to what they do as locutions” (Petrey, 1990: 27). 
For instance, the appearance of the sentence, “the constitution is suspend-
ed” in a sensational pamphlet or a government decree illustrate the possi-
bility of a single locution in entirely different illocutionary contexts (with 
distinct illocutionary forces). Taken together, the relative separation of illo-
cution and locution, together with the non-decontextualisability of speech 
acts, means that in no sense does a word “drag its context around with it,” 
like a snail with its shell. Thus, the context of signification, when consider-
ing the illocutionary force of the speech act, is not diacritically structured on 
the same level as the signifiers in the utterance; the signification of the ut-
terance engages an illocutionary syntax whose reference is the analytically 
distinct field of the institutionally defined “conditions of satisfaction” of the 
illocutionary act (Searle, 1969: 54-71). 

Derrida’s deconstruction of Austin has rightly been described as “bi-
zarre,” for its insistence (despite the textual evidence) on the centrality of in-
tentionality to speech act theory, and for its ambivalence regarding illocu-
tionary force (performative success) (Dews, 1995: 54). Petrey demonstrates 
that Derrida’s grasp of speech act theory involves the decontextualisation of 
the utterance and therefore a neglect of the illocutionary context of speech 
acts (Petrey, 1990: 131-146). Derrida attributes the force of language to its 
transcendence of context, with the inevitable entailment that his decon-
struction of speech act theory is obliged to consider “the structure of locu-
tion … before any illocutionary or perlocutionary determination” (Derrida, 
1988: 14). Deconstruction is, in other words, pre-Austinian, as “the abstract 
identity of a locutionary formulation is not pertinent to its contextual illocu-
tionary force” (Petrey, 1990: 139). Indeed, Derrida appears sometimes to be 
unaware of Austin’s shift from performative/ constative to illocution/ locu-
tion/ perlocution (Petrey, 1990: 148-150). Butler also ignores the implications 
of this shift when she continues to suggest that the performative materialises 
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the constative. Likewise, the concept of “resignification” falls into the de-
constructive trap of imagining that a decontextualised locution continues 
to enjoy the same category of illocutionary force (reverse interpellation as a 
form of declarative) regardless of institutional context.

Discursive Materialisation

In Bodies that Matter (1993), Butler claims to provide “a poststructuralist re-
writing of discursive performativity as it operates in the materialisation of 
sex” (Butler, 1993: 9). For Butler, the idea of the performative expresses both 
the arbitrary bond between social identity and natural embodiment, and 
the notion that, following the Foucauldian conception of “discipline,” every 
performance inscribes social norms upon the materiality of the body. Dra-
matically over-extending this conception, Butler proclaims that gender per-
formativity materialises sex, including the anatomical reality of the natural 
body. Butler supports this contention with the assertion that, referring to the 
process of designating anatomical sex, “medical interpellation … shifts the 
infant from an ‘it,’ to a ‘she’ or a ‘he’ [through] naming” (Butler, 1993: 7). As 
we have seen, this claim involves a forced interpretation of speech act theo-
ry, a misreading which mistakes a transformation in the social status of the 
referent for a well-nigh alchemical transmutation of its physical properties. 
In actuality, therefore, the work develops the phenomenology of gender per-
formances essayed in Gender Trouble to its logical conclusion, in the rejection 
of scientific materialism for philosophical idealism.

Butler asserts that the body is “a process of materialisation that stabilises 
over time to produce the effect of boundary, fixity, and surface we call matter” (Butler, 
1993: 9). Imperceptibly, Butler’s rhetorical shifts shade “the effect of bound-
ary” into the quite different claim that discourse enters the depths of mat-
ter and invests the organs with a function. In particular, Butler seems to 
be saying that through the “interpellation” of sex at birth, the infant is dis-
cursively “assigned” a biological sexuality (Butler, 1993: 7-8). To the extent 
that she indeed does flirt with just such a claim, we have to agree that “[t]
he assertion that sexual difference is discursively constructed strains be-
lief” (Epstein, 1995: 101). Butler’s discussion of genetics in Gender Trouble, for 
instance, risks obscurantism. Characteristically arguing through rhetori-
cal questions, rather than explicit declaratives, she asks: “is it not a purely 
cultural convention … that an anatomically ambiguous XX individual is 
male, a convention that takes genitalia to be the definitive ‘sign’ of sex?” 
(Butler, 1999a: 140). 

Despite having identified elements of ideology in the genetic inquiry 
she analyses, Butler’s contention that the genitalia (and therefore, biologi-
cal reproductive functions) have nothing to do with sex is indeed strange. It 
is the rhetorical slippage from “small testes which totally lacked germ cells, 
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i.e., precursor cells for sperm” (Butler, 1999a: medical report cited 137), to 
“anatomically ambiguous,” that enables this fragile construction. The in-
dividuals in question are anatomically definite although underdeveloped 
and sterile. Gender relates to a cultural subject-position that includes sex-
ual pleasure, while sex designates the organic functions that enable the bi-
ological reproduction of the species. The “sex organs” designate my sex, 
whether I am naturally sterile or medically sterilised, or not. This is not to 
deny the existence of an anatomical continuum, or of statistically rare cases 
of dual, ambiguous or transient genitalia. But sex refers to the statistically 
overwhelming poles constituting this continuum. Why is it politically pro-
gressive to deny the results of scientific inquiry? It seems to me more like a 
politically regressive anti-scientific prejudice that denies the possibility for 
any epistemologically robust empirical realism. Butler’s (accurate) point is 
that the existence of a polarised continuum of anatomical structure can-
not directly determine the variegated and historically variable spectrum of 
gendered subject-positions. It is also indicated, by the research that she can-
vasses, that chromosomal variation may have an only refracted impact on 
anatomical forms and functions. The relation between DNA sequences and 
physical morphology may well obey a complex relation, rather than a linear 
determination. How this dematerialises the anatomical bearers of organic 
functions into gendered subject-positions is left hanging, unanswered, in her 
characteristic rhetorical question. 

Butler seems incapable of making the elementary distinction between 
medical intervention into natural processes and the transcendental consti-
tution of their cultural significance. This would be a step backwards com-
pared to, for instance, Kant, whose transcendental idealism does not pre-
clude the results of science because material reality is only constituted by the 
categories of the understanding, rather than entirely formed by discourse. 
Indeed, the title of her book positively trades on the semantic ambivalence 
of “matter” (materiality/significance), apparently deliberately conflating the 
two. In Gender Trouble, for instance, she claims that the “external genitalia” 
are “essential to the symbolisation of reproductive sexuality” (Butler, 1999a: 
140 emphasis added). Strange to relate, the genitalia also have a functional 
relation to reproductive sexuality; they are not reducible to cultural sym-
bols. Bodies that Matter, instead of retracting this claim, extends it, by enhanc-
ing the ability of “performativity” to go beyond merely conforming surfaces, 
to invest matter in depth (Ebert, 1996: 113-149). 

Butler preserves a margin of ambiguity in her theorisation, insisting that 
“the point has never been that ‘everything is discursively constructed’” (But-
ler, 1993: 6). She rejects the “divine performative” that exhaustively forms 
a pliant materiality, insisting that a remainder of materiality escapes con-
struction (Butler, 1993: 6). In Bodies that Matter, Butler proposes the substi-
tution of the model of the “constitutive outside” to discourse (Butler, 1993: 
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8) for the “cultural construction of everything”. This deploys Laclau and 
Mouffe’s terminology within a radically different ontology, since for Laclau 
and Mouffe the “constitutive outside” is another discourse, not the extra-
discursive referent. Nor is it entirely clear where this revision leaves Butler, 
for this constitutive outside is nothing else than the construction of identi-
ties through exclusionary means, whereby “a set of foreclosures” is “refused 
the possibility of cultural articulation” (Butler, 1993: 8). Butler’s new position 
tends to undermine the Foucauldian account of performativity, for the po-
litical potentials of the former theory depended upon the radical inclusion in 
the cultural field of the excluded transgressions constitutive of the norm. In-
deed, the claim that power necessarily cited its transgressions formed the ba-
sis for subversive resignification within the cultural field and the consequent 
displacement and proliferation of norms. At other times, the indeterminacy 
of Butlerian “matter” seems to indicate that this position is only the stand-
ard positivist opposition between an inert materiality and the transcenden-
tal constitution of its significance (Butler, 1996: 108-125). It is easy to see why. 
Once the excluded, abjected sexualities, as a “constitutive outside,” are re-
garded as something on the order of matter itself—a matter that resists ar-
ticulation—it is difficult to see how a subversive politics can develop at all.

The Politics of Performativity

Excitable Speech (1997) tries to redress the lack of historico-political specific-
ity in Butler’s theory by outlining a politics of the performative. Butler ex-
amines several categories of illocutionary act—including “hate speech” and 
gay declaratives in the military—to redeem the claim that effective perfor-
mances of alternative identities defy calculation and the assertion that these 
acts transform institutional structures (Butler, 1993: 8). The centrepiece for 
this demonstration is her theorisation of resignification through the category 
of the perlocutionary consequences of speech acts. Where the illocutionary 
force of a speech act is conventional, the perlocutionary consequences are 
unconventional, depending on the mobilisation of affect in dialogue part-
ners (as in the distinction between warning someone and generating the 
side-effect of alarming them). For Butler, the basic idea is that the subject is 
generated through interpellation-subjection, in a process whereby individu-
als are assigned “injurious names” (for instance, “queer”), but that by taking 
up these names as affirmations a “reverse interpellation” can be effected, 
generating militant subjectivities instead of conformist subjects. This is the 
meaning of Butler’s condensed claim that “insurrectionary speech becomes 
the necessary response to an injurious language” (Butler, 1997a: 163). What 
in one context is injurious speech (“queer”) becomes, in another context, the 
bearer of insurrectionary language, not, it is implied, directly through its il-
locutionary force, but rather through the unpredictable consequences of us-



The Politics of Performativity 157

ing it as if it were a different illocution. Butler’s claim, therefore, treats illocu-
tion as if it was locution, and neglects the all-important institutional context 
of the speech act. Indeed, the collapse of the illocution/locution distinction 
is directly stated in Butler’s assertion that “the critical and legal discourse 
on hate speech is itself a restaging of the performance of hate speech” (But-
ler, 1997a: 163). Unfortunately, the entailment is that her “reverse interpel-
lation,” or “resignification,” is a locutionary pseudo-declarative, lacking the 
required illocutionary force, and so the promised politics of performativity 
do not actually materialise.

Butler’s major thesis is that speech is constitutively “out of control,” be-
cause its effects exceed the “sovereign” intentionality of the conscious agent 
(Butler, 1997a: 15). As Butler states, “agency begins where sovereignty wanes. 
The one who acts … acts precisely to the extent that he or she is constituted 
as an actor and, hence, operating within a linguistic field of enabling con-
straints from the outset” (Butler, 1997a: 16). While such claims are enthusias-
tically received by Butler’s supporters as evidence of her subjectless concep-
tion of agency (McNay, 1999: 178-181; Salih, 2002: 100), her position actually 
does nothing more than restate the fundamental contention of speech act 
theory, that the illocutionary force of the utterance depends on social con-
text and not individual intention. Recognition of the importance of social 
context might be expected to generate a “politics of performativity” oriented 
to a radical reconstruction of institutions. The twist is, however, that But-
ler’s conception of the politics of speech acts depends on the radically un-
tenable claim that social context is irrelevant to the political implications of 
the utterance. As we shall see, far from developing a subjectless conception 
of agency, this enables Butler to return to her perennial theme of the indi-
vidual resisting their subjection through oppositional cultural practices; like 
Foucault, Butler dethrones the omnipotent subject so as to save the political 
individual.

Butler rejects both the ability of sovereign intentionality to govern 
speech, and the simultaneity of utterance and injury supposedly required 
by the construction of hate speech as illocutionary acts (Butler, 1997a: 16). 
She opposes the theory of the performative employed by legal theoreticians 
such as Catherine McKinnon, for whom, Butler claims, the performative 
is an immediately efficacious expression of the sovereign intentionality of 
the individual agent, and equivalent to a physical action (Butler, 1997a: 15). 
We have already seen that any interpretation of speech act theory such as 
McKinnon’s must be specious. Instead of directly contesting the legal read-
ing of speech act theory, however, Butler reasserts her deconstructive criti-
cism of Austin, to imply that performatives are generally inefficacious and 
temporally delayed, beyond the conscious control of the speaker and distinct 
from physical acts. The rationale for this position is to create a gap between 
the existence of hegemonic norms and their employment by social agents in 
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speech acts, preventing any monolithic conception of the social field. Its ef-
fect, however, is that Butler uses the speech act/social conduct distinction to 
drive a wedge between hate speech and acts of violence. 

Butler cites legal theory to the effect that what is really at stake in hate 
speech is an illocutionary force, operative in certain contexts, directed at 
negating the social identity of the victim (Butler, 1997a: 16), which suggests 
that the question of sovereign intentionality is a pseudo-problem. Instead of 
directly intervening into the debate on how speech act theory supports le-
gal judgements, however, she maintains that the power of words to wound 
resides in unanticipated effects generated through a loss of context and op-
poses every effort to link illocutionary force to institutional conditions (Butler, 
1997a: 16). She proposes the adoption of a perlocutionary model, according 
to which the injury done to the victim of hate speech results unpredictably 
and in a delayed way (Butler, 1997a: 16). Because her deconstructive inter-
pretation of speech act theory neglects any taxonomy of illocutionary acts, 
Butler is in no position to contest the conservative assertion that these acts 
have the force attributed to them by the Right. Indeed, the consequence of 
her stance is that she attacks as “conservative” Bourdieu’s effort to connect 
speech to institutions so as to raise the question of social equality (Butler, 
1997a: 16), and rejects his “amplification of the social dimension of the per-
formative” (Butler, 1997a: 16). By contrast, Butler insists on the break with 
context supposedly performed by “insurrectionary” resignification, thanks 
to its ability to act in unconventional ways (Butler, 1997a: 16). In other words, 
Butler restricts speech act theory to decontextualised locutions and uncon-
ventional perlocutions, discarding illocution entirely as “conservative” and 
insufficiently “insurrectionary”. As usual, however, when ultra-revolution-
ary rhetoric becomes a means whereby social questions are rejected for an 
“autonomous” dimension of language (Butler, 1997a: 16), Butler’s position 
masks a thorough-going political individualism.

By insisting on the distinction between speech and conduct (Butler, 
1997a: 15), Butler retreats from the central claim of discursive materialisa-
tion, that no clear boundary between speech acts and material reality ex-
ists. Indeed, the assertion that the speech act does not, after all, “constitute 
the referent to which it refers” (Butler, 1997a: 16), effectively admits that 
the effort to elaborate a politics of performativity entails the collapse of the 
metaphysics articulated in Bodies that Matter. Now Butler, in her anxiety to 
deny the effects of social context on illocutionary force, moves in the oppo-
site direction. In the instance of “coming out” in the military, where the au-
thorities decreed that to say “I’m gay” is equivalent to a sexual act, Butler, 
instead of contesting this ludicrous interpretation of expressive illocutions, 
maintains a rigid split between speech and conduct (Butler, 1997a: 112). Un-
fortunately, therefore, Butler does not even mention that an assertive dec-
laration (“I’m gay”) attaches a declarative illocution to a state of affairs by, 



The Politics of Performativity 159

in this instance, attributing a property to the speaker (Searle, 1979: 18-20). 
Such a declaration cannot, under any circumstances, be considered to be 
“homosexual conduct” equivalent to sexual intercourse, since this latter pre-
supposes two persons—intercourse is not something that I have with myself. 
She makes some excellent points regarding homosociality in the military 
and the repression of homosexual desire in hyperbolic masculinity (Butler, 
1997a: 121), but entirely fails to contest the abuse of speech act theory relied 
upon by the military authorities.

Butler is resolutely opposed to most (but not all, as we shall see) forms of 
legal redress and official censorship, on the grounds that state intervention 
may strengthen those institutions while being deployed against the victims of 
hate speech. In opposition to racial vilification, Butler proposes not state in-
tervention (legislation), but radical mobilisation and practices of resignifica-
tion. Her concern is that speech act legislation functions as state censorship 
and becomes the precedent for banning homosexuality in the military and 
censoring pornography. In line with the deconstructive indifference to the 
locution/illocution distinction, she claims that the state, by reiterating hate 
speech acts, repeats discursive violence and prosecutes the victim, finally 
protecting hate speech as “free speech” (Butler, 1997a: 121). Her insensitivity 
to the possibility that a single locution can have different illocutionary force 
in distinct contexts encourages Butler to directly equate legal discourse and 
hate speech, leading to an apparently ultra-left dismissal of all legal redress 
and state protection as counter-productive. At the same time, Butler claims 
that she “is not opposed to any and all regulations,” such as, for instance, 
“hate speech regulations that are not state-centred, such as those that have 
restricted jurisdiction within a university” (Butler, 1997a: 102, 101). This is 
an interesting position to take, considering that (1) she works in one, and (2) 
according to the Althusserian model of ideological interpellation, the educa-
tion system is the modern ideological state apparatus.

The ethico-political consequences of Butler’s stance are disturbing. But-
ler proposes that the model of the sole originator of speech is a consequence 
of the juridical model, which needs to fabricate an author so as to find them 
guilty (Butler, 1997a: 50). Hence, the law produces hate speech so as to leg-
islate censorship and fabricates a culpable subject so as to prosecute them. 
Subjects, Butler claims, are not uniquely accountable for their speech be-
cause the subject is a “belated metalepsis,” or subject effect (Butler, 1997a: 
50), a retroactively installed substitution of a “guilty party” after the citation 
of a speech act. The immediate implication of taking this seriously in a le-
gal context would be that it is possible for every speaker to plead diminished 
responsibility. Butler claims that the citationality of speech amplifies ethical 
responsibility for hate speech, however, by making individuals accountable 
for “the manner in which such speech is repeated” (Butler, 1997a: 50 my ital-
ics). This returns us once again to the loop of “how to repeat,” and the pseu-
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do-problem of the “remaking of language ex nihilo” (Butler, 1997a: 50); my 
earlier comments regarding the distinction between the omnipotence of the 
subject and a non-positional intentionality apply once again, with full force. 
In Excitable Speech Butler claims that the question of responsibility is “afflict-
ed with impurity from the start” and “intimates an ethical dilemma brew-
ing at the inception of speech” (Butler, 1997a: 28). It is more likely, however, 
that the ethical dilemma springs from Butler’s posing of the question. 

An immediate index of this is the logical contradiction involved in the 
concept of resignification. As an alternative to police protection and legal 
redress, Butler suggests that victims of hate speech exploit the open tem-
porality of the sign (Butler, 1997a: 121). Speech acts do not take place in the 
punctual instant of the utterance, but represent a “condensation” of the his-
toricity of a social ritual and a semantic history, and so an utterance may 
be “excessive to the moment it occasions” (Butler, 1997a: 14), raising the 
possibility of resignification as a political alternative. Resignification, she 
suggests, “depletes” the term of derogatory history and converts it into an 
affirmation (for instance, queer, black, woman) (Butler, 1997a: 158). This 
possibility springs from the hypothesis of the contextual determination of 
the value of the sign. Nonetheless, despite these theoretical ruminations, 
Butler in actuality rehearses the leftwing commonsense, that resignifying 
“queer” is something different to deploying “nigger,” and that citing a por-
nographic image is different to burning a cross. She claims this is because 
of the significance of the historicity of the sign (Butler, 1997a: 57). The two 
claims (the contextually determined value of the sign, and the historicity 
of the sign) are in logical contradiction. Likewise, Butler asserts that when 
the oppressed lay claim to their universal human and political rights, from 
which they have hitherto been excluded, they produce a performative con-
tradiction (Butler, 2000d: 38). Even for supporters, “Excitable Speech does not 
provide a clear idea of how interpellatives may be replayed or their mean-
ings altered” (Salih, 2002: 115). 

“On the whole,” Lois McNay concludes, “there is a tendency in Butler’s 
work to confine discussion of the politics of the performative to a series of 
dualisms … which are far from adequate to capturing the complex dynam-
ics of social change” (McNay, 1999: 178). We might add that the abstract 
and formal theory of agency provided by performativity restricts gender 
politics to the question of symbolic identity (Fraser, 1995), to the exclusion 
of considerations of material equality and social practices (Hull, 1997). But-
ler’s efforts to concretise agency and salvage performativity tend to con-
solidate these problems rather than rectify them. The consequence is that 
“the primacy that Butler’s model accords to the process of symbolic identi-
fication results … in a disregard of the specificity of socio-political power” 
(McNay, 1999: 181).

The problems in Butler’s theory spring from the combination of the 
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historicist assumption that individual praxis can be transposed onto social 
structuration, and the existential-Hegelian roots of her phenomenology of 
subjectivation. For Butler, the incompleteness of identity is the result of the 
dialectics of the self and other in the social field, so that—in classic Fichte-
an-Sartrean style—the shock of the encounter with the other sets permanent 
limits to my self-identity. Butler claims that:

The “incompleteness” of each and every identity is a direct result of 
its differential emergence: no particular identity can emerge without 
presuming and enacting the exclusion of others, and this constitutive 
exclusion or antagonism is the shared and equal condition of all identity-
constitution (Butler, 2000c: 31).

The permanent stance of marginal subversion follows from this concep-
tion of the necessity for the self to exclude the other, so that while Butler for-
mally advocates the development of an inclusive universality, no new social 
order can be imagined that would not, in fact, be based upon domination. 
Sartre’s impasse—that ethics is both necessary and impossible—is here re-
peated on the terrain of discourse theory, so that the social norms that make 
sociality possible can only be conceptualised as a constraint upon the sponta-
neity of the self. The problem with this theory is that it reduces the social field 
to the sum of dyadic interpersonal collisions, flattening the complexity of so-
cial formation and institutional contexts onto a pseudo-dialectic of narcis-
sistic identification and sibling rivalry. No wonder, then, that the “collective 
dimension is missing from Butler’s account of performative resignification, 
whose underpinnings in a theory of psychic dislocation confine its explana-
tory force to the private realm of individual action” (McNay, 1999: 189).

As a consequence, Butler’s theory oscillates between voluntarism and 
determinism, swinging between strategic calculations based in transparent 
intentionality and the assertion that effective performances defy calculation 
entirely. This does not lead to an effective politics. Instead, it can only repeat 
the impasse of Foucault’s “aesthetics of existence,” condemned to a series 
of performative contradictions that culminate in explicitly supporting lib-
eral anti-censorship struggles against any effort to raise the question of sub-
stantive equality. As her supporters concede, Butler’s “position … primarily 
addresses politics at the level of the individual agent enacting their gender 
while subjected to various cultural constraints” (Schrift, 1997: 157). Instead 
of lending substance to Laclau and Mouffe’s excessively formal theory of 
discourse, performativity evacuates the social content of different practices, 
with a consequent inability to specify their institutional context. Indeed, in 
this sense, performativity is to be strictly opposed to performative speech 
acts, for the latter only operate in a social context, whereas performativity 
enjoys the veritably miraculous power to generate performative effects irre-
spective of conventions. The repercussion is that rather than clarifying the 
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relation between discursive practice and institutional structures, performa-
tivity tends to disperse all structural constraints. The global result of these 
difficulties is that the trajectory of Butler’s theory describes a series of unsuc-
cessful efforts to evade the deadlock of what can only be called a postmod-
ern existentialism, while the politics of performativity remain within the en-
velope of radicalised liberalism. 
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4 
 
 

Radical Negativity: Žižek’s Lacanian Dialectics

In The Sublime Object of Ideology (1989) and subsequent books, Žižek complete-
ly rewrites Laclau and Mouffe’s deconstructive theory of discourse in terms 
of Lacanian psychoanalysis.1 Žižek’s intervention proposes that the uncon-
scious subject is the unruly by-product of ideological interpellation. He com-
bines this reconstructed theory of ideology with Hegelian philosophy, to cre-
ate a remarkable new social theory based in “Lacanian dialectics” (Dews, 
1995). At the same time, he makes strenuous efforts to escape the metaphysi-
cal implications of the historicist problematic. By developing a structural 
concept of the autonomous subject, Žižek not only supplies a sophisticat-
ed extension of the theory of ideological interpellation, but also furnishes 
an ethical basis for democratic socialism. Žižek’s intervention identifies the 
missing link in post-Althusserian theories of ideology—the unconscious sub-
ject as the unruly by-product of ideological interpellation—while making 
strenuous efforts to escape the gravitational field of the historicist problem-
atic of postmarxian discourse analysis.

Nonetheless, the conclusions towards which Žižek is driven, apparent-
ly on the basis of Lacanian psychoanalysis, are nothing less than extraor-
        1. Parts of this chapter have been published in “The Antinomies of Slavoj Zizek,” Telos: A 
Quarterly Journal of  Critical Thought (129) (2004), pp151-172, and “The Law as a Thing: Zizek 
and the Graph of Desire,” in Geoff Boucher, Jason Glynos and Matt Sharpe (Ed.’s), Travers-
ing the Fantasy: Critical Essays on Slavoj Zizek, with a Reply (London: Ashgate, 2005), pp. 25-46. 
Žižek’s reply is “Ethical Socialism? No, Thanks! Reply to Boucher,” Telos: A Quarterly Journal 
of  Critical Thought (129) (2004), pp173-189. I have not altered my position because—as the 
reader may judge for themselves—Žižek does not appear to me to have a reply. To say, as he 
does, that this expresses a political difference is not to defend his side of that difference—only 
to state the obvious. As for the expressly Kantian character of my position, as opposed to 
Žižek's Hegelianism, I continue to hold to this and would add that it was Žižek who claimed 
that Hegel is the most consequent of Kantians. 
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dinary, and tend to undermine any confidence we might have in the theo-
retical machinery that permits such deductions. In Žižek’s “philosophical 
manifesto of Cartesian subjectivity,” The Ticklish Subject (2000), we are cheer-
fully informed by the author that embracing this reinvigorated Cartesian-
ism necessarily leads to ethical decisionism and political voluntarism (Žižek, 
2000h: 114-115). These are condensed, for Žižek, into the figure of a “volun-
tarist decisionism,” which is to be combined with “Cartesian mechanism” 
to produce, in what must rate as an alchemical triumph, a “materialist the-
ory of Grace” (Žižek, 2000h: 116-119). Indeed, Žižek’s recent espousal of 
a “politics of Truth,” that would subvert contemporary capitalism, just as 
Christianity undermined the Roman Empire (Žižek, 2001d: 4-5), is part of 
a package deal. This comes complete with a defence of the excesses of Len-
inism (Žižek, 2001e), a theory of the proletariat as the “singular universal” 
of capitalist society that is reminiscent of Georg Lukács’ notion of the pro-
letariat as the identical subject-object of history (Žižek, 2000h), an intellec-
tual return to the speculative heights of Schelling’s Romantic philosophy 
(Žižek, 1996), and a metaphysically well-endowed revival of Pauline theol-
ogy (Žižek, 2000e; Žižek, 2001d). 

I am not convinced that this quasi-religious politics of redemption is the 
only (or the best) conclusion that can be drawn from Žižek’s work. My ques-
tion: will the real Žižek please step forward? My strategy: to play Žižek off 
against Žižek, so as to recover a non-Cartesian Žižek. To do this, I interro-
gate Žižek’s interpretation of Lacanian psychoanalysis. The basic thrust of 
my argument is that—contra the neo-Cartesian Žižek—the Lacanian “divid-
ed,” or unconscious, “subject before subjectivation” is not a mirror-image, 
in the unconscious, of the ego. The unconscious subject does not possess the 
properties of transparent self-reflexivity, punctual unity and world constitut-
ing agency supposedly possessed by the Cartesian ego. Lacanian psychoa-
nalysis does not—as its critics suppose (Lacoue-Labarthe, 1992)—reinstate 
the philosophy of consciousness by transposing the unitary subject into the 
unconscious. But this, as I shall demonstrate, is exactly what Žižek has re-
cently begun to claim. My analysis retraces what might be described as a 
“cascade of errors” in Žižek’s work. From the very beginning, a series of tiny 
mistakes and minor omissions have begun to accumulate. They all point in 
a single direction: dispersion of the ego, unity of the unconscious. Uncor-
rected, they have acquired a momentum of their own and begun to colonise 
Žižek’s theoretical apparatus. To trace the evolution of this problem, I begin 
from an analysis of Žižek’s interpretation of Althusser via the “Graph of De-
sire,” showing how his treatment of the subject results in an antinomic con-
ception of the relation between Symbolic and Real. This condemns Žižek 
to lurch between these antinomic poles, hesitating between the alternatives 
of total complicity with “obscene enjoyment” or a catastrophic rupture with 
existing symbolic structures. Then I investigate the theoretical consequenc-
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es of this conception and examine the political and ethical dilemmas that 
result. Finally, I trace these problems to Žižek’s recent, neo-Cartesian em-
brace of the unified unconscious and show how this impedes the search for 
a political strategy in today’s conditions.

I.

Drawing on the Lacanian theory of the subject, Žižek explains the mecha-
nism of ideological interpellation with reference to Lacan’s “Graph of De-
sire” (Žižek, 1989: 87-129; Lacan, 1977: 292-325). Designed to replace the 
Freudian topography of the ego, superego and id,2 Lacan’s topology of the 
“subject of the signifier” formalises the fundamental operations of social dis-
course. It theorises the Imaginary and Symbolic identifications of the sub-
ject, as well as the “subversion of the subject” through the logic of uncon-
scious desire driven by the Real of libidinal investments, or “enjoyment”.3 

        2. Richard Boothby’s Death and Desire (1991) provides a useful first approximation to the 
relation between the Freudian subject and the Lacanian subject, one that allows us to provi-
sionally map Lacan’s often arcane topological “registers” (the Imaginary, the Symbolic and 
the Real) onto the more familiar psychic agencies of the Freudian topography of the psyche. 
The Freudian agencies of the ego, the (social) superego and the id map onto the Lacanian 
registers of the Imaginary, Symbolic and Real (Boothby, 1991: 106, 172-174). “From a Lacan-
ian point of view, the source of what Freud called a ‘death drive’ is to be located in the ten-
sion between the real and the imaginary, between the ‘real of the body and the imaginary 
of its mental schema’ (Lacan). The pressing toward expression of somatic energies alienated 
by imaginary identification constitutes a force of death insofar as it threatens the integrity of 
that identity” (Boothby, 1991: 67). Indeed, “the death drive may be said to involve the emer-
gence of the real in the disintegration of the imaginary—a disintegration that is effected by 
the agency of the symbolic” (Boothby, 1991: 136). The symbolic actualises the unbinding of 
energies bound in the alienated structure of the ego: therefore, Lacan claims that “the signi-
fier … materialises the agency of death” (Lacan, 1972: 52). From a Lacanian perspective, 
the concept of the death drive, as a drive towards difference beyond identity, fragmentation 
over wholeness, heterogeneity as subversive of homogeneity, “is identifiable with the drive 
to signification” (Boothby, 1991: 136). The opposition between Symbolic signification and 
the non-symbolised Real coincides with the distinction between desire and drive. The Real 
is both the fullness of enjoyment that can be postulated as existing before the advent of the 
Symbolic and the remainder that persists after symbolisation, evident in the persistence of 
impossibilities within the symbolic (Fink, 1995a: 26-29). Yet, there exists a major difference 
between the Lacanian subject and the Freudian subject. For Lacan, the psyche is not com-
posed of an ensemble of agencies: indeed, the agency of the subject of modernity tends to 
exist only momentarily, as a “surging forth” of something unexpected within the articulation 
of a discourse. If there is any agency, it is the agency of the letter, of the signifier.
        3. I have consulted Bruce Fink’s lucid exposition of Lacanian psychoanalysis extensively 
in the preparation of this dissertation (Fink, 1995a; Fink, 1995b; Fink, 1995c; Fink, 1995d; 
Fink, 1996a; Fink, 1996b; Fink, 1997). Also useful was Joël Dor’s introduction to Lacan (Dor, 
1997). Both official English translations of Lacan’s seminars and papers (Lacan, 1974; Lacan, 
1977; Lacan, 1986; Lacan, 1987; Lacan, 1988a; Lacan, 1988b; Lacan, 1993; Lacan, 1996) 
and some unofficial translations of material not available in English (Lacan, 1989a; Lacan, 
1989b) were consulted for this dissertation. Jacques-Alain Miller’s articles on the master sig-
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The “Graph of Desire” can be regarded as consisting of two analytically dis-

nifier and “extimacy” (Miller, 1978; Miller, 1994) represent authoritative commentaries on 
key Lacanian concepts. Needless to say, Žižek’s popular introductions form the best pos-
sible entry point into Lacanian theory (Žižek, 1991b; Žižek, 1992b; Žižek, 2001c). The won-
derful, discursive introductions to desire, sexuation and the object (a) by Darian Leader 
are unsurpassed for their accessibility, conceptual accuracy and sheer wit (Leader, 1996; 
Leader, 1998; Leader, 2001). Other material on Lacanian psychoanalysis consulted included 
the following. Joan Copjec’s presentation of the opposition between Lacanian theory and 
postmodern historicism was decisive in the formation of my main contention regarding post-
marxian theory, although she deals with the impact of Foucault on film theory and not with 
postmarxian social theory (Copjec, 1994b). See also her introduction to Supposing the Subject 
(Copjec, 1994a). Mark Bracher’s accessible exposition of Lacanian discourse theory presents 
the “four discourses” and major Lacanian concepts (divided subject, object (a), master signi-
fier, knowledge) was invaluable (Bracher, 1994), as was Russell Grigg’s entry on discourse in 
A Compendium of  Lacanian Terms (Glowinski, Marks et al., 2001: 61-70). Yannis Stavrakakis’ es-
say on Lacanian politics is valuable, although it subjects Lacan to the problematic of Laclau 
and Mouffe without recognising that Lacan cannot be aligned with historicism (Stavrakakis, 
1999). I confess to a strong affinity for Richard Boothby’s unorthodox interpretation of Lacan 
through the lens of Freudian libido theory (Boothby, 1991), not least because it supplies a 
working model through which one can derive and confirm Lacanian propositions (as opposed 
to merely accepting the word of the master). Tamise van Pelt’s introduction to Lacan’s three 
registers is insightful, although she tends to conceptualise the relations between Imaginary, 
Symbolic and Real as a musical score (as different “instruments” or “melodies” inhabiting a 
homogeneous space) and not as a formal topology (as a system of formal relations between 
heterogeneous operations inhabiting disjoint spaces) (van Pelt, 2000). On Lacanian concepts, 
I have relied especially on Eric Laurent for the distinction between alienation and separation 
(Laurent, 1995) and Maire Jaanus for the drives (Jaanus, 1995). These concepts are further 
explicated by the excellent contributions to the collection entitled Reading Seminar XI (Feld-
stein, Fink et al., 1995). Lacan’s seminars on desire (Lacan, 1989a; Lacan, 1989b) are available 
as unofficial translations by Dr. Cormac Gallagher; Žižek and Dor on the “graph of desire” 
(Dor, 1997: 195-245; Žižek, 1989: 87-129) are extremely useful introductions. The relation of 
desire between subject and object is raised especially in the contributions to the collection 
entitled Reading Seminars I and II (Feldstein, Fink et al., 1996). Two of Fink’s students, Julia Lup-
ton and Kenneth Reinhard, develop a Lacanian interpretation of tragedy that concretises 
key Lacanian concepts, especially the “graph of desire” (Lupton and Reinhard, 1993). The 
essays presented in the Sic series (from Verso) are highly useful introductions to the subject 
(Žižek, 1998b), the object (a) (Žižek and Salecl, 1996) and the “formulae of sexuation” (Salecl, 
2000). Several collections of Lacanian essays can be found (Apollon and Feldstein, 1995; 
Malone and Friedlander, 1988; Pettigrew and Raffoul, 1996), containing contributions of 
varying quality. Shoshana Felman’s work on Lacan and speech act theory is now a classic 
(Felman, 1983), and John Forrester’s work on Lacan and Derrida, while not really Lacan-
ian, develops an insightful commentary on the psychoanalytic concepts of the temporality 
of speech (Forrester, 1990). Jonathan Lear produces an existential Lacan in support of a 
relatively depoliticised psychoanalytic ethics (Lear, 2000). A related shift happens in Stuart 
Schneiderman’s homage to Lacan as a philosopher of “being towards death,” which mini-
mises the problem of sexuality as the final determinant in the psychoanalytic field (Schneider-
man, 1983). These compare unfavourably with Alenka Zupančič’s brilliant reconstruction of 
Lacanian ethics from a Kantian perspective informed by Žižek’s work (Zupančič, 2000). A 
feminist introduction to Lacanian theory is presented by Elizabeth Grosz (Grosz, 1990) and 
Patricia Elliot writes a critical introduction to the often highly unorthodox appropriations of 
Lacan in psychoanalytic feminism (Elliot, 1991). Finally, somewhat dated introductions that 
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tinct, but actually connected levels, which broadly correspond to the distinc-
tion between conscious and unconscious: “the level of [discursive] meaning 
and the level of [libidinal] enjoyment” (Žižek, 1989: 121). As Žižek explains, 
the major advance in his work identifies that:

The crucial weakness of hitherto “(post-)structuralist” essays in 
the theory of ideology descending from the Althusserian theory of 
interpellation was to limit themselves to the lower level, to the lowest 
square of Lacan’s graph of desire—to aim at grasping the efficiency of an 
ideology exclusively through the mechanisms of Imaginary and Symbolic 
identification. The dimension “beyond interpellation” which was thus 
left out has nothing to do with some kind of irreducible dispersion and 
plurality of the signifying process—with the fact that the metonymic 
sliding always subverts every fixation of meaning, every “quilting” of the 
floating signifiers (as it would appear in a “poststructuralist” perspective). 
“Beyond interpellation” is the square of desire, fantasy, lack in the Other 
and drive pulsating around some unbearable surplus-enjoyment (Žižek, 
1989: 124). 

Žižek opposes the postmodern reduction of the subject to a dispersed 
multiplicity of subject-positions, lent a merely imaginary unity by a political 
symbol. The concept of dispersed, multiple subject-positions promulgated 
by Laclau and Mouffe concentrates on ideological misrecognition of decen-
tred discourses, theorising the formation of the subject in terms of a “sub-
ject-effect” of the multiplicity of discursive practices constitutive of the inter-
pellated individual. By contrast with postmarxian theory, Žižek maintains 
that the Lacanian (divided) subject is the quasi-transcendental condition of 
possibility and impossibility for the relative unity of an ensemble of subject-

tend to present Lacan as a structuralist, but that still make a valuable contribution to the 
literature on Lacan, come from Anthony Wilden (Wilden, 1968), Ellie Sullivan (Ragland-Sul-
livan, 1986) and Annika Lemaire (Lemaire, 1977). Early efforts to come to grips with Lacan 
whose importance today is strictly limited include Jane Gallop’s largely mystified commen-
tary on Écrits (Gallop, 1985) and the somewhat more solid work by John Muller and William 
Richardson (Muller and Richardson, 1982). For the historical context for the development 
of Lacanian theory consult Catherine Clement’s critical history (Clement, 1983). The best of 
the critical material on Lacan is without doubt the deconstructive essay, The Title of  the Let-
ter (Lacoue-Labarthe, 1992), which develops Derrida’s comments in The Post Card (Derrida, 
1987: 411-496). The limitation of Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy’s treatment is that they allege, 
on the basis of a single seminar in Lacan’s Écrits, that the unconscious subject is a centred 
subject (that is, that Lacan transposes the classical subject to the domain of the unconscious). 
This ignores the significance of the object (a) and the concept of “extimacy,” which precisely 
decentre the unconscious subject. The opposite criticism is produced by Manfred Frank (Frank, 
1989), who claims that the decentring of the unconscious subject prevents the development 
of a subjective identity and effectively disperses the subject into the text of its utterances. For 
a reply to this position, see Peter Dews (Dews, 1987). For hostile criticisms of Lacan’s work, 
consult Marcelle Marini (Marini, 1992), Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen (Borch-Jacobsen, 1991) and 
François Roustang (Roustang, 1990). This is not, of course, a comprehensive bibliography of 
works on Lacan; for a more complete bibliography, consult Marini (Marini, 1992). 
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positions. Instead of focusing on the relation between Imaginary mirror-im-
ages and Symbolic differences, he concentrates on the dimension “beyond 
interpellation” that forms in the intersection of the symbolic field with the 
“Real of enjoyment”. 

Lacan provocatively interpreted the Cartesian cogito as a disjunctive syl-
logism (“I think where I am not, and I am where I do not think”) to empha-
sise the distinction between the “substanceless subjectivity” of the subject 
of the enunciation, and the embodied existence of the human individu-
al (Dolar, 1998: 11-40; Lacan, 1998: 13). Following Lacan’s interpretation, 
Žižek supposes that there exists a permanent discord, or irreducible aliena-
tion, between social subjectivity and material existence. In other words, the 
dimension “beyond interpellation” that subverts every ideological form of 
social subjectivity arises not from textual dissemination, but from the un-
bridgeable gulf between subjection to the signifier and the materiality of the 
body. For Žižek, therefore, post-Althusserian theories of subjectivation flow-
ing from Derrida and Foucault miss both the “I think” and the “I am”. They 
thereby degenerate into a discursive idealism that concentrates on the effects 
of textual polysemy on a dispersed ensemble of subject-positions, to the ex-
clusion of both transcendental subjectivity and embodied existence.

Žižek’s work is undoubtedly a breakthrough. Following Mark Bracher, 
we can anticipate that “Lacan’s formulation of … a circular causality be-
tween the Symbolic and the Real makes it possible to account for the fact 
that individual subjects are produced by discourse and yet manage to re-
tain some capacity for resistance” (Bracher, Alcorn et al., 1994: 1). Contrary 
to postmarxian discourse analysis, political resistance arises from the sub-
ject, not from the “undecidability” of the text. Yet, like all breakthroughs, 
Žižek’s Lacanian dialectic is unevenly developed, stamped with its origins 
in the historicist-relativist problematic of Laclau and Mouffe. In the end, de-
spite abandoning postmarxism for Marxism, Žižek does not manage to go 
beyond historicism. 

This chapter performs a symptomatic analysis of a series of political 
reversals, ethical hesitations and theoretical uncertainties that betray the 
existence, in Žižek’s work, the reinstatement of the identical subject-object 
of history. Žižek’s politicisation of Lacanian psychoanalysis relies upon a 
slight, yet significant, vacillation in the relation between the Lacanian sub-
ject and its object. The strategy of this chapter is to demonstrate that Žižek’s 
work can be divided into two periods: the postmarxian period of “radical 
democracy” and the Marxist period of “Pauline Materialism”. The peri-
od of “radical democracy” runs from The Sublime Object of Ideology (1989) to 
The Metastases of Enjoyment (1994), while the period of “Pauline Materialism” 
spans The Indivisible Remainder (1996) to The Ticklish Subject (2000), as well as 
more recent, minor works. Contra Žižek, the two periods are not absolutely 
distinct, but instead express different articulations between the divided sub-
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ject to the “eternally lost,” “sublime object,” the Lacanian object (a). The 
articulation between Žižek’s construction of Lacanian psychoanalysis and 
his political ideology is crucial. Because an effective critical “division of la-
bour” operates between Lacanian psychoanalysis and theories of ideology, 
critical reception of his work has grasped alternatively at its politics, or its 
Lacanian theory, without fully connecting the two.4 In the postmarxian pe-

        4. My position develops the insights of Sharpe into the antinomies that plague Žižek’s 
position (Sharpe, 2001a; Sharpe, 2001b). By demonstrating that the poles of the “antinomies 
of Slavoj Žižek” correspond to two distinct periods, I resolve Žižek’s apparent self-contradic-
tions into technical (as opposed to descriptive) antinomies, that is, opposite conclusions from 
identical premises. I then demonstrate that the latent philosophical assumption upon which 
this antinomic structure rests is that of “intellectual intuition”. That is, I show how a critical 
solution to the antinomy is possible. Postmarxian critics of Žižek include Laclau’s exasper-
ated claim that Žižek regresses to a Lukácsian Marxism devoid of concrete programmatic 
suggestions (Laclau, 2000b: 195-206), combined with the allegation that Žižek’s Lacanian 
dialectics effect a reduction of the social field to an allegory of the psyche (Laclau, 2000a: 
288-296). For Daly, a reconciliation between deconstructive pan-textualism and the psycho-
analytic category of enjoyment is possible once the Real is recast as the fantasy accompani-
ment of textual formations (Daly, 1999: 87) (which is psychoanalytic terms means, once the 
Real is domesticated for deconstructive consumption by being reduced to the Imaginary). 
Thus Žižek is to be criticised for not noticing that (with Laclau and Mouffe) the universal 
grows from the particular, enabling a democratic “extension” of nationalism (Daly, 1999: 
89). (Žižek’s actual position is that the particular subverts/supports the universal, sufficiently 
indicating the limits of Daly’s “radicalism”.) Glynos endorses some of the most problematic 
aspects of “Žižek’s anti-capitalism” on the basis of an uncritical acceptance of the thesis 
of a “deep structural homology” between capitalism and hysteria (Glynos, 2001: 78). Late 
capitalism is therefore (by inference) the descent into perversion, leading to an effort to cast 
Žižek’s proposal for a social “cure” as an ethical opposition to capitalism. Glynos explains 
that “if the dynamic logic of capitalism serves as one of Žižek’s central targets, it is because 
it relies upon a certain sort of subjectivity”—literally so, for in this perspective, desire is the 
motor of capitalism (Glynos, 2001: 86-88). Glynos is not alone: Soto-Crespi claims to detect 
(following Žižek) a homology not only between surplus value and “surplus enjoyment,” but 
also between the psychic operations of alienation (lack) and separation (loss), and the eco-
nomic functions of commodification and exploitation (Soto-Crespo, 2000). Donahue, like-
wise endorses Žižek’s “late Marxism” as a critical expression of the postmodern condition 
(Donahue, 2001). Thus, for supporters and critics of Žižekian postmarxism alike, “the Real” 
designates the homology between social subjectivity and political economy, something to 
be deplored or explored, according to theoretico-political preference. Butler’s postmarxian-
feminist critique of Žižek is a major statement of feminist suspicion towards the category of 
the Real and its link to the “phallic” signifier (Butler, 1993: 196-211, 216-220; Butler, 2000: 
140-151). While I am critical of Butler’s position on psychoanalysis, as canvassed in detail 
in Chapter Three above, her position on Žižek exposes the political (as opposed to theor-
etical, which I believe she misrecognises) stakes in the “Real of sexual difference”. In briefest 
compass, Lacan’s “formulae of sexuation” appear to be symbolisations of the two possible 
logical stances towards totality: inconsistency and completeness (“masculine”); consistency 
and incompleteness (“feminine”). There is absolutely no justification for assigning sexes to 
these logical operations—a position which, as Butler proposes, necessarily encourages the 
notion that natural biological differences in reproductive organs form the zero-degree of 
human difference. That this is not exactly what Lacan states (Copjec, 1994b: 201-236), has 
not prevented the conservative wing of Lacanian theory from developing what can only be 
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riod of radical democracy, following Lacan, this relation is a disjunction. In 
the period of “Pauline Materialism,” this becomes an identity of subject and 
object. The hinge between the two periods—the moment of the break—is 
the encounter with the metaphysics of the philosopher of German Romanti-
cism, F. W. Schelling, in Žižek’s The Indivisible Remainder (1996) and The Abyss 
of Freedom (1997). 

In the Lacanian terms developed by Žižek, an identical subject-object 
appears as an identity of the “subject before subjectivation” and the “sublime 
object of ideology” in the moment of the political decision. This effectively 
makes the subject the “creator of the totality of contents” (Lukács) of the en-
tire social field—an idealist position that involves an explicit rehabilitation of 
the discredited doctrine of “intellectual intuition” pioneered by Schelling. I 
contend that it is this impossible desire that keeps Žižek within the “event ho-
rizon” of the historicist problematic despite his recent rejection of postmarx-
ism, trapped in the paradoxical position of denouncing postmodern politics 
whilst launching joint declarations of tendency with Laclau and Butler.

called a “sexual difference fundamentalism”. Note that my brief is against the “Real of sexual 
difference,” not the category of the Real, whereas Butler conflates the two without realising 
that it is only the later Lacan who makes sexual difference into the stake of the Real. Note 
also that the assumption that Žižek somehow “represents” the masculine position and Butler 
the feminine is inaccurate: Clemens demonstrates that, in Lacanian terms, the opposite is 
true (Clemens, 2003: 113-132). Žižek’s reliance on the politically-suspect positions of Las-
chian social psychology (the dethroning of paternal authority in the decline of the nuclear 
patriarchal family leads to the rise of the incomparably more ferocious “maternal superego” 
and the “pathological narcissist” of late capitalism), combined with dismissals of the NSM as 
mere cultural displacements of class antagonisms, support the suggestion that a reactionary 
cultural agenda is latent in the Žižekian Real. For Porter, the notion of a non-ideological 
reality is a contradiction in terms, and so Žižek’s Real can only mean a “non-place” (a uto-
pia of disalienation, maintained as the necessary-impossible ethical standard that generates 
the imperative to engage in ideology-criticism) (Porter, 2002). Herbold combines Butler’s 
arguments with a variant of this “there’s no such thing as a non-ideological reality” argu-
ment to propose that Žižek’s reliance on patriarchal theories vitiates his ideology-critique 
by gendering the non-position “outside ideology” (Herbold, 1995: 112). Thus, for Žižek’s 
feminist and postmodernist critics, the Real is some-thing, although disagreement exists as 
to whether this is ultimately nature or utopia. 
For the Lacanian critics—for whom the Real is a relation irreducible to a worldly referent, 
whether a natural object or a social space—Žižek’s politics are irrelevant or “inconsistent” 
with psychoanalytic neutrality. From this perspective it is questioned whether psychoanalysis 
can make a meaningful contribution to social theory (Bellamy, 1993) and whether psycho-
analytic categories have any really extra-clinical referents (Nicol, 2001). While many psycho-
analytic thinkers salute Žižek’s popularisation of Lacanian psychoanalysis (Reinhard, 2001), 
deplore its criticism of the postmodern dispersion of the subject (Flieger, 2001), express their 
fascination with its religious overtones (Moriarty, 2001; Wright, 2001), or try to align Žižek 
with the themes of Lacan et la Philosophie (is it philosophy? Anti-philosophy? Continental phil-
osophy? Or perhaps—incredibly—Anglo-American philosophy?), the common denomin-
ator is a withdrawal from analysis of Žižek’s politics. Thus the Lacanians invert the most 
frequent criticism of Žižek—that his cultural and political investigations are only illustrations 
for psychoanalytic propositions—into an implied or explicit endorsement of this practice.
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Three Centres of Gravity … and Death

The problems with Žižek’s ethico-political stance are rooted in a philosophi-
cal anthropology of the death drive as the “real kernel” of human existence. 
This anthropology secretes the metaphysics of “intellectual intuition,” or 
the notion of an identical subject-object of history, as its “philosophical un-
conscious”. In philosophical terms, the notion of an identical subject-object 
belongs to the problem of “intellectual intuition,” a possibility, according to 
Kant, excluded for humanity’s merely “discursive intellect” (Žižek, 1993: 18-
19, 38-39; Kant, 1993: 61-68 (B59-B72), 106 (B44), 228-30 (A83/B339-A287/
B343)). In intellectual intuition, instead of regulative fictions, the Ideas of 
reason become principles directly constitutive of phenomena, and correla-
tively, the subject capable of “intellectual intuition” can directly intuit the 
noumenal aspect of the object. For an intellect capable of “intellectual in-
tuition,” then, the Ideas of reason would immediately be objects of possible 
experience, forming a sensible nature, and so such an architect of the uni-
verse would effectively generate the forms of the world from its intentional 
positing of objectivity. In other words, such a subject “expressively” gener-
ates the social totality from the contents of its intentions. This idea, revived 
by Fichte in the form of the “identical subject-object,” transforms the finite 
human into a demi-god able to mould sensible nature into a moral world or-
der, in conformity with the Ideas of the subject. What German philosopher 
Dieter Henrich calls “Fichte’s original insight” into the supposed possib-
lity of intellectual intuition (Henrich, 1982), formed, according to some in-
terpretations, the basis for Schelling’s philosophy. Intellectual intuition was 
rehearsed in the twentieth century in the form of Lukács’ Hegelian Marx-
ism, which found in the proletariat an “identical subject-object of history” 
(Lukács, 1971: 149). 

For Žižek, the Lacanian “Real of enjoyment”, explains the openness 
of the historical process and replaces Laclau and Mouffe’s category of the 
“field of discursivity” as the explanation of why discursive totalities cannot 
become “structural eternities”. The subversion of symbolic structures by the 
force of desire (dynamised in the final analysis by the death drive) explains 
the “restlessness” of the subject within every discursive structure. Instead of 
the “end of history” characteristic of, for instance, Alexandre Kojève’s inter-
pretation of Hegel (Kojève, 1980), in Žižek’s Lacanian dialectics the agonic 
process of social struggle is endless. 

To anticipate somewhat, the basic Lacanian idea of the death drive 
can be summarised under the Freudian heading of the “absence of an idea-
tional representation of the drives”. Because a direct representation is miss-
ing, contingent empirical objects are “elevated to the dignity of the Thing,” 
functioning, through sublimation, as substitute-representations constitutive 
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of the libidinal goals of the subject (Lacan, 1986).5 In Žižek’s social theory, 
these material objects are ideological rituals (connected to master signifiers), 
by which individuals are interpellated as subjects. 

Žižek theorises the logical zero-degree of human subjectivity, the mo-
ment between two master signifiers, as the zone “between the two deaths” 
(between symbolic death, where the absence of any master signifier equals 
the non-existence of social identity, and real, natural death). This is graphi-
cally captured in the “sublime” image of Eastern European rebels in 1990 
“waving the national flag with the red star, the Communist symbol, cut out, 
so that instead of the symbol standing for the organising principle of the na-
tional life, there was nothing but a hole in its centre” (Žižek, 1993: 1). “It is 
difficult to imagine,” Žižek adds, supporting the claim that the death drive 
replaces Laclau and Mouffe’s field of discursivity, “a more salient index of 
the ‘open’ character of a historical situation ‘in its becoming’” (Žižek, 1993: 
1). At the risk of labouring the point, the hole in the flag figures the absence 
of the ideational representative of the drives, the “void” of the “Thing” (the 
id, or drives), contingently filled by various master signifiers (red stars, radi-
cal democracy, The American Way of Life…). 

Despite the exasperation Žižek seems to generate in his critics, the rela-
tion between the “hole” of the death drive and the “political symbol” of the 
master signifier maintains the unity of his theory, preventing his complex 
synthesis from collapsing into a competing multitude of inconsistent posi-
tions. According to Žižek, his work contains:

three centres of gravity: Hegelian dialectics, Lacanian psychoanalytic 
theory, and contemporary criticism of ideology. … The three theoretical 
circles are not, however, of the same weight: it is their middle term, the 
theory of Jacques Lacan, which is—as Marx would say—“the general 
illumination which bathes all the other colours and modifies their 
particularity” (Žižek, 1991a: 3). 

I conjecture that there is a functional distribution of theoretical roles 
amongst these “three centres of gravity,” into, respectively, historical dialec-
tics, the unconscious subject and postmarxian politics. This distribution can 
be related to the Lacanian theory of the three registers: the Symbolic order 
of the signifier (Hegelian dialectics); the Real of enjoyment structured by fan-
tasy (Lacanian psychoanalysis); and, the Imaginary order of ideological mis-
recognition (postmarxian theory). Why, then, does the middle term define 
the “specific gravity” of the rest of Žižek’s theoretical ensemble? My claim is 
that the death drive forms a supplementary fourth centre of gravity, which 
ballasts the Žižekian problematic, forms the very “substance” of Žižek’s 
work, links Žižek’s “three centres of gravity” into a theoretical configuration 
and centres his research on the problem of the subject-object relation. Inso-

        5. See (Žižek, 1994c: 87-112) for Žižek’s commentary.
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far as the death drive is coextensive with the Real of enjoyment (Žižek, 1989: 
132), and this is located in the slot marked “Lacan,” Žižek can legitimately 
claim that his work consists of three components, but that one part deter-
mines the specific gravity of the other parts. The category of the Real over-
determines Žižek’s entire theoretical ensemble, leading Žižek to successively 
(and dangerously) identify the Real with the dialectical concept of the histori-
cal violence that founds a social totality, the psychoanalytic hypothesis of the 
death drive as a disruptive “third domain” between nature and culture, and 
the postmarxian hypothesis of ineradicable social antagonism. 

According to Žižek, psychoanalysis explains how the multiplicity of so-
cial antagonisms generating postmodern struggles for cultural recognition 
are actually “a multitude of responses to the same impossible-real kernel” 
(Žižek, 1989: 4). He enlarges on this proposition:

The subject is constituted through his own division, splitting, as to the 
object in him; this object, this traumatic kernel, is the dimension that we 
have already named as that of “death drive,” of a traumatic imbalance, 
a rooting out. Man as such is “nature sick unto death,” derailed, run off 
the rails through fascination with a lethal Thing (Žižek, 1989: 181). 

The “lethal Thing,” Žižek’s “kernel of the Real,” stimulates/cataly-
ses constant, but incomplete, efforts to symbolise the unnatural nature at 
the centre of human existence. According to him, this core is “radically 
non-historical: history itself is nothing but a succession of failed attempts to 
grasp, conceive, specify this strange kernel” (Žižek, 1989: 5). In keeping with 
all philosophical anthropologies, therefore, Žižek postulates an ahistorical 
foundation for the unity of the concept of Man:

In this perspective, the “death drive,” the dimension of radical negativity, 
cannot be reduced to an expression of alienated social conditions, it 
defines la condition humaine as such: there is no solution, no escape from it; 
the thing is not to “overcome,” to “abolish” it, but to learn to recognise 
it in its terrifying dimension and then, on the basis of this fundamental 
recognition, to try to articulate a modus vivendi with it (Žižek, 1989: 5). 

The death drive, in other words, is the anthropological basis for the (neg-
ative) unity of the “human condition”. Interpreting the “discontents of civi-
lisation” as a “hole” in every symbolic order, Žižek makes the death drive 
into the basis of everything from political revolutions to cultural styles. The 
“kernel of the real” is therefore also the theoretical kernel of Žižek’s work—
it is not a speculative annex, but its fundamental basis—as demonstrated by 
the overdetermination, by the Real, of Žižek’s “three centres of gravity”. 

That the category of the Real overdetermines Žižek’s interpretation of 
Lacan is clear: his Lacan is the “third period” Lacan of the Real as a hole 
in the Symbolic field—the Lacan of the logic of fantasy, identification with 
the sinthome, the incompleteness of the Other and the mysteries of the Bor-
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romean knot (Žižek, 1989: 131-136). It is also the Lacan of an increasingly 
strident insistence on the “Real of sexual difference” as the deadlock struc-
turing every symbolisation. For Žižek, the concept of the Real is also cru-
cial to preventing his Lacanian dialectic from relapsing into the speculative 
metaphysics of intellectual intuition.

The problem is, however, that the conceptual architecture of Žižek’s 
synthesis secretes a philosophical unconscious that relies upon “intellectu-
al intuition” as its fundamental structure. The moment we have made the 
“Real kernel” of human nature into the root of both social antagonism and 
the historical process we risk a philosophical anthropology where the He-
gelian thesis of the “substance as subject” designates a “vanishing,” “re-
pressed” moment of identity between the subject and object. Žižek’s social 
theory and cultural anthropology is therefore constantly menaced by a re-
lapse into the supposition of an identical subject-object of history.

Lacan: The Real of Enjoyment

Žižek’s fundamental strategy for evading an identical subject-object of his-
tory is to insist on the permanent alienation of subject from object. Accord-
ing to him, the gap between Symbolic and Real, historical social formations 
and human nature never closes, and so no society is ever the direct expres-
sion of the “subject of history,” just as there is no form of social antagonism 
that directly manifests the “kernel of the Real” in social relations. Indeed, 
Žižek’s Lacanian dialectic seems to reject any philosophical anthropology 
of an “identical subject-object of history,” where the Hegelian dictum of the 
“substance as subject” entails the alienation-expression, by the “subject of 
history,” of the social totality. 

Žižek’s energetic denials of speculative metaphysics are apparently sus-
tained by the Lacanian inverse proportionality between subject and object, 
because the mutual exclusion (and paradoxical imbrication) of symbolic de-
sire and the “Real of the drives” generates a permanent unruliness in the 
subject, effectively preventing any final reconciliation of subject and object. 
I am convinced that, despite Žižek’s “non-metaphysical” orientation to dia-
lectical theory, it is fundamentally the Lacanian relation between the “di-
vided subject” and its “eternally lost object” that maintains the separation 
of subject and object, and prevents the emergence of an “identical subject-
object”. The subject of desire is alienated from the structure and separated 
from an eternally “lost” object, condemned to a futile quest for complete-
ness. The self-identity of the Lacanian subject is as impossible, from this per-
spective, as the identity of subject and object. So long as Žižek sticks to the 
Lacanian subject, he avoids metaphysical relapse.

To grasp how the relation between Symbolic and Real works in Žižek’s 
dialectics, then, we need to attend to some theoretical propositions of La-
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canian psychoanalysis, for my contention will be that, at a certain point, 
Žižek’s position involves a significant revision of basic principles. Freud ar-
rived at the concept of the death drive as a regulative hypothesis designed 
to account for the phenomena that could only be explained by the cate-
gories of repetition compulsion and traumatic re-enactment (Freud, 1984: 
269-340 especially 295). Yet, in the characteristic slippage from regulative 
hypothesis to constitutive principle that vitiates many of Freud’s anthropo-
logical insights, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” moves inexorably towards 
the “death instinct” and a speculative discussion of the government of ne-
cessity within the “living substance” (Freud, 1984: 316-317). Before long, we 
are on the terrain of the speculative opposition between construction and 
destruction (life and death), proper to Schopenhauerian philosophy (Freud, 
1984: 322). The “elemental” struggle between speculative principles as di-
rectly constitutive of the subject’s acts is precisely what a regulative hypoth-
esis does not license, as this cannot constitute empirical reality, but only pro-
vide an ideal focus for the convergence of theoretical categories.

Now, as is well known, the hypothesis of the death drive is a central 
component of Lacan’s return to Freud. Lacan’s revision of the concept of 
the death drive transforms Freud’s biological instinct into a denatured drive 
and thereby restores its status as a regulative hypothesis. The Lacanian sub-
ject is not only divided in the Symbolic through “lack” (alienation)—the 
“lack” of a proper signifier—but also decentred in the Real through “loss” 
(separation)—the “loss” of an ideational representative of the drives.6 The 
category of “lack” (alienation) is based on Lacan’s identification of the dis-
tinction between the “subject of the statement” and the “subject of the enun-
ciation”. The Lacanian subject—radically distinct from the conscious ego, 
or “subject of the statement”—is identified with the “subject of the enunci-
ation” as a “fading” in discourse that results from the permanent split be-
tween the irreducible temporality of the enunciation and the synchronic net-
work of propositions into which the statement is inserted (Fink, 1995a: 36-41; 
Žižek, 1991a: 155; Lacan, 1998: 26). The effect of the insertion of the human 
individual into language is not only the generation of an unconscious sub-
ject, however, but also the evacuation of libidinal satisfaction from the body, 
leaving only rem(a)inders in the form of the erogenous zones.7 Phenomeno-

        6. The Lacanian subject maintains a tenuous link with the material existence of the hu-
man subject as a natural being, but refuses any direct access to natural need and biological 
instinct as a delusive immediacy. The human being’s entry into language involves not only 
the division of the subject into consciousness and the unconscious, but also the bending of 
the instincts into the repetitive motion of the drives. This aligns the satisfaction of the drives 
with the concept of a “primal scene” or traumatic encounter with a master signifier and 
suggests that the drives are “warped” into their circular path by the action of this signifier. 
Lacan’s revision of the concept of the death drive transforms Freud’s biological instinct into a 
denatured drive and thereby restores its status as a regulative hypothesis.
        7. Symbolically-constructed desire aims for this “real object” as that which lies “beyond” 
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logically, the unconscious “subject of desire” is alienated into language and 
forced to seek, through a series of substitute-objects, for an eternally lost “ob-
ject”. This (logically) second operation of “loss” (separation) invokes the fig-
ure of the “death drive,” for despite the “montage” of a multiplicity of drives 
(oral, anal, scopic, invocatory), these can be regulatively totalised through 
their identification in the last instance with the generative cycle of sex and 
death. The libidinal satisfaction of the drives is conceptualised by Lacan as 
“enjoyment”—the “only substance known to psychoanalysis” (Lacan)—and 
theorised as structurally distinct from “substanceless subjectivity”—hence La-
can’s recasting of the cogito as disjunctive. Jacques-Alain Miller figures this 
paradoxical relation of “internal exclusion,” between divided subject and 
object (a), as “extimacy,” designating the impossibility of an irruption into 
the Symbolic Order of the “Real of enjoyment,” or libidinal object of the 
drives, in any form other than hallucination (Miller, 1994).8

The Lacanian conception of the death drive, as the absent cause of the 
compulsion to repeat, is a regulative fiction and not a substantive entity (i.e., 
a biological instinct) (Fink, 1995c: 232-239). A repetition compulsion implies 
a “fault” in the differential process of signification—something that “resists 
symbolisation” and “returns to the same position”—and licenses Lacan’s 
topological interpretation of the death drive as “Real” (Žižek, 1989: 132). 
The Real of enjoyment therefore designates a remainder, a surplus enjoy-
ment that escapes the network of the signifier and fastens to a signifying for-
mation, rendering it porous. As Žižek explains:

The Real is therefore simultaneously both the hard, impenetrable kernel 
resisting symbolisation and a pure chimerical entity which has in itself no 
ontological consistency. … This is precisely what defines the notion of 

the metonymic object of desire. The drive, by contrast, accomplishes its goal—the achieve-
ment of satisfaction through repetition—in the structurally missed encounter with this “real 
object” (Lacan, 1998: 177-181). Drive and desire, therefore, work at cross-purposes, and it 
follows (somewhat paradoxically) from the endless rotary motion of the drive that the drive 
is this “object,” that is, in the final analysis, the libido as object-cause of desire, the object (a) 
(Lacan, 1998: 197-199). Consequently drive, identified by Lacan with sexuality and death 
(Lacan, 1998: 199), thrives on the paradoxical satisfaction of the missed encounter, while 
desire only exists when it can pursue the metonymic object of desire that is effectively a 
screen concealing the object of the drives. The collapse of this linguistically mediated screen 
threatens the annihilation of desire, registered by Lacan as the “aphanisis,” or eclipse, of the 
divided subject before the approach of the object (a) (Lacan, 1998: 207-208, 216-219). Collo-
quially, for psychoanalysis, we might say that “getting what we really want” would represent a 
catastrophe, namely, the extinction of desire, the inability to “want anything anymore”. The 
Lacanian divided subject is therefore elementally social: were the subject whole, undivided, 
able to “get off” on itself—equivalent to the coincidence of the divided subject with the ob-
ject of the drives—this would represent the implosion of the subject’s relation to language, 
equivalent to a psychotic break.
        8. Lacan explains this conception of psychosis as a linguistic disorder, caused by the inva-
sion by the Real into an imperfectly formed Symbolic Order, in Seminar III (Lacan, 1993). 
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traumatic event: a point of failure of symbolisation, but at the same time 
never given in its positivity—it can only be constructed backwards, from 
its structural effects (Žižek, 1989: 169). 

In Žižek’s postmarxian period, the Real receives a materialist defini-
tion, because it is identified with the traumatic event of a missed encounter 
and with political contingency (which Žižek figures as a “surplus”), and with 
“Real-impossible” structural contradictions in the social formation (which 
Žižek describes as a “substance”). As Žižek explains, “the Real is an ‘entity’ 
which must be constructed afterwards so that we can account for the distor-
tions of the symbolic structure” (Žižek, 1989: 162), something that does not 
exist, but nonetheless exercises a structural causality (Žižek, 1989: 163). The 
Real is simultaneously posed and presupposed by the Symbolic as its “absent 
cause”: the Real possesses both “corporeal contingency” as the substance of 
(pre-symbolic) enjoyment and “logical [in]consistency,” as a series of disrup-
tive effects in the symbolic texture (Žižek, 1989: 171). 

While Žižek sustains the relation of mutual exclusion between Lacanian 
subject and object, the Real, as an absent cause, remains an “empty grave,” 
a structural impossibility. More recently, however (and perhaps with some 
warrant from the later Lacan), the death drive is transformed from a hypoth-
esis unifying certain analytic categories, to a distinct domain animating the liv-
ing substance, that is, the place (and not the logical zero-degree) “between the 
two deaths”. This necessarily involves the transformation of the Real from 
a regulative hypothesis into something directly constitutive of phenomenal 
reality—that is, into a speculative principle. “The place ‘between the two 
deaths’,” Žižek affirms, is “a place of sublime beauty as well as terrifying 
monsters, is the site of das Ding, of the real-traumatic kernel in the midst of 
the symbolic order” (Žižek, 1989: 135). It must not be thought that this do-
main is the empty space beyond the Limit, the depopulated space of a purely 
theoretical unity (regulative ideas as “concepts without objects”). Instead, for 
Žižek, Lacan’s later work licenses a systematic exploration of the Beyond and 
its intensive population with uncanny monsters and sublime heroes. The chief 
exhibit in this bestiary is the “excremental” figure of the Žižekian “saint,” 
whose most important attribute is that he or she is a subject who has become 
an object—that is, an undivided subject who is simultaneously an object in 
the Real (Žižek, 1997a: 79; Žižek, 2000e: 374-375). The suspicion that this odd 
character is nothing less than a postmodern (i.e., abject) version of the identi-
cal subject-object will be confirmed in the course of this chapter. No wonder, 
then, that Žižek claims that in Lacan’s (read, Žižek’s) final work, the Real ap-
proaches what formerly was the Imaginary (Žižek, 1989: 162). It does so, I sug-
gest, because the emergence of fantastic entities is precisely the index of the 
step from the legitimate employment of reason into transcendental illusion.9

        9. Žižek defends Hegel from the Kantian accusation that dialectics is a protracted relapse 
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The Hegelian Performative

Nonetheless, Žižek categorically denies that the Hegelian “speculative iden-
tity” of the “substance as subject” entails regression to the pre-modern meta-
physics of expressive totality posited by an identical subject-object, or “cos-
mic spirit,” along the lines of Charles Taylor’s influential reading of Hegel 
(Žižek, 1993: 29-33, 125-161; Žižek, 2000h: 70-124; Taylor, 1975). On lines 
consistent with contemporary “non-metaphysical” dialectics, Žižek produc-
es a non-teleological interpretation of the “negation of negation” as ground-
ing every identity in its quasi-transcendental conditions of possibility and 
impossibility (Žižek, 1989: 176-177; Žižek, 1991a: 30; Žižek, 1993: 120-124; 
Žižek, 1994c: 190).10 Seeking to defend Hegel from the allegation that dia-

into pre-Critical metaphysics on the grounds that Hegel is actually a more consequent Kant-
ian than Kant, for instead of plunging into speculations regarding the noumenal beyond, 
what Hegel does is to disperse the supposition of an inaccessible absolute truth. (Hegel dis-
perses the inaccessibility of absolute truth, not the illusion of a final Truth—hence the claim of 
the Logic to conceptualise the very Being of God qua Logos.) This is the significance of Žižek’s 
repetition of the Hegelian proposition that “the supersensible is appearance qua appearance” 
(Žižek, 1989: 193-199). The notion that truth forms a standard of knowledge beyond the phe-
nomenal field is a postulate, revealing that this impossible standard is an effect of the decision 
to limit knowledge, and so with this recognition “Truth is already here” (Žižek, 1989: 191). 
Žižek can therefore bring together Hegelian dialectics and the Lacanian registers to suggest 
that this impossibility, paradoxically located within the symbolic field, but only cognisable 
by means of a self-reflexive “shift of perspective,” is what Lacan means by the Real. The 
Real—especially the object (a)—is a “mere semblance” that adds nothing to the phenom-
enon, consisting of a non-existent anamorphic object “that can be perceived only by a gaze 
‘distorted’ by desire” (Žižek, 1991b: 12). It is worth noting that Žižek’s Hegelian solution to 
the division between noumenon and phenomenon, Truth and knowledge (absolute Truth, as 
opposed to relative truths), is the opposite of contemporary scientific conceptions of dialect-
ical processes. Where Žižek tries to save Truth by sacrificing knowledge—by discovering an 
object that does not exist for an objective gaze (Žižek, 1991b: 12)—materialist dialectics saves 
knowledge by sacrificing Truth (Bhaskar, 1991: 15). In question is not Žižek’s description of 
the subjective logic of the object (a), but its linkage with Hegelian metaphysics in the service 
of a social theory and political strategy. 
        10. The non-metaphysical dialectics developed by Klaus Hartmann and followers re-
sponds to the metaphysics of “cosmic spirit” with two critical moves: the elimination of meta-
physical explanations and the introduction of contingency into the structure of the dialectic, 
considered as a category theory. Hartmann’s works in translation are relatively limited (Hart-
mann, 1966; Hartmann, 1972; Hartmann, 1988). The English-speaking non-metaphysical 
school includes—directly—Terry Pinkard’s reconstruction of the Phenomenology (Pinkard, 
1994) and the Logic (Pinkard, 1989), Richard Winfield’s investigation of the Philosophy of  Right 
(Winfield, 1988), Alan White’s analysis of the post-Hegelian (Schellingian) criticism of Hegel’s 
ontology (White, 1983)—and indirectly—Robert Pippin’s reconstruction of Hegelian social 
philosophy (Pippin, 1989; Pippin, 1999) and Robert Williams’ studies on the theory of recog-
nition (Williams, 1992; Williams, 1997). Tony Smith has applied non-metaphysical dialectics 
to a reconstruction of the logic of Capital (Smith, 1989). Žižek is explicitly influenced by Pip-
pin (Žižek, 1993: 265 note 12), but his theory of ethical life is very close to Williams’ contention 
that mutual recognition involves the dynamism of the identity and difference of the Other, 
that is, the Other is recognised, but not known, or known, but not recognised, instigating the 
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lectics produces an expressive totality driven by the historical teleology of 

dialectics of the struggle for recognition as a permanent feature of ethical life (Williams, 1997). 
According to the non-metaphysical school, a metaphysical explanation involves proposing a 
suprasensible entity as the explanatory ground for a phenomenon: the phenomenon “x” is 
only possible if “Φ” exists. By contrast, a category theory reconstructs the intelligibility of a 
domain of social practice (including natural science) by producing a systematic arrangement 
of interlocking categories as the explanatory conditions of possibility for the intelligibility of 
the phenomenon: the phenomenon “x” is only intelligible if the category “Φ” is employed 
(Pinkard, 1989: 15). That is, Hartmann interprets Hegel as a “transcendental ontology” para-
doxically “devoid of existence claims” (Hartmann, 1988: 274). In the light of this research, it 
emerges that Taylor’s is the “Fichtean” interpretation of Hegel initially promoted by Hegel’s 
rival, the theological philosopher Schelling (Pinkard, 1989; White, 1983). This is a somewhat 
forced reading of Hegel. As Hartmann recognises, the “non-metaphysical” interpretation of 
Hegel is forced to discard the philosophies of nature and history as “speculative” in the bad, 
Kantian sense. Further, for Kant, post-critical metaphysics divides into two camps: theology 
(or special metaphysics) concerns metaphysical entities as explanatory grounds; ontology (or 
general metaphysics) concerns existence claims for being as the ground of phenomena. Kant, 
for instance, claims in the metaphysical exposition of the transcendental categories of space 
and time to have deduced the existence of space and time as aspects of being. This is a meta-
physical ontology on Kant’s terms. The difference between pre- and post-critical metaphys-
ics is that for Kant, a metaphysical ontology can only be inferred from the transcendental 
examination of human rationality—not deduced from the divine rationality or the structure 
of nature independently of human knowledge. After Kant, metaphysical ontology remains, 
but only as a postulate of reason and not as a foundational claim. White concedes that Hegel 
retains a general metaphysics or metaphysical ontology, but defends the proposition that 
this is an inference from the immanent examination of rationality—that is, a post-critical 
ontology (White, 1983: 15). Pinkard demonstrates that, from a consistent non-metaphysical 
perspective, this is unnecessarily defensive (Pinkard, 1989; Pinkard, 1994). Nonetheless, both 
are compelled to accept that Hegel does sometimes lapse into expressive conceptions of to-
tality and teleological constructions of the dialectic. The idea of dialectical rationality as a 
“transcendental ontology” is useful, however, because it focuses attention on the infamous 
“logical hierarchy” in Hegel in a way that explains the dialectical sequence of categories 
without reference to an externally imposed teleology. The interpretations offered by both 
Pippin and Pinkard sharply differentiate between a transcendental and speculative argu-
ment. While the transcendental argument can supply the necessary and universal conditions 
of possibility, a speculative argument supplies a better explanation, but not the only possible 
explanation. Dialectical theories are therefore retrospectively justified in precisely the same 
way that scientific theories are. Once Hegel is grasped as a post-critical “completion” of the 
Kantian programme of demonstrating the universal and necessary conditions of possibility 
for experience, it becomes clear that “Hegelian dialectic is no mysterious form of logic that 
transcends or is an alternative to ordinary logic. It is a strategy of explanation for a philo-
sophical program that attempts to reconcile most of the major dualisms in the history of phil-
osophy. … [B]ecause Hegel took himself to be engaged in something like the Kantian “sci-
ence of reason,” he was mistakenly led to see his dialectic as providing not only explanations 
of the possibility of categories but also derivations of the necessity of that set of categories” (Pin-
kard, 1989: 6). Pinkard’s non-metaphysical reconstruction of dialectical category theory as an 
“explanation of possibility” has significant implications for the conception of the “negation of 
the negation”. In this context, then, “contradiction” and “negation” are discursive operators 
for ordering categories systematically, as opposed to logical operators for making formal 
inferences. Dialectical contradiction, in the context of constructing a systematic theory of 
categories implies that a category, considered as a general principle that unifies a the divers-



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y182

social reconciliation, Žižek performs a “Hegelian critique of Marx” (Žižek, 
1993: 26). He affirms that:

“Substance as subject” ultimately means that a kind of ontological “crack” 
forever denounces as a semblance every “worldview,” every notion of the 
universe qua totality of the “great chain of being”. … In short, “Hegel as 
absolute idealist” is a displacement of Marx’s own disavowed ontology 
(Žižek, 1993: 26). 

The “lack” in the structure—the inconsistency of every totality, the ex-
istence of social antagonism—prevents any automatic social reproduction 
that might exclude the dimension of political subjectivity. On Lacanian 
lines, Žižek proposes that what Marx lacks (and Hegel supplies) is a concept 
of the hysterical subject as correlative to the inconsistency of the social struc-
ture. Provocatively proposing that Hegel is the original postmarxist (Žižek, 
1989: 5-6), Žižek reads “substance as subject” as a Hegelian anticipation of 
Althusser (Žižek, 1993: 139-140), whom Žižek interprets as a partial rectifi-
cation of the Marxian ontology of social reconciliation. “Substance as sub-
ject,” therefore really means the permanence of alienation, interpreted after 
Lacan as castration. As a result, Žižek regards the dialectical process as gov-
erned by contingency and driven by the “Real kernel” of the death drive:

The absolute negativity which “sets in motion” dialectical movement 
is nothing but the intervention of the “death drive” as radically non-
historical, as the “zero-degree” of history—historical movement includes 
in its very heart the non-historical dimension of “absolute negativity” 
(Žižek, 1989: 144). 

Žižek insists that every dialectical totalisation brings a rem(a)inder that 
renders the totality incomplete. This is the Lacanian equivalent of Derrida’s 
celebrated shift from the “restricted economy” of classical dialectics to the 
“general economy” of the signifier. Hence, the inclusion of the death drive 
within the process of dialectical negation implies a breach in the “restricted 
economy” of the dialectic, breaking with historical teleology and expres-

ity of a manifold, contains a “contradiction” between what it inherently is qua category (a 
unifier of a manifold) and what it is explicitly (the moment of unity alone). By unfolding the 
moments of unity, difference and unity-in-difference, a series of interconnected categories 
can be developed that represent “determinations” (specifications) of some category, whereby 
the category is expanded from an abstract simplicity to a concrete complexity. Because, for 
Hegel, determination is negation, the three moments of categorical reconstruction (abstract 
unity, abstract difference, concrete unity-in-difference) develop the “negation of the nega-
tion”. Yet, in the non-metaphysical perspective, this is not a unique and necessary rational 
exfoliation of being from thought, but instead a contingent (hypothetical) reconstruction of a 
field of knowledge that “explains possibility” through this sequence of quasi-transcendental 
categories. The “negation of the negation” is not teleological in non-metaphysical dialectics. 
This does not negate the force of Althusser’s criticism of “expressive totality” as a condemna-
tion of vulgar Hegelian metaphysics, whose real object, however, may very well have been 
Stalinism (Jameson, 1981: 34-39).
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sive totality. Therefore, Žižek claims, dialecticians need to learn to “count 
to four,” by locating the dialectical triad (thesis, antithesis, synthesis) in the 
fourfold matrix that includes “the non-dialecticisable excess, the place of 
death … supposedly eluding the dialectical grasp” (Žižek, 1991a: 179). The 
means for this transformation is the death drive, which restructures the dia-
lectical triad from “thesis, anti-thesis, synthesis” to “Imaginary, Real, Sym-
bolic” (Žižek, 1993: 120-124); following cothinker Mladen Dolar, “the im-
aginary balance changes into a symbolically structured network through a 
shock of the Real” (Žižek, 1989: 183). The inclusion of the “supplementary 
fourth” element of the death drive into the dialectical triad so transforms 
Hegel that Žižek’s Lacanian dialectics becomes, for several commentators, 
completely unrecognisable (Dews, 1995: 236-257; Gasché, 1994: 213, 278-279 
note 214). This is not a problem for Žižek, however, who avers that “the only 
way to ‘save’ Hegel is through Lacan” (Žižek, 1989: 7). 

The effect on dialectics is startling: dialectics becomes a “squared to-
talisation,” a meta-narrative of a historical sequence of failed integrations, 
enabling Žižek “to discern the strange ‘logic’ that regulates the process by 
means of which the breakdown of a totalisation itself begets another totalisa-
tion” (Žižek, 1991a: 99). In other words, dialectics becomes the philosophy of 
an impossible existential quest for a complete identity, instead of the histori-
cal master narrative of the ascent to absolute knowledge (Žižek, 1991a: 61-
68; Žižek, 1993: 171). Instead of a linear evolution, history is cyclically struc-
tured by an endless series of incomplete political revolutions.

Žižek’s paradigmatic critical intellectual is Hegel, whose Phenomenology 
of Spirit is interpreted as “an ‘existential dramatisation’ of a theoretical po-
sition whereby a certain surplus is produced: the ‘dramatisation’ gives the 
lie to the theoretical position by bringing out its implicit presuppositions” 
(Žižek, 1991a: 142). Indeed, Žižek praises Hegel as “the most sublime of hys-
terics,” because Hegel managed to articulate the dialectical logic govern-
ing the permanent disjunction between enunciation and statement (Žižek, 
1989: 191). In hysteria, an impeded traumatic kernel is converted into a so-
matic symptom: 

[And] a homologous conversion is what defines the “figures of 
consciousness” in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit … In “dramatising” 
his position, the subject renders manifest what remains unspoken in it, 
what must remain unspoken for this position to maintain its consistency. 
Therefore every “figure of consciousness” implies a kind of hysterical 
theatre (Žižek, 1991a: 142). 

The “elementary matrix” of Žižek’s ideology-criticism is exactly this 
process of dramatising theoretical “figures of consciousness”—“a problem 
disappears when we take into account (when we ‘stage’) its context of enunciation” 
(Žižek, 1991a: 145)—as indicating a subjective position of enunciation in re-
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lation to a “form of life”. The hysteric (the critical intellectual) exposes the 
castration of the master by disclosing that the truth of subjects’ adherence 
to the master signifier is not grounded upon its ultimate rationality, but in-
stead on the secret yield of libidinal satisfaction (“enjoyment”) that sustains 
their allegiance. Žižek’s Lacanian dialectics is designed to expose the con-
tingency of every master signifier and its dependence upon the libidinal in-
vestments of the subject (Žižek, 1993: 2). 

Instead of teleological metaphysics, then, Žižek interprets Hegel as sup-
plying a “logic of the signifier” (Žižek, 1991a: 74-100; Žižek, 1994c: 47-50) 
that coincides with the concept of a “Hegelian performative”. Dialectics, 
Žižek insists, reveals the radical contingency of every performative inaugu-
ration of a new social order. The “Hegelian performative” designates the 
moment in which the subject, whose hegemonic articulation succeeds in 
founding a new social order, acts as a “vanishing mediator” in the historical 
process (Žižek, 1991a: 195-215). Dialectics therefore disperses the mirage of 
historical teleology by revealing the repressed historical violence that founds 
every social totality. In the aftermath of the traumatic event of inaugura-
tion, the historical violence of social institution is “gentrified,” transformed 
from the radical negativity of social antagonism into the political positivity 
of a differential structure (Žižek, 1991a: 195-215). The means for this is the 
ideological fantasy of a harmonious society, or “social fantasy,” which “clos-
es the gap” between the chain of signification and the master signifier. But 
what exactly is this “repressed violence,” and in what way is this cyclical the-
ory of history supposed to be dialectical?

As Žižek explains, it is generally supposed that Hegel converts Fichte’s 
speculative equation, “I = I” into something like “the absolute subject = the 
expressive totality of society and history”. Not so, Žižek claims: “Hegel con-
verts the Fichtean I = I into the absolute contradiction Spirit = Bone … the 
subject is posited as correlative to an object which precisely cannot be con-
sidered as the subject’s objectivisation” (Žižek, 2001c: 88). But what exactly is 
this foreign body that prevents the emergence of an expressive totality? 

Everything hinges, according to Žižek, on the dialectical circle of “pre-
supposing the positing” and “positing the presuppositions”. Every performa-
tive speech act requires the existence of an institutional or conventional back-
ground, with the implication that an inaugural declaration (for instance, the 
Declaration of the Rights of Man) must necessarily misfire. The paradox is 
that an institutional background is a presupposition of a declarative speech 
act, yet in order to inaugurate a new social order, this background must be 
posited by the declaration itself. For Žižek, this implies the existence of “im-
possible” performatives—pure inaugural declarations—that coincide with 
the creation of new social orders and new master signifiers. The corollary is 
that the performative status of the declaration is “originally repressed,” ap-
pearing as a constative (Žižek, 2001c: 96-99). In other words, the “stain on 
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the mirror” correlative to the subject, the foreign body that resists incorpo-
ration in an expressive totality, is nothing other than the act of positing an 
expressive totality! This act, the act of a subject capable of generating forms 
of objectivity from “the absolute self-transparency of a pure performative,” 
is what is “originally repressed” as a traumatic deed of self-positing (Žižek, 
2001c: 88). Thus, the identical subject-object is the “originally repressed” 
ground of the division between subject and object, enunciation and state-
ment, which necessarily appear phenomenally as opposites. Is it necessary 
to add that this “solution” to the problems of the philosophy of reflection is 
“Fichte’s original insight,” served up by Žižek as Lacanian dialectics? 

Postmarxism: Hegemonic Dialectics and Political Subjectivity

We have seen that Žižek relies upon the Lacanian relation of inverse pro-
portionality between subject and object for his claim that “saving” Hegel 
through Lacan prevents a return to metaphysical dialectics. Yet Žižek also 
affirms that in the Act of social inauguration, subject and object coincide 
in the figure of a “headless subject,” a “saint” possessed by the death drive. 
This completely cancels any inverse proportionality between subject and ob-
ject, invoking instead the Romantic demigod capable of an act of “intellec-
tual intuition”. Likewise, we have seen that Žižek conceptualises the histori-
cal process as an endless dialectical sequence, in which the subject appears 
as phenomenally estranged from the structural “substance”. Every dialecti-
cal totalisation results in a non-dialectical remainder, he claims, thus squar-
ing the circle of a Lacanian dialectics. But this non-dialectical remainder 
turns out to be nothing other than the originally repressed act of an identi-
cal subject-object. 

We therefore have to ask whether an endless dialectical progression, 
based on a quest for self-identity that departs from an original fusion and 
returns to an impossible unity, is not, after all, a repetition of the Hegelian 
“struggle to the death for pure prestige,” recast in the language of psychoa-
nalysis.11 In Žižek’s opening intervention into the postmarxian field (Žižek, 
1990: 249-260) he proposes, in a variation on the “substance as subject” mo-
tif, to read postmarxism not only as political competition, but also as social 
division. Žižek distinguishes the social reality of the antagonistic fight—a 
political competition between apparently symmetrical opponents—from 
the Real of social antagonism—where the radically asymmetrical antago-

        11. For Alexandre Kojève, for instance, the lesson of the existential reading of Hegelian-
ism was the interpretation of the “end of history” not as a determinate historical terminus, 
but as the abandonment of the search for a divine guarantee for human rationality (Kojève, 
1980). The Kojèvian “sage” combines existential resoluteness in the teeth of the “mineness” 
of death with the dialectical recognition that the quest for identity culminates in the spiritual 
substance of universal ethical life, thus celebrating the lack of metaphysical supports for so-
cial institutions as a personal conquest with general implications. 
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nists, master and slave, engage in a fight to the death for social recognition 
(Žižek, 1990: 253). He aligns this opposition with the distinction between 
conscious subject-positions (the social reality of the antagonistic fight as po-
litical competition) and the unconscious subject (hegemonic dialectics as the 
Real of social antagonism). Žižek can then propose that the division in the 
subject leads to an unconscious drive to annihilate the other, who appears 
before the subject as an object blocking self-identity. As Žižek subsequently 
explains, the divided subject encounters the other as embodying their lost 
“sublime” object, with the consequence that the subject is driven by the 
phantasmatic desire for wholeness to destroy the corporeal body of the oth-
er, so as to recapture the subject’s “lost” object (Žižek, 1993: 68-69). 

Žižek’s interpretation of hegemonic politics through the master-slave di-
alectic, as something like the “elementary matrix of intersubjectivity,” gen-
erates significant problems, compounding his uncritical acceptance of the 
transposition of concepts drawn from the psychology of individuals onto 
the field of political agency. Strictly speaking, the master-slave dialectic is 
not a form of intersubjectivity at all, because instead of having reference to 
a shared universality, the master is the universal, while the slave is “noth-
ing,” a singularity. In Hegel’s discussion, therefore, the master-slave dialec-
tic is the transcendental genesis of the field of intersubjectivity, not its para-
digmatic form (Hegel, 1977: 111-119; Hyppolite, 1974: 168-177; Pinkard, 1994: 
55-62). Worse still, Žižek lacks the dialectics of servile labour that enables 
Hegel to make the transition from the master-slave dialectic to the opening 
form of intersubjectivity, the “unhappy consciousness” (Hegel, 1977: 119-138; 
Hyppolite, 1974: 190; Lukács, 1975: 480-481, 537-567). Not only does this 
mean that for Žižek, the social formation is regarded as entirely constituted 
by the master’s universal—literally, the “master’s signifier”—and hence, the 
social formation is an expressive totality, but there is no way to get from the 
“dialectics” of universal and singular to hegemonic politics. Instead, Žižek’s 
social theory can only generate the perspectives of total revolt or servile 
complicity: this is a “dialectics” incapable of elaborating increasingly com-
plex forms of ethical life. In this optic, history appears as an endless cycle of 
overthrows, generating no progress, which can be modelled on the Lacani-
an “formulae of sexuation”—the “Real of sexual difference” between mas-
culine and feminine (Žižek, 1993: 45-80)—that is, an eternal opposition be-
tween fixed principles, “master-masculine” and “slave-feminine”. 

Perhaps these considerations explain Žižek’s extraordinary indifference 
to the critical Hegelian distinction between the “absolute negativity” of “the 
natural negation of consciousness … which remains without the required 
significance of recognition” (Hegel, 1977: 114) and the “radical negativity” 
of self-consciousness, which generates a continuous movement of transcend-
ence in quest of self-reflexivity through mutual recognition. Žižek employs 
“absolute negativity,” or “abstract” negation, as if it were equivalent to “rad-
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ical negativity,” or “determinate” negation, because, for him, the “absolute 
negativity” of the death drive dynamises the historical process, by energis-
ing the “radical negativity” of the “substanceless subjectivity” of the uncon-
scious subject. It is not the desire for recognition, but the drive to annihilate 
the other, that supplies the fundamental dynamism, if not of progress, at 
least of “the eternal return of the same,” namely, the endless cycle of politi-
cal revolutions. Yet, if desire is the desire of the Other, while drive is a pure 
desire, desire of desire itself, then on this dialectical schema, drive will be the 
return of desire into itself—conditional upon the recognition of the “non-
existence,” that is, the contingency, the inconsistency, of the Other. But this 
is precisely the schema whereby Reason, taking itself as an object, finally re-
turns from the long exile of the Spirit into Hegel’s “end of history,” once it 
realises that rationality is not resident in God or Nature, but is the product 
of intersubjective consensus. 

Žižek’s reliance on the Hegelian dialectic to develop a social theory, 
then, implies that the struggle for recognition (the master-slave dialectic) 
is finally a desire for self-identity, that is, for the coincidence of subject and 
object. According to Hegel, “the object of Desire is … the universal inde-
structible substance … the Notion of Spirit” (Hegel, 1977: 110)—that is, the 
universal medium of intersubjective community, in which “I” is “we” and 
conversely (Hegel, 1977: 110). And as we shall discover, the “universal Truth” 
that Žižek will deliver himself of consists exactly in the revelation that the 
highest deed of self-reflexive subjectivity is the production of a new master 
signifier, whereby the subject who refuses to give way on their desire indeed 
arrives at the “spirit of community”. There is surely no warrant for this in 
Lacan. What is lost in Žižek’s translation of psychoanalysis into spiritual di-
alectics is the relation of mutual interference between desire and drive, and 
therefore the counter-finality dominating the Lacanian conception of the 
“dialectic of desire”. For Lacan, the self-reflexive culmination of the dialec-
tic in an identical subject-object is structurally impossible as a social act. For 
Žižek, by contrast, the articulation of an “impossible,” performative contra-
diction turns out to disclose the Absolute itself, in a “vanishing” moment of 
social inauguration. 

Radical Negativity: The Philosophical Anthropology of the Death Drive

Despite Žižek’s denials, then, the major elements of the metaphysical inter-
pretation remain in position: an expressive relation between theoretical ide-
ologies and cultural formations, combined with the agency of the subject, 
as “vanishing mediator” in the generation of discursive totalities, implies a 
theory where the social totality is the alienation-expression of a “subject of 
history”. Again, Žižek’s explicit anthropology appears to refuse this conclu-
sion, while in actuality relying on the structure of “intellectual intuition” for 
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its truth-claims.
Žižek employs the concept of the Real of enjoyment as a hole in the 

Symbolic field to present a post-structural anthropology that departs from 
Lévi-Strauss.12 Instead of the Symbolic field delineated by structural anthro-
pology, which exhibits the closure characteristic of a centred structure, he 
conceptualises the socio-symbolic field as decentred, perforated by a hole at 
its centre. This hole is the Real of social antagonism, and at the centre of 
the structure we find not an ahistorical governing principle, but instead an 
empty signifier, a zero-symbol that is the site for political contestation and 
contingent articulations. Although Lévi-Strauss’ two tribal moieties seem to 
inhabit different discursive universes, “the very splitting into the two ‘rela-
tive’ perceptions implies a hidden reference to a constant”—not, Žižek anx-
iously assures us, “to the objective, ‘actual’ disposition of buildings, but to a 
traumatic kernel, a fundamental antagonism”—which happens to be ideol-
ogy as the social “zero-institution” (Žižek, 2001c: 221). The modern political 
Left and Right, Žižek adds helpfully, behave as do these two moieties. The 
struggle for hegemony, then, “is … precisely the struggle for how this zero-
institution will be overdetermined, coloured by some particular significa-
tion” (Žižek, 2001c: 222). 

At the same time, this is a post-structural anthropology, in that the root 
of social divisions is not some positively existing characteristic of human na-
ture, but instead the “negative essence” of the signifier. Social antagonism is 
an expression of the Real of social difference (whose root, Žižek proposes, is 
sexual difference), which can ultimately be explained through the very exist-
ence of difference per se, as a difference that retroactively appears to pre-exist 
every differential signification (Žižek, 2001c: 223). This difference “in-itself” 

        12. (Žižek, 2000c: 112-113; Žižek, 2001c: 221-222). According to Žižek, “a tribe is divided 
into two subgroups, “those who are from above” and “those who are from below”; when we 
ask an individual to draw … the plan of his village (the spatial disposition of cottages), we 
obtain two quite different answers, depending on his belonging to one or the other subgroup. 
Both perceive the village as a circle, but for one subgroup, there is, within this circle, another 
circle of central houses, so that we have two concentric circles, while for the other subgroup, 
the circle is split in two by a clear dividing line. In other words, a member of the first group 
(let us call it “conservative corporatist”) perceives the plan of the village as a ring of houses 
more or less symmetrically disposed around the central temple, whereas a member of the 
second (“revolutionary antagonistic”) subgroup perceives the village as two distinct heaps 
of houses separated by an invisible frontier. The central point of Levi-Strauss is that this 
example should in no way entice us into cultural relativism, according to which the percep-
tion of social space depends on the observer’s group membership: the very splitting into the 
two “relative” perceptions implies a hidden reference to a constant—not to the objective, 
“actual” disposition of buildings, but to a traumatic kernel, a fundamental antagonism that 
inhabitants of the village were unable to symbolize, to account for, to “internalize” and come 
to terms with; an imbalance in social relations that prevented the community from stabil-
izing itself into a harmonious whole. The two perceptions of the village’s plan are simply two 
mutually exclusive attempts to cope with this traumatic antagonism, to heal its wound via the 
imposition of a balanced symbolic structure” (Žižek, 2001c: 221-222).
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forms the core of Žižek’s anthropology. As we have seen from Žižek’s (post-)
structural anthropology, the only certainty is that social division exists. But 
once social division (pure difference) is grasped as certain knowledge, we 
have arrived at the (absolute) Truth. Indeed, it is by means of the basic ma-
trix of self-reflexive inversion that Žižek can denounce the effort to occupy 
a neutral metalinguistic position of enunciation while at the same time pro-
ducing a theory of the Truth of ideology. Žižek correlates the shift from the 
desire for a neutral-universal stance to recognition of its impossibility with 
the move from desire to drive, Symbolic to Real (Žižek, 1994d). This sug-
gests a phenomenology of ideology, whereby the subject strives towards the 
limits of subjectivity, without for a moment abandoning the valorisation of 
subject-centred descriptions of experience characteristic of Žižek’s rejection 
of science for philosophy (Resch, 2001). Such a position is grounded in ideal-
ist assumptions regarding the primacy of thinking over materiality, so that 
“logical inconsistency” gradually, but inevitably, supplants “corporeal con-
tingency” as the basic definition of the Real (Resch, 1999).

Žižek accepts the postmodern criticism that ideology-critique implies 
a privileged position of enunciation from which the agent can denounce 
ideological mystification, but proposes that nonetheless we must not re-
nounce the concept of an extra-ideological reality (Žižek, 1994d: 17). Ac-
cording to Žižek:

“I am a replicant” is the statement of the subject at its purest—the 
same as in Althusser’s theory of ideology, where the statement “I am 
in ideology” is the only way for me to truly avoid the vicious circle of 
ideology (Žižek, 1993: 41).

Robert Pfaller shows how Žižek equates an ambivalent self-reflexivity 
with non-ideological truth, implying that the subject, by manifesting their 
grasp of the impossibility of non-ideological subjectivity, nonetheless man-
ages to “vanishingly” enunciate a non-ideological proposition (Pfaller, 1998: 
225-246). This “vanishing” form of (non-)subjectivity is theorised by Žižek 
as “subjective destitution,” the “place between the two deaths” occupied by 
those sublime heroes (who are equally abject monsters) reduced to automata 
of the death drive. According to Žižek, then, the performative contradiction 
inherent in the self-reflexive claim to a “universal ideology” is less an index 
of delusion than a testimony to truth—as Pfaller shows, Žižek relies upon 
the claim that the “liar’s paradox,” qua impossible statement, is self-reflexive-
ly inverted into the enunciation of an impossibility (Pfaller, 1998: 233-234). 
Thus, just as “the supersensible is appearance qua appearance,” the non-
ideological is ideology as ideology. That is, the moment a universal stance 
is conceptualised as merely relative, only the result of subjective positioning 
“in ideology,” we have already grasped the truth of ideology by self-reflex-
ively enunciating a performative contradiction. Žižek can therefore main-
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tain that “stepping out of … ideology is the very form of our enslavement to 
it” (Žižek, 1994d: 6), while conducting the criticism of ideology: non-ideo-
logical objectivity is a limit condition of subjectivity (“subjective destitution”), 
whose existence can be self-reflexively inferred from within ideology. 

The circular character of Žižek’s position generates a link between the 
“leap of faith” and “absolute knowledge,” reminiscent of Lukács’ “wager on 
communism” before writing History and Class Consciousness. It is therefore not 
surprising that Žižek’s constant polemical denunciations of “historicism,” 
for its lack of recognition of the “non-historical kernel of human existence,” 
are laced with bold claims to have adopted a “dogmatic” stance, so that, 
for instance, we are informed that “Marxism and psychoanalysis are ‘infal-
lible’ at the level of their enunciated content” (Žižek, 1994c: 183). To claim 
that Žižek remains within the gravitational field of historicism will perhaps 
generate consternation, for the dominant tendency in criticisms of Žižek is 
to take a position for or against his supposed anti-historicism. Crusader for 
Cartesian certainty, defender of the cogito and supporter of the Truth-Event 
of militant materialism (the October Revolution), Žižek has produced nu-
merous critiques of “postmarxian historicism” and “postmodern sophism” 
(Žižek, 1993: 1-5; Žižek, 1996b: 214-218; Žižek, 2000c: 112-114; Žižek, 2001c: 
80-81). In opposition to the historicist tendency of radical democratic post-
marxism, Žižek has from the beginning proposed that “over-rapid histori-
cisation makes us blind to the real kernel that returns as the same through 
diverse … symbolisations” (Žižek, 1989: 50). His position is that it is impos-
sible to entirely contextualise a phenomenon: the dissolution of every event 
into its socio-historical context implies the positioning of the analyst in the 
“view from nowhere,” the god’s-eye position of pure, neutral metalanguage 
situated “above” the historical texture. The apparently modest perspectival 
relativism of the historicist therefore masks an extraordinarily immodest 
claim to perfect neutrality, to possess the “master’s gaze, which viewing his-
tory from a safe metalanguage distance, constructs the linear narrative of 
‘historical evolution’” (Žižek, 2001c: 80). Žižek connects the metanarrative 
of legitimation that supports historicism with the fundamental operation 
of ideology (Žižek, 1991a: 130) and regards deconstruction as the “highest 
expression” of contemporary historicism, because its endless recontextu-
alisations engage precisely such a metalinguistic claim (Žižek, 1989: 153-
155; Žižek, 1991a: 87-90). What historicism overlooks is the eternal return 
of the same of difference itself in every historico-symbolic text, conceptualised 
psychoanalytically as “lack” (the absence of a presence) (Žižek, 2000c: 114; 
Žižek, 2001c: 223). 

The problem is that this definition of the Symbolic as based in a pure, 
non-conceptual difference, besides having surprisingly Deleuzian overtones 
(Deleuze, 1994), coincides with Žižek’s definition of the Real, collapsing 
“lack” into “loss,” Symbolic into Real—and subject into object.
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II.

Against the conceptual background of Žižek’s Hegelian tendency to close 
the gap between subject and object, it should not be surprising that despite 
the brilliance of his Lacanian interpretation of ideological interpellation, 
several small, but significant, revisions lead to a reversal of the Lacanian 
“agency of the letter” into a Hegelian “agency of the subject”. Žižek’s exten-
sion of the Althusserian concept of ideological interpellation is a powerful 
Lacanian reformulation of the process of subject formation. By introducing 
an unconscious dimension to the Althusserian subject, Žižek can explain the 
hidden dependence of the subject on libidinal investments that are denied 
in conscious discourse. My contention is, however, that Žižek’s exposition 
of the Lacanian graph of desire as an extension of the theory of interpella-
tion drifts subtly from Althusser and Lacan towards Hegel and Schelling. 
We therefore have to examine this discursive inversion—which determines 
Žižek’s theoretico-political impasse—very closely in the next sections. I in-
vestigate the accuracy of Žižek’s interpretation of the Lacanian “Graph of 
Desire,” in the light of the influence of the historicist problematic of Laclau 
and Mouffe on his work. Then, I propose to clarify the opposition between 
the Althusserian-Lacanian “agency of the letter” and the Hegelian “agency 
of the subject” by means of Lacan’s matrix of the four discourses (Bracher, 
1994: 107-128; Žižek, 1998c: 74-113). I claim that Žižek’s reformulation re-
places the Lacanian discourse of the master with a hysterical discourse on 
interpellation. 

Beyond Interpellation: The Lacanian Interpretation of Althusser

The Lacanian interpretation of Althusser involves two significant rectifica-
tions to the concept of ideological interpellation. (1) Althusser’s imaginary 
relation to the real conditions of existence becomes less important, in inter-
pellating the subject, than the role of an ideological “master signifier” (for 
instance, “God,” or “Communism”), which is held to form the horizon of 
expectations for the subject by totalising every chain of signification. (2) The 
material rituals of ideological practice are considered to be effects of an un-
conscious repetition-compulsion, generated by the trauma of interpellation, 
so that the unconscious dimension in ideology is rooted less in its subject-
centred character, than in the existence of psychic division and intrapychic 
conflict. 

The Althusserian vignette of “hailing,” however, involves the paradox 
that individuals recognise themselves as the object of an interpellation before they 
have acquired the minimal self-identity constitutive of subjectivity. The La-
canian interpretation of Althusser accepts the force of this paradox, name-
ly, that the subject’s entry into language happens by means of the interven-
tion of an initially meaningless command. This interpellation primordially 



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y192

wounds the subject, permanently dividing the subject between an ineffable 
singular existence and an anticipatory social identity that is structurally in-
complete. The nature of this wound is the absence of the “ideational repre-
sentative of the drives”: the drives cannot be directly represented in the psy-
che, only appearing through delegates, suggesting to Lacan the model of a 
“hole” that is contingently filled by substitute objects. 

Adapting Lacan’s notion to the theory of ideology, Mladen Dolar sug-
gests that the interpellation of subjects proceeds by means of the introjection 
of the ideological command as an uncomprehended alien object—a mean-
ingless material voice, a blind authoritarian gaze (Žižek, 1996a)—that is only 
retroactively accepted as the locus of Meaning (Dolar, 1993: 75-96). Žižek pro-
poses that “belief is an affair of obedience to the dead, uncomprehended let-
ter,” and expands upon this apropos of “Kafka as critic of Althusser”:

Of course, in his theory of Ideological State Apparatuses, Althusser gave 
an elaborated, contemporary version of this Pascalian “machine”; but 
the weak point of his theory is that he or his school never succeeded 
in thinking out the link between the Ideological State Apparatuses and 
ideological interpellation … The answer to this is, as we have seen, that 
this external “machine” of State Apparatuses exercises its force only in 
so far as it is experienced, in the unconscious economy of the subject, 
as a senseless, traumatic injunction. … That leftover, far from hindering the 
full submission of the subject to the ideological command, is the very condition of it 
(Žižek, 1989: 43).

The persistence of an enigmatic ideological interpellation in the uncon-
scious tends to hystericise the subject, thus instigating an existential ques-
tioning with the potential to undermine the ideological interpellation itself. 
The after-effects of this traumatic process of division between the signifier 
and enjoyment continue to resonate in the unconscious, which is “struc-
tured like a language,” composed of introjected representations, leading to 
a variety of “formations of the unconscious,” ranging from everyday para-
praxes to hysterical symptoms. Lacan’s conception that “the unconscious is 
structured like a language” depends upon the distinction between the signi-
fier (the Symbolic Order that consists of differences without positive terms) 
and the letter (the material support of signification that is inherently mean-
ingless). For Lacan, the unconscious is composed of letters which function as 
objects in the drives (Fink, 1995c: 223-229; Žižek, 1994c: 173). These letters 
are the depository of the subject’s unconscious identifications to a sequence 
of introjected master signifiers, considered not as elements of the chain of 
signification, but as objects lodged in the unconscious (Fink, 1995a). Paradig-
matically, these letters are objects (a) (Lacan, 1974: 83-100). According to La-
can, the object (a) is both the object in desire—the phantasmatic substance 
of the desired object, which is always the desire of the Other, that is, the de-
sire to be desired by the Other—and the cause of desire—a void in the sub-
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ject that converts the linearity of instincts into the circularity of drive. The 
unconscious therefore consists of a chain of master signifiers that simultane-
ously function as objects (a), material letters in the combinatory of the un-
conscious. Hence, the Lacanian subject is both divided between the master 
signifier (meaning) and the object (a) (being) (Žižek, 1996b: 79), and decentred, 
because of the non-coincidence of the metaphorical master signifier with the 
object (a) as metonymy of an impossible desire. If the master signifier is the 
“metaphor of the subject,” substituting in discourse for the material exist-
ence of the subject, and this master signifier is also the metonymy of the de-
sire of the subject, then whenever the subject designates an object of desire in 
a chain of signification governed by this master signifier, they constitutively 
absent themselves from this discourse even as they indicate that their “real” 
object lies perpetually beyond the horizon of what they are speaking about. 

Following Dolar, the object (a), or “sublime object of ideology,” is the ob-
jectival aspect of the master signifier—its material existence as a letter—and 
it functions as the “rigid designator” within, or “objective correlative” to, 
the signification governed by the master signifier (Žižek, 1989: 95-100). Ap-
proximately, the sublime object—the Lacanian object (a)—is the phantas-
matic “referent” of the master signifier, the impossible desire that the master 
signifier “fixes” into position as a sublime “beyond” to the ideological field, 
while the “subject before subjectivation” is the vanishing “final signified” of 
the master signifier (Žižek, 1991a: 27). An ideological interpellation, intro-
jected into the psyche of the subject as a meaningless command, instigates 
a compulsion to repeat the senseless material rituals of ideology. The force 
of ideological interpellation depends effectively on the lodgement of a frag-
ment of the state machine within the subject, in the form of a senseless, trau-
matic stain, a dead letter, an unintelligible command to obey. 

By means of this conceptual apparatus, Žižek claims to theorise “enjoy-
ment as a political factor,” that is, the material rituals of ideological prac-
tices as effects of a repetition-compulsion. Because the master signifier is an 
object for the drives, there is a libidinal satisfaction in the repetition of the 
rituals associated with ideological practices: the acting out of the material 
aspect of the symbolic ideological ritual gratifies the libidinal investments 
of the subject. For Žižek, the paradigmatic instance of this libidinal invest-
ment is the Fisher King from the Grail legend, whose performative incom-
petence exposes a senseless repetition-compulsion, that is, an enactment of an 
ideological ritual lacking the master signifier. This “enjoyment,” the libidi-
nal investment in the material ritual, shorn of the formal screen of perfor-
mative signification, is externalised as the suppurating wound in the Fisher 
King’s thigh (Žižek, 1989: 76-84; Žižek, 1993: 145-199). The basic idea is that 
we are held to the ideological mystification not just because it “explains” the 
“real conditions of existence” from a subject-centred perspective, nor even 
because the ideological master signifier totalises the discursive field and en-
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ables meaning to emerge, but because we “get off” on, obtain libidinal sat-
isfaction from, the stupid material ritual. The Althusserian thesis that ide-
ology consists precisely of such institutional rituals and material practices 
(“kneel down and you shall believe”) exposed, for instance, the mode of op-
eration of the Stalinist regimes, as well as the most effective path towards 
generalised resistance (Žižek, 1993: 229; Žižek, 1994c: 59-65), and can be ap-
plied to commodity fetishism, where we persist in mystified practices despite 
formal knowledge of the mechanisms of exploitation (Žižek, 1989: 11-53). 

The Lacanian “Graph of Desire” 

In Chapter Three of The Sublime Object of Ideology, Žižek provides a virtuoso 
exposition of the “Graph of Desire” as a Lacanian extension to the Althus-
serian theory of ideological interpellation (Žižek, 1989: 87-129). Despite my 
fundamental agreement with Žižek’s intentions, I want to draw attention to 
two aspects of Žižek’s demonstration that introduce a shift towards an iden-
tical subject-object. The first is Žižek’s understatement of the unconscious 
Symbolic Law, which leads him to treat the unconscious as consisting exclu-
sively of libidinal enjoyment, neglecting to stress the fundamental genera-
tive role of the prohibition of incest. The second is Žižek’s substitution of the 
agency of the subject—who is supposed to “anticipate” their interpellation in 
an act of decision—for the Lacanian agency of the letter—where the subject 
has their name effectively imposed on them as an alien destiny. The main 
stake in Žižek’s discussion is his demonstration that “beyond” the dispersed, 
multiple subject-positions occupied by the agent, there lies not only the logi-
cal quasi-transcendental of the empty (“barred,” or unconscious) “subject 
before subjectivation,” but also the materiality of the object of the drives and 
the unconscious libidinal investments of the subject. In general, in the post-
marxian field, Žižek’s concepts of the “subject before subjectivation” and the 
“sublime object of ideology” depend upon the category of the Real of enjoy-
ment as the hidden support for, and subversion of, the Symbolic field. On 
this basis, Žižek aims to theorise “enjoyment as a political factor,” that is, the 
hidden dependence of the reigning master signifier upon a now “vanished” 
intervention of the “subject before subjectivation,” whose current hysterical 
posture is sustained by a secret yield of enjoyment gained from their subjec-
tion. The aim of this analysis will be to liberate the subject from the illusion 
of the existence of a “sublime object of ideology” and to force recognition 
of the world-constituting power of the subject qua vanishing mediator in the 
historical process. By employing the Lacanian “Graph of Desire,” Žižek 
therefore aims to demonstrate why enjoyment is the truth of ideology and to 
explain how it is possible for the critical intellectual, on the basis of this rev-
elation, to preserve critical distance from the master signifier. 



Radical Negativity 195

S(∅) (◊D)

s (O) O

Castration

I(O)

Completed Graph

Voice

(◊a) d

Signifier
e i (o)

Enjoyment

FIGURE: The completed form of the Graph of Desire (Žižek, 1989: 121; Lacan, 1977: 313). 

In the lower “level” of the Graph of Desire, the vector running from 
the “Signifier” to the “Voice” represents the diachronic dimension—or syn-
tagmatic axis of selection—of a differential chain of signification. The syn-
chronic dimension of the process of anchoring—or paradigmatic axis of 
combination—is represented as an equivalential chain running from the 
divided subject, , to the Ego-Ideal, I(O). (This vector travels through the 
strictly unconscious upper “level” of the Graph of Desire, discussed below.) 
What Lacan designates as the “effect of retroversion” indicates that the in-
tervention of a master signifier fixes the meaning of the chain of significa-
tion: “the point de capiton represents, holds the place of, the big Other, the 
synchronous code, in the diachronous signifier’s chain” (Žižek, 1989: 103). 
The retroactive result of the intervention of the master signifier is symbolic 
identification, I(O), which stands both for an Imaginary Other and for the 
Ego-Ideal that is the locus of the symbolic identification of the subject. The 
intersections of the diachronic chain and synchronic field—where S2 is re-
placed by s(O), the meaning of the locution, and S1 by O, the Other, that is, 
locus of the code, or “treasury of the signifier”—define at once the minimal 
differential articulation, S2—S1, and the equivalential relation created be-
tween these terms by the operation of the master signifier. The point i(o)—
or ideal ego—is the locus of the metonymic object—the object that meto-
nymically designates the object of desire. The point e—or ego—denotes the 
“me” of intersubjective discourse. The ego is constituted through the imag-
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inary misrecognition of a differential (decentred) subject-position as a cen-
tred identity. Lacan refers to the loop travelling through the points , e, O, 
s(O), i(o), and I(O), as the “chatterbox,” because this represents an ego-dom-
inated discourse wherein the subject, trying to express themselves, primari-
ly makes an effort to realise an ideal that is supported by an imaginary self-
conception (Lacan, 1989a: Seminar of 6 November 1957). Less prejudicially, 
it is the circuit of rational discourse, for “apart from being the circuit of the 
transmission of information … it is the locus of the concrete discourse of the 
‘speakingbeing’ trying to make themselves understood” (Dor, 1997: 200). 

It cannot be over-emphasised that for post-Althusserian theories of ideol-
ogy, the circuit of rational discourse is all there is. For postmodernism, the chain of 
signification is a chain of “floating” subject-positions, articulated within the 
horizon of action of a political conjuncture, totalised by means of a political 
symbol. According to Ernesto Laclau, for instance, a dispersed ensemble of 
subject-positions (gay, black, worker, etc.) attains its relative unity through 
the exceptional position of one of the subject-positions (for instance, radical 
democrat), which acts as a universal equivalent and thereby homogenises 
the otherwise heterogeneous sheaf of identities. Žižek opposes the postmod-
ern reduction of the subject to a dispersed multiplicity of subject-positions, 
lent a merely imaginary unity by a political symbol. The thrust of Žižek’s 
argument is, however, that the “subject before subjectivation” and the “sub-
lime object of ideology” cannot be reduced to a question of the identity of the 
agent. In the Lacanian terms developed by Žižek, this debate can be ex-
plored by means of the following question: given that the Lacanian “Graph 
of Desire” consists of two analytically distinct “cells,” or levels, why is there a 
second level, “beyond” the interplay of Imaginary identity and Symbolic identification? 

The opposition between the signifier and the letter—and the persist-
ence of the letter in the unconscious—provides the basis for the Lacanian 
explanation of why there is something more than the “circuit of rational dis-
course”. The lack of a final signifier in the process of interpellation implies 
the incompleteness of identity—leading to quest for a guarantee in the Real 
for the singular existence of the subject. The subject experiences their lack of 
a final signifier as the loss of an object, paradigmatically, the loss of fusional 
unity with the mother correlative to their entry into language. Bruce Fink 
refers to this eternally lost object—the object (a)—as a rem(a)inder from the 
entry into language, and it can be described (approximately) as the uncon-
ditional demand for an impossible fullness (Fink, 1995a: 60-61). The exist-
ence of a phantasmatic, or “sublime” referent of the master signifier explains 
“why Lacan developed his graph of desire apropos of … a drama of failed inter-
pellation” (Žižek, 1989: 120): in “alienation,” the subject loses its fusional uni-
ty with the mother and enters language under the sign of an incomprehensi-
ble master signifier; in “separation,” the master signifier is experienced as a 
contingent placeholder for a lost plenitude that the subject desperately seeks. 
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The subject of desire is the void of an empty placemarker in discourse—
the logical space occupied by successive (incomplete) identities. At the same 
time, these identities, successively adopted by the subject, are bound into a 
relative unity by the characteristic stance that the subject takes up towards 
these identities—in short, by the way that the subject “gets off” on various 
subject-positions, by the characteristic libidinal investment that the subject 
makes in an identity. Hence, every interpellation-subjectivation is haunted 
by the possibility for the emergence of a hysterical question, addressed to the 
master signifier: “is that it?” As Žižek explains:

the only problem is that this “square of the circle” of interpellation, this 
circular movement between symbolic and imaginary identification, 
never comes out without a certain leftover. After every quilting of the 
signifier’s chain, which retroactively fixes its meaning, there always 
remains a certain gap, an opening which is rendered in the third form of 
the graph by the famous Che Vuoi?—“You’re telling me that, but what do 
you want with it, what are you aiming at?” (Žižek, 1989: 111). 

The (hystericising) question—“Che Vuoi?” “What do you want?”—is ex-
perienced by the subject as an unbearable anxiety. Anxiety—the only emo-
tion that never lies (Lacan)—bears witness to the dimension of the death 
drive, the dimension of the Real of enjoyment. It is critical to stress that the 
anxiety generated by the enigmatic (non-)reply of the Other points beyond 
identity: the hysterical question is not “what am I,” but “what do I want,” 
not just a question of the incompleteness of identity, but primarily of the 
libidinal investments that subvert every identity. “The hysterical question 
opens the gap of what is ‘in the subject more than the subject’ of the object in 
subject which resists interpellation-subordination of the subject, its inclusion 
in the symbolic network” (Žižek, 1989: 113). Hence, the hysterical question, 
by highlighting the contingency of the master signifier, refers to the failure 
of interpellation, to the inability of the subject to fully assume their symbolic 
mandate. According to Žižek:

This is the dimension overlooked in the Althusserian account of 
interpellation: before being caught in the identification, in the symbolic 
recognition and misrecognition, the subject () is trapped by the Other 
through a paradoxical object-cause of desire in the midst of it, through 
this secret supposed to be hidden in the Other: ( ◊ a)—the Lacanian 
formula of fantasy (Žižek, 1989: 44).

For Žižek, this “what does the Other want from me?” indicates the Sym-
bolic dimension of desire, as opposed to Imaginary demand (Žižek, 1989: 
112). Desire, defined by Lacan as what in demand is irreducible to need, is 
borne by the signifier and takes the form of an enigma, for it is ultimately 
the desire of the Other. 

The subject is always fastened, pinned, to a signifier which represents 
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him for the other, and through this pinning he is loaded with a symbolic 
mandate, he is given a place in the intersubjective network of symbolic 
relations. The point is that this mandate is ultimately always arbitrary: 
since its nature is performative, it cannot be accounted for by reference 
to the “real” properties and capacities of the subject. So, loaded with 
this mandate, the subject is automatically confronted with a certain Che 
Vuoi?, with a question of the Other (Žižek, 1989: 113). 

Žižek’s explanation is consistent with Lacan’s explication of the Graph 
of Desire apropos of Shakespeare’s Hamlet (Lacan, 1989b), which Lacan inter-
prets as the drama of the reluctant adoption, by the subject, of an arbitrar-
ily imposed symbolic mandate. The subject can only enter the Symbolic (the 
social field) by means of a retroactive identification that results in an anticipato-
ry (Imaginary) self-identity—an anticipation that can only be ratified in the 
“future anterior” as what the subject discovers itself as “having meant”. The 
fractured dialectic of alienation into an anticipatory, imaginary identity and 
retroactive, symbolic identification with an enigmatic signifier, determines 
the perpetual undercurrent of anxiety that pertains to the existence of the 
subject. The subject enters the social field, then, by assuming a symbolic 
mandate, and, since the reply of the Other is necessarily enigmatic, what 
the subject finds upon thus entering the Symbolic Order is automatically the 
disjunction between their anticipatory identification and the enigmatic (non)
confirmation in the reply of the Other. This disjunction marks out the space 
of the question mark, Che Vuoi?

( ◊ a): “Divided Subject Desperately Seeks Lost Object …”

The completed form of the “Graph of Desire” illustrates the final form of the 
libidinal economy of the Lacanian subject. Paradigmatically, the two lev-
els of Lacan’s graph represent the permanent gap between the enunciation 
and the statement (Lacan, 1998: 138-139), recast by Žižek in terms of the il-
locutionary force (the performative dimension) and the locutionary content 
(the constative dimension) of that speech act by which a person assumes a 
social mandate (Žižek, 1989: 113; Žižek, 2001c: 69-110). The two resulting 
levels of the graph (meaning and enjoyment) articulate the different aspects 
of the perforation of the Symbolic Order by “a pre-symbolic (real) stream 
of enjoyment—what happens when the pre-symbolic ‘substance,’ the body 
as materialised, incarnated enjoyment, becomes enmeshed in the signifier’s 
network” (Žižek, 1989: 122). As Žižek summarises, the general result of the 
insertion of the human body into the realm of the signifier is that:

by being filtered through the sieve of the signifier, the body is submitted 
to castration, enjoyment is evacuated from it, the body survives as 
dismembered, mortified. In other words, the order of the signifier (the 
big Other) and that of enjoyment (the Thing as it embodiment) are 
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radically heterogeneous, inconsistent; any accordance between them is 
structurally impossible (Žižek, 1989: 122).

The second stage of the Graph is unconscious and the line passing from 
“Enjoyment” to “Castration” represents an unconscious chain of significa-
tion that persists beneath the conscious articulations of the subject. This sug-
gests the existence of an unconscious positioning of the subject, at the level 
of the enunciation, with respect to the field of the Other and the objects of 
unconscious desire. To grasp what Lacan means by the discontinuous line of 
unconscious signification, it is worth noting that he considers paradigmat-
ic a dream of Anna Freud, aged two years old (recounted by Freud), which 
connects the subject to a string of objects denied her during the day. Without 
hesitation, Lacan locates the surname at the symbol S(Ø) and the forbidden 
objects at ( ◊ D), the symbol for the drives (Lacan, 1989b: Seminar of 3 De-
cember 1958). The signifier of the incompleteness of, or lack in, the Other, 
appears at the intersection of enjoyment and the signifier: 

as soon as the signifier is penetrated by enjoyment, it becomes inconsistent, 
porous, perforated—the enjoyment is what cannot be symbolised, its 
presence in the field of the signifier can be detected only through the 
holes and inconsistencies of this field, so the only possible signifier of 
enjoyment is the signifier of the lack in the Other, the signifier of its 
inconsistency (Žižek, 1989: 122).

Correlative to this inconsistency of the signifier stands the inconsistency 
of the social—the unconscious recognition that the symbolic social structure 
is “crossed-out by a fundamental impossibility, structured around an impos-
sible/traumatic kernel, around a central lack” (Žižek, 1989: 122). This incon-
sistency in the field of the social prevents any closure and implies that the 
subject is not radically alienated in the structure as a mere bearer of struc-
tures. On the right hand side of the intersection of enjoyment and the signi-
fier stands the formula of the drive, ( ◊ D), indicating the incompleteness of 
the evacuation of enjoyment from the body. The drive and its satisfactions—
obtained in the endless circuit around the object (a)—are inscribed on the 
body as the erogenous zones and designated by D, symbolic demand (as op-
posed to natural need). Žižek interprets ( ◊ D) as the formula of sinthome: 
“a particular signifying formation which is immediately permeated with en-
joyment—that is, the impossible conjunction of enjoyment and the signifier” 
(Žižek, 1989: 123). 

Žižek’s proposition is that fantasy is the means by which the gap between 
the upper and the lower levels of the “Graph of Desire” is closed. As Žižek ex-
plains, “fantasy … is a construction enabling us to seek maternal substitutes, 
but at the same time a screen shielding us from getting too close to the ma-
ternal Thing” (Žižek, 1989: 119-120). For Žižek, this supplies “the key” to the 
loop of enjoyment, the unconscious circuit of the second stage of the graph: 
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instead of imaginary identification (the relation between imaginary 
ego and its constitutive image, its Ego-Ideal) we have here desire (d ) 
supported by fantasy; the function of fantasy is to fill the opening in 
the Other, to conceal its inconsistency. Fantasy conceals the fact that 
the Other, the symbolic order, is structured around some traumatic 
impossibility, around something which cannot be symbolised—i.e., the 
real of jouissance: through fantasy, jouissance is domesticated, “gentrified” 
(Žižek, 1989: 123). 

Fantasy appears as the response to the dreadful enigma of the desire (or 
lack) in the Other and, at the same time, fantasy constructs the frame within 
which it is possible to desire. As the subject’s response to the intolerable anxi-
ety provoked by the incompleteness of the Other:

fantasy functions as a construction, as an imaginary scenario filling out 
the void, the opening of the desire of the Other: by giving a definite answer 
to the question “What does the Other want?” it enable us to evade the 
unbearable deadlock in which the Other wants something from us, but 
we are at the same time incapable of translating this desire of the Other 
into a positive interpellation, into a mandate with which to identify 
(Žižek, 1989: 115).

In other words, we reconcile ourselves to our social position by means of 
a fantasy of participation in a meaningful whole: indeed, “society as a Cor-
porate Body is the fundamental ideological fantasy” (Žižek, 1989: 126). By 
virtue of the role of fantasy in linking the empty enunciation of the Law to 
its concrete statement in a particular master signifier, in the final loop of the 
synchronic arc, the divided subject rejoins the Ego-Ideal through the detour 
of the unconscious structure:

First we have S(Ø): the mark of the lack of the Other, of the inconsistency 
of the symbolic order when it is penetrated by enjoyment: then ( ◊ a), 
the formula for fantasy; the function of fantasy is to serve as a screen 
concealing this inconsistency: finally, s(O), the effect of the signification 
as dominated by fantasy; fantasy functions as “absolute signification” 
(Lacan); it constitutes the frame through which we experience the world 
as consistent and meaningful (Žižek, 1989: 123). 

Fantasy defends the subject from the pure desire characteristic of the 
death drive, by constructing the frame for reality, within which symbolically 
mediated desire becomes possible. Fantasy is the key to the conversion of a 
contingent, retroactive identification into an apparently necessary, anticipa-
tory identity—but it must not be forgotten that fantasy is in the last instance 
an illusion, masking the radically disjunctive character of the dialectics of 
symbolic identification and imaginary identity. To reduce the unconscious 
to fantasy alone represents a grave error, for it obscures the fundamental con-
flict—between a Law of prohibition and the objects of the drives—active in 
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the unconscious psychic economy. Such a reduction would effectively make 
the unconscious into a unity, transposing the self-identity of the classical sub-
ject into the register of the unconscious. 

Political Strateg y and Social Identification

Žižek’s motivations for introducing the “agency of the subject” into his La-
canian dialectics are clear: the ambition of ideology criticism is to replace 
conformity to the existing structures with identification with the new social 
order. If ideological interpellation represents an imposition, governed by the 
dialectics of retroactive identification, then how is the subject supposed to 
swap acceptance of existing domination for a proleptic identification with 
liberation? The Althusserian conception of a political struggle between and 
within the ideological state apparatuses might have supplied the key to this 
question. Žižek, however, having conceptualised the unconscious as rotating 
solely around the ideological sinthome, cemented by (the old) social fantasy, is 
in a position where his answer to this question has to involve supplying the 
subject with an entirely new unconscious. 

Žižek suggests that fantasy, as “a screen masking a void,” is fundamen-
tally meaningless and therefore cannot be demystified through the standard 
leftwing procedures of ideological criticism (historical contextualisation and 
institutional analysis of “who benefits”). The social fantasy cannot be re-
duced to a differential chain of signification structured by “nodal points,” or 
master signifiers, because these are supported, in the final analysis, by “the 
non-sensical, pre-ideological kernel of enjoyment” (Žižek, 1989: 124). For 
Žižek, nationalism occupies the place of the unconscious Thing that sup-
plies the centre of gravity and hidden support for democracy (Žižek, 1993: 
222). Nationalist enjoyment, Žižek claims, is the inherent opposite of the 
neutral-universal liberal democratic framework, “in the sense that the very 
project of formal democracy opens the space for fundamentalism” (Žižek, 
1993: 221). Once again, we see Žižek’s tendency to align formal universality 
with the (pre-)conscious discursive field and to make this dependent upon a 
non-universalisable singularity in the Real. Indeed, in the paradigmatic in-
stances of neo-Nazi racism and ethnic nationalism, Žižek criticises leftwing 
“discursive idealism” for actually reinforcing these identifications (Žižek, 
1993: 202-208). By discursively identifying the inconsistency behind ideol-
ogy, the Left effectively highlighted the yield of stupid enjoyment gained 
through material rituals, and in the absence of institutional reconstruction, 
this acted to promote these ideologies (Žižek, 1993: 209-211). 

Because every discursive field is ultimately sutured by a real kernel of 
enjoyment—because every ideological meaning is supported by an institu-
tional ritual—Žižek develops what might be called, slightly ironically, the 
“two tactics of postmarxian radicalism in the democratic revolution”. These 
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tactics are to “search and destroy,” or, as Žižek explains, the interpretation 
of symptoms and the traversal of the fantasy:

One is discursive, the “symptomal reading” of the ideological text, 
bringing about the “deconstruction” of the spontaneous experience of its 
meaning—that is, demonstrating how a given ideological field is a result 
of a montage of heterogeneous “floating signifiers,” of their totalisation 
through the intervention of certain “nodal points”; the other aims at 
extracting the kernel of enjoyment, at articulating the way in which—
beyond the field of meaning but at the same time internal to it—an 
ideology implies, manipulates, produces a pre-ideological enjoyment 
structured in fantasy (Žižek, 1989: 125). 

Assuming that politics provides an extra-clinical instantiation of these pro-
cedures—an assumption that rests upon the dubious analogy between party 
and analyst, and depends on a highly tendentious interpretation of the “dif-
ference” between Lenin and Kautsky on class consciousness (Žižek, 2001d)—
what happens then? The leftwing political problematic involves not only forg-
ing new symbolic identifications, but also a reconfiguration of the subject’s 
basic relation to ideological fantasies in general, without which ideological 
struggle degenerates into mere manipulation. Take for instance the Marxian 
“fundamental fantasy,” expressed in Marx’s Economic and Philosophical Manu-
scripts of 1844, of communism as disalienation in a harmonious society. By con-
trast with the postmarxian demand to completely abandon all utopias (Sta-
vrakakis, 1999: 99-121),13 psychoanalytically-informed leftist commentators 
have suggested that “traversal of the fantasy” means recasting utopia as an in-
determinate teleological judgement, that is to say, its retreat from foundation 
to a horizon (Copjec, 1996: xxv-xxvi; Homer, 1998). Socialist politics retains 
the vision of communism as a regulative goal and not a social blueprint.

Žižek’s answer to this problem is “subjective destitution”. For Žižek, the 
reduction of the subject to an “excremental remainder” reveals the elemen-
tary matrix of subjectivity: “if the Cartesian subject is to emerge at the level 
of the enunciation, he must be reduced to the ‘almost nothing’ of disposable 
excrement at the level of the enunciated content” (Žižek, 2000h: 157). This 

        13. The postmarxian position is that the subject has to accede to their castration, to the 
human condition of lack. Translated into contemporary theory, this means recognition that 
the empty place of power cannot be permanently occupied by a social force claiming to in-
carnate universality, that is, acceptance that parliamentary elections are the final horizon of 
radical politics (Stavrakakis, 1999: 134-136). For Stavrakakis, developing these sentiments to 
their final conclusion, the problem is utopia: traversal of the fantasy means rejection of every 
utopia, especially communism (Stavrakakis, 1999: 99-121). Lumping together the dreams of 
fascist conquerors with the hopes of the oppressed in “one reactionary mass,” Stavrakakis 
advocates a post-utopian politics that (surprise!) bears a suspicious resemblance to liberal 
democratic parliamentarism. This implies a post-ideological condition that is not post-polit-
ical—surely a contradiction in terms, redolent of the liberal multiculturalist desire to reduce 
political conflict to the management of neutralised differences.
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picturesque description supports two distinct strands of argument in Žižek’s 
work. “Subjective destitution,” as the desolation of narcissism and the dis-
closure of the contingency of identifications, means the revelation, to the 
subject, that every ideology is to some extent arbitrary, and the correspond-
ing recognition that the sublime beyond, menaced by the social antagonist, 
never existed. This is equivalent to the Lacanian ethical stance of “not giv-
ing way on one’s desire,” as a persistence in the struggle for the Cause, de-
spite a radical renunciation of the richness of wish-fulfillment dreams of 
plenitude (Žižek, 1989: 120). On these lines, Žižek says that traversal of the 
fantasy means the “loss of loss,” the recognition that the object (a) is an ob-
ject that exists only in fantasy and that the Other is also lacking (a final an-
swer) (Žižek, 1989: 122). 

Žižek, however, in line with the broadly Lukácsian variant of “anti-his-
toricism” he espouses, also wants an anti-scientific and post-ideological sub-
jectivity, “beyond fantasy,” but not necessarily beyond utopianism. There-
fore, he introduces a third stage, which is effectively the double negation of 
the starting point in symptomatic analysis:

 First, we had to get rid of the symptoms as compromise formations, 
then, we had to “traverse” the fantasy as the frame determining the 
coordinates of our enjoyment: … i.e., our access to “pure” desire is always 
paid for by the loss of enjoyment. In the last stage, however, the entire 
perspective is reversed: we have to identify precisely with the particular 
form of our enjoyment (Žižek, 1991a: 138). 

For Žižek, the traversal of the fantasy brings the subject to the pulsion of 
the death drive around the ideological sinthome. “Going through the fanta-
sy” is, for Žižek, therefore strictly correlative to identification with a sinthome 
(Žižek, 1989: 124), as “the truth about ourselves” (Žižek, 1989: 128). Identi-
fication with the sinthome means identification with the singular marginal-
ised element that sustains the dominant ideology—for instance, identifica-
tion with the persecuted Jew or immigrant worker—and its elevation to a 
new universal. This relatively innocuous looking New Left politics of sympa-
thetic identification makes a class politics impossible (as the most oppressed 
are not necessarily in the best position to change the system) and implies a 
decision grounded in Truth, correlative to an act in the Real. Indeed, it fol-
lows ineluctably from Žižek’s postulates that traversal of the fantasy involves 
a step beyond sociality. The consequence is not subjective realignment, but 
the step into psychosis. This is such a significant step that Žižek hesitates on 
the lip of this conclusion from some time.

III.

Now that we have an accurate understanding of the meanings of the sym-
bols in the second stage of the Graph of Desire, we are in a position to grasp 
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the significance of a slight, but crucial, omission in Žižek’s exposition. In 
brief, while many Lacanians identify the symbol S(Ø) with the Symbolic 
Law (as an empty enunciation, a non-fungible “No!”) (Fink, 1995a: 57-58; 
Zupančič, 2000: 140-169), Žižek associates it only with the dimension of the 
incompleteness of the symbolic order. What Žižek has done is to make the 
“loop of enjoyment,” the second stage of the Graph of Desire, rotate solely 
around the ideological sinthome (for instance, the racist enjoyment of ethnic 
ultra-nationalism), supported by the ideological fantasy, which as an uncon-
scious sequence of material letters is immune to every interpretive demys-
tification. The consequences are serious, because this makes the Žižekian 
unconscious the exclusive domain of a non-universalisable, singular enjoy-
ment, which is supported by unconscious fantasy. The Žižekian subject is 
therefore a “Dr. Jekyl and Mr. Hyde” monster: on the surface, a defender of 
rational universality, but beneath this veneer, a secret devotee of obscene na-
tionalism, vicious anti-semitism and/or patriarchal sexism. Because of the 
way Žižek has structured this subject, there is no way to get beyond the os-
cillation between democratic politics and obscene enjoyment, except by dis-
pensing completely with the unconscious. The entailment of Žižek’s position 
is therefore that challenging the reigning “social fantasy” means a move-
ment beyond the Symbolic Law. Not surprisingly, his position is plagued by 
a series of antinomies—political reversals, ethical hesitations and theoretical 
uncertainties—that betray the existence of an identical subject-object, locat-
ed in the upper level of the Graph of Desire.

Symbolic Law versus Superego Enjoyment

Žižek’s exposition of the “graph of desire” substantiates his claim that be-
yond identification-interpellation lie both the unconscious “subject beyond 
subjectivation” and the materiality of the drives. Hence the significance of 
Žižek’s contentions that “the last support of the ideological effect … is the 
non-sensical, pre-ideological kernel of enjoyment” and that “an ideology 
implies, manipulates … a pre-ideological enjoyment structured in fanta-
sy” (Žižek, 1989: 124-125). This pre-ideological enjoyment, aligned by Žižek 
with the enjoyment of the mother (that is, with incestuous enjoyment, or fu-
sional unity with the mother), is connected in his work with the Lacanian 
concept of the Thing, that is, the id and the drives. As Lacanians have com-
mented, this puts the “id” back in “ideology,” with a vengeance (Lupton 
and Reinhard, 1993). By linking ideological subjectivity to the existence of 
extra-ideological enjoyment, structured by unconscious fantasy, Žižek hopes 
to explain the longevity of political systems that seem to lack popular legiti-
macy, and to develop a political strategy capable of confronting the aston-
ishing resilience of pro-capitalist ideologies. He also proposes to demarcate 
the space of effective anti-capitalist resistance from the “inherent transgres-
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sions,” the pseudo-radical diversions (for instance, racism), built-in to the 
structure of contemporary multinational capitalism. The problem is that 
Žižek’s interpretation of the unconscious subject in terms of a “pre-ideolog-
ical enjoyment” tends to neglect the strictly Freudian aspect of the uncon-
scious, namely, the prohibition of incest (as opposed to incestuous enjoyment), 
recast by Lacan as the “Symbolic Law”. The result of Žižek’s treatment is 
that the unconscious reduces to a singular (that is, non-universalisable, non-
dialecticisable) enjoyment, one that is impervious to discursive intervention 
because it is located before, or beyond, culture—surely a strange position to 
take for someone influenced by Freud’s “talking cure”. 

Under the influence of the historicist problematic of Laclau and Mouffe, 
Žižek proposes to theorise the “dependence of Law on the process of enun-
ciation, or … its radically contingent character” (Žižek, 1989: 37). While not 
formally incorrect, the conclusions Žižek develops from this interpretation 
conflate the necessity of the enunciation of the Symbolic Law (for every non-
psychotic) with the contingency of the statement which is its vehicle. Lacan’s 
“Nom du Père,” by contrast, with its deliberate homophonic play on the rela-
tion between the paternal “no!” (to incest) and the paternal name, highlights 
this analytic separation between the (necessary and universal) enunciation 
of a prohibition and the (contingent and particular) baptismal statement. In-
deed, according to Bruce Fink, Lacan not only analytically separates these 
two aspects into alienation and separation, but also aligns the dialectics of 
primary and secondary repression with these two logical moments. In alien-
ation, a non-displaceable “No!” (the incest prohibition), as an empty enun-
ciation without a statement whose matheme is S(Ø), is substituted for enjoy-
ment of the (m)Other, whereas in separation, the paternal signifier, whose 
matheme is S1, substitutes for the desire of the (m)Other. The mathemes of 
the Lacanian “graph of desire” can therefore be assigned a Freudian inter-
pretation, where S(Ø) stands for primary repression, in the advent of the in-
cest prohibition and the formation of the unconscious, while O, the Other, 
is the locus in which the Oedipal conflict is resolved by means of the pater-
nal name, S1, in the process of secondary repression and identification with 
the paternal image, or Ego Ideal. It follows that the opposition between the 
Symbolic Law and the Real of enjoyment is a division (a decentring) within 
the upper, strictly unconscious, “cell” of the “graph of desire” and not an op-
position between the upper and lower levels.

By contrast, Žižek tends to present the distinction between Symbolic 
Law and the Real of enjoyment as coextensive with the opposition between 
ideological meaning (lower level of the graph) and superego enjoyment (up-
per level of the graph). Žižek systematically maps this distinction onto sev-
eral case studies, meaning that the division between symbolic field and real 
enjoyment has many incarnations. These include: “enlightened cynicism” 
(Symbolic) and “ideological enjoyment” (Real) (Žižek, 1989: 28-33); “cyni-
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cal distance” (Symbolic) and “ethnic nationalism” (Real) (Žižek, 1993: 200-
216); “democratic politics” (Symbolic) and “bureaucratic enjoyment” (Real) 
(Žižek, 1991a: 231-252), and; the “official public law” (Symbolic) and its “sup-
plementary framework of illegal transgressions” (Real) (Žižek, 1994c: 54-85). 
Since the opposition between ideological meaning and superego enjoyment 
is aligned with the distinction between consciousness and the unconscious, 
his move has very serious implications. Indeed, a series of equivalences is 
created, which reproduces precisely the split between ideological meaning 
and unconscious enjoyment, Symbolic and Real, lower level and upper level 
of the Graph of Desire, at work in Žižek’s conception of the divided subject. 
At the highest theoretical level, however, this distinction takes the form of 
the opposition between “symbolic public Law” (Symbolic) and the “super-
ego transgressions” (Real) that support the Law (Žižek, 1994c: 54).

In so far as superego designates the intrusion of enjoyment into the field 
of ideology, we can also say that the opposition of symbolic Law and superego 
points towards the tension between ideological meaning and enjoyment: symbolic 
Law guarantees meaning, whereas superego provides enjoyment which 
serves as the unacknowledged support of meaning (Žižek, 1994c: 56). 

Implied in Žižek’s conception of the relation between superego enjoy-
ment (the enunciation) and ideological meaning (the statement) is the phe-
nomenalisation of the unconscious Symbolic Law (its replacement with the 
master signifier), and the conflation of primary and secondary identifica-
tions. Indeed, Žižek explicitly aligns the lower level of the graph (“the lev-
el of ideological meaning”) with the symbolic Law and on this basis claims 
to theorise the “predominance of the superego over the law” (Žižek, 1991a: 
241). The basis for this claim is the proposition that:

superego emerges where the Law—the public Law, the Law articulated 
in the public discourse—fails; at this point of failure, the public Law is 
compelled to search for support in an illegal enjoyment. Superego is the 
obscene “nightly” law that necessarily redoubles and accompanies, as its 
shadow, the “public” Law (Žižek, 1994c: 54). 

Žižek’s condensation—“public Law,” as a collapse of Symbolic Law into 
public legality—indicates exactly the conflation at work in his fundamen-
tal insight. According to Žižek, in filling out the contents of the universal, 
the master signifier necessarily stages a sequence of exclusions, which, in-
stead of undermining the reigning ideology and/or legal framework, actu-
ally support it and legitimate forms of extra-legal coercion (Žižek, 1993: 46-
47). He claims that this obscene superego supplement “represents the spirit 
of community,” compelling the individual’s identification with group identi-
ty, despite (or because of ) its violation of the explicit rules of community life 
(Žižek, 1994c: 54). Žižek risks a second revision:

What holds together a particular community most deeply is not so much 



Radical Negativity 207

identification with the Law that regulates the community’s “normal” 
everyday circuit, but rather identification with a specific form of transgression of the 
Law, of the Law’s suspension (in psychoanalytic terms, with a specific form 
of enjoyment) (Žižek, 1994c: 55).

Inverting the entire discussion of the role of the master signifier in the 
process of interpellation, Žižek now claims that identification happens not 
to the master signifier, but with its exclusions, or inherent transgressions. 
Claims to oppose “postmodern anti-Enlightenment ressentiment” and its cel-
ebration of particularism notwithstanding, Žižek makes the “loop of enjoy-
ment” supreme with respect to the Symbolic Law, so that the only effective 
resistance to power is a complete exit from the field of universality. 

For Žižek, the splitting of the Law into “Symbolic Public Law” and an 
obscene superego supplement is a consequence of modernity, for the ad-
vent of a neutral-universal law implies the repression of the “authoritarian-
patriarchal logic that continues to determine our attitudes” (Žižek, 1994c: 
56). According to this account, Kant is the decisive marker of the modern 
splitting of the political field into a formal, empty universality (democracy, 
autonomy) and the prohibited Thing that supplies its unacknowledged sup-
port (the national Thing, the supreme good), because formal democracy and 
Kantian autonomy are both constituted by the evacuation of the locus of the 
supreme value (of the empty place of power, of the supreme good) (Žižek, 
1993: 220-222). Kant both designates the space of the National Thing (the 
ideological supreme Good) and prohibits the crucial step into nationalism. 
Indeed, “filling out the empty place of the Thing by the Nation is perhaps 
the paradigmatic case of the inversion which defines radical Evil” (Žižek, 
1993: 222). Žižek’s claim is that nationalism occupies the place of the un-
conscious Thing that supplies the centre of gravity and hidden support for 
democracy. Nationalist enjoyment, Žižek claims, is the inherent opposite 
of the neutral-universal liberal democratic framework, “in the sense that 
the very project of formal democracy opens the space for fundamentalism” 
(Žižek, 1993: 221). Once again, we see Žižek’s tendency to align formal uni-
versality with the discursive field and to make this dependent upon a non-
universalisable singularity in the Real. This connects with the claim that: 

It is a commonplace of Lacanian theory to emphasise how this Kantian 
moral imperative conceals an obscene superego injunction; “Enjoy!”—
the voice of the Other impelling us to follow our duty for the sake of duty 
is a traumatic irruption of an appeal to an impossible jouissance … The 
moral Law is obscene insofar as it is its form itself which functions as a 
motivating force driving us to obey its command—that is, insofar as we 
obey moral Law because it is law and not because of any positive reasons: 
the obscenity of moral Law is the obverse of its formal character (Žižek, 
1989: 81). 
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Despite explicitly acknowledging the inadequacy of every representa-
tion of the Law, Žižek cannot resist the temptation to draw conclusions from 
the representation (S1) regarding the relation represented (the moral law, 
equals the Symbolic Law). From Žižek, then, we learn that the moral law is 
supported by meaningless, obscene enjoyment (Žižek, 1989: 80-81) and that 
the obscene, perverse dimension of Kantian moral formalism finally ap-
pears in fascism (Žižek, 1989: 82). 

By contrast, Žižek’s cothinker Alenka Zupančič, demonstrates that the 
Kantian moral law, which can be aligned with the Lacanian Symbolic Law, 
is distinct from the superego because it is “beyond the master signifier,” ex-
isting as an unconscious “enunciation without statement,” and manifest only 
as affect (anxiety, respect) (Zupančič, 2000: 140-169). According to Zupančič, 
the matheme of the moral law is therefore also S(Ø), indicating that this 
“enunciation without statement” is an empty injunction to “do your duty,” 
experienced by the subject as an unbearable anxiety (“respect,” in proximity 
to dread). Thus, according to her account, the pressures to conform to group 
identifications, emanating from the superego agency—which for psychoan-
alytic theory are sometimes associated with criminal acts, for instance, with 
“ethnic cleansing”—are always counter-balanced by the existence of moral 
conscience. Consequently, the path towards resistance to regimes that vio-
late human rights runs through universality, and the subject can legitimately 
be held responsible for their acts. 

Political Impasse

Žižek is on the horns of a dilemma. The supremacy of the “non-universalis-
able singularity” of unconscious enjoyment—paradigmatically, that is, the 
secret dependence of democratic politics on nationalist enjoyment—dictates 
a politics torn between the alternatives of total capitulation or catastroph-
ic rupture. On the one hand, democratic politics, discursive universality, 
public legality, and so forth, are all lent their “ontological consistency” by 
the hidden ballast of the “national Thing,” which Žižek equates with a re-
pressed “ethico-political Act” of social inauguration, and describes as “the 
Political” (as opposed to mere everyday politics) (Žižek, 2000h: 187-191). Dis-
cursive formations are therefore relatively stable, because they are support-
ed by the permanently vanished “political Act/national Thing/the Politi-
cal,” which persists as a kernel of enjoyment, structured by an unconscious 
fantasy that somehow subsists beyond institutional relations. On the other 
hand, the “Political/Act/Thing,” the “kernel of the Real,” has exclusively 
sinister connotations, because Žižek aligns it with bureaucratic idiocy, il-
legal transgressions, racist jouissance, partiarchal sexism, and so forth. The 
ballast of democratic politics therefore turns out to be the dead weight of 
nationalist enjoyment, and so-called “ethnic cleansing” is revealed as the 
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“repressed truth” of liberal democracy (Žižek, 1993: 208). Worse, the na-
tionalist fantasies that structure this hideous enjoyment are at once tena-
cious—they can apparently easily survive the destruction of the institutions 
that called them into being (Žižek, 1993: 209)—and so nebulous that we are 
enjoined not to fight them directly, but instead to promote alternative insti-
tutional arrangements altogether … which would no doubt have their own 
secret fantasy support. Žižek’s vision of modernity is relatively grim, then, 
and certainly lends little credibility to his claim (Žižek, 1989: 7), to defend 
the Enlightenment from the depredations of postmodern skepticism. To the 
contrary: Žižek reads like a late Romantic denunciation of modernity. Thus, 
on the surface of things, we have Enlightenment universality and modern 
liberty … but beneath this veneer, the ghosts of the past and totalitarian jou-
issance reign supreme; by day, the modern subject is a perfect Dr Jekyll, but 
at night, a veritable Mr Hyde.

Grasping the democratic horn of the dilemma, it seemed that Žižek 
would opt for a politics of “enthusiastic resignation” to democratic inven-
tion (Žižek, 1990: 259)—including issuing Churchillian apologies for lib-
eral parliamentarism (Žižek, 1991b: 28)—accompanied by the ethical strat-
egy of “maintaining the gap” between politics and “the Political” (Žižek, 
1991a). Turning aside from the foundation of the political field in the “na-
tional Thing” or the “revolutionary Act,” leftwing theory would accept the 
consequences of human finitude, supplementing its politics with an ethical-
ly-based repudiation of the utopian fantasy of social harmony. Postmarxism, 
he claimed, defends the “inherently ethical” stance of eternal mourning for 
its historical defeats: the Left must return to and re-mark the trauma of the 
Lost Cause, and, by means of “empty” symbolic gestures, mark its impossi-
bility (Žižek, 1991a: 273). Renouncing the lethal fascination with gestures of 
political institution, characteristic of, for instance, classical Marxism, post-
marxism would remain on the field of hegemonic struggles marked out by 
the boundaries of liberal democracy. Eschewing the desire for a foundation-
al political Act, the Left has to endlessly repeat the gesture of the missed en-
counter, acting as the perennial “vanishing mediator” in the victory of lib-
eral democracy, within the field of the nation state (Žižek, 1991a: 271-273). 
Eternal bridesmaid, the Left is incapable of proposing a new social order 
and must “enthusiastically” resign itself to the role of loyal opposition. Be-
ginning from such assumptions, however, it is equally elementary for Žižek 
to deduce that multicultural tolerance, political liberties, struggles for cul-
tural recognition and even radical social reforms are all secretly support-
ed by the unconscious enjoyment gained from compliance in deed (if not in 
words) with nationalistic rituals. Even radical reforms, in other words, are 
nothing but the “human face” of the obscene enjoyment generated by the 
capitalism-nationalism nexus. For instance, Žižek follows this logic to arrive 
at the classic ultra-left position that “the neo-Nazi skinhead’s ethnic violence 
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is not the ‘return of the repressed’ of the liberal multiculturalist tolerance, 
but directly generated by it, its own concealed true face” (Žižek, 2000h: 205). 
Instead of conceptualising the political field as struggles for hegemony, tra-
versed by a shifting balance of forces (within which, reforms represent con-
cessions, not tricks), Žižek describes politics in terms reminiscent of base-and-
superstructure reductionism.

To appreciate the cruelty of Žižek’s dilemma, it is worth considering the 
paradigmatic instance of the distinction between symbolic field and “ob-
scene enjoyment,” the division between democratic politics and nationalist 
enjoyment. The implication of Žižek’s historicist position—the foundational 
role of the dominant ideology combined with the expressive conception of 
totality—is that democratic politics and nationalist enjoyment are inextrica-
bly bound. Thus, for instance, ultra-nationalism in Eastern Europe, Žižek 
wrote during the break-up of former Yugoslavia, “is returning to the West 
the ‘repressed’ truth of its democratic desire” (Žižek, 1993: 208). According 
to Žižek (and quite plausibly), “a nation only exists as long as its specific en-
joyment continues to be materialised in a specific set of social practices and 
transmitted through national myths that structure these practices” (Žižek, 
1993: 202). For Žižek (not so credibly), “the national Thing functions … 
as a kind of ‘particular Absolute’ resisting universalisation, bestowing its special 
‘tonality’ upon every neutral, universal notion” (Žižek, 1993: 206-207). So, 
while Žižek provides an insightful analysis of the psychological mechanisms 
driving ethnic nationalism—“the late Yugoslavia offers a case study of … 
a detailed network of ‘decantations’ and ‘thefts’ of enjoyment” (Žižek, 1993: 
204)—the logic of his position determines that this concludes with the “spec-
ulative identity” of democratic politics and ethnic cleansing.14

Žižek’s dilemma generates constant zigzags in his politics. Indeed, the 
stance of “enthusiastic resignation” is penetrated by ambivalence regard-
ing liberal parliamentarism—indeed, it leads to an abstentionist position re-
garding the nationalist fantasy—and so a reversal into its opposite becomes, 
once catalysed by the horrors of the break-up of Yugoslavia, virtually inevi-
table. While many indices of this transformation exist—the Leninist party 

        14. Once again, Žižek is probably correct to assert that the imperialist intervention in 
Bosnia facilitated, rather than hindered, the process of ethnic cleansing, culminating in the 
reactionary solution of “ethnic cantonment”. This is an empirical question, linked to the 
economic, political and military interests of the Western nations involved in the break-up 
of former Yugoslavia. Žižek elevates this into an a priori assertion, linked to the expressive 
conception of nationalist enjoyment as the inherent obverse of democratic politics. As with 
Lukács, this philosophical flattening of the political terrain can only lead to the collapse of 
democratic politics into liberal parliamentarism, leading to the search for “real democratic” 
alternatives (council communism, soviet power), as if the entire historical experience of the 
Bolshevik Revolution could be circumvented with a better grasp of psychoanalytically-en-
hanced Hegelianism.
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(from fetish to analyst) (Žižek, 1995);15 Stalinism (from perversion-instrumen-
talisation to tragic instrument of historical progress) (Žižek, 1989: 142-145; 
Žižek, 1991a: 170-173; Žižek, 2000h: 194, 379); Lenin (from Jacobin terror-
ist to decisionist “Master”) (Žižek, 2000e)—the role of the Jacobin regicide 
is exemplary. This is because the “Jacobin paradox”—the problem of how 
to hold open the “empty place of power” in societies characterised by dem-
ocratic invention, without inadvertently occupying (and thus, filling) this 
locus—is the conundrum of modern politics. As Žižek shifts back and forth 
between democratic politics and a direct assault on the “kernel of the Real,” 
the Jacobin regicide travels the distance from being denounced as an “emp-
ty acting out” (Žižek, 1991a: 256), to its dramatic endorsement as a radical 
decision, expressing absolute freedom (Žižek, 2000h: 192). But even suppos-
ing that such a judgement were valid, how on earth would such a leap “into 
the Real” be accomplished?

 For Žižek, only the “authentic Act” disturbs the reigning ideological 
fantasy and discloses the truth of the social totality (Žižek, 2000h: 369-392). 
Therefore, for Žižek, identification with the sinthome, the commission of an 
ethico-political Act and traversal of the fantasy are equivalent. As Žižek ex-
plains, the archetypal Act is a political revolution (Žižek, 2000h: 375). Yet, 
it follows from Žižek’s construction of the opposition between Symbolic Or-
der and the Real that this must happen “in the Real,” through the unilat-
eral declaration of a new social order. The consequences of conceptualising 
the distinction between hegemonic politics and the Act of institution of the 
“Political Thing” on these lines are relatively alarming—Žižek’s exemplars, 
for instance, are increasingly drawn from fantasy and terrorism—and gen-
erate a constant vacillation between democratic politics and quasi-religious 
militarism.

Žižek defends his stance by means of the distinction between “acting 
out” and the “passage à l’acte,” or Act. While “acting out is still a symbolic 
act … addressed to the big Other … a ‘passage to the act’ suspends the di-
mension of the big Other, as the act is transposed into the dimension of the 
Real” (Žižek, 1991a: 139). This distinction valorises what for many analysts 
indicates catastrophe, and neglects Lacan’s distinction between “acting out” 
as impotent protest and the performative legitimacy of the symbolic act. For 
Žižek, quite explicitly, “the ‘passage to the act’ entails … an exit from the 
symbolic network, a dissolution of the social bond” (Žižek, 1991a: 139). By 
becoming an incarnation of the object (a)—that is, an embodiment of an un-
conditional demand—subjects “separate” from the social field and liberate 
themselves from every master signifier (Žižek, 2001c: 69-105). Needless to 
say, however, there can be no question of performative felicity in the context 
of the complete dissolution of conventional authority (Austin, 1962). Hence 

        15. Compare this with (Žižek, 2001g).
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Žižek’s belief that the political Act involves an “impossible,” unilateral per-
formative, an inaugural declaration spoken in opposition to every existing 
convention (Žižek, 2001c: 96-99). Not surprisingly, as this aspect of Žižek’s 
theory becomes central, the rhetoric of a “suicidal” and “psychotic” (Žižek, 
1991a: 101) Act increases in stridency (Žižek, 1996b: 32-39; Žižek, 2000f: 151-
156; Žižek, 2000h: 374-381). 

Grasping the “political Act” horn of the dilemma, then, leads Žižek to-
wards ambiguous references to the Khmer Rouge and Shining Path (Žižek, 
1993: 224-225), coupled with the adoption of a Year-Zero-style rhetoric 
(Žižek, 2000e: 127), culminating in the advocacy of a militaristic, quasi-re-
ligious community, “beyond democracy”. Is it necessary to add that this 
dichotomy—liberal parliamentarism or revolutionary totalitarianism—ac-
cepts, in advance, the legitimacy of the Right’s construal of the political field? 
Contra Žižek, breaking the “Denkverbot” on revolutionary politics does not 
have to involve abandoning the notion of totalitarianism (Žižek, 2001b)—a 
gesture that can only fuel the worst sort of suspicions. Instead of an openness 
to the new social movements, Žižek’s position is perilously close to an ultra-
left refusal of the difference between capitalist democracy and military dic-
tatorship, redolent of the politics of Third Period Stalinism.

Despite the elaborate conceptual apparatus that makes such deduc-
tions possible, Žižek’s programmatic contributions display a certain “pov-
erty of philosophy”. Žižek’s political impasse springs from the opposition 
between the democratic universal and nationalist singularity, leading to an 
oscillation between an “enthusiastic resignation” that smacks of cynical ac-
ceptance, and an ultra-left, voluntarist refusal of democratic politics. While 
Žižek’s concept that nationalist enjoyment sustains parliamentary reform-
ism indicates the importance of combining hegemonic politics with insti-
tutional reconstruction, he displays a supreme indifference to theories of 
alternative democratic forms, or indeed, to any theorisation of the institu-
tional forms of popular sovereignty. If the Thing supports democracy, then 
to destroy the Thing, we have to destroy democracy, and replace it with a 
religious community (Žižek, 2000h: 177). Hence the exemplary status of the 
otherwise unintelligible references to the Hegelian Monarch and the Hege-
lian “ethical” (sometimes, “religious”) community that pepper Žižek’s work. 
The Hegelian Monarch is the “democratic” solution to the Jacobin problem, 
that is, a formal head of state who serves as a “rubber stamp” for parliamen-
tary decisions. This must be interpreted as a form of plebiscitory presiden-
tial Bonapartism designed to protect democratic forms, while the “religious 
community” is the Hegelian organic totality beyond the nation-state (and 
therefore also beyond democracy). The oscillation between the advocacy of 
presidential Bonapartism and a religious commune determines the compass 
of Žižek’s “politics”. 
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Ethical Hesitations

Žižek’s political vacillation is repeated on ethical terrain, as the hesita-
tion between an ethics of desire, linked to the prohibition on disturbing the 
Thing, and the plunge into the “suicidal act,” figured as an ethics of the 
Real. Žižek seeks to oppose a “spontaneous ideology of Lacanian psycho-
analysis,” according to which the endless metonymy of desire is the way to 
keep the lethal Thing at a minimal distance. This maintenance of the gap 
prevents the “danger of yielding to fascination with the Thing, and being 
drawn into its lethal vortex, which can only end in psychosis or suicidal pas-
sage à l’acte” (Žižek, 1996b: 96). According to the contemporary prolongation 
of the “New Philosophy” into an “ethical ideology”—a perspective appar-
ently supported by conservative Lacanian interpretations of the ethics of 
desire—any act that aims to actually contribute to the good can only termi-
nate in radical evil; hence, the role of ethics is to prevent any militant ethics 
and denounce any redistributive politics (Badiou, 2001). 

By implication a Kantian ethics—involving the renunciation of the con-
tent of the Supreme Good for an ethics of universal duty—the “ethics of de-
sire” promotes an ethical variant of the politics of “enthusiastic resignation” 
that we have just examined. Žižek denounces this as the logic of the “spuri-
ous infinity,” the regulative ideal of the infinite perfectability of humanity 
which serves to mask an actual lack of empirical progress. This is, of course, 
arguably a complete misunderstanding of the concept of a regulative ideal, 
which does not at all imply an alibi for stagnation, but instead thinks the em-
pirical approach to a conceptual ideal as asymptotic. Indeed, Žižek himself 
recognises that the Hegelian replacement for the regulative ideal, namely, 
the Notion, is definitionally unrealisable, because the Notion is character-
ised by turning into its opposite, once empirical reality achieves the ideal. 
His opposition to the postulate of a gap between phenomenal ethico-politi-
cal striving and the strictly conceptual plane of regulative ideals is therefore, 
in actuality, grounded in other (highly metaphysical) considerations—as we 
will shortly see.

Žižek links the emergence of the modern subject to the advent of the 
nation state, through the event of the French Revolution, and especially, 
through Kantian philosophy, which he evidently regards (with Hegel) as its 
“highest expression”. As is well known, Kantian ethics involves a rejection 
of every particular Supreme Good as a legitimate justification for ethical ac-
tion, for a formal ethics of universality whereby the ethical basis for action 
is tested according to the principle of universalisability, and not against its 
ability to yield results in support of an ethico-political cause. Interpreting 
the problem of nationalism along these lines, Žižek argues that Kant both 
designates the space of the National Thing (the ideological Supreme Good) 
and prohibits the step into nationalism. Indeed, “filling out the empty place 



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y214

of the Thing by the Nation is perhaps the paradigmatic case of the inversion 
which defines radical Evil” (Žižek, 1993: 222). The utopian fantasy of the 
content of the Thing—the harmonious society beloved of totalitarian ideol-
ogy—is to be opposed to the ethics of desire, which really means the main-
tenance of desire in dis-satisfaction. Reminiscent of Žižek’s own postmarx-
ian ethics from his radical democratic period of “enthusiastic resignation” 
(Žižek, 1991a: 270-273), this ethics characterises the political field in terms 
of the radically ambiguous relationship of the people to the national Thing, 
the kernel of the Real around which the life of the community revolves. But, 
asks Žižek, “how can we avoid recognising a reference to the contemporary 
political landscape, with its two extremes of unprincipled liberal pragma-
tism and fundamentalist fanaticism?” (Žižek, 1996b: 97). 

Thus, for Žižek, the only alternatives opened by the “spontaneous ide-
ology of Lacanian psychoanalysis” are political liberalism (supported by a 
psychoanalytically enhanced Kantian ethics) and its “inherent transgres-
sions,” ethnic nationalism, religious fundamentalism and so forth. In his re-
cent statement of an ethics “beyond the Good,” Žižek asks:

Is not Lacan’s entire theoretical edifice torn between … two options: 
between the ethics of desire/Law, of maintaining the gap, and the lethal/
suicidal immersion in the Thing (Žižek, 1997b: 239)? 

Whatever the case with Lacan, this certainly identifies the internal fis-
sure in Žižek’s work. When it comes to the decision, however, Žižek is for the 
“lethal/suicidal immersion in the Thing”. In his recent insistence that dia-
bolical evil and the supreme good are formally identical (Žižek, 1997b: 213-
241)—because they represent the moment of ethico-political institution—
Žižek aims, in his inimitably hyperbolic style, to oppose the deployment of 
Lacanian theory in support of an anti-radical ethics. By shifting the register, 
from Symbolic desire to the Real of the drives, Žižek hopes to open anoth-
er path to a radical ethics. The starting point for this new ethics is nothing 
less than the Kierkegaardian trope of a “religious suspension of the ethical” 
(Žižek, 2001c: 82), which Žižek also figures as a “Leftist suspension of the 
Law” (Žižek, 2000h: 223). A blatant contradiction, this position makes sense 
only if we accept Žižek’s assumptions: if discursive universality (and there-
fore everyday morality) is secretly supported by some venal enjoyment, then 
the only way to really defeat this racist/sexist/nationalist/etc. jouissance is to 
jump clear from the existing field of ethico-political universality altogether, 
in an ethico-politico-metaphysical “great leap forward”. Not surprisingly, 
then, this road travels by way of the adoption of a curious rhetorical com-
bination of messianic religious motifs and slogans reminiscent of Cultur-
al-Revolution-period Maoism. Hence, we have the proletarian chiliasm of 
“Pauline materialism” and the injunction to “repeat Lenin” (Žižek, 2001g), 
the advocacy of the “gesture of the authentic master,” the “irrational vio-
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lence” that founds a new, spiritual community through a “supreme crime” 
(Žižek, 2000e), and so forth. 

For Žižek, the consequences of his reconceptualization of the ethics of 
the Real are enormous: it “delivers us from guilt” and abolishes the objectiv-
ity of the distinction between Good and Evil (Žižek, 1996b: 98). If the origin 
of the ethical injunction—the moral law, and in the final analysis, the Other 
of the Symbolic Law—is itself incomplete, Žižek argues, perforated by the 
Real of enjoyment, then there exists no guarantee of the morality of the sub-
ject’s actions. This is certainly true: there exists no guarantee, no certainty, that 
the actions of the subject are ethically legitimate—and it is for precisely this 
reason that Kant developed a series of testing procedures, not to deduce eth-
ical maxims from pure concepts with apodictic certainty, as Hegel thought, 
but in order to rationally test the moral propositions that already exist in 
the field of the intersubjective debate over political affairs, moral problems, 
social questions, and so forth. Far from abolishing the distinction between 
ethical and unethical, right and wrong, a universal ethics leads us to accept 
that while most proposals for action are ethically legitimate (even though 
on other grounds we might disagree with them), there are some, branded 
somewhat archaically by Kant as “evil,” that are simply illegitimate. These 
are the moral maxims that fail the tests of universality. Žižek is apparently 
only incidentally interested in this aspect of the question, however, for sev-
eral other considerations are at work in this position, among them the He-
gelian trope of ethical progress as necessitating a “crime” against ethical life 
(a transgression of social norms). Although Žižek’s interpretation of Hegel is 
questionable,16 it is probable that the principal consideration at work here is 
his supposition that it is possible to aim, not for the inherent transgressions 
of an ethico-political field, but for the “foreclosed” “kernel of the Real” that 
sustains the dialectics of social norm and moral transgression. 

Žižek’s exploration of this lethal plunge—the correlative to the political 
Act—happens through the trope of “diabolical evil” (Žižek, 1997b: 213-241). 
For Kant, evil exists as radical evil, which designates not a special class of 

        16. The Hegelian dialectics of crime as a demand for recognition and the expansion of the 
law are superbly (and completely unambiguously, unlike Žižek’s unilateral “supreme crime”) 
covered in the work of Williams and Honneth. (Honneth, 1995; Williams, 1997). In Hegel’s 
own work, the role of Caesar in Rome, Socrates in Athens and Napoleon in Western Eur-
ope exemplify the “criminal” act that executes the “ruse reason” and leads to an expanded 
conception of ethical life. See (Hegel, 1956). These actions are justified in the light of a 
teleological conception of history: Hegel by no means condones unilateral violence or mere 
criminality, but instead suggests that certain universal conceptions were correct, despite their 
non-acceptance by the society of the time, and proposes that violence has historically been 
justified in their realisation. For a contemporary (neo-Hegelian) interpretation of the poten-
tial conflict between a universal ethical imperative and the concrete norms of social conduct 
in a given milieu, consult Agnes Heller’s useful reconstruction of the concept of ethical life 
(Heller, 1988; Heller, 1990; Heller, 1996).
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actions, but the root of the human condition in what we might call “patho-
logical narcissism,” that is, making the performance of ethical duty condi-
tional upon some narcissistic satisfaction. Kant rules out the human com-
mission of acts of “angelic good” or “diabolical evil” for the straightforward 
reason that in “diabolical evil,” the noumenal moral law becomes phenom-
enalised as an empirical action (Copjec, 1996: xvi-xx). What fascinates Žižek 
and cothinkers, however, is the interpretation of Kant’s discussion of regi-
cide, where “the state commits suicide,” as the locus classicus of the suicidal-
revolutionary act of “diabolical evil”. In this act, it is the King’s sublime body 
that is killed, through the formal act of execution. Zupančič, for instance, 
claims that Kant is “shaken” by this act of “diabolical evil” because “he is 
compelled by his argument to describe it in exactly the same words he used 
to describe and ethical act” (Zupančič, 2000: 85). Zupančič summarises: 
“diabolical evil, the highest evil, is indistinguishable from the highest good, 
and they are nothing other than the definitions of an accomplished ethical 
act” (Zupančič, 2000: 92). In terms of the structure of the ethical act, the 
difference between good and evil is irrelevant. Zupančič is simply echoing 
Žižek’s claim that “the good is nothing but the name for the formal structure 
of action” (Žižek, 1997b: 213-241; Zupančič, 2000: 92). 

Implied in Žižek’s conception of the ethical act—apart from its explic-
it moral relativism—are several consequences: the direct intrusion of the 
Symbolic Law into consciousness; the direct intervention of the noumenal 
realm into the phenomenal domain; and the obliteration of subjective divi-
sion in the “act of an undivided subject”.17 These conditions equal an iden-
tical subject-object. Žižek’s reflections on Copjec’s work, in a chapter sig-
nificantly entitled “The Unconscious Law,” might have launched a serious 
reconsideration of his “original insight,” with its implicit equation of the 
Symbolic Law with the lower level of the Graph of Desire (Žižek, 1997b: 213-
241). Instead, it formed a platform for the leap into the “abyss of freedom”. 
Before following Žižek into the “abyss of freedom,” though, where he will 
rehabilitate the doctrine of the identical subject-object, we have to observe 
the fall of the last barrier between Žižek and high metaphysics, namely, the 
collapse of the Lacanian relation of “aphanisis,” or inverse proportionality, 
between subject and object.

Theoretical Uncertainty

Perhaps Žižek’s best front cover is the dead octopus on The Indivisible Remain-
der (1996). The indivisible remainder in question is, of course, the uncanny 
“subject before subjectivation”—and presumably the graphic alludes to “the 
materialist subject as the point at which nature ‘runs amok’ and goes off the 

        17. There are some signs that Žižek has begun to retreat from the pseudo-problem of “dia-
bolical evil,” without, however, retracting the identical subject-object that is its correlate. 
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rails” (Žižek, 1996b: 73). This subject is the abyss of freedom that differenti-
ates humanity from nature, a radical negativity in relation to all existence, 
the void in the Symbolic field, the “vanishing mediator” in the historical 
process. Indeed, this might be regarded as Žižek’s fundamental theorem: 
“the ultimate ‘vanishing mediator’ between nature and culture is the death 
drive” (Žižek, 1991a: 207); and, as Žižek explains in a recent major work, “in 
Lacanese, the subject prior to subjectivisation is the pure negativity of the 
death drive prior to its reversal into the identification with some new master 
signifier” (Žižek, 2000h: 160). If this unconscious “subject before subjectiva-
tion” were to meet the light of day (appearing, for instance, as a repulsive 
dead octopus), it would open one baleful eye, fix the person with its dread-
ful gaze and pronounce the words of truth: “I am what is in you more than 
yourself; I am the death drive”. 

Or would it? On a second pass, the death drive is not the divided subject, 
but instead the object (a), the uncanny “extimate” thing within the “subject 
beyond subjectivation”. On this interpretation, the death drive is the trau-
matic kernel in the subject, and the divided subject, , is, in the last analysis, 
the subject divided as to the object (a), the Thing which both attracts and re-
pels the subject (Žižek, 1989: 180). 

The process of interpellation-subjectivation is precisely an attempt to 
elude, to avoid this traumatic kernel through identification: in assuming 
a symbolic mandate, in recognising himself in the interpellation, the 
subject evades the dimension of the Thing (Žižek, 1989: 181). 

Now the subject before subjectivation is the void in the Symbolic field, 
a subject that tries to avoid the encounter with the Thing that it is in the 
Real, namely, the death drive in its rotary motion around the object (a). All 
Symbolic identification happens not as a fundamental decision by the death 
drive to adopt an existential project, but instead as a decision by the empty 
“substanceless subjectivity” of the (unconscious) Cartesian subject to evade 
the anxiety and disgust provoked by the encounter with the “rotary motion 
of the drives”. 

In the recent account, then,  = death drive. In the initial theory, how-
ever, (a) = death drive.

 Between the two moments stands Žižek’s speculative philosophy of the 
Act. This metaphysics of the decision is explicitly posed as an exposition 
of “dialectical materialism,” that is, as isomorphic to the primordially re-
pressed historical violence which founds that social field explored in “his-
torical materialism” (Žižek, 1996b: 43). For Žižek, this means that the “ulti-
mate speculative identity” happens when the “authentic Act” of the subject 
suspends the existing Symbolic Order (coextensive with the social field, for 
Žižek) only to inaugurate a new “big Other” (Žižek, 1996b: 144). This is 
a metaphysical exploration of the problematic of the “great leap forward” 
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that we have already seen is the root of Žižek’s political zigzags and ethical 
hesitations. Žižek constructs a chain of equivalences: first, the speculative 
identity of the object (a) with the Symbolic Order (Žižek, 1996b: 143-147); 
then, the speculative identity of the subject with the Symbolic Order. The 
clear implication is that in the Act, the subject and object are “speculative-
ly” identical. Yet, this is “perhaps the hardest speculative nut to crack” for 
Žižek, and so he can only indicate that the Lacanian motif of creation ex ni-
hilo means that:

Although one has to be careful not to confound the Act qua Real with 
the performative gesture of the Master-Signifier, the two are nonetheless 
closely connected: the ultimate paradox of the process of signification, its 
“highest mystery,” is the fact that the Act qua Real … is simultaneously 
the “vanishing mediator” that founds the Symbolic Order. … In short, the 
Act qua Real and the Master-Signifier are not “substantially” different 
(Žižek, 1996b: 146-147).

In other words, the historical subject, via the “highest mystery” of the 
transubstantiation of the death drive, creates the totality of the Symbolic 
Order (social field). The “ultimate paradox” of Žižek’s theory is an identical 
subject-object of history.

IV.

According to the dustjacket of The Ticklish Subject, “Žižek argues for a radical 
politics … unafraid to make sweeping claims in the name of a universal hu-
man subject”. The concept of the unconscious subject as the “absent centre 
of political ontology” makes a lot of sense: central, as a universal, but consti-
tutively absent because unconscious, the subject is the lynchpin of political 
resistance and the basis for an ethical conception of socialism. The problem 
lies in the execution, where “in a typical Žižekian inversion, the spectral 
Cartesian ego is reborn, but this time as its exact opposite, the id” (Eagle-
ton, 2001: 50). To be precise, Žižek reconceptualises the id so as to attribute 
to it exactly the same properties (punctual unity, self-reflexivity, world-con-
stituting agency) formerly assigned to the Cartesian “unified ego,” the origi-
nal “identical subject-object” in modern philosophy. This is the metaphysi-
cal root of the “antinomies of Žižek” that we have just encountered. Žižek 
thematises his metaphysics under the heading of the “abyss of freedom” and 
the “decision-event of Truth,” and bases his claims to anti-historicism and 
anti-capitalism on the foundation of the world-constituting decision of the 
identical subject-object. Instead of a radical politics for the twenty-first cen-
tury, I suggest, Žižek’s metaphysical radicalism risks descent into irrational-
ity and relativism.
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The Abyss of Freedom

Žižek’s lugubrious speculations on the undivided subject as incarnation 
of the death drive are supported by the high metaphysics of the “abyss of 
freedom,” the encounter with the Romanticism of Schelling. According to 
Schelling’s Romantic theological fantasy, the rational world of the Logos 
emerges from a divine decision to abandon the insane and formless vortex of 
cosmic creation, and enter temporality as the immortal substance. Nature, 
Schelling proposes, is the Odyssey of Spirit, finally reaching consciousness 
in humanity. Unhesitatingly projecting this creation myth onto humanity 
via the doctrine of “intellectual intuition,” Schelling proposes that human-
ity is the “identical subject-object,” because humanity is a formal incarna-
tion of the divine substance (Schelling 1997). Žižek’s delight at this specula-
tive schema is evident. So is the fragility of his philosophical defense of this 
fantasy as rational solution to a serious cognitive problem. Straining cred-
ibility beyond the breaking-point, Žižek interprets Schellingian metaphysics 
as an anticipation of psychoanalysis, and recasts the divine decision as the 
contingent encounter with the Real of the drives, in the unconscious “choice 
of neurosis,” equivalent to the Kantian original decision upon a moral dis-
position (Žižek, 1997a). 

For Žižek, the drive is beyond the Symbolic Law (Žižek, 1997a: 78-79) 
and the rotary motion of the drives is a pre-symbolic antagonism (Žižek, 
1997a: 19). At a stroke, this re-naturalises the drives, returning them, against 
Lacan, to biological instincts. “At the beginning proper stands a resolution, 
an act of decision that, by way of differentiating between past and present, 
resolves the unbearable tension of the rotary motion of the drives”—that 
is, makes the transition from drive to desire (Žižek, 1997a: 15). Schelling’s 
pseudo-problem is that there is strictly no way to exit from the rotary mo-
tion of the drives unless the drives themselves are preceded by a mysterious 
“X” that “contracts” the drives. As we have seen, Schelling’s “solution” is an 
identical subject-object who, through “intellectual intuition,” posits both the 
totality and the distinction between subject and object. Let us once again ex-
amine why an advocate of Lacanian theory will encounter grave problems 
following Schelling.

 Formally speaking, Žižek is able to prevent the emergence of an iden-
tical subject-object by proposing that the “subject before subjectivation” 
(symbolised by the Lacanian matheme, ) is in a relation of inverse propor-
tionality with the “sublime object of ideology” (symbolised by the Lacanian 
matheme, object (a)), so that the approach of the object (a) means aphanisis 
(fading) of the subject, . The only “identical subject-object” is the fantasy 
relation (symbolised as ◊a), where the “losange,” ◊, designates a relation of 
“internal exclusion” or “extimacy” between  and (a). So long as Žižek sticks 
to the Lacanian orthodoxy, then, he is quite immune to any allegation that 
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he restores an identical subject-object. 
Žižek, as we have just seen, exhibits a certain resistance to the con-

sequences of crushing Lacanian theory in the speculative nutcracker. It is 
therefore left to Zupančič to make the full implications explicit. She claims 
the abolition of the division of the subject in the ethical Act—a subjectless 
act of a “full subject”—reveals the normal, pathological state of the divided 
subject by contrast with the Act. “The subject is ‘realised,’ ‘objectified’ in this 
act: the subject passes over to the side of the object. … In an act there is no 
‘divided subject’: there is the ‘it’ (the Lacanian ça) and the subjective figure 
that arises from it … [which] follows the logic of what Lacan calls a ‘head-
less subjectivation’ or ‘subjectivation without subject’” (Zupančič, 2000: 104). 
Less directly, Žižek states the same conclusion:

[T]he authentic act that I accomplish is always by definition a foreign 
body, an intruder which simultaneously attracts/fascinates and 
repels me, so that if and when I come too close to it, this leads to my 
aphanisis, self-erasure. If there is a subject to the act, it is not the subject 
of subjectivisation, of integrating the act into the universe of symbolic 
integration and recognition, of assuming the act as “my own,” but, 
rather, an uncanny, “acephalous” subject through which the act takes 
place which is “in him more than himself”. The act thus designates the 
level at which the fundamental divisions and displacements usually associated with 
the “Lacanian subject” … are momentarily suspended (Žižek, 2000h: 374-375 
emphasis added).

This means that the Kantian objection to the intrusion of noumenal 
freedom into the phenomenal domain (the subject as moral author of the 
world is a god; correlatively, the intrusion of the noumenal realm implies 
that suspension of the subject’s freedom, because this god manipulates all 
phenomenal events in line with a moral purpose) applies to the Act. For 
Kant, were God to intrude directly into the phenomenal world, humanity 
would become mere puppets of the Divine Will and not autonomous sub-
jects. For Žižek, “the highest freedom coincides with … a reduction to a 
lifeless automaton who blindly performs its gestures” (Žižek, 2000h: 375). 
Žižek therefore reinvents the doctrine of intellectual intuition by means of 
the claim that the punctual unity of the radical will is capable of unilaterally 
inaugurating a new social order.

Event of the Resolute Decision

As a consequence of the problematic of absolute freedom, Žižek’s “philo-
sophical manifesto of Cartesian subjectivity” (Žižek, 2000h: 2) necessarily 
leads to ethical decisionism and political voluntarism (Žižek, 2000h: 114-
115), cognitive irrationalism (Žižek, 1997a: 76) and the transposition of in-
dividual psychology (madness) onto social formations (Žižek, 2000h: 34-41). 
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These are condensed, for Žižek, through the figure of a “voluntarist deci-
sionism” combined with “Cartesian mechanism,” into a “materialist theory 
of Grace” (Žižek, 2000h: 116-119). This position, as archaic as it is irrational, 
cannot possibly found a radical politics for the twenty-first century. To the 
contrary: it has strong neo-conservative affinities.

Decisionism—as exemplified by Carl Schmitt (Hirst, 1999: 7-17)—
departs from a monological concept of subjectivity and postulates a pre-
discursive kernel that acts as the nucleus of decisions, without reference 
to ethical norms. On the basis of the theory of the “abyss of freedom,” it 
is impossible for Žižek to avoid an ethical decisionism that intensifies the 
problems of Heidegger’s theory of the “resolute decision” upon an existen-
tial project, elaborated in Being and Time (1927) (Heidegger, 1996: 233-277). 
Heidegger’s conception of “anticipatory resoluteness” through the recogni-
tion of the “mineness of death” is overshadowed in contemporary debates 
by Heidegger’s notorious Nazi entanglement. The major philosophical prob-
lem with Being and Time is not decisionism (Osborne, 1995: 168-175), however, 
but the transposition of the individual “resolute decision” onto the “histori-
cal destiny” of social collectives (Heidegger, 1996: 341-370 especially 352). 
As Žižek explains, the resulting neglect of the element of sociality means 
that the individual decision is ethically indifferent, while nations are treat-
ed as persons with a “destiny” (Žižek, 2000h: 11-22). Ethical decisionism 
might therefore not be Heidegger’s problem—but it certainly is Žižek’s, for 
Žižek supplements a theory of the “insane” decision, which results from the 
breaking of social bonds, with the postulate of a pre-symbolic kernel, in 
the form of a unitary will, that precedes the decision. This not only neglects 
the medium of sociality—an “inadequate deployment of the Mitsein”—it ac-
tively negates social existence and advocates the destruction of social norms 
and political legitimacy. On the basis of this theory, Žižek—the defender of 
Cartesian philosophical science against the onslaughts of the postmodern 
relativists—finds it difficult to discriminate between democracy and totali-
tarianism without resorting to a determination of social content that contra-
dicts the asocial character of the Truth-Event (Žižek, 2000e: 138-139; Žižek, 
2002: 39). 

In the light of his thesis of the death drive as the undivided will of an 
identical subject-object, Žižek seeks to integrate Alain Badiou’s concept of 
the Event of Truth into Žižek’s post-Althusserian problematic of ideologi-
cal interpellation (Žižek, 2000h: 128). Žižek salutes Badiou’s resurrection of 
the metaphysical dimension of “the politics of (universal ) Truth” (Žižek, 2000h: 
132) and opposes this to the postmodern dogma that “events do not happen” 
(Žižek, 2000h: 135). For Žižek, this Truth can only be the repressed histori-
cal genesis of Being in a contingent political act of social inauguration, that 
is, a violent revolution. According to Žižek, “the truth-event consists in the 
elementary ideological gesture of interpellating individuals” (Žižek, 2000h: 
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141). Yet, the entailment of this position is that there exists no neutral gaze 
that might discern the Event and arbitrate any claim:

Thus, there is no neutral gaze of knowledge that could discern the 
event in its effects: a decision is always-already there—that is, one can 
discern the signs of an Event in the situation only from a previous 
decision for Truth, just as in Jansenist theology, in which divine 
miracles are legible as such only to those who have already decided for 
Faith (Žižek, 2000h: 136).

Referring approvingly to Lukács (Žižek, 2000h: 137)—who claimed that 
real decisions precede knowledge of the situation and described his con-
version to Communism as a “Pascalian wager”—Žižek proposes that the 
decision precedes any undecidability. This stance of irrational faith enables 
Žižek to impatiently dismiss the question of how to arbitrate whether a so-
cial movement is “truly the Event, not just another semblance of an Event” 
(Žižek, 2000h: 138). Accepting Badiou’s anti-Enlightenment claim that re-
ligion is the formal model of political commitment, Žižek nonetheless feels 
compelled to ask how despite the fact that, today, religion is a pseudo-event, 
St Paul remains the philosopher of the formal conditions of the truth event. 
“Nonetheless, the problem remains of how it was possible for the first and 
still most pertinent description of the mode of operation of the fidelity to a 
Truth Event to occur apropos of a Truth Event that is a mere semblance, 
not an actual Truth” (Žižek, 2000h: 143). For Žižek, “from a Hegelian stand-
point, there is a deep necessity in this, confirmed by the fact that in our cen-
tury the philosopher who provided the definitive description of an authen-
tic political act (Heidegger in Being and Time) was seduced by a political act 
that was undoubtedly a fake, not an actual Truth-Event (Nazism)” (Žižek, 
2000h: 143). So—“what if what Badiou calls the Truth-Event is, at its most 
radical, a purely formal act of decision? [W]hat if the true fidelity to the 
Event is ‘dogmatic’ in the precise sense of unconditioned Faith?” (Žižek, 
2000h: 144). In other words, Badiou does not sufficiently vigorously reject 
the Enlightenment position that politics is based on the demystification of 
religious illusions.

Nonetheless, sensing the relativist void opening before his feet, Žižek 
claims that the Hegelian position on the “singular universal,” the element 
that embodies the void of the situation, is that it subverts the situation by “di-
rectly incarnating the universal” (Žižek, 2000h: 144). Hence, the problem-
atic of proletarian chiliasm, the moment of the identical subject-object in a 
total revolution, is linked to the expressive totality and the direct incarna-
tion of universality as the “solution” to the postmodern constellation. The 
truth-event is a Pascalian wager (Žižek, 2000h: 144), that involves a tempo-
ral loop (Žižek, 2000h: 144), which narrativises history as an evolutionary 
sequence, whereby the present is redeemed in the future thanks to the event 
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(Žižek, 2000h: 144). Which sounds like Žižek’s description of the fantasy. In-
deed, “is not the circular relationship between the Event and the subject … 
the very circle of ideology?” (Žižek, 2000h: 145).

The Decline of Symbolic Authority: Žižek’s “Anti-Historicism”

It is therefore not surprising that Žižek’s constant polemical denunciations 
of “historicism,” for its lack of recognition of the “non-historical kernel of 
human existence,” are laced with bold claims to have adopted a “dogmat-
ic” stance, so that, for instance, we are informed that “Marxism and psy-
choanalysis are ‘infallible’ at the level of their enunciated content” (Žižek, 
1994c: 183). To claim that Žižek remains within the gravitational field of 
historicism will perhaps generate consternation, for the dominant tenden-
cy in criticisms of Žižek is to take a position for or against his supposed an-
ti-historicism. Crusader for Cartesian certainty, defender of the cogito and 
supporter of the Truth-Event of militant materialism (the October Revolu-
tion), Žižek has produced numerous critiques of “postmarxian historicism” 
and “postmodern sophism” (Žižek, 1993: 1-5; Žižek, 1996b: 214-218; Žižek, 
2000c: 112-114; Žižek, 2001c: 80-81). In opposition to the historicist tendency 
of radical democratic postmarxism, Žižek has from the beginning proposed 
that “over-rapid historicisation makes us blind to the real kernel that returns 
as the same through diverse … symbolisations” (Žižek, 1989: 50). His posi-
tion is that it is impossible to entirely contextualise a phenomenon: the dis-
solution of every event into its socio-historical context implies the position-
ing of the analyst in the “view from nowhere,” the gods-eye position of pure, 
neutral metalanguage situated “above” the historical texture. The appar-
ently modest perspectival relativism of the historicist therefore masks an ex-
traordinarily immodest claim to perfect neutrality, to possess the “master’s 
gaze, which viewing history from a safe metalanguage distance, constructs 
the linear narrative of ‘historical evolution’” (Žižek, 2001c: 80). Žižek con-
nects the metanarrative of legitimation that supports historicism with the 
fundamental operation of ideology (Žižek, 1991a: 130) and regards decon-
struction as the “highest expression” of contemporary historicism, because 
its endless recontextualisations engage precisely such a metalinguistic claim 
(Žižek, 1989: 153-155; Žižek, 1991a: 87-90). What historicism overlooks is 
the eternal return of the same of difference itself in every historico-symbolic 
text, conceptualised psychoanalytically as “lack” (the absence of a presence) 
(Žižek, 2000c: 114; Žižek, 2001c: 223). The problem is that this definition of 
the Symbolic as based in a pure, non-conceptual difference, besides having 
surprisingly Deleuzian overtones (Deleuze, 1994), coincides with Žižek’s def-
inition of the Real, collapsing “lack” into “loss,” Symbolic into Real—and 
subject into object.

Žižek can salvage his position from relativism only on the basis of an ex-
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plicit advocacy of expressive totality, that is, by undermining the non-meta-
physical interpretation of Hegel. According to Žižek, there exists a structur-
al homology between liberal capitalism and hysterical subjectivity (Žižek, 
1993: 209-210). The basis for this assertion is the dubious theoretical identity 
between surplus value and “surplus-enjoyment,” grounded in the “structur-
al homology” between the self-transcending limit of capitalism and the rela-
tion between prohibition and transgression in psychoanalysis (Žižek, 1989: 
49-53). The result is that, as Jason Glynos demonstrates, the “logic of de-
sire is the motor of capitalism” (Glynos, 2001: 88). The substantive differ-
ences between the libidinal investments in the formation of social subjectiv-
ity, and the material basis in surplus labour-time for institutional relations, 
should warn us against any premature telescoping of the specificity of the 
ideological and economic. Žižek’s position risks collapse into an insipid (and 
conservative) functionalism that denies the coefficient of resistance in social 
subjectivity, by suggesting that forms of individuation are only functional for 
capital accumulation (or vice versa, for Žižek’s idealism). Žižek’s precious for-
malism, which makes every form of structural imbalance somehow secretly 
“the same,” licensing the collapse of structural regions into single generative 
mechanism, is exactly what Althusser criticised under the heading of “ex-
pressive totality” ( Jameson, 1981: 34-37). 

Žižek’s indifference to Marxist theory leads to his endorsement of Hardt 
and Negri’s baroque, Deleuze-inspired fantasia as a “new Communist Mani-
festo” (Hardt, 2000: dustjacket; Žižek, 2001d: 190-205), presumably on the 
basis that their exploration of the late capitalist desiring-machines of global 
empire supports his own conjecture that the flexible identities of the NSM 
correspond to “Spinozist late capitalism”. Indeed, for Žižek, the proposi-
tion that “Spinozism”—by which Žižek means Deleuze and Guattari’s An-
ti-Oedipus and Thousand Plateaus—is the “ideology of late capitalism” effec-
tively displaces postmodern culture from that role (Žižek, 1993: 211-219). For 
Žižek, the postmodern celebration of dispersed, multiple subject-positions in 
the processes of deterritorialised global capitalism, “far from containing any 
kind of subversive potentials … designates the form of subjectivity that corresponds 
to late capitalism” (Žižek, 1993: 216). The inconsistent modes of particularised 
enjoyment to which this “subject” surrenders are nothing but the operations 
of multinational capital. Hence, Žižek suggests, the alternatives of Althusse-
rian Marxism and Deleuzian postmodernism are only the critical and cel-
ebratory aspects of a single process of late capitalism. 

Unlike Lukács, for whom commodity reification was the mechanism of 
expressive unification of the capitalist totality, for Žižek (with Hegel), this 
mechanism is subjectivity. With the shift to late capitalism, perverse subjec-
tivity supposedly emerges as the universal mode of subjection. According to 
Žižek, the break-up of the nuclear family correlative to globalisation leads 
to a decline in paternal authority and its replacement by the ferocious “ma-
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ternal superego” (Žižek, 1991b: 97-104). This has potentially catastrophic 
results: because the father is connected to symbolic authority, society slides 
into a decline in symbolic efficiency where symbolic fictions are replaced by 
imaginary simulacra and the resort to the Real of violence (Žižek, 2000h: 
315). The autonomous critical subject is increasingly replaced by the “path-
ological narcissism” of a perverse subjectivity, which is paradoxically de-
pendent upon the very authority it disavows, a resentful conformist whose 
failed rebellion drives in the direction of self-punishment or sadistic venge-
ance upon others. In a revenge of the language on Lacanian hyperbole, 
then, we are presented with the spectacle of the “collapse” of a big Other 
who “does not exist” (Žižek, 2000h: 326). For Žižek, this signifies the col-
lapse of the Symbolic Order, and its fragmentation into a multiplicity of do-
mains of signification as belief in symbolic authority is destroyed by knowledge 
(Žižek, 2002). 

Žižek therefore accepts the decline of Oedipus and the emergence of mul-
tiple contingent identities, but rejects the narrative according to which this is 
a straightforward process of liberation: “the danger lies not in the remain-
ders of the past, but in the obscene need for domination and subjection en-
gendered by the new ‘post-Oedipal’ forms of subjectivity themselves” (Žižek, 
2000h: 360). Žižek’s position implies that political revolution is fundamen-
tally a restoration of Oedipal subjectivity and a redemption of the “big Oth-
er,” redolent of a religious “cure” for postlapsarian wickedness. From this 
position it is impossible to evade the slide into self-instrumentalisation. Just 
as the Stalinist presents themselves as the instrument of the historical proc-
ess destined to save modern culture from its descent into barbarism, Žižek 
opposes a redemptive universality “to come” to “globalisation-with-particu-
larisation” and its perverted subjectivity. 

Pauline Materialism: Žižek’s “Anti-Capitalism”

According to Žižek, the new “end of history” of the post-Communist glob-
al hegemony of American finance capital—the event-less reality of the New 
World Order—intensifies the depoliticisation characteristic of modernity. 
The result, Žižek suggests, is “postmodern post-politics,” which:

no longer merely represses the political, trying to contain it and pacify 
the “returns of the repressed,” but much more effectively “forecloses” it, 
so that the postmodern forms of ethnic violence, with their “irrational” 
excessive character, are no longer simple “returns of the repressed” but, 
rather, represent a case of the foreclosed (from the Symbolic) which, as 
we know from Lacan, returns in the Real (Žižek, 2000h: 198).

The deadlock of the contemporary world, then, is that the declining ef-
ficiency of symbolic authority and the post-political technocracy exemplified 
by the “global Third Way” of Anthony Giddens and Tony Blair, generate 
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the combination of depoliticised apathy and anti-political fundamentalism 
that means that violence is increasingly the matrix for the resolution of so-
cial conflicts. This leads Žižek to the classic ultra-left position that “the neo-
Nazi skinhead’s ethnic violence is not the ‘return of the repressed’ of the lib-
eral multiculturalist tolerance, but directly generated by it, its own concealed 
true face” (Žižek, 2000h: 205). 

Žižek’s effort to create an emancipatory politics capable of breaking 
through the supposed pseudo-dialectic of cynicism and violence leads him 
to declare himself a “Pauline materialist,” or ethical Marxist. As he ex-
plains, “the New World Order, as in medieval times, is global, but not uni-
versal, since it strives for a new, global order with each part in its allocated 
place” (Žižek, 2000h: 176). Therefore:

Today, more than ever, one has to insist that the only way open to the 
emergence of an Event is that of breaking the vicious cycle of globalisation-
with-particularisation by (re)asserting the dimension of Universality 
against capitalist globalisation. … [W]hat we need today is the gesture 
that would undermine capitalist globalisation from the standpoint of 
universal Truth, just as Pauline Christianity did to the Roman global 
Empire (Žižek, 2000h: 211). 

Žižek’s argument becomes increasingly incoherent from this point on-
wards. According to Žižek, and despite the assertion that capitalism re-
places the universal with “globalisation-with-particularisation,” there exist 
three universals today: the “Real universality” of international capitalism; 
the “Symbolic universality,” the reigning symbolic fiction of multicultur-
al tolerance; the “Imaginary universality” of the ideal of égaliberté (Žižek, 
2000h: 213). This invokes a new “concrete universality” of “reflexive moder-
nity,” distinct from the concrete universal of the twentieth century, involving 
a “postmodern, post-nation state” form of globalised life supported by the 
reigning fiction of multicultural tolerance (Žižek, 2000h: 214). This allows 
Žižek—with proponents of “reflexive modernity”—to interpret neo-fascism 
and religious fundamentalism as desperate defenses against the new, rootless 
“void of universality” (Žižek, 2000h: 217).

The postulate of an expressive totality of late capitalism enables Žižek to 
interpret cultural and intellectual phenomena as mere aspects of a unitary 
process. On these lines, postmodern theory, postmarxian politics, multicul-
turalism, human rights, political liberties and parliamentary democracy are 
nothing but the “human face” of “capitalist globalism”. Indeed, it licenses 
(for Žižek) practices of psychological labelling little different from the vulgar 
Marxist practice of premature class ascription. Žižek’s discourse is gener-
ously larded with psychoanalytic “invective,” so that highly respected inter-
locutors are described as “perverts” (Deleuze, Foucault, Butler) and “hyster-
ics” (Derrida, Laclau). Multiculturalism involves a condescending distance 
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towards the multiplicity of cultures that secretly relies upon a “neutral-uni-
versal” stance elevated beyond the militant particularisms—but this suppos-
edly neutral stance is in actuality precisely based on capitalist globalisation 
and the universalisation of the Western form of life, before which every oth-
er culture appears as a particular (Žižek, 2000h: 216). Postmodern politics 
becomes entangled in the “unprecedented homogenisation of today’s world” 
and a depoliticisation of social conflict, where “the price of this depolitici-
sation of the economy is the depoliticisation of politics … political struggle 
proper is transformed into the cultural struggle for the recognition of mar-
ginal identities and the tolerance of differences” (Žižek, 2000h: 218).

Žižek (quite correctly) criticises the situation where only the populist ex-
treme Right now criticises capital, while the radical Left occupies itself with 
the struggle for cultural recognition on the basis of capitalism (Žižek, 2000h: 
355). “Leftists support a strong State as the last guarantee of social and civil 
liberties against Capital; while Rightists demonise the State and its appa-
ratuses as the ultimate terrorist machine” (Žižek, 2000h: 356). Yet, beyond 
the remedy of a “Leftist suspension of the Law,” a suspension of the ethical 
in the name of a true universality to come (Žižek, 2000h: 223), Žižek is re-
markably reticent regarding concrete alternatives. Žižek’s opposition to the 
leftwing politics of enthusiastic resignation supposedly does not include hos-
tility to the reform agenda of postmodern politics: “I am pleading for a ‘re-
turn to the primacy of economy,’ not to the detriment of the issues raised by 
postmodern forms of politicisation, but precisely in order to create the con-
ditions for the more effective realization of feminist, ecological, and so on, 
demands” (Žižek, 2000h: 356). Yet, elsewhere, Žižek analyses the discursive 
form: “of course, …, but …,” as the discourse of disavowal. He claims the 
real question is “how are we to reinvent the political space in today’s condi-
tions of globalisation?” (Žižek, 2000h: 222). I suggest that Žižek has no real 
answers—hence the rhetorical question.

Based on his conceptualisation of the “Lacanian Thing” as secretly 
identical to the Cartesian ego, Žižek can only lurch between the poles of 
an antinomy. For the postmarxian Žižek of the radical democratic period, 
the death drive (the Thing) represents the dimension of radical negativ-
ity that cannot be reduced to an expression of alienated social conditions. 
Therefore:

it is not only that the aim is no longer to abolish this antagonism, but 
that the aspiration to abolish it is precisely the source of totalitarian 
temptation; the greatest mass murders and holocausts have always been 
perpetrated in the name of man as a harmonious being, of a New Man 
without antagonistic tension (Žižek, 1989: 5).

Indeed, this fantasy of the absolute crime that opens a New Beginning is 
sadistic. It is the fantasy that “it is possible to create new forms of life ex nihi-
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lo, from the zero-point”. From the vantage of Žižek’s radical democratic pe-
riod, it is “not difficult to see how all radical revolutionary projects, Khmer 
Rouge included, rely on this same fantasy of … the creation ex nihilo of a new 
(sublime) Man, delivered from the corruptions of previous history” (Žižek, 
1991a: 261). But, on the other hand, prohibition eroticises, and so there’s an 
irresistible fascination in the “lethal/suicidal immersion in the Thing” and 
“creation ex nihilo”—at least for the hyper-Marxist Žižek of the period of 
“Pauline Materialism”. Hence, in the “unplugging” from the New World 
Order by the “authentic psychoanalytic and revolutionary political collec-
tives” that Žižek now urges (Žižek, 2000e: 160), “there is a terrifying violence 
at work in this ‘uncoupling,’ that of the death drive, of the radical ‘wiping 
the slate clean’ as the condition of the New Beginning” (Žižek, 2000e: 127). 
This sort of “Year Zero” rhetoric may be meant as a provocation to the rel-
ativists, as a gesture of defiance towards the contemporary prohibition on 
thinking about revolution (Žižek, 2001b). Nonetheless, I suggest that this 
combination, of Leninist voluntarism and “irrational” Pauline materialism, 
does not resist the postmodern couplet of cynical distance and irrational 
fundamentalism, but repeats its terms. 
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Postmarxism lives its desire for radical social transformation as an exile. As 
before, with the Romantics and then the New Left, the failure of revolution-
ary hopes generated in the 1960s (and briefly renewed in 1989) has led to 
aesthetic compensations for political marginalisation. The failure of revolu-
tion now necessitates a detour—more or less permanent—through ideologi-
cal manipulation, before it might once again be possible to return to mass 
politics: in a very familiar pattern, postmarxism seeks to transform politi-
cal subjectivity where once it strove to change the world. Theorising politi-
cal insurgency as a semi-divine force irrupting from a dimension “beyond” 
the “discursive formation,” postmarxism is quick to add that this stands no 
chance of global success. As befits a generation for which messianic aspira-
tions have cooled, the very best that can be hoped for is a localised shift in 
the balance of forces. Indeed, when postmodern anti-Enlightenment animus 
grips theorists of postmarxism, its positions resemble a “chemical wedding” 
of Structural Marxism with the “New Philosophy”. Despite the hypostati-
sation of contingency and the insistence on the openness of the historical 
process, one thing is absolutely certain, flowing from the constitution of the 
political field with an iron necessity: because identities are formed through 
processes of exclusion and subordination, every victory is at once a fresh de-
feat; every liberation is automatically a new enslavement. At once radically 
libertarian and deeply cynical, postmarxism postulates a fundamental sym-
metry between the emancipatory politics of the oppressed and the repressive 
politics of domination. Hegemonic politics is theorised in radically “Machi-
avellian” terms, as a neutral technology of manipulation and domination 
that the Left would be well advised to learn to control. Because all social 
formations are fundamentally constructed upon exclusion and marginalisa-



The Charmed Circle of Ideolog y232

tion, the real question becomes one of how to swap the leading personnel, 
rather than whether to transform the social order. 

At the same time, however, postmarxism has really tried to preserve the 
radical impetus of socialist politics within a transformed historical conjunc-
ture. Postmarxism secretes a deep desire for liberation, expressed as a radi-
cal disdain for everyday politics and the art of government, together with a 
privileging of “the political” as the moment of social antagonism and spon-
taneous plebeian rebellion. Many political positions oscillate between radi-
calised liberalism and an ultra-left refusal of everyday politics. A thoroughly 
progressive hostility towards every form of pseudo-natural domination ani-
mates the imprecations hurled at “essentialism,” mistakenly considered by 
postmarxism to be a legacy of a now obsolete Enlightenment rationalism, 
rather than the enduring form of ideological mystification. While the turn to 
social subjectivity as a principle of structuration is reminiscent of Romantic 
theories, in postmarxian theory the analysis of hegemonic politics is linked 
to the problems of specifically socialist strategy. The defense of “the politi-
cal” is aimed towards keeping alive exactly this strategic possibility in the 
context of postmodern culture and poststructuralist philosophy. The politi-
cal has the status of the “postmarxian Thing,” the forbidden and unnamed 
desire that animates the merely formal unity of a shared trajectory begin-
ning in Althusserian social theory. “The political,” as a moment of irruption 
and revolutionary openness, is counterposed to “the political field” of rou-
tine politics, characterised in modernity (for postmarxism) by democratic 
competition. From Laclau and Mouffe (“the political”), through Žižek (“the 
political Act”), to Butler (“resignification”), the post-Althusserian postmarx-
ists are searching for a principle of transcendence that might reactivate the 
moment of social inauguration. Postmarxism at once yearns for a univer-
sal revolution (“the political” as the moment of social inauguration) and de-
nies the validity of universality. It thereby organises the sabotage of its own 
programme and safeguards its unsatisfied desire. Accordingly, postmarxism 
is a protest politics designed to shift the new social movements to the left, 
but is not itself capable of generating new radical forms. Indeed, the recent 
rise of rightwing populism and religious fundamentalism exposes the reli-
ance of postmarxism on a radicalised variant of liberal political theory, one 
which valorises social particularity, cultural difference and localised demo-
cratic initiatives, whilst becoming increasingly allergic to the equivalential 
logic of social confrontation. As with all radical forms of liberalism linked 
to protest politics, then, postmarxism expresses a hysterical demand to the 
political masters designed to force them to fix their system. For the peren-
nial return and retreat of “the political” is the very locus of the postmarxian 
programme, dependent as it is upon the permanent deferment of the mo-
ment of “the political” for the effective sabotage of every “socialist strategy”. 
This movement is perfectly expressed by Laclau’s admission that radical 
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democracy finally consists only of “the introduction of state regulation and 
democratic control of the economy, so that the worst effects of globalisation 
are avoided” (Laclau, 2000c: 206)—a “radical” programme not too distant 
from the policies of Third Way social democracy.

Postmarxism is a deeply contradictory phenomenon. On the one hand, 
postmarxism preserves a radical impulse that leads it to position itself on the 
leftwing of politics and to resist the drift “beyond Left and Right” that af-
flicts mainstream political parties and social theories. On the other hand, 
the historicist problematic that informs postmarxism leads it to reject politi-
cal universality and engage forms of theoretical and moral relativism whose 
political implications are, at best, ambiguous, and at worst, reactionary. Af-
ter the collapse of Communism, some ex-Marxists embraced the “criticism 
of actually existing democracy,” announcing the perspective of “five hun-
dred years of reforms” and the gradual maturation of political subjectivity 
before any substantial social transformations might once again become pos-
sible (Aronson, 1995). Post-Althusserian postmarxism—as the radical wing 
of postmodern politics—announced, by contrast, an urgent programme of 
“radical democracy” and “democratic citizenship” as the “corrective to the 
liberal vision,” and declared that the very existence of “the political” was 
threatened by the imposition of the “New World Order” and its liberal-
democratic consensus (Mouffe, 1992d: 1-8). Yet, postmarxism’s hostility to-
wards universality, resonating with some of the most reactionary themes of 
the “New Philosophy,” leads its projected resistance to the New World Or-
der astray every time. During the 1990s, postmarxism hailed the irruption 
of new ethnic nationalisms, religious fundamentalisms and political partic-
ularisms as a veritable “return of the political”. Radically misreading this 
political conjuncture as a repudiation of universality (as it had strategically 
misread the late 1980s as a conjuncture of democratic advance instead of a 
political retreat before an ascendant neo-liberalism), postmarxism celebrat-
ed this “return of the repressed” as a break with the superficial consensus 
on “individualism, rationalism and universalism” (Mouffe, 1992d: 1-8). A 
decade later, and the leading theorists of postmarxism have discovered that 
without universality, there can be no resistance to domination—let alone 
a social alternative—for every modern demand for liberation expresses a 
claim on an empty (formal) universal. The titles of the contributions to Con-
tingency, Hegemony, Universality—“Constructing Universality,” “Competing 
Universalities,” “The Role of Universality in the Construction of Political 
Logics,” and so forth—should tell the story of a fundamental rethink, lead-
ing to a break with the historicist problematic. Until the underlying assump-
tions of historicism are theoretically confronted, however, every such effort 
to shift beyond political hermeneutics and ethical relativism only leads back 
into the charmed circle of ideology.
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TOWARDS AN ALTERNATIVE AGENDA FOR THEORETICAL  
RESEARCH

I have demonstrated that the postmarxian field, as defined by the political 
strategy of radical democracy, is governed by the historicist problematic, 
which acts as a theoretical unconscious limiting the ability of Laclau and 
Mouffe, Butler and Žižek to think social complexity and radical strategy. 
I have sustained the thesis that the historicist problematic is characterised 
by five key positions: the relativisation of theory, the foundational character 
of ideology, the expressive conception of history, an identical subject-object 
and a theory of social practice modeled on individual praxis. In Chapter 
One, I showed that postmarxism’s abandonment of the distinction between 
theory and ideology leads to a transposition of structures of ideological mis-
recognition onto theoretical formulations. In examining post-Fordism, the 
NSM and the history of Marxism, postmarxist theory betrays characteristi-
cally ideological structures of subject-centred descriptions, binary axiologies 
based on mirror relations and the occlusion of inconsistencies behind imagi-
nary histories. Chapter Two showed that the major theoretical statements of 
Laclau and Mouffe rely upon a latent, expressive totality of history, centred 
on the master narrative of the unfolding of the “Democratic Revolution of 
Modernity”. In Chapter Three, I proved that Butler’s theory of “performa-
tivity” depends upon a conception of social practice modeled on individual 
praxis. Finally, Chapter Four, I demonstrated the existence of an impossible 
desire to resurrect the doctrine of the “identical subject-object of history” in 
Žižek’s Lacanian dialectics, proposing that the theoretical advances in his 
work need to be systematically separated from his idealist speculations. This 
sequence was selected on the basis of choosing the theorist who best exem-
plified a particular aspect of the historicist problematic; while Laclau and 
Mouffe, Butler and Žižek all display symptoms of the influence of the entire 
matrix of the historicist problematic, this influence is unevenly developed, 
and cannot be said to somehow make them all “the same”. 

Indeed, there do exist real differences between Laclau and Mouffe, 
Žižek and Butler, and the best way to capture these is to reconsider the orig-
inal problem of the historicisation of Althusser’s “structural eternities”. Post-
marxian discourse theory is in search of a principle that might introduce 
historical transformation into the social formation, puncturing the struc-
tural necessity governing the totality with political contingency, and there-
by rendering the social formation open, or incomplete. Political contingen-
cy therefore acts in postmarxian discourse theory as a principle of rupture, 
whose privileged location is, according to postmarxism, to be encountered 
in the realm of ideology (the formation of social subjectivity in the field of 
discourse). The divergences between the major theorists of post-structural-
ism—Derrida, Lacan and Foucault—are the basis for the different princi-
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ples of rupture advanced by Laclau and Mouffe (“discursivity,” equals dif-
férance), Žižek (the Real) and Butler (the dialogical structure of power and 
resistance), respectively. 

The problem with all of the positions in the postmarxian field, however, 
is that they implicitly equate the transformation of social subjectivity with 
the historicity of social formations, thereby collapsing theories of structu-
ration into theories of ideology. HSS is the most egregious instance of the 
transposition of an innovative theory of ideology onto the entire social field, 
by means of a novel concept of discursive practice that cannot withstand se-
rious scrutiny. In actuality, postmarxian discourse theories are post-Althus-
serian theories of ideology, inflated beyond their capacity into theories of so-
cial structuration. By returning to the moment of Althusser’s “ISAs essay” 
and recontextualising this within the constellation of theoretical problems it 
sought to solve, it becomes possible to grasp the limitations of making politi-
cal subjectivity solely responsible for the transformation of social formations. 
Then it becomes possible to separate new insights into social structuration 
from the advances in the theory of ideology generated by postmarxism. 

The significant advances in the Marxian theory of ideology generated 
in the movement from Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory, through HSS and 
Socialist Strateg y, to The Sublime Object of Ideology, need to be separated from the 
question of structuration and shorn of their historicist assumptions. Žižek’s 
adaptation of Lacanian psychoanalysis not only stands at the end of this line 
of development (thereby benefiting from earlier breakthroughs), but seems 
the most promising from the perspective of the recognition of the role of the 
subject in social processes, and for an ethical basis for democratic socialism. 
Žižek’s theory of ideology represents a major breakthrough, and one that, I 
have suggested, consists of two tendencies in a complex theoretical configu-
ration. In Žižek’s early, radical democratic incarnation, he presented a La-
canian theory of social subjectivity within a grasp of the ethico-political field 
that accepted the terms of debate of the opponent. Žižek’s later, “Pauline 
Materialist” turn makes sometimes strident efforts to correct the political 
complacency of the early work, but in so doing inverts the theoretical con-
stellation into a Hegelian teleology. It is therefore not just a question of op-
posing Žižek’s early to the recent work, but rather of theoretically disentan-
gling the many strands of his thinking. 

At the same time, the insight that replacing labour as the model of so-
cial practice with a concept of discursive practice enables theorisation of the 
dialogical, or contested, existence of social relations, needs to be explored in 
depth. The concept of “discourse” as the selection and combination of dif-
ferentially-related structural elements need not be limited by a literalisation 
of what is effectively the theoretical metaphor of speech. The restriction of 
discursive practice to metaphor and metonymy, equivalence and difference, 
arbitrarily constrains the thinking of social processes and can only model 
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institutional formation at the cost of excessive abstraction. Once it is liber-
ated from the constraints of a theoretical formalism that reflects Laclau and 
Mouffe’s illegitimate transposition of ideological relations onto institutional 
structures, the concept of discursive practice can theorise the articulation of 
structural elements by social forces in the “field of social relations” (Poulant-
zas), within the horizon of action of a political conjuncture. Throughout my 
investigation, I have suggested an alternative agenda for theoretical research, 
seeking to radicalise and extend the historicised Structural Marxism known 
as Regulation Theory. Taking the historical bricolage of structural elements 
in a mode of social regulation as exemplary of a “hegemonic articulation,” it 
becomes possible to think the structural constraints and institutional syntax 
that regulate “discursive practices,” thereby moving beyond an exclusively 
linguistic conception of hegemonic articulation. Ideological discourses are 
one component of every hegemonic articulation, not the final horizon of all 
political strategy. 
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Endnotes 
1 Reprinted with permission from Return to Balhats, prepared by the 

Lheit-Lit'en Nation, 1992 (British Columbia, Canada). 
2 The Indian Act and other related issues are discussed in the Afterward 

to this essay 
3 This statement pertains to the legal status given by the Canadian 

government to aboriginal people, a topic discussed in the Afterword. 
4 Paper reprinted with permission from Native Issues Monthly, 1(3) 1993. 
5 The Department of Indian and Northern Affairs (DINA) was estab

lished by the Canadian Government to administer the federal Indian Act. 
6 See Cardinal 1969. 
7 Since the mid 1980s trial of several Brothers at Newfoundland's Mt. 

Cashel Orphanage literallythousands of cases of physical and sexual abuse 
have come to light. 

• 8 It ~ust be remembered that, even in the flurry of policy proclama-
tions, White Papers and Royal Commissions, the general perspective of the 
Canadian legal and political establishment may not have changed much. 
For example, in his 1991 ruling on the Gitskan Wet'suwet'un land claim 
case, B.C. Supreme Court Justice Alan McEachem not only denied the 
petition for aboriginal title; he also added a judicial addendum in which he 
~ticise~ the native peti.tioners for not having fully assimilated themselves 
into mamstream Canadian society 

9 Native Issues Monthly, 1(3) 1992, p.53. 
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Conducted by Martin Bosman and Leila Barre 
disClosure Editorial Collective 

Lexington, Kentucky 
April 10, 1993 

~sClo.sure~ Before we ask you about various aspects of your writing, we would 
like to mqwre where you see your work, including your writings with Ernesto 
Laclau, located within the current political environment of postmodemism, 
post-colonialism, feminism, etc.? 

~!al Mouffe: First, I want to explain what our idea was with Hegemony and 
So~~list Strategy and then on the basis of that make references. When we began 
wr1~g Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, which was the beginning of the 80s, it 
was m the context of what was perceived as some kind of double crisis of 
socialism. On one side there was the crisis of Marxism, which as more theoreti
cal questioning of the theory of Marxism was linked to the critique of what was 
happening in the Soviet Union and really existing socialism. But the main 
aspect was the critique of Marxism as a theory. Next to that were also the so
called crisis of the welfare state, the crisis of social democracy, the emergence 
of the new movements. So there was some kind of feeling that the socialist 
project in both the social democratic and its Marxist form was in crisis and 
needed to be reformulated. And that is very much the kind of issue we wanted 
to address in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. 

We intended to address it at two levels. In terms of theoretical approach, 
we felt, for instance, that there were many important new theoretical develop
ments, particularly around post-structuralism which were important and 
needed to be taken into account in the reformulation of a critical theory. And 
the center point of that objective was the critique of essentialism; that was at the 
center of our reflection. We wanted to bring to bear the critique of essentialism 
on the reformulation of the socialist project. Of course we also wanted to take 
account of the emergence of what were called the new movements and try to see 
how, for instance, the merits of feminism and the critique of traditional models 
~f socialism brought by feminism were important, and we wanted to bring that 
Into the reformulation of the socialist project. So, in a sense, our aim was to 
address the challenge the new movements were posing to the socialist project 
an4 to reformulate that socialist project in a way which was theoretically sound 
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and, also that would make room for a series of new democratic struggle which 
had not so far been incorporated into the socialist project. Obviously there was 
a relation between the theoretical and the political aspects because we consid
ered that in order to make room for feminism and other new movements it was 
necessary to challenge the essentialism of Marxist theory. We thought that it 
was not only a question of adding feminist demands or demands around 
sexuality and race to the list of already existing demands, but that in fact there 
was a need to reformulate the theory in order to make room for those demands. 

So, it is in that context that we began to work on Hegemony and Socialist 
Strategy, and we ended up in fact advocating the need to reformulate the 
socialist project in terms of "radical and plural democracy". So, in a sense, this 
work can be seen as post-Marxist. We insisted that it was post in the sense that 
it was going further than Marxism. But it was posf-Marxist also, insisting on the 
fact that it was not anti-Marxist. It was an attempt to take account of what was 
important in the critique of Marxism. For instance, and this is something which 
I think is really misunderstood by our critics, we said that concerning the 
question of the critique of class and the critique of capitalist relations, there was 
still very important aspects in Marxism which needed to be taken into account. 
It was not that we ever wanted to get rid of the critique of class and replace that 
by the new movements. But we saw a need to articulate the struggle around 
class with the struggle around issues of gender, race, sexual orientation and the 
environment. So, it is not something which attempts to abandon the struggle 
around class at all. 

But we also in fact came to the conclusion that a project of socialism, as it 
was formulated, did not leave enough space for other democratic struggles. 
And that is why we insisted on the need to reformulate that struggle around 
radical and plural democracy in which the socialist goals would become part of 
that struggle-an important part but not the only one. We asserted the need to 
articulate all the struggles against relations of subordination in order to create 
a chain of equivalence among all the struggles. So, in a sense, this was an 
attempt to reformulate the identity of the Left both in terms of the kind of theory 
which was important, and here, I think post-structuralism was certainly the 
most important element in our critique, and from the point of view of politics, 
where the main influence on us was the new movements--feminism, the 
environment, and the struggle around other relations of subordination. So, that 
was how we came to Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. It was in order to 
answer those questions that we put forward the project of radi~ and plural 
democracy. 

disQosure: Can you specify what the project of "radical and plural democ
racy" is all about? 
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Mouffe: One.~g I want t~ insist on is that radical and plural democracy, as 
w~p~esented1t, didnotreqwreaRevolution witha capital Rora breakwith the 
p~~ples of modern democracy, because we consider that if one takes the 
pnncrples of modern democracy to be equality and liberty for all, there is no 
need to ~d more r~di~ principles to organize society. We felt that the 
problem WI~ our societies was not the professed ideals, but that those ideals 
were not put mto practice in those societies. As a result, the Left tended to see 
those ideals as shams~~ say 'th~e societies claim that they are equal but in fact 
they are not e.qual so;1etles. So let s get rid of our societies and build something 
completely different . That of course was what led to the idea of revolutions and 
the need to build something completely different from scratch. But we felt that 
it ~~ mu~ more important to try to transform society on the basis of its 
pnncrples instead ~f trying ~ build from scratch, because this was what really 
was shown to be disastrous m the case of the Soviet Union. 

So, the project of radical and plural democracy must be understood as a 
radicalization of the principles of liberal democracy, not as something which 
requires a break with liberal democracy. Of course, here I am referring to liberal 
democracy ~ a political system. I don't believe that liberal democracy, 
~de~tood m the way in which I use it, requires the component of economic 
liberalism. I think that one must distinguish in what we call liberalism between 
1) political liberalism, which is the aspect of liberalism which I will revindicate: 
the idea of pluralism, the idea of individual freedoms, the distinction between 
~e public. and ~e private, the rule of law, which are very important contribu
~ons ~f hberalism to modern democracy, and 2) the aspect of economic 
liber~m, which has to do with the economic system. And there is no necessary 
relation between the two. Of course, many Right-wing liberals insist that you 
cannot have modem democracy or pluralism without capitalism but that is 
something that I question because I think that there is no necessary relation. 

Our aim was to show that within the context of liberal pluralism and 
democracy, understood as a regime (and here I insist thatwith "a regime" I refer 
not just to a mode of government or set of institutions, but to a symbolic 
ordering of social relation, a way in which the political community as a whole 
is envisaged, expressing by that a series of normative views which espouse the 
principles of liberty and equality), we could in fact develop an immanent 
critique which, instead of rejecting the society on the basis of the fact that it did 
not put into practice the idea (which is in general the line followed by the Left), 
tries to force those societies to implement those ideas. That is whatl understand 
by "immanent critique". Or one could also say that it is a question of using the 
symbolic resources of modem democracy in order to develop it, to radicalize it. 
~e definition of radical and plural democracy consists in giving a specific 
Interpretation of the principles of liberty and equality for all because those 
principles can of course be understood in very different ways. Liberty can be 
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understood in very different ways, and so too with equality. This is a c~ntested 
question. In fact, the idea of radical and plural democrac_r tended to bnng m~re 
and more democratic subjects into the "we" and also widen the scope of social 
relations to which the principles of liberty and equality shall apply. 

One of the arguments we made in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, is ~at 
we can see the evolution of democracy over the last 200 years as an extension 
of those principles that all men are all free and equal, and that is what constitutes 
the specificity of what is called democratic revolu~on. But, of course, by "men" 
they only meant male, white and not even all white males because you ~ad to 
have some degree of property in order to become free. So, the evolution of 
democracy seems to be a widening of its scope in the sense that more. pe?ple 
were being included into the whole. This is in the sense that first the cntena of 
property were abandoned and mo~e men ~~re ~rought in and l~ter won_ien 
demanded their rights, and then with the Civil Rights movement m Amenca, 
for instance, the Blacks also became part of that movement for democracy. So, 
once those rights had been affirmed, they were claimed by more and more 

groups. 

That was one level of development which we can call "horizontal." B.ut 
there was also a "vertical development" which consisted in new areas of social 
relations in which the principles of equality were implem~ted in th~ sens~ that, 
for instance, they did not limit themselves strictly to the idea of .nghts m.~e 
political sphere but also to the idea of equali~ ~ economic relations. This IS 

what I consider to be the novelty of the socialist goal. And of course, the 
specificity of what we call the "Third Wave" of democratic revolutions was that 
relations which were still considered naturally unequal, as between the sexes 
and races also came to be con tested. So, the principles of equality were pushed 
into more areas of social relations. It is very much in that context that we 
presented the project of radical and plural democracy as ~ing to push even 
further the area in which equality should become the dommant value and also 
the multiplicity of subjects that will be taken into account .. And that is why we 
insist also on the idea of a "plural" democracy because it takes many more 
democratic struggles into account. 

So, the relation between our project and a liberal project consists not in 
rejecting liberalism completely because this had been the ~ig mistake .of the Left 
in general, particularly, of course, the Marxist Left:, that is, ~e~ be~ev;d that 
liberties \.Vere formal liberties, or what they called bourgeois liberties . And 
obviously this is something that the experience of the Soviet Union and 
dictatorships in many parts of the world proved to be wrong. When those 
liberties do not exist, they come to be valued as very important. So, we felt that 
those so-called formal liberties were not to be seen as they had been seen by the 
Left, usually as some kind of cover~up for bourgeois domination. There were 
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aspects in liberalism which had radical potential. And that is why I insisted on 
the need to distinguish between economic liberalism and political liberalism. 
The Left had to come to terms with that and revindicate instead of trying to 
reject those ideals. [They have] to try to disarticulate the connection that had 
been made between capitalism and liberal democracy and show that, in fact, 
one could perfectly struggle against capitalism and at the same time maintain 
a struggle for pluralist democracy. And that is very much what the project of 
radical and plural democracy is about. So it should be seen, if we think at the 
level of the political regime, that radical and plural democracy does not require 
a break with constitutional democracy. It is understood as one radical way to 
interpret its [modem democracy's] principles. And of course, we also recognize 
that there will always be other competing ways of understanding liberty and 
equality. · And that's what the political struggle is about. 

For instance, there is a neo-conservative way of understanding which 
tends to limit the idea of equality and limit the "we" and there is a neo-liberal 
way which very much insists on the centrality of market relations and capital
ism to the very idea of modem plural democracy. And there will always be a 
contest about that. So, liberal and plural democracy is, and this is a point I want 
to stress here, not some kind of completely radically different type of society. It 
is not that, for instance, at some point we will pass a threshold and we will no 
longer be in a liberal democracy. It is more of way thinking about politics, of 
understanding political struggle. It is not an end state. And, in fact, it means 
that there are obviously no guarantees. 

dis Closure: Now, if this is the case, then the question becomes how the thrust 
towards "radical democracy" can be keep course, without erring, or being co
opted? What are the dangers you see for the project of "radical and plural 
democracy"? 

Mouffe: Well, there are obviously no guarantees. 

disQosure: No guarantees that it, radical democracy, will be achieved? 
Mouffe: The problem is this. The very idea of achievement is something I want 
to put into question because it [politics] is an unending process. 

disCloswe: Collectively and individually? 

Mouffe: Yes. It is very important to understand the centrality of pluralism. I 
think it is a crucial idea in radical and plural democracy. It is what we could call 
a self-refuting ideal in the sense that if it could ever be achiev~d it ~oul~ self
destruct because it would cease to be pluralistic. Imagine a society m which, at 
some point, we will say that we have achieved radical democracy. Therefore at 
this moment we have achieved the end. 
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disClosure: You mean the end of politics? 

, Mouffe: Right. No more politics, no more possibilities for contestation, no 
pluralism. So the idea of radical and plural democracy implies that we accept 
the possibility of contestation, that we accept that conflict is part of the vitality 
of a modem pluralistic democracy which, of course, means it will always 
depend on the capacity of the radical democratic forces to maintain their 
hegemony. And we can never reach a stage in which we are sure that the 
conservative or nee-liberal interpretations are not going to be able to win over. 
I think that the idea of hegemony always implies that this hegemony can be put 
into question. Always. If not in actual struggle for counter-hegemony, at least 
the possibility of counter-hegemony. The idea of hegemony means there is 
always what one can call, after Derrida, the "constitutive outside". There is 
always an "exterior" to that hegemony and this idea is also linked to a point 
central to radical democracy. It is the idea that in order to construct a "we" it 
is necessary to distinguishitfroma "them". Thereisno "we"withouta "them". 
There is no consensus which is not based on some form of exclusion. So it means 
there will never be complete absolute consensus. The "them" can always, and 
will always, try to undermine the hegemony, even if we will arrive at the 
moment when the radical democratic forces have been able to establish their 
hegemony, and that is of course what radical democratic politics should try to 
construct. But we must understand that this is never an end state because it is 
always something which will be undermined by others because there will 
always be other interpretations. 

And, in a sense, that is the danger. Well, one of the dangers could be to try 
to establish guarantees because one must accept the possibility of contestation. 
Take the risks that this implies because the search for guarantees, the search for 
trying to find a way in which no danger can come, this for me is the big danger 
because this is a way in which you are going to try to close off the democratic 
process. 

So, I think that instead of trying to find a way to avoid the danger of being 
put into a counter-hegemony, we should understand that any attempt to fix the 
institutions at a given moment is what should be avoided because that is what 
will in fact be the end of a radical democratic form of politics. This is a very 
important point. That also, by the way, distinguishes our project of radical and 
plural democracy from other understandings of radical democracy. 
For instance, I am referring to the understanding which is put forward by 
Habermas and people around him, because they also speak of radical democ
racy. But theirs is the aim of creating a consensus without exclusion, a situation 
of undistorted communication. Even if Habermas recently recognized this or 
some kind of regulative idea that we will never reach. Bu the [Habermas] thinks 
we will not reach it because there will always be some empirical impediment 
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to reaching it. What he does not understand is that the very ideal of a society 
in which there will be an absolute rational consensus is not an ideal of a 
pluralistic democracy. So, in a sense, those forms of radical democracy aim, 
even if they recognize that they will never achieve it, for a society in which there 
will be perfect harmony. And that is what we put into question. 

dis Closure: Hannah Arendt has been a very influential theorist and social critic 
on the condition of the "public sphere". Can you speak about the relationship 
or influence of her work on your ideas about "radical and plural democracy"? 
And who are the other major theorists who have influenced your ideas on 
democracy? 

Mouffe: The question concerning Arendt and the "public sphere" depend 
upon the interpretations one gives. [In fact] one of the dominant interpretations 
of Arendt is the one which has been given by Habermas. And I definitely 
believe therefore that the critique will work in this case because there is no 
public sphere which is completely free of relations of power and domination. 
I think that is an argument that we must abandon. 

The public sphere is always created by the exclusion from that public 
sphere of things which we do not want to bring to bear on the public sphere. 
That is important. It seems that many of the ways in which Arendt is 
understood are conducive to an understanding of radical democracy which is 
different from the one that we propose precisely because of the fact that it does 
not acknowledge sufficiently the importance of conflict and antagonism. For 
instance, I think that in Arendt there is much importance given to the idea of 
plurality. She is one of the political philosophers who insisted on that. But I do 
not find that idea of plurality adequate because it is a plurality without 
antagonism. 

I think she not aware enough of the fact that pluralism necessarily implies 
the possibility of conflict and antagonism. It is too much an idea of some kind 
of happy pluralism in which people have different aims. But she does not 
acknowledge the conflict between those aims enough. And, by the way, I would 
say the same about many contemporary liberals like John Rawls, who ins~t 
very much on what they call the "fact of pluralism" and the need for Its 
acknowledgment. But I think that the dimension of conflict, what we could call 
the tragic dimension of pluralism of value, is something which is not acknowl
edged by liberals. This is the problem with Arendt's understanding. 

disOosure: We want now to shift your ideas to "other" contexts (post-colonial 
ones, if you will), and ask about some of the concrete possibilities and applica
tions of your project for a "non-Western" world. In a theoretical project such 
as yours, where notions of difference and specificity are paramount, how 
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important is it to consider differences between ''Western" and "non-Western" 
contexts? Do you see distinction, where they exist, as fundamental to the 
process of building a "radical and plural democracy"? 

Mouffe: Well, one thing I will start by saying is that in order to radicalize the 
principles of modem democracy, you must have the basis of democratic 
institutions. You cannot radicalize something that does not already exist. In 
that sense, I do not think that the idea of revolution has become completely 
obsolete because I think that in countries where there are no democratic 
systems, where you have either totalitarian and authoritarian systems, the very 
first step is to establish democracy. And that of course might have to take a 
violent form or the form of revolution. That is not necessarily so, but one must 
not exclude that possibility. So the idea of radical democracy does not ~p~y 
that the idea of revolution must be definitely abandoned. What I am saying is 

that where the institutions of pluralism and democracy already exist, there is no 
need to have a revolution in order to begin the process. What must be done is 
to try to radicalize those principles. But where those institutions do not exist, 
obviously, there is a need first to establish those institutions. And that 
obviously might be the case for many or a certain number of non-Western 

countries. 

Another point I want to make concerning that, which may lead to many 
other questions about radical and plural democracy, is that it is a way to think 
about politics and the Left project from a non-vanguardist perspective. In that 
way it is of course very critical of the Leninist conception in which there were 
some people who knew what people were supposed to do and were able to tell 
them to do so. This [radical democracy] is something which starts much more 
from the grassroots in the sense that it must in each place start from the 
movement that already exists and try to articulate those movements instead of 
trying to impose already worked out institutions or ideas on ~e movem~t or 
society. And that is why I think, for instance, there are a senes of que~tto~s 
which a radical democratic theory should in fact refuse to answer because it will 
imply that we know best about how society should be organized. I~ ~t 
these issues should be Left to the different movements to find the ways m which 
they want to organize society. 

We wanted to present a way to think about politics but also leave lots ~f 
space for people to organize in the different ways in which they want to do it. 
And that is why the project of radical and plural democracy is also very 
historically specific. It is going to take different forms in the United States, 
South Africa, Britain, and even in France and Italy because in some places 
unions are going to play more important roles because of the tradition, or in 
other places the gay movement is going to play a more important role. There 
must not be one single answer to apply to all societies. 
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I also think that the very understanding of democracy might be different 
according to different historical and cultural contexts. The way in which it is 
going to dominate in liberal democratic societies is very much influenced by a 
certain tradition which in the West is the Judeo-Christian culture. This 
[tradition] is also w hat has created a certain conception of the individual which 
is linked to an understanding of the difference between the public and the 
private, and individual rights. It seems to me that it need not necessarily be the 
same in African countries, for instance, where there is more of a community 
form. And I don' t think that liberal democratic institutions are the panacea for 
the rest of the world. 

I think it is also very important as democracy spreads to other contexts that 
there be new forms of understanding, new institutions, which are more 
adequate for the expression of dem ocratic demands. For instance, I am 
particularly thinking of African societies in which forms of communities are 
different from the ones existing in the West. There should be ways in which 
interests are represented. I don't think, for instance, that the kind of represen
tative democracy, the parliamentary system, dominant in the West is necessar
ily adequate for those contexts. I think that democracy should take different 
forms. The democratic ideals should take different forms, adapting themselves, 
emerging in different ways according to the different historical and cultural 
contexts. 

disaosure: What happens when the people are told that notions such as 
"equality, liberty and democracy" did not exist in their languages? I am 
thinking about the former French colonial Empires. What happens, moreover, 
when these people go to elections to cast their ballots to move to "democracy" 
and it backfires? 

Mouffe: Are you are thinking about the situation in Algeria? 

disQosure: That is just one example. People [in Algeria] were moving towards 
a sort of European framew ork where people suddenly make "choices". It was 
hard on people. So, it took all theirtime toimplementtheEnlightenmentproject 
for the first time and, for the first time, there was "consensus." And at the same 
time "plurality" was at work. 

Mouffe: Yes, but if one takes the case of Algeria, which is very complicated and 
I actually don't have any answer for that because ... 

disCosure: ... actually, just keep it general without actually citing Algeria 
because it hasn't only happened there. 
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Mouffe: Yes, but you asked what were the reasons that it backfired. Usu~y 
it is because the leaders realize that the results of the ballot box were not going 
to be the ones they wanted. So, they were ready to have elections only as ~ong 
as those elections were going to produce the results that they wanted. This, of 
course, is something which is going to discredit the democratic process with the 
people who voted and then were denied the results of their elections. And I am 
particularly worried about the present situation with respect to the Arab ~orld, 
for instance, because I think we are living at a moment when the very idea of 

democracy has become discredited. 

I think that the Gulf War was an extremely negative moment because the 
idea of democracy and rights were undermined. That war took place in the 
name and in defense of human rights and, of course, the reaction against that 
is a discrediting of those ideas because they are now perceived as mere ideology 
on the basis of [which] powerful countries impose their own interests, particu
larly when people see that they don't do ~e same when it is questioned in [the 
case of] Israel expelling Palestinians. So it has become very much a cover. But 
what I am saying here is that liberalism is a very impo~t ~dea which m~st be 
appropriated by the Left and fought for. I am also. reco~g that th~se ideas 
are very often used as a cover for the simple purswt of their CW este.rn] mteres~. 
But that should not mask the fact that nevertheless there is also radical potentlal 
there. And that is what the whole question of hegemonic struggle is about you 

see. 

I don't think one should leave the idea of democracy and rights to the 
Right-wing. That has been, for too long, the tendency of the Left. That is, to say 
that democracy and liberalism are only Right-wing ideas. This is dangero~ 
because these are very important ideas thatneed to be re-articulated, appropri
ated by the Left, not Left to the Right because of their consequ~nces in ~e ~ab 
world which I know a little about because I have been following the situatton 
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in Algeria. For a series of reasons, such as the Gulf War, the c~~p d etat m 
Algeria, people don't believe in democracy anymore because this IS seen as a 
way, a discourse, which the Western world is using but does not at all want to 

put into practice. 

disClosure: Would there be some long or short-term strategies that "radical" 
democracy can provide so that people would not see democracy as something 
that is discredited but rather as something than can be strengthened and 
reinforced? What are some of the elements to make it work? 

Mouffe: We thought that there were no guarantees. It is a question of how able 
the democratic forces are to implement a hegemony. Obviously this is difficult 
enough in our societies in which those ideas are more or less accepted by 
everybody. And, of course, it is even more difficult in societies in which, as you 
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were saying, have been told that this was something that was imported and was 
therefore not part of their tradition, which, by the way, I think was wrong, 
because the idea of democracy is something that can be found in many different 
cultures. But, of course, it takes different forms and that is why I think it is very 
important·not to believe that the very specific form that it takes in the West is 
necessarily the only one. Because if you don't find it you say, "well those 
countries don't have a tradition of democracy the~fore the solution for them is 
to import the Western conception,". That is the big danger because it is going 
to create lots of problems. 

First, I think Western traditions will probably not be suited to the condi
tions in those societies. Second, they might very easily be seen as imports and 
as imperialistic. So, it is going to create a reaction which is, by the way, what 
happened in Iran. It was a reaction to the Shah's attempt to import Western 
democracy. This is in fact something which tends to create a reaction against 
it, leading to the complete rejection of the very idea of democracy. What can you 
do if you live in Iran and are committed to the idea of radical democracy? I think 
the answer would be to try to highlight democratic elements in Islamic culture 
and try to articulate them and put them to the fore, to start from their tradition 
and tty to develop and radicalize the democratic elements of that tradition. 
That is something I often discuss with people who know the Moslem world. 
There are many different interpretations of Islam and there are some interpre
tations which are really democratic interpretations. So what is important is to 
try, instead of coming with imported ideas about the Western understanding 
of democracy, to start from their tradition and build from there. I think that is 
what is needed and what a radical democratic understanding of politics 
implies! You start from your tradition and develop from there and you don't 
try to import ideas because this is completely opposite to a democratic under
standing [of politics]. 

disClosure: How can one actually take local tribalism, which may be another 
form of the democratic tradition, or ethnic diversities and pluralities, that one 
finds in many parts of Africa, Latin America and ex-Yugoslavia and tum those 
traditions into starting points for "radical and plural democracy"? To follow 
your logic, should they be interrogated for democratic elements and on that 
basis build? Can you please clarify this issue? 

Mouffe: Yes, yes... One thing that p robably relates to that is that a radical 
democratic understanding of politics requires not only that we start from the 
tradition but also, for instance, it needs to go through and not against the 
existing forms of community. For instance, I think that nationalism is some
thing that should not be considered as archaic or something to be overturned. 
It is starting from those identities and, of course, trying to link those with 
democracy. That is the important point: to try to see how one can articulate 
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those strong identities, where they exist, instead of negating them and believing 
them to be something negative-a resurgence of the past, archaic, or something 
that must be overcome. No, [there is a need] to work through nationalism and 
not negate it because, I think, those are forms of identity which are important 
for people and which should not necessarily be an impediment to democracy. 
I don't think that a strong sense of belonging to an ethnic group or nationality 
is something that is contradictory to a commitment to radical democracy. 

Of course, the question is how that is articulated and how it is worked 
through democratically and in that sense you can see a very interesting 
difference between what is happening in ex-Yugoslavia, in the case of Slovenia 
and Croatia. Croatia is using its [nationalism] in a profoundly authoritarian 
way. There is no freedom of the press, there is control and the aspect of tradition 
that is being emphasized is more the ustachi and there is really no critique of 
that. It is a Right-wing articulation of nationalism. 

In Slovenia, the case is completely different. In Slovenia, the people have 
a more Left-wing government and, for instance, in Slovenia they have very 
much tried to articulate Slovenian identity in terms of democratic forms. So, 
this is an interesting case because it shows you that in both cases they have 
insisted on their national identity but they have constructed it in different ways. 
And, I think, the whole question of radical democracy is to link those identities 
with the democratic institutions and forms, not to negate those identities but to 
articulate them with democratic issues. 

disClosure: Do you see "nodal points" as processes or temporo-spatial 
positions? 

Mouffe: The issue of nodal points is relevant to what we are discussing here. 
Let me first define the idea of nodal points. The idea is something which is 
borrowed from Lacanian psycho-analysis and it is, of course, linked to our 
understanding of the subject as not being something which is an essence 
already, existing independently from its inscription into social relations as it is, 
for instance, in much socialist theory or in liberalism. 

The subject is constructed in a multiplicity of subject positions. That, also, 
is a point which makes our idea different from any extreme forms of 
postmodemism, because we believe that [subjectivities] are always temporary 
forms of fixation. The subject is not that endless, constantly changing thing. 
There are forms of identification which, at a given moment, are temporarily 
fixed and they are fixed through nodal points: temporary articulations that fix 
the meaning either of subjectivity or politics, because nodal points are do not 
only refer to the subject. Let us say, in a given culture the "commonsense" is 
articulated in certain hegemonic forms. . 
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Nodal points must.also be understood in terms of articulation and hege
mony because the creation of hegemony is the fixation of a certain number of 
no.d~ points. For ~tance, in the case of the p rinciples of liberty and equality, 
pnncrples can be given rruu:iy different interpretations. But at a given moment, 
they are more or less w hat IS the most accepted interpretation, the one that we 
could call, with Gramsci, the "commonsense". And those are also the result of 
n~dal points: F~r instan~e, a nodal point will articulate a certain idea of equality 
WI~ a certain idea of liberty. For instance, if we had a nodal point that is 
articulated by a neo-liberal interpretation it would link the meaning of democ
racy with the existence of economic liberalism. And as I said, there is no 
nece~ re~ation. But at a given moment, there are always constructed 
rel~tions which are the result of political interpretations and those are nodal 
points. 

~,nodal points are temporary fixations which are the -result of political 
practice. ~d. of course, the hegemonic struggle consists in disarticulating the 
no~al points m order to reconstruct them in a different way. For instance, 
radical ~emocra~c types ~f politic are going to try to disarticulate the meaning 
of e~ualitJ:' and hberty which has been constructed through a neo-conservative 
or liberal interpretation in order to re-articulate them in different ways. So, 
there are always nodal points. They [nodal points] are not really processes in 
themselves, but the result of processes of hegemony. They are more some kind 
of temporal-spatial positions. They are the result of partial fixations which are 
the product of a given hegemony. But of course they are always temporary in 
the sense that there is always the possibility that they will be disarticulated since 
th~ are not totalized because there is always the possibility of further interpre
tations. 

For instance, if one accepts that liberty and equality are things for which 
there are no "true" interpretations, one cannot imagine, as analytic philoso
phe~ believe, that there could be a way, through very sophisticated methods, 
to fin~ out exactly what equality or liberty means. This is what an anti
~entialist critique puts into question. There is no such a thing as ;'the trueii 
Interpretations of liberty and equality. Liberty and equality are constantly 
a:>ntested concepts and this is something where we can never come to a final 
discovery of what it is. It does not mean, [however], that a hegemony cannot 
last_ for a long time and even come to a point where its meaning becomes so 

sedimented thatitlooksabsolutelynatural. [It] isonlytheresultof a very strong 
hege~ony. And it does not mean that this [hegemony] cannot be put into 
question. 

. That is why there are never any guarantees in politics that things are not 
going to be challenged. So, that is the idea of nodal points. They are temporary 
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fixations but always the process of political articulation and therefore never 
permanent. [There is] always the possibility of putting them into question. 

disOosure: Talk, if you will, about your use of "nodal points" as opposed to 
Lyotard' s "language games" in The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowl
edge. 

Mouffe: I think, one of the differences between our conception and that of 
Lyotard, his idea of language games, for instance, is that he insis~ on m~tiplici
ties and incommensurabilities. But it is seems to me, as something which does 
not make enough room for temporary fixations. It is as if the seamless web is 
constantly moving without realizing the results of politics. And, he [Lyotard], 
in fact sees that as something more democratic, something which is good. But 
I think that is a misunderstanding of politics which we put into question. But 
this is an important area where we follow Lyotard, in terms of the critique of 
essentialism and the idea that there is no one real or essential identity. [How
ever], it does not mean there is no identity because there are always also partial 
fixations. So this notion is important if one wants to think in terms of politics 
and hegemony. What is definitely missing in Lyotard is the possibility of 
hegemony. 

disOosure: What about the idea of "historic blocs"? 

Mouffe: Yes, of course. The "we" against the "them". He seems to believe that 
this is something to be avoided whereas we consider the need to articulate the 
democratic struggle. This is the main difference [we have] with people like 
Lyotard. But there are also other postmodemists who insist on the multiplicity 
of struggles and the importance of those struggles but do not acknowledge the 
need to create a chain of equivalence. They see that as some kind of danger for 
democracy. 

I [on the other hand], think this is a condition of democracy and certainly 
I • 

of politics· because politics is always about the construction of coll~cttve 
identities, of "we" as opposed to "them". Politics is about the construction of 
hegemony. The danger, it seems to me, with a position like Lyotard's ~that by 
not understanding the need to construct a hegemony of the democratic forces, 
we leave the terrain open for the right to do it. And then, of course, they are 
going to be able to impose their hegemony and we will not be in a position to 
fight back because of the insistence on the incommensurability of the demc:r 
cratic struggle and the need for each to follow his/her own movement. This 
puts u.S in a situation which is not favorable with respect to the Right because 
the Right usually understands very well the need to construct a hegemony. So 
I think it is important to understand this point. 
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disClosure: Can you speak about how, in environments where Lacanian 
theories are marginal, would there be other ways of thinking about the politics 
of "radical and plural democracy"? 

Mouffe: We, of course, in our work have been inspired by post-structuralism 
and by Lacanian psycho-analysis. But the critique of essentialism, which is after 
all what is important, can also be made from other points of view. And even 
people who would not be familiar with psycho-analysis, I think, can arrive at 
similar conclusions. For instance, they might have been inspired by post
Heideggerian hermeneutics. For instance, the work of Gadamer and his idea of 
"the fusion of horizons" could also lead to something along the same lines as 
whatlamproposinghere. Or,obviously,workinspiredbythelateWittgenstein 
can also lead to the critique of essentialism. So, the critique of essentialism is not 
only found in post-structuralism. In fact, I would argue that this is one of the 
trends we find in the most important current of contemporary philosophy. 

And there are others. I am thinking, for instance, of the work of Bill 
Connolly who is more influenced by Nietzsche and who has come to rather 
similar conclusions as ours in terms of the idea of the subject. So, there are many 
different ways, many theoretical points from which one can come to that same 
understanding. So, one does not necessarily need to come from psy~o
analysis in order to have that anti-essentialist understanding of the subject. 
There are many other theoretical spectrums from which one can make it. 

disClosure: Are there any other theorists who have had a strong influence on 
your thinking? You have already mentioned some, like Gadame:: Nietzs~e 
and Wittgenstein. Are there any others who are part of your theoretical 
horizon of understanding", so to speak? Who predominates? 

Mouffe: Yes, I would say that Wittgenstein and Gadamer are important. But, 
obviously, the main influences in our work were Foucault, Derrida, Lac.an, 
Sa~ure, and Barth es, to speak from the point of view of the post-structuralists 
spectrum. Yes, those are the most important ones because those are the ones 
who defined the specificity of the project. And of course, there is Gramsci. ~e 
was extremely important even if we ended up critiquing him. But there are still 
many important aspects of Grarnsci I will revindicate. 

So, Gramsci from the point of view of Marxism, and Althusser.to a certain 
extant. I was very much influenced by Althusser. In fact, chronologically, I ~as 
influenced by Althusser, and then by Gramsci and then by post-structuralism 
and Lacan. And that is what really constituted the theoretical framework of 
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. Then, in more recent wo~k, I ha:e .been 
working mainly with Wittgenstein. Also, to a certain extent with certain ideas 
of Gadamer. I am also interested in the work of Michael Oakshott. But these 
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[authors], I would say, do not have the same importance as the previous ones 
[simply] because the previous influences were the ones that determined the 
basic framework of our work. 

Note, for instance, my interest in Oakshott is more limited to certain aspects. In 
developing certain themes, I am interested in different authors but they will not 
play the same role because the main line of the project has already been 
established. At the moment, the most important influence is probably 
Wittgenstein. 

disClosure: What about Nicos Poulantzas, who is key to the Althusserian 
tradition? He also tried to theorize and problematize the "political" in a manner 
similar to what you are trying to do. Is there any influence here? 

Mouffe: No, I don't think so. There was much discussion with Poulantzas 
whom I knew quite well. But there was never a direct influence. We were both 
influenced by Althusser but then I became more interested in Gramsci and 
Poulantzas was very critical of Gramsci at that time. He interpreted Gramsci in 
a way I disagreed with. I had lots of polemics with him about that. But 
influence, no, because I tended to disagree more with him. We were interested 
in common subjects but giving different emphases. Well, except his very last 
book, which was in fact much nearer to me and to our [with Laclau] position on 
hegemony. So, who knows how he might have evolved after that. For instance, 
Political Classes was a work I had lots of disagreement with, but the very last 
Poulantzas [book], I felt we had a meeting point. 

disClosure: Could you perhaps be more specific about the influence of 
Althusser on your thinking, because there is a strong suggestion in certain 
critiques of your work thatyou,in fact,completelyrejectAlthusser. But it seems 
that on the basis of what you have said so far during this interview, you and 
Laclau are not interested in rejecting, but in building upon, past traditions. For 
example, in your discussion of the democratic tradition, did you not say that we 
should not reject tout court but rather build or reappropriate the most critical 
radical elements of other traditions? So, could you be more specific about 
Althusser's relationship to your work? 

Mouffe: Althusser was very influential in my evolution, not, I will say, on my 
current work because when we began to write Hegemony and Socialist Strat
egy, I had already become very critical of what I felt to be a strong theoretic ism 
inAlthusser. And by, thattime,IwasalreadymuchmoreinterestedinGramsci. 
But Althusser was important because I was his student. The moment I came 
across Althusser, I was a humanist Marxist working on Lukacs and I changed 
radically under the influence and became very critical of historicism and Hegel 
and was, in fact, for several years some kind of orthodox Althusserian, I would 
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say. Ibegan tounderstandMarxismasascienceanditisonlywhenILeftFrance 
to te~ch in Colombia that I began to realize that such an understanding of 
Marxism was an obstacle to political practice because it did not give enough 
room. for qu~tions about the importan~e of tradition, of the national popular 
practice which I felt were absolutely rmportant if one wanted to be active 
politically. That was when I turned to Gramsci because he provided better 
perspectives on political action than Althusser. Althusser was very much the 
int~llec~al who wanted to develop a very sophisticated theory but a theory 
which did not help me very much when I had to act politically and was in fact 
cutting me very much from the possibility of understanding the specificity of 
what was happening in Latin America and in Colombia in particular. 

I still believe that it [Althusserianism] was an obstacle to acting politically. 
On the other side, what does remain of the influence of Althusser is that it is 
through Althusser that I became interested in Derrida, Lacan and Foucault. 
And that is something which, probably, if I had remained a humanistic marxist, 
I would not have been able to do. I am where I am now because Althusser was 
~ery interested in me reading these theorists. So, I think this was a very positive 
influence. But it was sort of indirect because it was not so much his ideas but 
the way he opened me to access to other things which as a Marxist I would 
probably not have read because most marxists would not have read those 
theorists. So, what remains of Althusser's influence is the influence of 
post-structuralism because it is through Althusser that I got in touch with 
poststructuralism. 

Althusserian ideas such as over-determination are things Althusser bor
rowed from Lacan. So, I think that what remains of the influence of Althusser 
is what Althusser borrowed from post-structuralism. And of course, in my 
work on Gramsci, I was still very Althusserian in many senses because I was 
trying to maintain the idea of the determination in the last instance by the 
economy. But I was trying to provide some kind of non-economistic under
standing of the determination of the last instance by the economic. In fact, that 
was what, when I began to work on Gramsci, I thought that Gramsci could 
provide. So, I was still Althusserian in thinking of the determination in the last 
instance but I thought that Althusser did not really provide the solution and 
that Gramsci could provide a better solution to that same problem. 

Then of course, I came to the conclusion that there was no solution to that 
problem and that one had to abandon the idea of determination in the last 
instance by the economy for the very simple reason that it did not really make 
~e to speak of the economy as if it could exist independently of the 
ideological or political relations which constituted it. And that is where, of 
course, we moved to the understanding of different discourses. Once one 
~ccepts that there is no economy which could exist without political, legal, and 
Ideological conditions of existence, then the economy can not be seen as 
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determining in the last instance those things which in fact provide its conditions 
of existence. So, one has to think in different ways. That is the conclusion we 
came to in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy but it took some time to work 
through. And of course, that is also linked to the critique which I ended up 
making of Gramsci because I, in my previous work on Gramsci before Hege
mony and Socialist Strategy, still agreed with Gramsci on the idea that only the 
working class could provide the articulating principle of the new democratic 
hegemony. I was trying to bring in the new .movements and the importance of 
feminism and other struggles believing that there was some kind of necessary 
centrality of the working class. That is something which we abandoned in 
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. 

We came to abandon the idea that it was only the working class that could 
provide the articulating principle of a hegemony. Of course, it does not mean 
that in some countries it cannot be the working class. But in other countries it 
can be some other group and sometimes there is not even an articulating 
principle. Sometimes there is hegemony without an hegemonic center. For 
instance, it might in many cases be a situation in which no particular group is 
dominant. So, that is something I personally see as a break with my work on 
Gramsci before Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. At that point my work really 
became post-marxist because once you abandon the centrality of the working 
class you are obviously post-marxist. 

It does not mean I was rejecting everything of marxism. I still feel that there 
are many important concerns about the struggle around class which are post
marxism' s contributions to the formulation of a left perspective. In the same 
way, feminism insists on the importance of the feminist question. I see very 
much marxism as part of a wider project but not at all as providing the theory, 
the master theory. And of course, I feel the same way with respect to feminism. 
Feminism is one component in a much wider perspective on democratic 
struggle. 

disQosure: Are there any last comments? If there are not, there is one last thing 
we would like to ask you. One gets the impression from listening and talking 
to you that your view of radical and plural democracy is related to the 
Trotskyian notion of a "permanent revolution". Could you clarify the differ
ence for us? 

Mouffe: No, it abandons the idea of revolution. In societies like the USA or 
Western Europe, "permanent revolution" does not make sense because it 
means transforming completely the very basis of society and I do not think we 
need that. All the goals of radical democracy, and I would say even the socialist 
goals in terms of the democratization of the economy, can be done perfectly well 
within the current tradition. 
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This interoiew was conducted during a visit Sam Bowles and Herb Gintis made 
to the University of Kentucky to give the lecture "Economic Democracy and Democratic 
Organizations" as part of the 1993 Spring Social Theory Lecture Series sponsored by 
the university's interdisciplinary Committee on Social Theory. It is divided into three 
parts; the first dealing with concepts of the state and uneven geographical development, 
the second dealing with the recent resurgence of interest in the ideas of 11 civil society" 
and the 11 end of history11 and the third with economic and political transition in Eastern 
Europe. 

I. State, Power and Uneven Development 

Popke: I think a good way to lead this interview off is to refer to the institutional 
accommodations that you spoke of in Democracy and Capitalism. In the last 
chapter you outline three distinct possibilities for the future articulations of 
political and economic formations: "global-liberalism," which would entail the 
worldwide growth of markets and capital mobility so as to erode national 
sovereignty; "neo-Hobbesianism," which represents an expansion of hierarchi
cal institutions of authority in the political sphere; and "postliberal democ
racy," which combines decentralized control of productive forces with demo
cratic control of the economy. What can you say about contemporary conditions 
and their dynamics, given these three models? 

Bowles: Well, of these obviously the most vibrant power in the world today is 
global liberalism. The spread of free trade as an ideology and set of social 
policies is a powerful movement in the world today and it has found support 
in a lot of historically unprecedented places. It has found strong support among 
many Third World governments; as exemplified by Mexico's enthusiastic 
support of the North American so-called free trade agreement. So I think that 
global liberalism is the dominant tendency in the world today. It will pose the 
dominant challenge to the Left, which will have to address the issue of 
increased mobility of goods and services in the world. This will be a challenge 
to find ways of continuing to express the hopes and aspirations of working 
people in an arena in which capital is more than ever willing to use the threat 
of mobility against populist and democratic movements. 
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Volltext

Introduction

Radical Democracy as alternative to
Liberal Democracy

One  of  the  most  important  secular  political  movements  in  the  Middle  East,  the
Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) underwent a profound transformation in the 2000s,
following the capture of its leader Abdullah Öcalan in 1999. After a long period of a
‘national liberation struggle’ aimed at establishing its own state, the PKK changed its
course  towards  a  project  of  radical  democracy,  based  on  the  rejection  of  the  state
(Akkaya  and  Jongerden  2011).  The  PKK,  which  had  taken  its  orientation  from  the
revolutionary left in Turkey, was providing a new basis for radical politics in today’s
Turkey. In this article we will argue that the PKK reinvented itself ideologically through
this  transformation,  and  gave  shape  to  new  forms  of  politics  on  the  basis  of  an
exploration of the concept of democracy. In this article we explore the content of this
new project, and its practical implications. We will not discuss the organizational re-
structuring  related  to  the  PKK’s  new political  project,  since  we  have  discussed  this
elsewhere (ibid.).

1

Through this discussion, our study addresses a gap in Turkish and Kurdish studies.
Although the Kurdish question in Turkey has been studied considerably, the focus has
been on state discourse and security policy, with little attention devoted to the role of
the Kurdish agency itself, and in particular the PKK (Barkey and Fuller 1998; Yegen
1999; Heper 2007). Only few studies deal explicitly with the political ideology of the
PKK.1 Furthermore, works on the PKK tend to treat the PKK as an anomaly, rather than
making sense of it. In this article, we study the PKK’s political project as developed in
the first decade of the new millennium and try to understand how the PKK itself makes
sense of this project. In doing so, the present piece promises both to advance knowledge
related to our understanding of political life in contemporary Turkey, and to make a
critical contribution to contemporary discussions related to radical democracy.

2

The data for this article has been collected through a study of Öcalan’s defence texts
and his ‘prison notes’, along with key PKK documents, such as congress reports, formal
decisions and the writings of its cadre, such as Mustafa Karasu. The article is composed
of four parts. First, we trace the evolution of radical democracy as an important concept
in political philosophy on the basis of its foundations and the subjectivities which shape

it. Then, we take a closer look at the changes the PKK underwent after the arrest of

Öcalan, mainly considering its ideology. What the PKK refers to as “radical democracy”
will  be  elaborated  on  in  this  part,  with  the  political  projects  developed  within  the
context  of  radical  democracy  –  democratic  republic,  democratic  confederalism  and
democratic  autonomy  –  discussed  in  detail,  with  consideration  given  to  theoretical
implications. Third, the political dimension of these projects will be studied in answer to
the question of how they currently determining PKK strategy and day-to-day activities.
Finally, in the fourth part, this project of radical democracy and its political implications
will be discussed in terms of the contingencies they create in finding a solution to the
ongoing conflict in Turkey.

3
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Since the late 1970s, the understanding of radical politics within the framework of
Marxism has changed.This change focused on its approach to three important pillars of
politics; state, class and party, and radical political thought took the form of ‘politics
beyond  the  state,  political  organisation  beyond  the  party,  and  political  subjectivity
beyond class’ (Badiou 2002: 95-97).2 Within this understanding of radical politics,the
reformulation  of  ‘radical  democracy’  has  emerged as  the  main  alternative  to  liberal
democracies  of  the  West.  It  has  given  a  fresh  impetus  to  the  social  and  political
movements,  from  ‘liberation  movements’  in  Latin  America  to  anti-globalist
demonstrations in the US and Europe. In this sense we can talk about a wide spectrum
of radical views of democracy beyond the liberal version. In critical academia the most
well-known was the reconsideration of the concept of democracy in Ernesto Laclau and
Chantal  Mouffe’s  pioneering  study  Hegemony  and  Socialist  Strategy:  Towards  a
Radical Democratic Politics, first published in 1985. Laclau and Mouffe had sought to
spell out a left-wing alternative of radicalising democracy, deepening it in the light of
ever present conflicts and power.3

4

In the context of this article,  however,  our focus will  mainly be on the studies by
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2004, 2009), which provided a new momentum to
the  discussion  concerning  radical  democracy  because  of  their  emphasis  on  the
importance of political struggle.4 Hardt and Negri’s tripartite structure moves from an
analysis of the sovereignty in the age of globalisation – form what they call ‘Empire’
(2000),  ‘the  living  alternative  that  grows  within  the  Empire,’  through  ‘Multitude’
(2004), an ‘institutional structure and ... [the] political constitution of society’ – to what
they call ‘Common Wealth’ (2009)..This scheme can be summarised as an analysis of
sovereignty in the globalised world (Empire), of the revolutionary subject of the period
(Multitude)  and  of  its  political  project  of  ‘expanding  our  capacities  for  collective
production and self-governance’ (Commonwealth) (2009: xiii). It is this latter sense of
radical  democracy as developed by Hardt and Negri  that is  more meaningful  to the
Kurdish project, especially how they conceive representation and sovereignty.

5

Hardt  and  Negri  aimed  to  work  out  the  conceptual  basis  for  a  new  project  of
democracy. For them, democracy has remained an incomplete project throughout the
modern era, and they try to revitalize its liberating content as constituted in the idea of
popular  sovereignty  (the  word  sovereignty  derived  from  the  Latin  supremitas  or
suprema potestas, meaning ‘supreme power’), which may be defined as a power that
belongs to the people with no power above it. They identify several debates related to
the idea of  democracy today,  but  for  us the most  important are the debates on the
subversive characters of democracy and of representation.

6

The subversive character of democracy is related to the fact democracy has been an
incomplete project. Hardt and Negri argue that it was only through social struggle that
democracy started to include the excluded, such as “women, the propertyless and the
non-white.”  In a similar fashion,  democracy came to be discussed in the domain of
economy,  which  in  liberal  theory  is  not  governed  by  democracy,  but  markets.  This
extension of democracy can be referred to as the ‘subversive character of democracy’: it
allows its extension to all facets of society.

7

The second is  related  to  (political)  representation,  or  the  separation  of  sovereign
power from society that is embedded in the concept of representation: “When power is
transferred to a group of rulers, than we all no longer rule, we are separated from power
and government” (Hardt and Negri 2004: 244). Since the 18th century, this conception
of representation had come to monopolize the field of political thought to such an extent
that any contemporary project of democracy has to begin with a critique of the existing
forms of representation.  

8

To this end, Hardt and Negri, following Max Weber, discuss the different forms of9
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This would have to be democratic not in the false sense that we are fed every day
by politicians and the media with their pretenses of representation, but in the
active and autonomous self-rule of the multitude as a whole. (2009: 372)

representation  that  have  appeared  throughout  history.5  Referring  to  the  socialist
political representation, based mostly on the experience of 1871 Paris Commune, Hardt
and Negri state that this failed in a way similar to the liberal and constitutional model.
Thus they set about a search for new forms of representation that limit the separation
between the representative and the represented, and in so doing, simultaneously create
alternatives  for  the  state  based  on  the  separation  of  sovereign  power  from  society
(Hardt and Negri 2004: 245-6; 250-1). In this sense, they claim that the Multitude as
the ‘revolutionary subject’ of the period and its political project (Commonwealth) can
present new contingencies for inventing “different forms of representation or new forms
of  democracy  that  go  beyond representation”  (2004:  255).  Constitutive  of  this  new
concept of democracy the Multitude is conceptually distinguished from other notions,
such as ‘the people’, ‘the masses’, and ‘the working class’, and it can never be reduced to
a unity or a single identity.  Rather “in conceptual terms, the multitude replaces the
contradictory couple identity-difference with the complementary couple commonality-
singularity”  (2004:  218)  and it  is  “the  adequate  subject  which  can construct  a  new
community” (Çıdam 2010).6

In this line of discussion, Hardt and Negri elaborate on how in different struggles, the
rebellions of different singularities can be brought together as a form of revolutionary
assemblages,  beyond the  hegemonic  articulation posed by  Laclau and Mouffe.  They
discuss “the parallel coordination among the revolutionary struggles of singularities”
(Hardt  and  Negri  2004:  344).  However  these  parallel  struggles  of  identities  or
singularities  are  not  sufficient  for  a  revolutionary change:  there  needs to  be  radical
change in the forms of the organization and decision-making processes.In this sense,
the political organization of the Multitude should also be substantially different from
that of previous resistances, with democracy as not only an aim to be achieved but also a
fundamental  principle  according  to  which  the  whole  organizational  structure  is
governed. This democratic political organizational form will add another element to the
destabilizing and destructive activities of previous revolutionary activities which were
led by vanguard organizations; the project of constructing a new type of power. In this
new type of power, by which the multitude is capable of managing the common, there is
no place for taking control of the state apparatuses. Rather the multitude’s capacities for
democratic decision-making should be consolidated: “Making the multitude is thus the
project of democratic organising aimed at democracy” (2009: 363).

10

For  Hardt  and  Negri,  this  making  the  Multitude  based  on  “the  revolutionary
assemblages of different singularities” has the capacity to change the existing patterns
of both representation and also sovereignty. The existing concept of sovereignty is based
on one basic principle: ‘rule by ‘the one’, whether this be the monarch, state, nation,
people, or party’ (2004: 328). In this conception of sovereignty, the people, the nation,
united in a single body, plays the role of ‘unitary political subject’. In the democracy of
the  Multitude,  however,  there  is  no place  for  such sovereignty,  and the  consequent
challenge to all existing forms of sovereignty is at the same time a precondition of that
democracy.

11

In all these discussions, Hardt and Negri admit that this revolutionary process is not
spontaneous and must be governed – but certainly by new forms and tools:

12

Only through this form of self-rule can the dilemmas of vanguards, leadership and
representation that plagued previous revolutions be overcome.

13

In this respect, and contrary to contemporary standpoints on the right as well as on14
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Here is the conundrum we face: revolutionary politics has to start from identity
but cannot end there. The point is not to pose a division between identity politics
and revolutionary politics but, on the contrary, to follow the parallel revolutionary
streams of thought and practice within identity politics, which all, perhaps
paradoxically, aim toward an abolition of identity. Revolutionary thought, in other
words, should not shun identity politics but instead must work through it and
learn from it. (2009: 326)

Radical Democracy in Kurdish Context

the left, Hardt and Negri give importance to identity politics:

Hardt  and  Negri  define  three  important  tasks  in  this  working  through  identity
politics.  The first  is  to  make visible  the subordinations of  identity  which means re-
appropriating the identity; the second is to rebel against the structures of domination
using the subordinated identity as a weapon in the quest for freedom; and the third is to
strive for its own abolition (2009: 327-333). They see these three tasks as inseparable
and to be “pursued simultaneously, without, for instance, deferring the revolutionary
moment to some indefinite future” (ibid.: 337).

15

From here, we may indicate links to the PKK’s project for radical democracy, which
has envisaged these three different tasks of identity politics. In this project, and just as
in Hardt/Negri’s conceptualization of radical democracy the concept of struggle plays a
very crucial role – indeed, it is through struggle that subjectivity is created. Similar to
Hardt and Negri, the PKK returns to an early modern conception of democracy, with
Öcalan arguing that one of the promising elements of early socialist traditions was the
idea  of  constructing  democracy  from  below  and  the  rediscovery  of  the  idea  of  the
multitude, including different subject positions.7 The development of the Kurdish issue
as  a  field  of  struggle  for  freedom  and  equality  is  an  illustration  of  the  various
contradictions  and  the  plurality  of  the  social.  At  the  same  time,  the  history  of  the
Kurdish issue in Turkey shows us the difficulties the left had in articulating this struggle
through socialist strategies. The traditional left demanded the organization of struggle
around class, and in doing so, brushed aside the series of contradictions emerging in
and from the Kurdish issue (such as those of de-colonization, and language, cultural and
civil rights).

16

The PKK, which can be criticized for the lack of democracy in its own ranks, is at the
same time developing a program of radical democracy. This may be referred to as a
‘Jacobin  paradox’.  It  was  the  Jacobins,  responsible  for  the  reign  of  terror,  who
developed democracy as a political  project  (Žižek 2007).  The PKK is  Jacobin in the
sense that it  simultaneously uses violence as an instrument for the realization of its
political program of radical democracy.

17

During the 2000s, the PKK elaborated a new ideological framework promoting this
project of radical democracy. In doing this, the PKK made a kind of ‘salto mortale’ by
reinventing itself through a series of transformations and arguing that the nation be
defined not on the basis of ethnicity or language but on the basis of citizenship in a
democratic republic.8

18

The PKK’s  ideological  transformation towards a  project  of  radical  democracy  was
based on the defence texts written by Öcalan and submitted to the different courts in
which he his case was heard. These defences can be grouped into two: those submitted
to the Turkish courts, and those submitted to the European Court of Human Rights
(ECHR) in Strasbourg,  France,  along with one at  a  court  in Athens (concerning his
expulsion from Greece). The defences have been published in Kurdish and Turkish as

19
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well as in other languages.9 These defence texts were accepted in the consecutive PKK
congresses as the official party line. Initially the texts led to serious confusion in the
movement,  but  since  2005  the  ideological  and  organizational  structures  have  been
adapted to one another.

The first texts, submitted for the case in Imralı and then to the Court of Appeal in
Ankara, caused considerable unrest among PKK militants, since Öcalan did not take the
assumed position expected by the party and the Kurdish population. On the contrary, he
rejected claims for an independent state – previously a central aim of the struggle –
proposing a new, ‘truly’ democratic republic.In these texts Öcalan did not engage with
theoretical  or  ideological  considerations;  they  were  mainly  based  on  the  historical
background of the Turkish-Kurdish conflict in the twentieth century, in which Öcalan
stated that he had struggled in favour of a democratic republic, and thus not against the
Republic  (of  Turkey).  Öcalan  argued  that  Mustafa  Kemal,  the  Republic’s  founding
father,  had  also  intended  to  establish  a  democratic  republic,  but  was  confined  by
external forces. Of Öcalan’s defences, only this first one can be considered as a genuine
defence to his prosecution, although he argued that he was not concerned with the legal
issue of his case.

20

In his second group of defence texts, submitted to the ECHR, Öcalan deepened his
theoretical considerations. The first of the three volumes dealt mainly with a historical
analysis of civilization, starting in the Middle East, and focusing upon the Sumerians as
‘the earliest state-based’ society. Although Öcalan elaborated in later parts of the book
on other societies and periods, his main concern was to present the state as the ‘Original
Sin’ of humanity. This was surprising as he was, and is still, one of the political leaders
of a society which has been widely depicted as ‘the largest people in the world without a
state’.  Initially  it  created  a  kind  of  alienation  among  Kurdish  circles  (a
Verfremdungseffekt, in the Brechtian sense). However, Öcalan continued to elaborate
on his critique of the state, including the socialist experiments, arguing that liberation
cannot be achieved by means of state-building, but rather through the deepening of
democracy. In the second volume of his ECHR defence texts, Öcalan dealt intensively
with Kurdish society, history and specifically the role of the PKK. He places Kurdish
society in the history of civilization, presenting it  as a natural society or community
opposed to state-societies. The Kurdish society’s naturalness is attributed to an assumed
long standing and deep Neolithic culture among the Kurdish tribes.10 For Öcalan, class
(state) societies and modernization have caused destruction for the Kurds, and the PKK
has  become  the  locus  of  the  last  resistance  to  this  pernicious  process.  Within  this
framework, Öcalan tried to show the limits of the PKK and its deadlock, trapped in the
ideological-political constraints of the Cold War, which was continuing to condition the
PKK, even a decade after it ended. Through this work, he aimed to evaluate the history
of the PKK, addressing past mistakes.

21

In these defence texts, submitted to an Athens court and the ECHR Grand Chamber,
Öcalan transformed his theoretical considerations into a concept of radical democracy.
This idea of radical democracy was developed in three intertwined projects: democratic
republic,  democratic  autonomy  and democratic  confederalism.  These  three  political
projects  function as  a  ‘strategic  dispositif’:  ideas  and means through which Kurdish
political demands are (re)defined and (re)organized.

22

The concept of  the democratic  republic  comprehends a reform of  the Republic  of
Turkey.  It  aims at  the disassociation of  democracy from nationalism, and as such a
return to the “early modern conceptions of democracy” and their radical subversivity
(Hardt and Negri 2004: 240-251). Originally, in the eighteenth century, democracy was
formulated in terms of citizen’s rights and a rule of everyone by everyone. In the course
of the nineteenth and twentieth century however, modernity lost its content of radical

23
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democracy and acquired a cultural meaning, referring to a unique people (Jongerden
2007: 7-8). A vein in modern thought emerged which considered cultural homogeneity
a  requirement  for  the  modern  state,  an  inescapable  imperative  that  manifests  and
erupts in the form of nationalism (Gellner 1983). This ‘national’ condition of modernity
is exclusive and intolerant, dictating that people who do not have the ‘right’ cultural
characteristics  are  to  choose  between  assimilation  (genuine  or  superficial)  and
migration, while the options of the state range from assimilation to eviction and ethnic
cleansing, or genocide (Gellner 1997: 240). In Turkey, Kemalism was formulated as a
project  of  modernization  in  cultural  terms,  resulting  in  harsh  assimilation  politics
towards the Kurds. With his proposal for a democratic republic, Öcalan advocates an
understanding of democracy in terms of citizens’ rights.

Öcalan’s radical democracy of his later defence texts was embodied in the concept of
democratic  confederalism  which  he  borrowed  from  the  works  of  Murray  Bookchin
(1982, 1992, 1993,1996). Bookchin, who called his ideology communalism, suggests a
new  radical  politics  recognizing  ‘the  roots  of  democracy  in  tribal  and  village
communities’  (White  2008:  166)  and  ends  up  with  a  project  of  Libertarian
municipalism. In this project, he aims at creating local democratic structures such as
‘community  assemblies,  town  meetings  and  neighbourhood  councils’.  Avoiding  the
project of libertarian municipalism from becoming vacuous or being used for highly
parochial  ends,  Bookchin  suggests  the  principle  confederalism  as  ‘a  network  of
administrative councils whose members or delegates are elected from popular face-to-
face democratic assemblies, in the various villages, towns, and even neighbourhoods of
large  cities’  (Bookchin  1993).  For  Bookchin,  confederalism  as  a  principle  of  social
organization ‘is a way of democratizing the interdependence without surrendering to
the principle local control’.

24

Öcalan, influenced by the ideas of Bookchin, developed a similar understanding of
that principle of confederalism. In parallel to his historical analysis of civilization based
on the critique of the state, Öcalan condemned the failure of real socialism and national
liberation movements who were considered trapped in the ideas of the state and state-
making. Alternatively he elaborated on the protracted effects of the Neolithic society
whose communal values could not have been completely destroyed by the development
of  hierarchic  society  built  upon  the  state.  Those  communal  values  which  were
summarized  as  the  socialization  based  on  gender,  life  compatible  with  nature  and
society based on communality and solidarity underlie his conception of democracy in
the  form  of  democratic  confederalism.  On  the  basis  of  those  values,  the  project  of
democratic  confederalism  is  organized  at  four  levels  (Karasu  2009:  84-85).  At  the
bottom, the communes in the village and districts which are interrelated at the levels of
towns, cities and regions, are situated. Then the organization of the social groups such
as the women, youth etc. exists. Another level of organization occurs at the cultural scale
in terms of organization for different ethnic-religious-cultural identities. The fourth and
final  level  is  the  level  of  civil  society  organizations.  In  this  sense  the  democratic
confederalism, based on a kind of assemblies at village-districts, city and region levels,
refers to organisation of the whole society starting from the bottom-up (ibid.: 80). In
another  saying,  the  idea  of  democratic  confederalism  was  defined  as  a  model  for
‘democratic  self-government’.  “This  project”,  Öcalan  argues,  “builds  on  the  self-
government of local communities and is organized in the form of open councils, town
councils, local parliaments and larger congresses. The citizens themselves are agents of
this kind of self-government, not state-based authorities” (Öcalan 2008: 32).

25

In this sense Öcalan has continuously emphasized that this project has nothing to do
with  a  confederal  structure  as  ‘an  association  of  sovereign  member  states’.  On  the
contrary, democratic confederalism aims to consolidate and deepen democracy at the
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grassroots on the basis of communities. However there is also the need to reclaim the
juridical  and  political  procedure,  to  reshape  the  political  organization  of  a  country.
Therefore  the  model  of  organizing  the  people  beyond  the  state  should  define  its
relationship with the existing state or official authority. For this Öcalan first proposed
the democratic republic as the form of government through which the Kurdish question
can be solved, and then he developed the concept of democratic autonomy as a form of
relationship. In this sense, democratic autonomy refers to the type of relationship with
the state and in turn with its jurisdiction. In the Turkish context, it was presented as the
option  for  a  democratic  political  solution  to  the  Kurdish  question,  requiring
constitutional recognition of the Kurdish national identity.  However this recognition
was not proposed by the PKK as a way to draw a line between the Kurds’ democratic
confederal  system and the Turkish state.  Rather a nested relationship is  anticipated
which is stated in such way that “Democratic autonomy is a concept which defines the
relationship with the state… It can be (realized) even within a unitary structure or in a
structure of the states” (Karasu 2009: 260 and 275).

However this nested relationship does not exclude a kind of ‘unity’ among the Kurds
dispersed over different countries of the Middle East. Since Öcalan proposes to build
self-governing  bodies  throughout  Kurdistan,  and  wherever  there  are  Kurds  living,
democratic confederalism is to be considered the main mechanism for the unification of
Kurdistan and Kurds. The Kurdish liberation movement, Öcalan argues, should work
for the establishment of such a system of self-organization.

27

Consequentially  since  2005,  the  PKK  and  all-affiliated  organizations  have  been
restructured  on  the  basis  of  this  project  under  the  name  of  KCK  (Association  of
Communities in Kurdistan -Koma Civakên Kurdistan) which is a societal organization
presented as an alternative to the nation-state. The KCK has aimed to organize itself
from the  bottom to  the  top in  the  form of  assemblies.  “KCK is  a  movement  which
struggles for establishing its own democracy,  neither ground on the existing nation-
states nor see them as the obstacle” (PKK 2005: 175). In its status, called KCK Contract,
its main aim is defined as struggling for the expansion of radical democracy which is
based upon peoples’  democratic organizations and decision-making power. The KCK
contract sets forth a new mechanism of social  relations which transcends the statist
mentality. In this sense, the democratic confederalism as the main organizing idea of
the KCK is  valid  everywhere where the Kurds live,  even in  Iraq,  where Kurds have
constitutional rights including self-governing their region in a federal state structure. In
this project, there are two determining factors which are the notion of the democracy as
people’s  power  based  on  society,  not  as  a  form  of  government,  and  secondly  the
exclusion of the state and nation from this notion.

28

For Kurdish people, democratic confederalism as a form of political and social system
beyond the state is project for its own free life. It has nothing to do with the recognition
by  the  states.  Even  though  the  states  do  not  recognize  it,  the  Kurdish  people  will
construct it. If they recognized it, for example within a project of democratic autonomy,
it would be easier to construct a democratic confederal system which would be in the
end the product of Kurds’ own struggle (Karasu 2009: 216-217).

29

In  tracing  the  development  of  Öcalan’s  thought  in  general,  we  argued  that  three
intertwined concepts (democratic republic, democratic confederalism and democratic
autonomy) played a pivotal role. In all of these projects the concept of democracy has a
central importance and it has evolved from a notion based on a contradiction between
the democratic and republican tradition to a more radical conception of democracy. For
the  PKK,  democracy  represented  a  kind  of  antidote  to  the  central  character  of  the
Turkish republic, which was, and still is based on the French version of nationhood and
secularism. ‘The centrality kills democracy’ is a very basic idea of this approach (ibid.:
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Back to the Stage

86).
Now we will look at how these projects determined the political activities of the PKK

and all-affiliated organizations.

31

Regarding the political process, since the capture of Öcalan, the PKK and all-affiliated
organizations have undergone a  series  of  changes mostly  in  terms of  organizational
reconstruction. In this sense, the period between 2000 and 2004 can be considered as a
period of  ‘impasse and reconstruction’  during which the PKK had levelled down its
demands, ceased military activities, withdrew the majority of its guerrilla forces from
Turkey into Northern Iraq and consequently gave an impression of introversion. The
political activities of the PKK were confined to Öcalan’s case, whose sentencing made
Turkish officials to consider the PKK defeated and dissolving. Not unpredictably, the
partial success of the pro-Kurdish Demokratik Halk Partisi (DEHAP; the Democratic
People’s  Party,)  in  the  November  2002 election – when it  won 6.2  per  cent  of  the
popular vote in Turkey, thereby failing to reach the 10 per cent threshold but managing
to become the leading party in the Kurdish region – did not change the attitude of the
Turkish officials to Öcalan’s case, the PKK or the Kurdish problem in general.

32

Concurrently  with  the  US  invasion  of  Iraq  in  2003,  which  paved  the  way  for
recognition of Iraqi Kurdistan as a new centre of attraction among the Kurds, the PKK
experienced the greatest  split  it  ever faced.  The movement suffered a kind of  limbo
between 2004 and 2005, struggling to come to terms with the internal and external
developments. There was deadlock, created by the difficulties to advance in a period of
uncertainty. At the same time, with the local elections of 2004, the pro-Kurdish party
DEHAP lost  votes compared to 1999.  Some of  the Kurdish cities  were taken by the
ruling party, the Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AKP; the Justice and Development Party),
which swept to power in a wave of national populism.

33

Öcalan  and  the  PKK  tried  to  overcome  this  crisis  through  an  organizational
restructuring within the framework of the idea of democratic confederalism. Among the
organizational  steps  taken  in  this  period,  the  restructuration  of  all  PKK-affiliated
organizations under the umbrella of KCK and the establishment of a new pro-Kurdish
party, the Demokratik Toplum Partisi (DTP; the Democratic Society Party) in Turkey
were the most striking ones. On this basis, the movement has returned to the stage of
political  and  later  also  military  confrontations  since  2005.  The  Kurdish  movement
confronted  the  Turkish  state  with  civil  campaigns  openly  demonstrating  Kurdish
identity claims. In this regard, the campaign for the right of education in the mother
language (Kurdish)  and the  campaign for  Öcalan in  which more than three  million
Kurds in Turkey and Europe signed up to a petition stating that they ‘recognize Öcalan
as their political representative’, have been the most powerful signals of future Kurdish
identity politics.

34

With the election of 22 DTP deputies in the July 2007 national elections, Kurdish
politics became integral to Turkey’s political agenda. Later on, in south-eastern Turkey,
the  next  election  campaign  (conducted  nationwide  for  the  municipalities  in  March
2009) turned into a political contest between the AKP and DTP, with the DTP gaining
 the upper hand. The DTP won the local elections of March 2009 and nearly doubled the
number of municipalities under its control – to almost 100 Kurdish cities and towns,
including Diyarbakır and seven other important cities (Casier, Jongerden and Walker
2011). It has been argued that, the DTP should be taken as interlocutor, and “with its
incontestable success in the southeast at least should be accepted as the main player in
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the region” (Birand 2009; Ergin 2009). Some newspaper columnists even considered
the PKK and Öcalan as among the actors in a possible dialogue, suggestions rarely read
in mainstream Turkish press (Ozkök 2009; Akinan 2009). Thus, it would appear that
the  PKK not  only  reinvented  itself,  but  also  returned to  the  forefront  of  politics  in
Turkey.

But  more  importantly,  during  this  period,  Kurdish  politics  gained  supremacy  in
appropriating  the  space  which  refers  to  “the  potential  of  social  movements  to  alter
power structures in a given polity” (Gambetti  2009: 44).  This appropriated Kurdish
public space, mainly symbolized in Diyarbakir, was, maybe for the first time, combined
with nationwide Kurdish politics,  including the Turkish parliament in Ankara which
“marked the opening of differential political and social spaces within the territory of the
nation-state” (ibid.). In this sense, the municipalities under the control of pro-Kurdish
party since 1999 have formed a kind of self-ruling regional body. Gambetti calls this on
the basis of Diyarbakır’s case as “engaging in the city’s decolonization”.

36

Again during this period, the DTP started to voice more openly its political project,
the ‘Project for Democratic Autonomy’, very much in accordance with Öcalan’s concept
of democratic confederalism. For this purpose, ‘Democratic Society Congress’ was held
in Diyarbakir in October 2007 which recognized ‘democratic autonomy’ as a project for
Kurdish people in Turkey. This congress report called for radical reforms in Turkey's
political and administrative structure in order to ensure democratisation and to develop
problem-solving approaches for which the local level should be strengthened. Instead of
autonomy based on ‘ethnicity’ or ‘territory’, it suggested regional and local structures
which allow for the expression of cultural differences.

37

In this regard it proposed the foundation of 26 parliaments covering all regions of
Turkey.  The  report  also  called  to  change  the  definition  of  ‘nation’,  with  its  ethnic
emphasis, to ‘The nation of Turkey’, in order to find a shared sense of belonging.11 Later
on,  in  November  2007,  the  DTP held  its  second congress  in  which this  report  was
recognized officially by the name of ‘Democratic  Solution to the Kurdish Question -
Democratic  Autonomy  Project’.  This  very  important  development  concerning  the
Kurdish politics in Turkey showed explicitly the Kurds’  ascending identity demands.
This was also interpreted as a new era in the legal Kurdish politics in which the DTP
came to  play  an  important  role  for  the  policy  of  solution  whereas  the  former  legal
Kurdish  parties,  HEP,  DEP,  HADEP  and  DEHAP  all  of  which  banned  by  the
Constitution Court,  were  confined to  a  struggle  for  existence  against  the  policies  of
denial and annihilation.12

38

In the same congress the DTP adopted some important changes in party statutes in
accordance  to  the  concept  of  democratic  autonomy  aiming  at  the  formation  of
assemblies at each level of organization. Similarly the municipalities under the control
of the DTP took some steps towards the Kurdish identity politics amongst which the
‘multilingual municipality service’ sparked a heated debate. In 2007, mayor of the Sur
municipality in Diyarbakir, Abdullah Demirbas offered municipal services not only in
Turkish,  but  also  in  Kurdish,  Armenian  and  Syriac  (Casier  2010).  Because  of  this
multilingual project, the mayor was taken from office and his municipal council was
dissolved. He was also charged with ‘harming the public by abusing their position’ and
‘acting in contradiction with the Turkish letters’. However in the local elections of 2009,
Demirbaş was re-elected mayor with more votes than before.13

39

Apart from the legal party organization,14 the new Kurdish project set forth another
form  of  organization,  named  the  Demokratik  Toplum  Kongresi  (DTK;  Democratic
Society Congress),15 which has been founded on basis of the following argument:

40

Today we had some district and town councils, even if they are local and inadequate.
Since they are not well-founded, the Kurdish people bring their demands to the political
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party and reflect them through it to the state. But according to our project, the state
should  keep  its  relationship  with  the  Kurdish  people  through  this  congress.  If  the
Kurdish  people  assembled  under  the  same  roof  of  this  Congress,  they  would  be
interlocutor for a solution. And the state which came to an agreement with this body
relinquishes its old structure.16

This approach is based on Öcalan’s view of ‘democracy without the state’ in which he
argues for a compromise on a small  state with limited power. For him, the Kurdish
people  should  have  their  own  democratic  power  structure  in  their  region  and  this
‘democracy + Turkish state as a general public authority’ is a fundamental formula for a
solution (Öcalan 2004: 402).

42

The DTK was formed on this basis so as to forge a new political style, defined by the
direct and continual exercise of people’s power and since then it has been concerned
with the various forms of societal organizations, including the district-village, town and
city councils, women and youth associations, and the non-governmental organizations.
The spokesmen of the councils and the delegates elected at the district levels comprise
60 % of the congress whereas 40 % are representatives of NGOs. The DTP is also one of
the constituents which represent the political space. 600 delegates attended the first
(foundational)  meeting  of  the  Congress  in  October  2007  in  which  the  project  for
Democratic  Autonomy was  announced.  The  second meeting  was  held  in  September
2008 and it took a stand against the ground and air operation of the Turkish Army into
Northern Iraq. A third meeting held in 2009 just before the nationwide local elections
discussed the election strategy. The DTK held a fourth and fifth meeting in June and
December  2009 in  which it  proposed a  new constitution,  involving an autonomous
Kurdistan.17

43

Alongside  these  organizational  activities,  the  DTK  organised  an  international
symposium  and  various  workshops  on  ‘New  Economic  Policies’,  ‘Religious  Belief
Groups’,  ‘New  Constitution’  and  ‘on  Language’.  A  ‘Conference  on  Experiences  with
Negotiation  and  Conflict  Resolution’  was  held  discussing  how  to  create  dialogue
between parties in order to share experiences and ideas about peace processes, road
maps and other  related subjects.18In  its  final  declaration,  a  solution  of  the  Kurdish
question through dialogue was proposed. The international community was called to
make a  contribution to  the  dialogue process.  In  this  respect,  the  necessity  for  both
Turkish and Kurdish parties to confront the past was also emphasized.19

44

In the workshops the DTK presented autonomous local governments,20 education in
the mother tongue and recognition of the identity as common demands of the Kurdish
people.  The  workshop  on  language,  organized  in  collaboration  with  some  non-
governmental  organizations  in  June  2010,  suggested  a  project  for  the  protection  of
languages which are not (official) languages of instruction. It was recommended that
Kurdish and other languages should be the language of instruction. In this regard the
workshop  emphasized  that  non-state  actors  should  not  confine  themselves  to  raise
demands for official recognition of the Kurdish language but should also organize it by
themselves.21

45

In sum, we may conclude that since 2005, Kurdish movement in Turkey within the
framework  of  democratic  confederalism,  gradually  opened  up  a  political  and  social
space  for  the  Kurdish  identity.  While  going  through  such  a  process,  the  Kurdish
movement, which has governed a significant number of municipalities since 1999, has
been based on two main organizational forms, the legal party, the DTP and afterwards
the BDP and a wider congress, the DTK. They aimed at expanding the Kurdish identity
politics based on the concept of democratic confederalism and democratic autonomy.
Lastly,  the  DTK  proclaimed  that  it  will  construct  ‘Democratic  Autonomy’  from  the
bottom-up. Though admittedly vague in its content, this proclamation constitutes, on
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Conclusion

the  one  hand,  the  boldest  effort  ever  made  by  the  Kurdish  movement  to  forge  a
disengagement from the Turkish public sphere which brings with it an increased risk of
clashes. On the other hand, it can pose the question, could this be the framework of a
‘real’  solution?  In  the  last  part  of  the  article  we  will  discuss  this  in  relation  to  the
possibilities of a political solution for the Kurdish issue.

To conclude we will discuss the contingencies of this project of radical democracy and
its political implications for a solution to on-going conflict in Turkey. First we discuss
what this project has meant for the Kurdish movement in Turkey.

47

It is clear that the 2000s has been the most critical period yet for the PKK. The party
has experienced this critical period in different phases, which can roughly be divided
into  three  stages:  a)  shock  and  retreat  (1999),  b)  impasse  and  reconstruction
(2000-2004) and c) return to the stage (2005-today). Kurdish and leftist criticisms of
Öcalan’s new policies and the PKK during this period have ranged from accusations of
surrender  to  the  Turkish  state,  even  with  allegations  of  being  in  the  service  of  the
Turkish General Staff, to charges of a complete break with the movement’s past and its
aims, with the conclusion that they are saying farewell to the dream of an independent
united state.

48

What the PKK has experienced in this period was a comprehensive restructuration of
its organization, ideology and political-military struggle. Organizationally the PKK has
grown into a complex system of parties and institutions, as opposed to the Leninist style
of a pioneering party directly overseeing all its activities, as it previously did. Although
there  have  been  considerable  changes  in  the  organizational  structure,  the  devoted
militant body that is constituted by a group of ‘professional full-time revolutionaries’
continues to occupy the central role. The change at the organizational level towards a
more  complex  organizational  structure  –  or,  towards  a  multiplicity  of  interacting
institutions  –  is  a  reflection  of  this  evolving  praxis.  This  transformation  of  the
organizational  structure  addresses  a  new conception  which  is  ‘political  organization
beyond the party’.  

49

Though  it  has  been  argued  that  the  PKK  abandoned  its  original  position,  the
realization  of  an  independent  Kurdistan,  we  may  argue  that  the  party  creatively
inversed the original Leninist thesis. In 1914, Lenin argued that “it would be wrong to
interpret the right to self-determination as meaning anything but the right to existence
as a separate state” (Lenin 1914). Inversing this thesis, one could say it is equally wrong
to interpret the right to self-determination as having no other meaning but the right to
exist as a separate state. According to Mustafa Karasu, a leading PKK veteran, socialists
should not fixate so much on the state as its political project. The concept of the nation-
state, he argues, is not a socialist, but a bourgeois concept. The PKK’s project of ‘radical
democracy’, and more in particular the idea of democratic-confederalism, developing a
bottom-up democratic system beyond existing borders, aims to render borders flexible,
and in the long term irrelevant (Karasu 2009: 17-219). As a matter of fact, through its
political  projects  of  democratic-republic,  democratic-autonomy  and  democratic-
confederalism,  the  PKK  is  drawing  a  new  agenda  for  self-determination,  while
simultaneously going beyond the concept of the nation-state.

50

More importantly, during this period the PKK managed to assemble Kurdish identity
demands  into  a  project  of  radical  democracy.This  has  been  achieved  through  the
elaboration of new ideological and political approaches, which created opportunities for
the PKK to enlarge its scope of interest and activities, thereby creating more space for a
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After the painful period which Turkey experienced in the last quarter of the
twentieth century, a separate state could not be established on its soil, but a
separate political geography has been formed in its Southeast. (Bila 2004: 10)

Kurdish public sphere. In aiming at the transformation of society in all aspects rather
than capturing state power through armed struggle, PKK efforts now allow for a broader
field of operation.

The political-military struggle, meanwhile, shifted more and more in the direction of
a  political  struggle  in  which  the  DTP  (afterwards  the  BDP)  with  its  grassroots
organization  and  elected  representatives  (nationally  and  locally)  and  the  DTK  have
started to take the lead. Especially after the elections of 2007, 2009, and 2011 a more
powerful Kurdish public sphere emerged. A prominent Turkish columnist wrote as early
as 2004:

52

He could not be more right, but maybe did not foresee its concrete manifestation.
This  separate political  geography is  based on forms of  self-organization (democratic
confederalism) and the strong conviction and praxis to take one’s own fate in one’s own
hand. Since the election in 2009 this ‘separate political geography’ has been deepened
with the arrest of Kurdish politicians, followed by a political counter-campaign of the
Kurdish movement, including demands for bi-lingual public life within the framework
of the project for democratic autonomy. The Peace and Democracy Party (BDP) and the
Democratic  Society  Congress  sparked  the  discussions  on  a  "Bilingual  Life"  by
demanding the official recognition of Kurdish language in public life. They also started
to put their demands into practice, with municipalities changing the signboards of the
municipalities  to  Kurdish  and  Turkish,  and  local  shop  keepers  changing  their  sign
boards into Kurdish. The organization the whole society from the bottom has been on
the agenda of the Kurdish movement since 1999, with the take-over of an increasing
number of municipalities in the Kurdish region. On the basis of districts and towns, the
Kurdish  movement  has  formed  different  structures  of  self-government  producing
policies  for  the  local  needs.  Later  on  the  project  of  democratic  autonomy aimed at
enlarging and formalising these structures.22

53

In  the  meantime,  the  Kurdish  movement  also  tried  to  present  and  discuss  these
projects to both the Turkish and the global public opinion, with the organization of the
Mesopotamia Social Forum in 2009,23 bringing together organizations and movements
from the Middle East and several other countries in the city of Diyarbakır, and the DTK
organization of a workshop with Turkish journalists, academics, politicians and rights
defenders to discuss the project of ‘Democratic Autonomy’ in 2010. The organization of
all  segments  of  society  from  the  bottom-up,  under  the  principle  of  democratic
confederalism and autonomy, has been covering very different fields of social life and
required various activities.  All  these activities show that the PKK’s project of radical
democracy involves an active agency of people, in the form of a struggling force from the
local to the regional and global, and more importantly, it shows that it is a project that is
based on bottom-up democracy,  and cannot be simply considered a political  project
imposed from above. Through communes and people’s assemblies, it aims to surpass
the deadlock of representational democracy. In this sense, the democratic autonomy
project in the form of 26 autonomous regions as formulated by the Kurdish movement
presents a radical alternative which goes beyond the boundaries of the existing political
regime.  Above  all,  it  is  based  on  a  radical  conception  of  democracy  aiming  at  the
dissociation of democracy from nationalism by excluding state and nation from it and
considering democracy as an unrestricted and unmediated form of people’s sovereignty
rather than a form of government. Therefore this project for democratic autonomy goes
beyond the boundaries of the existing political regime as well the framework elaborated
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In sum, the Kurdish movement in Turkey which has developed a new project  for
radical  democracy  based  on  the  conception  of  ‘politics  beyond  the  state,  political
organisation  beyond the  party,  and political  subjectivity  beyond class’  can  have  the
opportunity to change the centralist tradition in Turkish political system as well as the
statist and class reductionist political thought in the Left in Turkey.
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Abstract: Ernesto Laclau’s post-Marxist discourse theory is increasingly utilised within media studies 
in order to investigate discourses circulating about, within, and through media. Discourse theory has 
proved itself to be a productive theoretical asset that can yield important empirical insights into the 
solidification and neutralisation of particular discursive regimes. Yet, the critical potentials of Laclau’s 
theoretical work have often been downplayed or neglected. Instead of offering a fully formed critical 
theory, Laclau has been relegated to offering a descriptive toolbox in which the underlying critical im-
plications have been either overlooked or forgotten altogether. This paper seeks to reflect on the po-
tentials and obstacles within Laclau’s work for critical media studies by engaging with the role of Marx-
ism, capitalism and critique. First, the paper addresses the relation between Marxism and post-
Marxism by arguing that rather than abandoning Marxism, Laclau actively situates his own work as a 
dialogue with and against this tradition. Second, the paper addresses the relation between Laclau’s 
analysis of so-called globalised capitalism and political struggle, which leads to a discussion of class 
relations and political economy. Third, the paper examines Laclau’s notion of ideology critique and 
argues that it must be seen as a simultaneously explanatory, normative and practical perspective. 
Based on these discussions, it is this paper’s contention that it is insufficient to simply appropriate 
discourse theory as a descriptive research format, but that it must rather be seen as underlined by a 
radical critique of existing structures of domination and capitalist subordination. The paper furthermore 
argues that there are parts of Laclau’s work that are problematic for this purpose and needs to receive 
further attention by future research. By providing an extended discussion of Laclau’s own work, this 
paper seeks to contribute to the critical application of discourse theory within the field of media studies 
and contribute to the on-going dialogue between Marxism, post-Marxism, and critical media studies.   

Keywords: Ernesto Laclau, post-Marxism, critique, discourse theory, capitalism, Marxism, critical media studies 
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1. Introduction: Laclau and Media Studies 

Ernesto Laclau’s (1990, 2005) post-Marxist discourse theory has slowly but surely made its 
entrance into the field of media studies during the last two decades (Dahlberg and Phelan 
2011). Throughout his many writings, Laclau (1979, 1990, 1996, 2014) developed a form of 
Marxism that does not rest on nor takes its point of departure in a priori class relations or 
economic base structures. Rather, Laclau developed, at times together with Chantal Mouffe, 
a political theory of signification that is often refereed to as discourse theory. Discourse theo-
ry stresses the fixation of meaning into particular regimes as the outcome of continuous and 
contingent discursive struggles taking place over time. By reconfiguring Gramsci’s (2005) 
notion of hegemony, Laclau (1990) has provided a rich theoretical corpus spanning both 
normative questions concerning the production of radical democracy (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985; see also Mouffe 2005, 2013) as well as a theory of populism and political transfor-
mation (Laclau 2005). Broadly construed, Laclau’s work can be characterised as an anti-
essentialist approach to meaning that approaches it as socially constructed and necessarily 
contingent, while awarding a primary position to the political as the precarious and incom-
plete ground of the social (Laclau 1990; Howarth 2000; Marchart 2007). As Howarth and 
Stavrakakis (2000, 7) have argued, discourse theory “takes its lead from interpretative meth-
ods of social inquiry in which emphasis is placed on understanding and explaining the emer-
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gence and logic of discourses, and the socially constructed identities they confer upon social 
agents”.  

During the last few years, a number of authors have mobilised parts of Laclau’s theory in 
order to investigate discourses circulating about, within, and through media (Dahlberg and 
Phelan 2011; Carpentier and Spinoy 2008). In the context of media and communication stud-
ies, this includes research on environmental activism (Askanius and Uldam 2011), Occupy 
Wall Street (Dahlgren 2013; Husted 2015), media professionals (Carpentier 2005), grass-
roots politics online (Schou, Farkas and Hjelholt 2015), right-wing extremist discourses 
(Kompatsiaris and Mylonas 2015; De Cleen 2015; Askanius and Mylonas 2015), documen-
taries on the war on terror (Mylonas 2012), and news media (Phelan 2009a, 2009b; Kumpu 
2016; Mylonas 2014), to name but a few recent examples1. Within this body of work, dis-

course theory has shown itself to be a productive way of investigating the construction and 
solidification of particular political discourses into hegemonic projects. Not only has this re-
search provided valuable insights into how cultural Others are produced as antagonised 
scapegoats (Askanius and Mylonas 2015), but it has also deconstructed how extremist and 
totalitarian logics work (Kompatsiaris and Mylonas 2015).  

Supplementing this first and foremost empirical strand of research, there has also been a 
trajectory that has sought to model Laclau (and Mouffe’s) discourse theory into a coherent 
theoretical framework that may be used for various kinds of empirical studies. In media stud-
ies, particularly Carpentier and De Cleen (2007, see also Carpentier 2010) have attempted 
such an approach2. While comparatively smaller in scope than the empirical studies, it seems 

that this approach has had considerable resonance within the field (see e.g. Kumpu 2016; 
Dahlgren 2011). These authors have sought to transform discourse theory into a systematic 
empirical framework named discourse-theoretical analysis (DTA) by coupling it with a qualita-
tive research format and rearticulating core concepts into so-called ‘sensitizing concepts’ that 
point the researcher towards ‘what to look for and where to look’ (Carpentier and De Cleen 
2007, 273).  

Taken together, the empirical and theoretical trajectories highlight the growing appropria-
tion of Laclau’s work within the field of media studies. They showcase how Laclauian dis-
course theory, albeit still occupying a marginal position compared to e.g. Norman Fair-
clough’s critical discourse analysis (Dahlgren 2011), is becoming an increasingly important 
approach. When reading this growing body of research, it is clear that discourse theory often 
provides an invaluable theoretical asset. Yet, at the same time, there is a relative absence of 
Marxist lines of critical inquiry. In being operationalised within the particularities of specific 
research contexts—activism, right-wing discourses, grassroots politics, and so on—the politi-
cal implications and ambitions of discourse theory itself often takes a backseat. Discourse 
theory provides a series of useful concepts, yet normative questions, conceived within the 
context of this theory, are rendered less central3. Thus, while a number of the authors dis-

cussed above do engage in critical interventions, Laclau is very rarely used as part of these 
critiques. His work is relegated to offering a descriptive-analytical toolbox instead of a norma-
tive-political one. This leads, in many instances, to a situation comparable to Fenton’s (2016, 
347) recent critique of the study of digital media and radical politics: ‘’We map and describe 

                                                
1 It should be stressed that the list of works mentioned here is in no way exhaustive and is limited to the last few 
years. I have furthermore chosen to focus on the (mostly) empirical translations of discourse theory, which means 
that studies combining theoretical and empirical research have been left out. The works collected in Dahlberg and 
Phelan (2011) are a good example of this combined empirical-theoretical approach (see e.g. Marchart 2011 or 
Fenton 2011). Finally, Laclau’s influence on Stuart Hall (and vice versa) should also be mentioned as an im-
portant dialogue between post-Marxist discourse theory and cultural studies (see e.g Bowman 2007; Phelan and 
Dahlberg 2011, 7-8).  
2 Outside media studies, authors such as Andersen (2003) and Jørgensen and Phillips (2002) have, albeit in 
different ways, attempted similar lines of theorising. The aim of these approaches have been to formalise the 
analytical categories found within discourse theory into coherent frameworks. In this regard, there has been a 
tendency to reduce discourses to ‘merely’ linguistic constructs, and the relation between discourse theory and 
Marxism has been systematically marginalised. 
3 This resonates with a broader concern levelled by Phelan and Dahlberg that “with some notable exceptions […] 
discourse theory is sometimes engaged with in a superficial way, consistent with what Hesmondhalg and Toyn-
bee […] suggests is the fragmentary and haphazard appropriation of social theory in media studies’’ (2011, 2).  
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how activists communicate and neglect […] the constraints that must be overcome and con-
crete feasible politics that must be developed in order to advance social change". The real 
challenge, according to Fenton, lies in the translation of such descriptions into the sphere of 
social change and political critique. This means developing a critical research approach that 
is simultaneously explanatory, practical, and normative, Fenton (2016) argues following the 
critical theory developed by Max Horkheimer (2002) and the Frankfurt School. In pursuing 
such a critical perspective, it remains of utmost importance not to depoliticise the political. As 
Fenton rightly asks: ‘’How can we begin to tackle the challenges posed to democratic politics 
if we do not talk about actual politics as part of our research? This problem is both conceptu-
al and practical. A politics requires a practice’’ (2016, 358). Though Fenton’s critique is 
framed in a slightly different context (the field of mediated activism and protest at large), a 
very similar line of critique can be developed in the case of Laclau and critical media studies: 
Where did critical politics go? Where did normative visions go? And, additionally, where did 
Marxist politics go? 

This paper seeks to reflect on and discuss the potentials and obstacles within Laclau’s 
work for critical media studies, with an emphasis on Marxism, capitalism, and critique. The 
paper attempts to provide a renewed Marxist reading of Laclau that engages with and 
against his theoretical project in an attempt to showcase potential dialogues across post-
Marxism and Marxist media studies. Within the field of critical Marxist media studies, exem-
plified by critical authors like Christian Fuchs (2008, 2011), there has sometimes been a ten-
dency to dismiss post-structuralist writers, such as Foucault, Butler, and (by extension) 
Laclau, for first and foremost being interested in de-essentialising essences and universal, 
while having no real politics, no idea about how society should or ought to be (see e.g. Fuchs 
2011, 29-43). While this critique may apply in part to the other mentioned authors, the case is 
different with Laclau. Yet, this line of argumentation has often been greatly obscured, due, 
perhaps, to a lack of engagement with Laclau’s own work, which has rendered potential in-
teractions between post-Marxist and Marxist media studies problematic.  

The basic argument developed in this paper will be that Laclau’s work must be understood 
and contextualised within a distinctly Marxist tradition that is genuinely critical in the sense of 
being simultaneously explanatory, practical and normative. It is my contention that if we wish 
to utilise Laclau’s work for critical media studies—which has rightly been suggested by a 
number of authors (Dahlberg and Phelan 2011) –, there is a need for a more open discus-
sion and engagement with Laclau’s own work and its critical potentials and obstacles.  

As Dahlberg (2011) has rightly argued: ‘’Given […] [the] capitalist hegemony, and its 
clearly detrimental effects (from immiseration to environmental devastation), discourse theo-
rists need to urgently prioritize the critical analysis of the current system, including […] the 
ways in which media-communication technologies are supporting its hegemony, so as to 
bring to the fore obscured alternatives’’ (Dahlberg 2011, 55). But how can such a critique of 
capitalism be mobilised using Laclau’s work? What would the role of Marxist politics be in 
such a critique? And what is the relation between crucial notions of contingency, political 
struggle, and normativity? By discussing these questions, this paper seeks to contribute to 
the growing body of work drawing on Laclauian discourse theory for critical media studies, 
while also adding to the on-going dialogue between Marxism, post-Marxism, and critical 
(media) research in a broader perspective (see e.g. Dahlberg 2014; Best 1999).  

2. Marxism and Post-Marxism: Thinking From Tradition 

Laclau arguably has what may be termed as an ambiguous relation towards Marxism, and 
(according to himself) he was never a ‘‘’total’ Marxist’’ (Laclau 1990, 178). At the same time, 
Laclau also underlines that he never “rejected Marxism. Something very different has oc-
curred. It’s Marxism that has broken up and I believe I’m holding on to its best fragments” 
(Laclau 1990, 201). In order to capture this ambiguous stance in-between being a “total 
Marxist” and rejecting Marxism altogether, Laclau frequently employs the notion of post-
Marxism in order to describe his own theoretical work, emphasising how this theoretical per-
spective was formulated as a response to actual political practices and activist struggles in 
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Argentina during the 1960s (Laclau 1990, 177-178, 197-198). From this perspective, it is no 
mere accident that Laclau and Mouffe (2014 [1985], xxi) open Hegemony and Socialist 
Strategy with the image of a crossroad: ‘’Left-wing thought today stands at a crossroad’’. It is 
precisely by thinking through and within this crossroad that the basic theoretical project of 
discourse theory is to be located. But how, then, should we understand the notion of post-
Marxism? And how does Laclau reflect upon his relation to Marxism within his own work? 
These questions will be discussed in this section. 

In 1977, in the introduction to his first book Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory, Laclau 
(1979 [1977], 12) argued that what was needed was a “theoretical reformulation of Marxist 
categories”, a reformulation that should provide the grounds for “the proletariat […] to present 
itself as a hegemonic force to the vast masses seeking a radical political reorientation in the 
epoch of the world decline of capitalism”. Though the revolutionary rhetoric employed in this 
early work is toned down during the course of Laclau’s work, its basic contents can to a large 
extent be traced throughout his writings. Approximately ten years later, in 1987, Laclau and 
Mouffe (1990 [1987]) explicate the intellectual context of their joint work very clearly in their 
response to Norman Geras’ (1987) critique of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: 

 
In our opinion, to rethink socialism […] compels us to undertake two steps. The first is 
to accept, in all their radical novelty, the transformations of the world in which we 
live—that is to say, neither to ignore them nor to distort them in order to make them 
compatible with outdated schemas so that we may continue inhabiting forms of 
though which repeat the old formulae. The second is to start from this full insertion in 
the present—in its struggles, its challenges, its dangers—to interrogate the past: to 
search within it for the genealogy of the present situation; to recognize within it the 
presence—at first marginal and blurred—of problems that are ours; and, consequent-
ly, to establish with that past a dialogue which is organized around continuities and 
discontinuities, identifications and ruptures (Laclau and Mouffe 1990, 98). 

 
In this response, which is in many ways emblematic of Laclau and Mouffe’s approach at 
large, they underline that their theoretical work is to be situated within (what they term as) “a 
rethinking of socialism”. According to Laclau and Mouffe, this rethinking requires two, overall 
steps. The first step concerns the development of theoretical concepts that can be used to 
understand and interpret social reality. What is called for here are theoretical ‘schemas’ that 
can be employed to adequately interpret existing conditions, rather than the reconfiguration 
of ‘outdated’ ones. This remark should first and foremost be seen as a critique of the Marxist 
tradition circulating during the 1960s and 1970s (see e.g. Laclau 1979, 12), with its reliance 
on what Laclau perceives as increasingly deterministic base-superstructure models (see also 
Laclau in Hansen and Sonnichsen 2014, 255).  

In this sense, this step serves as a way of rectifying what Laclau and Mouffe observe as a 
tendency within the Marxist tradition to insist on fitting social reality within pre-existing theo-
retical models that have been rendered increasingly problematic. It is within the context of 
this step that a number of the theoretical components of discourse theory—articulation, dis-
course, hegemony, logic(s) of difference/equivalence, empty signifier, and so on—are to be 
located. They are ways of accepting and approaching the conditions of the present situation 
through adequate conceptual means.  

The second step—the full insertion in the present to interrogate the past—should be read 
along the lines of a methodological imperative, holding at least a triple meaning. First, it can 
refer to a literal investigation of the historical conditions of emergence in which certain dis-
courses have been able to fixate meaning in the present. It can, in other words, mean histori-
cising the present. As Laclau has emphasised elsewhere, all discourses are characterised by 
what he terms radical historicity (Laclau 1990, 36), understood as the necessarily historical 
nature of all systems of meaning. Second, this step can also mean, in a sense not unlike 
Foucault’s (1991, 31) history of the present, an interrogation of the past that is based on and 
takes its point of departure in present struggles and problems: in other words, a way of inves-
tigating the past through the struggles of the present. And third, this step can be interpreted 
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in a self-referential manner as a description of the way in which any theoretical project must 
(in and of itself) be located within and through a historical tradition. To think the present—to 
phrase it somewhat differently—also means to think through the theoretical traditions of the 
past. The meaning of this third dimension—the thinking of the present through the traditions 
of the past—is important as it holds a number of implications for how the connection between 
Marxism and post-Marxism is to be approached.  

When Laclau discusses Marxism, it is often within the context of a so-called radical politi-
cal tradition of the West (see e.g. Laclau 1990, 179). This radical tradition, Laclau makes 
clear, includes several strands of intellectual thought, including Marxism and the Marxist tra-
dition. In my view, Laclau’s reliance on tradition as a central concept should first and fore-
most be seen as a way of displacing any focus on particular persons in favour of collective, 
intellectual endeavours. In this sense, whenever Laclau invokes Marxism, it is not so much 
the work of Marx, the person, as it is the collective intellectual tradition following Marx’s work. 
Thus, the radical political tradition includes (but is not limited to) Marxism, while the Marxist 
tradition includes (but is not limited to) the work of Marx.  

According to Laclau, it is precisely the radical tradition that should be revitalised. One way 
of doing this is by deconstructing the Marxist tradition. As Laclau argues elsewhere ‘’as far as 
I am concerned, the deconstruction of the Marxist tradition, not its abandonment, is what 
proves important. The loss of collective memory is not something to be overjoyed about. It is 
always an impoverishment and a traumatic fact’’ (Laclau 1990, 179). The loss of collective 
memory, the loss of tradition, is a traumatic fact according to Laclau. This also means that 
‘’one only thinks from a tradition’’ (Laclau 1990, 179, original emphasis). In this context, think-
ing from tradition implies a double movement in which the Marxist tradition is both something 
to be embraced and transformed: ‘’the relation with tradition should not be one of submission 
and repetition, but of transformation and critique’’ (ibid.). In the last instance, this leads us 
right back to the crossroad discussed at the beginning of this section. As Laclau (1990, 179) 
makes clear: ‘’Marxism’s destiny as an intellectual tradition is clear: it will either be inscribed 
as a historical, partial, and limited moment within a wider historical line, that of the radical 
tradition of the West, or it will be taken over by the boy scouts of the small Trotskyist sects 
who will continue to repeat a totally obsolete language—and thus nobody will remember 
Marxism in twenty years’ time’’.  

Laclau opts quite explicitly for the former of these two choices, the inscription of the Marx-
ist tradition within a renewed historical perspective. In choosing this trajectory, we can also 
begin to see how the notion of post-Marxism resurfaces. Framed in this perspective, post-
Marxism may be articulated as a way of historicising and de-essentialising the Marxist tradi-
tion by pushing contingency to the front. Or, in other words, an inscription of Marxist dis-
courses within a renewed radical tradition. In this sense, discourse theory seeks to take ‘’one 
step back’’ as Laclau puts it, in order to re-situate ‘’Marxist theory within a horizon of broader 
interrogations which—without necessarily denying the former in its totality—relativizes and 
historicizes its categories’’ (Laclau 1990, 162).  

This, in turn, seems to fully designate the transition from Marxism to post-Marxism: a tran-
sition that does not negate Marxism, but subsumes its categories as ‘’specific historical forms 
within a wider universe of possible articulations’’ (Laclau 1990, 166). As Laclau and Mouffe 
make clear, this literally means that their theoretical stance is both post-Marxist and post-
Marxist: It is both that which comes after Marxism, but it is also located within Marxism and 
the Marxist tradition (Laclau and Mouffe 2014, xxiv). This, we should be clear, is imminently 
not an abandonment of this tradition. Rather, it is a genuine attempt not to turn Marx’s work 
into an untouchable origin, “which contains within itself the seed of all future development” 
(Laclau and Mouffe 1990, 120), but instead engage actively with and against it. 

Is Laclau a “Marxist” then? In my view, this question does not really capture what is at 
stake within his work. Primarily because Laclau would surely object to the notion of “Marx-
ism” understood as a singular, enclosed, self-sufficient and objective trajectory of thought 
reducible to one particular system. If anything, Laclau’s work shows how Marxism has been 
and continues to be an enormously heterogeneous and historically contingent notion prone 
to multiple and often diverging developments and interpretations. What is important, and this 
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is precisely the claim I have tried to substantiate in this section, is the argument that Laclau 
does locate his own intellectual project within and against a Marxist tradition. This does not 
amount to saying whether or not Laclau was or was not a Marxist—whatever that may 
mean—but it does indicate that Marxism, understood as a certain political tradition of critical 
thought, plays a substantial role in providing the backdrop to Laclau’s work. Rather than an 
abandonment of the Marxist legacy, post-Marxism should in my view be conceived as an 
attempted dialogue or bridge between Marxist, post-structuralist and deconstructionist cur-
rents.  

If this is the case, then this has implications for the appropriation of Laclau’s work, both in 
the context of media studies, but also in a broader perspective. It means that Laclau’s theo-
retical enterprise cannot be thought apart from a certain intellectual and historical tradition4. 

Rather than merely a general theory of language, signification, and meaning that can be ap-
plied to this or that object of study, Laclau’s discourse theory is imminently political in its ori-
gins: It is conceived—through and through—as a way of revitalising a particular historical 
tradition, namely (but not included to) Marxism. To think with and through discourse theory, it 
seems to me, is also to think with and through Marxism—post and otherwise.  

3. Capitalism: Struggle, Class and Political Economy 

In the above, I addressed the question of Marxism and post-Marxism by arguing that Laclau 
does not approach his own work as an abandonment of the Marxist tradition. On the contra-
ry, I argued that Laclau quite explicitly frames his own work as an attempted renewal, revital-
isation and transformation of this particular intellectual horizon. According to Laclau, it is by 
deconstructing existing theoretical categories, reimagining new ones, and being fully inserted 
in the present that the radical tradition can (and must) be kept alive. This argument runs 
throughout his entire oeuvre. If, indeed, this is the case, then the argument raised at the be-
ginning of this paper—the somewhat absent presence of normative-political appropriations of 
Laclau’s work—also becomes all the more puzzling. 

Part of the reason for this relative absence may be that although Laclau does lay claim to 
a revitalisation of the Marxist tradition (a thinking through the cross-road of the Left), he de-
emphasises traditionally privileged Marxist concepts of capitalism, the economy, and class 
relations in his work. This displacement is often done through quite dense arguments, which 
do not, contrary to other parts of discourse theory, lend themselves to being operationalised 
easily within the context of empirical studies.  

In this section, I discuss Laclau’s (2005) conception of so-called globalised capitalism by 
interrogating its status as a theoretical construct, its relation to other central Laclauian con-
cepts, and its operationalisation as an empirical tool. A core part of this section, then, will not 
only be to tease out Laclau’s view on capitalism, but also, in a slightly more critical perspec-
tive, to problematise and scrutinise his arguments in order to bring forth the implications for 
critical media studies. This will lead into a discussion of class, materialism, and political 
economy that will highlight how Laclau’s displacement of these concepts does (once again) 
not amount to abandoning Marxism.   

3.1. Globalised Capitalism 

In 2005, Laclau characterized the current political regime as a “qualitatively new stage in 
capitalist history” (2005, 231). He named this new stage globalised capitalism and defined it 
as “a complex in which economic, political, military, technological, and other determina-
tions—each endowed with its own logic and a certain autonomy—enter into the determina-
tion of the movement of the whole” (2005, 230). According to Laclau (2005), the essence of 
this whole is heterogeneity rather than an “economic reality” (ibid.). Thus, in Laclau’s concep-
tion of globalised capitalism, it is not a self-sufficient and closed system, which unfolds from 

                                                
4 Another way of approaching this question—the intellectual tradition to which Laclau belongs—would be to com-
pare his work to other Marxists, such as e.g. Althusser, Žižek, Negri, and so on. Such an approach—which can 
partly be found in the works of Torfing (1999), Smith (1998), and Sim (2000)—is certainly productive, yet I wish to 
point towards the intellectual tradition of Laclau’s work as articulated within the work itself.  
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the internal tensions of an immanent logic (see also Laclau 1990, 55-57). Instead, Laclau 
offers a form of “capitalism [which] must be seen, in terms of its most fundamental and con-
stitutive features, as a system of power” (1990, 56). If this system of power does manage to 
(partially) stabilise at particular points in time, then this must be conceived as the result of 
contingent hegemonic struggles, rather than immanent laws entailed in any one of these par-
ticular determinations.  

Laclau’s notion of globalised capitalism should perhaps first and foremost be conceived as 
a response to a particular reading of capitalism, namely one that seeks to explain it in purely 
economic terms. The argument provided by Laclau is, rather, that the economy cannot be 
seen as the base determining each of the other determinations in the last instance. As he 
makes clear, “[w]e can no longer understand capitalism as a purely economic reality” (Laclau 
2005, 230). Instead, Laclau states that it “results from contingent hegemonic articulations” 
leaving “the relations between its component elements […] essentially unstable and con-
stantly displaced by historical contingent interventions” (2000, 292). This also means that 
there is “no last instance on the basis of which society can be reconstructed as a rational and 
intelligible structure” (Laclau and Mouffe 1990, 115, original emphasis), no unified ground 
instigating the social, no economy that acts as base.  

This take on capitalism—in which it is given as a heterogeneous whole that manages to 
stabilise through contingent, hegemonic projects of power—does not exclude that any one of 
these particular determinations may play a crucial or uneven role. While globalised capitalism 
does decentre the economy as the transcendental motor governing history—the unifying 
ground from which all other relations can be deduced—it does not deny the importance of 
the economy. In a response to Slavoj Žižek, Laclau actually argues that: “The truth is that the 
economy is, like anything else in society, the locus of an overdetermination of social logics, 
and its centrality is the result of the obvious fact that the material reproduction of society has 
more repercussions for social processes than do other instances. This does not mean that 
capitalist reproduction can be reduced to a single, self-defining mechanism” (Laclau 2005, 
237). According to Laclau, the economy has a centrality that “nobody seriously denies” 
(Laclau 2005, 237), yet this centrality is not an a priori ground from which the social can be 
founded. The centrality of the economy is, in other words, not a transcendental claim, but a 
historical one.  

From the perspective of this particular paper, three overall questions should be further 
elaborated vis-à-vis Laclau’s conception of capitalism: (1) What is the internal consistency of 
Laclau’s notion of globalised capitalism? (2) What is the role of media within such a concep-
tion? And (3) how does this particular perspective on capitalism influence Laclau’s wider the-
oretical project. Why does Laclau’s approach “need” globalised capitalism?  

First of all, the question of internal consistency. On this point, what is important to notice is 
the types of arguments used by Laclau when describing globalised capitalism. As argued 
above, he characterises this formation as a “new” stage, which can “no longer” be seen as 
purely economic, and so on. In this sense, everything about Laclau’s argumentation amounts 
to what can basically be seen as historical arguments. These arguments are, in other words, 
a way of characterising the current stage of capitalism: They designate a particular historical 
form of capitalism. In this sense, these arguments are not meant to describe the constitution 
of capitalism across time and space. Yet, at the same time, Laclau formulates these argu-
ments at a very high level of abstraction. Contra the appearance of his argumentation, it 
seems to me that Laclau does indeed not offer a fully-fledged diagnosis of this new stage of 
capitalism. Rather, he lays out a series of arguments or conditions that must be taken into 
account if such a diagnosis was to be made.  

As Laclau and Mouffe (2014, 126) argue elsewhere, “[p]lurality is not the phenomenon to 
be explained, but the starting point of the analysis”. A similar argument could be made in the 
context of Laclau’s conception of capitalism: Heterogeneity is not the phenomenon to be ex-
plained, but the starting point of the analysis. Laclau is, in other words, claiming that if one 
wants to understand the current stage of capitalism, one would have to think of it as a heter-
ogeneous set of autonomous determinations that have managed to create a (or, indeed mul-
tiple) particular form(s) of hegemony. Instead of diagnosis, we are offered the pre-conditions 
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for a diagnosis. And, at the same time, these pre-conditions are in and of themselves histori-
cal. In this sense, Laclau does not analyse the contents of capitalism as a hegemonising 
force, but diagnoses its form. If taken to its logical conclusion, then, globalised capitalism 
must basically designate a formalistic concept. If, however, this is the case, then how are we 
to understand the de-centring of the economy discussed above?  

In this context, Slavoj Žižek (2000a, 2000b), for example, has pointed out that Laclau’s 
notion of capitalism de-emphasises the specificity of capitalism as a particular kind of exploi-
tative logic. In being described as contingent and heterogeneous, any potential underlying 
and unified logic governing capitalism across the different determinations is lost in Laclau’s 
description. This argument is, in my view, a pretty consistent consequence of Laclau’s posi-
tion insofar as it denies the possibility of defining capitalism as a single, self-sufficient centre 
of power. Yet, unlike Žižek, the biggest problem with Laclau’s notion is in my view not to be 
located within the context of his particular description of this form, but rather vis-à-vis his ra-
tionales for emphasising this particular form. As discussed above, globalised capitalism 
emerges at a particular point in time according to Laclau: it is a historical construct. If this is 
the case, and globalised capitalism actually is a particular historical form of capitalism, then 
how are we to interpret his emphasis on the economy as important for the reproduction of 
social life? As shown above, Laclau actually affirms the centrality of the economy as funda-
mental for the reproduction of society. This, surely, must also be an historical argument. But 
if this is the case, then why is the economy placed on the same field as these other determi-
nations? It seems to me, to be quite clear, that there is an inconsistency to be found here: on 
the one hand, the economy is decentred on historical grounds, while, on the other, it is given 
a central position, also on historical grounds.  

The problem here is not that Laclau wants to go beyond a model that is grounded in a 
classic base/superstructure model. In my view, the problem is rather that his reason for want-
ing to go beyond this model is given as a quasi-historical argument, while it is in fact a theo-
retical or even ontological argument concerning the constitutive lack perforating any and all 
discourses, the need for a constitutive outside, and the impossibility of grounding the social 
in any ultimate or self-sufficient foundation. To put it somewhat differently, I think Laclau 
gives us a basically theoretical argument concerning the form of capitalism disguised as a 
historical argument. What is more, even as an historical argument, it seems to be underde-
veloped. What, for example, is the status of these determinations? Are they to be seen as 
discourses? Should they be considered as a kind of macro-discourses? And how can the 
limits of each of these particular determinations be observed? It seems peculiar that Laclau 
has to introduce reified theoretical totalities—technological, military and economic determina-
tions—into a style of theorising that is otherwise dedicated to dispensing with such totalities 
(such as, most famously, the notion of ‘society’).  

Second, how should media be conceived within this perspective on capitalism? To this ef-
fect, Laclau offers very few thoughts on the media as a specific site in which discourses are 
produced, transformed and sustained. Within the existing research on Laclau and media 
studies, however, some initial answers have been provided to this question. Phelan and 
Dahlberg (2011), for example, approach the relation between discourse theory and (what 
they term as) critical media politics as connecting by “a broad, open-ended conception of 
how the political and politics in contemporary societies are articulated through, and depend-
ent on, the convenient shorthand that we call ‘the media’” (Phelan and Dahlberg 2011, 5).  

In a broader, yet still media-oriented context, this resonates with Carpentier and De 
Cleen’s (2007) argument that within discourse theory, “media are seen not just as passively 
expressing or reflecting social phenomena, but as specific machineries that produce, repro-
duce and transform social phenomena” (274). Further unfolding this latter argument, these 
authors have suggested drawing on Torfing’s (1999, 212-213) tripartite division in which dis-
courses and media can be seen as interlinked in three distinct ways: as (1) discourses about 
the media (how media are articulated as occupying a particular role and function within so-
ciety), (2) discourses produced by the media (the content produced by the media), and (3) 
media as discourses (media as discursive constructs in and of themselves).  
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If this division is linked to the above discussion of globalised capitalism, these categories 
can be further unfolded. In the first instance (discourses about the media), the discourses 
must be understood as going across and between the different spheres of society. The ques-
tion here, then, is how media are given meaning and articulated within and across different 
determinations. In the second instance (discourses produced by media), what is at stake is 
basically the discourses produced by the media. This may both be given as a mediation of 
other spheres—e.g. politicians or citizen groups using particular media to voice particular 
discourses—but it may also reflect the contents created by a medium in and of itself. In the 
third instance, media are seen as discursive constructs in and of themselves. This entails a 
perspective on the media as not only mediating content, but also as institutions embodying 
certain discourses and holding a particular place within the broader function of society. In this 
regard, the media starts coming into view as a particular determination with its own autono-
my participating in the reproduction of globalised capitalism.  

If this tripartite function of media is accepted, then it does seem valid to state that the me-
dia play a fundamental role in mediating across and between different systems in society, 
while also constituting a discrete determination in and of itself. An important question, in this 
regard, is how particular discourses about the media influence the ways in which particular 
media are constituted. That is to say, how certain ideas about what media should or should 
not be, constructed within e.g. the political system based on particular forms of justifications, 
manage to hegemonise the type of media that are allocated economic resources.  

Finally, why does Laclau need the particular notion of globalised capitalism? In my view, it 
serves as an explanatory device used to ground his notion of populism and political struggle. 
If, for a moment, Laclau’s formal description of globalised capitalism as discussed above is 
accepted, then it simultaneously becomes clear that a critique of the existing order cannot 
simply be a critique of the economy. Contrary to classic Marxism—which views the simplifi-
cation of the social space into two antagonised camps as an inevitable feature of the internal 
dynamics of the economic system—a necessarily heterogeneous form of capitalism cannot 
produce such a priori points of antagonism. Laclau (2005, 150) writes that “there are no a 
priori privileged points of rupture and contestation” and that “there is no reason why struggle 
taking place within relations of production should be the privileged points of a global anti-
capitalist struggle” (ibid.).  

This also means that classes and class relations cannot be given a privileged role. If capi-
talism does not lead necessarily to a situation in which one class is put directly against an-
other, then one cannot expect struggle to emerge necessarily from class relations. Thus, 
because the economy is no longer the underlying ground instituting the social, a critique of 
the economy does not automatically lead to the transformation of society in its entirety. In this 
sense, political struggle must rather seek to unite a plethora of particular struggles—within 
and across each of the particular autonomous determinations—in a common struggle. It is at 
this point that we find Laclau’s (2005) theory of populism.  

To distil the argument made by Laclau (2005) to its bare essentials, populism cannot be 
deduced or seen as the product of any underlying essential conditions. Instead, political 
struggle must be located within the field of political demands articulated by contingent actors 
within certain historical conditions. If this is the case, then it also means that the impossibility 
of determining the grounds of society also leads to an impossibility of determining social 
struggles and their emergence. The challenge, then, to any populist movement—the con-
struction of a ‘people’—is how to unite a multiplicity of different demands, across different 
sectors of social life, under a common signifying practice (the production of an empty signifi-
er), a ‘common language’ (2005, 231). It is only through a heterogeneous struggle that a het-
erogeneous system can be transformed. Once again, heterogeneity is not the phenomenon 
to be explained, but the pre-conditions for the analysis.  

The important point here is that this inability to deduce the points of emergence of struggle 
goes hand-in-hand with Laclau’s diagnosis of the current political regime as a form of global-
ised capitalism. It is because “globalized capitalism creates myriad points of rupture and an-
tagonism—ecological crisis, imbalance between different sectors of the economy, massive 
unemployment, and so on—and only an overdetemination of this antagonistic plurality can 
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create global anti-capitalist subjects capable of carrying out a struggle worth the name” 
(Laclau 2005, 150). In the end, Laclau offers a double argument that links the current form of 
capitalism with the form of social and political struggle. This double argument is already pre-
sent towards the end of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. Summarising the main arguments 
of this book, Laclau and Mouffe (2014 [1985], 176) write: “Every project for radical democra-
cy necessarily includes, as we have said, the socialist dimension—that is to say, the abolition 
of capitalist relations of production; but it rejects the idea that from this abolition there neces-
sarily follows the elimination of the other inequalities”. What is important to notice here is how 
Laclau’s wider theoretical categories rest on his particular analysis of the capitalist system. 
This also means that in employing these theoretical categories for analytical or empirical 
purposes, there is a tacit acceptance of this particular analysis. It seems to me that the con-
sequences of this double argumentation are rarely reflected upon.  

3.2. What about Class and Political Economy in Laclau’s Work? 

One of the standard objections to Laclau’s work, and, indeed, post-Marxism as such, is that it 
leaves little to no room for neither the economy nor class relations (see Howarth 2000, 111-
115). As described above, this objection is reasonable insofar as Laclau does, however in-
consistently, de-emphasise the economy as the material ground of society. Yet, as I will dis-
cuss in this section, this does not necessarily lead to a complete disregard of neither the 
economy nor class relations.  

Most of Laclau’s objections to economic reductionism can more or less be transferred di-
rectly to his arguments concerning class and class relations. Laclau’s main argument in this 
respect is not (and this should be stressed) that there is no such thing as classes or class 
relations. Such an argument would be absurd. Rather, in an analogues fashion to his charac-
terisation of the economy, Laclau argues that class relations should be seen on the same 
terrain as a number of other differences (sexual, cultural, ethnic, and so on). Thus, in the 
same way that Laclau approaches the economy as one amongst other ”determinations”, 
class relations are also placed on the same level as other differences in the field of particu-
laristic social struggles: Classes are one area in which struggles may emerge, but certainly 
not the only one. And just as Laclau does not see the economy as the historical engine from 
which all other social phenomenon can be deduced, he also de-emphasises classes as the 
primary terrain causing social struggle.  

What is at stake in this argument can be further unfolded by reference to Žižek’s critique 
of Laclau. Žižek (2000b, 320, original emphasis) argues that his “point of contention with 
Laclau […] is that I do not accept that all elements which enter into hegemonic struggle are in 
principle equal: in the series of struggles (economic, political, feminist, ecological, ethnic, 
etc.) there is always one which, while it is part of the chain, secretly overdetermines its very 
horizon”. The one particular struggle overdetermining the others is, for Žižek, class struggle. 
Laclau (2005, 237-239) has responded specifically to this objection by stating that, up to a 
certain point, he agrees with Žižek in that social reality is never merely an undifferentiated or 
even horizon. However, according to Laclau, the unevenness of the social is precisely the 
outcome of hegemonic struggles. Rather than using class as an explanatory model, it is 
class relations—and their stabilisation within particular hegemonic projects—that should be 
explained. The question here is essentially, as Laclau (2005, 236) emphasises, a difference 
in terms of viewing class relations as transcendental, the secret particularism that necessarily 
determines all other particularisms, or as historical, the outcome of contingent hegemonic 
struggles that may or may not, at particular points in time, exert an influence on the social in 
various ways.  

Laclau’s arguments should be considered carefully insofar as they point to the fundamen-
tally pluralistic and heterogeneous composition of social reality. Yet, at the same time, they 
may also be problematised along two fronts. First of all, we should be careful not to view this 
perspective on class as (an implicit) legitimisation of the hegemonic neo-liberal order, which 
attempts to cover up exploitive class relations. Laclau’s decentring of class should not, in my 
view, be read as a neutralisation of class relations. On the contrary, discourse theory should 
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take a critical stance on any such attempt to neutralise or essentialise exploitive relations 
perpetuated by e.g. neoliberal media. Second, contrary to Laclau, I think the question of 
class and class relations remains much more open than what he sometimes makes it seem, 
both historically and theoretically (see e.g. Skeggs 2004; Wright 2015). Even if classes can-
not be seen as the primary historical motor of social change, this does not necessarily mean 
that they do not play a constitutive role in shaping how particular discourses are constructed. 
Wood and Skeggs’ (2011) edited volume on reality television and class is one, among many, 
reminders of this: Class still matters if we want to understand the media. Not only in relation 
to how particular classes are constructed in the discourses articulated by different media, but 
also in terms of the exploitation of labour entailed in the reproduction of particular media insti-
tutions, corporations, or devices.  

This leads to a second, widespread critique of discourse theory, which claims that it 
leaves little to no room for critical political economy. This has been discussed by a number of 
authors recently, who have attempted to combine political economy, critical media studies, 
and discourse theory (see Mylonas 2014; Dahlberg 2011, 2014; Phelan and Dahlberg 2011, 
2014; Best 2014). The typical critique of post-Marxism is that it discards political economy 
and renders any systematic engagement with the structural mechanisms embedded within 
capitalism impossible (Žižek 2000a, 2000b; Geras 1987). While part of this critique may stem 
from Laclau’s opposition to the classic Marxist conception of base and superstructure (as 
discussed above), what really seems to be at stake is actually an ontological question con-
cerning the ways in which discourse theory conceives materiality and materialism vis-à-vis 
how classic Marxism views these phenomena (as has been discussed by e.g. Mylonas 
2014).  

To put it somewhat oversimplified, discourse theory rejects any distinction between the 
discursive and the non-discursive (Laclau and Mouffe 2014 [1985], 93-94; Laclau and Mouffe 
1990 [1987], 100-101; Laclau 2005, 68). It rejects, in other words, the notion that only par-
ticular parts of social reality are discursive (e.g. language), while others are outside of dis-
courses (institutions, practices, and objects). All objects, insofar as they are constituted as 
meaningful objects, are objects of discourse and there is no external site outside the discur-
sive from which they can be given meaning: “Discourse is the primary terrain of the constitu-
tion of objectivity as such. By discourse, as I have attempted to make clear several times, I 
do not mean something that is essentially restricted to the areas of speech and writing, but 
any complex of elements in which relations play the constitutive role” (Laclau 2005, 68, origi-
nal emphasis).  

The argument here should not be read as a kind of idealism, in which social reality is re-
duced to mental representations. Discourses are not to be conceived of as linguistic or men-
tal constructs, as they always have a material character, being embedded within particular 
institutions, making use of and organising certain objects, and so on (Laclau and Mouffe, 
2014). Nor does discourse theory engage in a kind of anti-realism arguing that there is no 
world external to the mind or meaning. Objects do exist outside of discourses, Laclau and 
Mouffe (2014) maintain, yet insofar as these objects are constituted as meaningful objects—
by being positioned within a particular system of signification—they necessarily become ob-
jects of discourse: “The fact that every object is constituted as an object of discourse has 
nothing to do with whether there is a world external to thought, or with the idealism/realism 
opposition” (Laclau and Mouffe 2014, 94, original emphasis).  

If this is the case—and all discourses are necessarily material—then this also means that 
the economy does not constitute a “special” discourse. As Dahlberg (2011, 54) rightly ar-
gues, the economy is just as discursive and just as material as anything else that is discur-
sive: the economy does not provide the material ground from which all other parts of society 
are maintained or can be grounded. Not only does this break with the materialism advocated 
by traditional views of base and superstructure, but it also makes problematic any analytical 
framework that seeks to understand the economic system as a set of structural mechanisms 
given outside of discourses. It is against this backdrop that political economists tend to be 
sceptical about discourse theory, asking where does this theory leave political economy?  
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In the context of media studies, besides the suggestion to outright discard post-Marxism, 
current research has adapted two parallel solutions to the question of discourse theory and 
political economy. The first solution, mainly advocated by Lincoln Dahlberg (2011, 2014), 
consists in using discourse theory to engage in what he terms a radical political economy. 
Dahlberg suggests a form of political economy that takes (radical) contingency as its point of 
departure and asks how the economy—understood as the ‘’sphere of life associated with the 
hegemonic institutionalization […] of discursive systems associated with what is understood 
to be the material production and re-production of life’’ (54-55, original emphasis)—has come 
to constitute and neutralise itself as a discursive system.  

According to Dahlberg (2011), radical political economy seeks to bring forth the ways in 
which economic structures are used to legitimise the hegemonisation of particular media 
instead of others. Exemplifying this position, Dahlberg argues that such forms of political 
economy could scrutinise the ‘’legitimation and institutionalization of private media systems in 
contrast to public service media, or community media’’ (56). What is at stake here, then, is 
the discursive construction of the economy understood as a particular system of meaning. 
The aim is not to engage in critical political economy as it is understood within classic Marx-
ism, but rather to supplement this analysis with an investigation that seeks to understand 
how economic justifications and rationales are used to express the function of the economy 
and legitimise capitalist or neo-liberal discourses and media. In this context, Dahlberg (2014, 
268) makes clear that this should not be seen as an abandonment of critical political econo-
my, but rather a “supplement to other critical political economy critiques of capitalism’’.  

The strength of Dahlberg’s approach is that it manages, very carefully, not to go beyond 
the boundaries of Laclau’s ontological arguments. However, this particular integration of po-
litical economy within discourse theory provides less of an answer to how traditional political 
economy and discourse theory can be thought in relation to one another, and more a particu-
lar form of discourse theory emphasising economic discourses. Radical political economy, in 
this sense, becomes a particular subset of discourse theory, a form of discourse theory that 
is focused on economic justifications and rationales.  

A second path, shown by e.g. Yiannis Mylonas (2014, see also Best 2014), proposes to 
use discourse theory in parallel with the more established form of critical political economy. 
The main argument here is that there are, in fact, certain structural mechanisms that cannot 
be adequately explained within the boundaries of discourse theory. Rather than wanting to 
purely diagnose the economic system and its consequences in terms of (the social construc-
tion of) meaning, Mylonas (2014, 319) advocates a complementary approach, in which politi-
cal economy provides a parallel toolbox. Thus, he argues: 

 

Capitalism reaches crises due to ‘objective’ conditions (which have a discursive foun-
dation), relating to the fall of expected rates of profit, the changes in the composition 
of fixed and variable capital for the maximization of productivity, or to emerging con-
tradictions related to catastrophes capitalism produces, and also due to subjective 
reasons, related to antagonism between rival capitalists and social classes. Discourse 
is central in all these features, objective and subjective ones, but a strictly discursive 
approach to the analysis of capitalist crises would be reductionist. A synthesis of criti-
cal and post-structuralist traditions of research can broaden the understanding of the 
crisis’ complexity (Mylonas 2014, 319). 

 

In this approach, rather than an attempt to economise discourse theory, Mylonas advocates 
a ‘synthesis’ of different fields: He argues that discourse theory and critical political economy 
can offer complementary analytical strategies. In my view, the main advantage of this ap-
proach is that it allows us to take advantage of both the analytical categories provided by 
discourse theory and is able to analyse economic structures using Marxist concepts: Media 
both constitute particular discourses and are given as material economic structures, which 
are irreducible to discursivity. 

The main drawback here is that all of the potential problems avoided by Dahlberg—the in-
termeshing of incompatible ontologies—cannot be completely evaded. The question still re-
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mains, in other words, how to conceive of the materiality of the economy within Laclau’s on-
tology.  

These two paths—the economisation of discourse theory and the parallel integration of 
critical political economy and discourse theory—are not mutually exclusive, and in a certain 
sense the latter approach might even represent the kind of supplement advocated by the 
first. What they both share, however, is the premise that discourse theory is not (in any way) 
opposed to critical political economy and that it may, on the contrary, provide a solid supple-
ment to this trajectory. As Dahlberg (2011, 56, original emphasis) rightly emphasises, “dis-
course theory provides a contribution to critical political economy, rather than being an ene-
my of such’’. This also means that despite Laclau’s (partial) dismissal of the economy and 
class, discourse theory can indeed still provide insights that are helpful for political economy. 
If the construction of particular mediated discourses—whether about, through, or within me-
dia—are to be fully understood, the integration of critical political economy and discourse 
theory provides an exciting and necessary way forward.  

4. Critique: Back to the Hegemonic Struggle 

Up to this point, this paper has emphasised how Marxism plays a crucial role in framing 
Laclau’s work and his reflections on its intellectual trajectory. The paper has furthermore dis-
cussed and problematised Laclau’s notion of globalised capitalism with a focus on its conse-
quences for critical political economy and its wider influence on his theoretical work. Through 
this discussion, both potentials and inconsistencies facing a systematic engagement with and 
against capitalism within media studies have been highlighted. Section 4 turns towards the 
question of critique: How and in what way can discourse theory be operationalised as a criti-
cal approach in the context of media studies? And what are the conditions for utilising dis-
course theory? The basic argument developed in section will be to push Laclauian discourse 
theory further in the direction of a normative political agenda. Against accusations of relativ-
ism, the section will attempt to highlight a more nuanced perspective on Laclau’s work. 

One of the most productive ways of articulating the critical potentials of discourse theory, 
within the context of critical media studies, has been to frame it as a form of ideology critique 
(see e.g. Dahlberg 2011; Phelan 2016). It should be immediately noted that Laclau does not 
refer to the classic Marxist notion of ideology, understood as a form of false consciousness 
that “masks real economic relations of exploitation” (Phelan and Dahlberg 2011, 26; see 
Laclau 1990, 89-92). Such an understanding of ideology is fundamentally incompatible with 
Laclau’s ontological framework. According to Laclau, the problem with this particular way of 
conceptualizing idelogy is not only that it rests on an essentialist conception of the social, but 
also that it is rooted in a distinction between a true-false identity in which the “true identity” 
implies a “positive and non-contradictory” ground (Laclau 1990, 91). Seen from the side of 
Laclauian discourse theory, which sees the social as always perforated by a constitutive lack 
and a radical negativity that posits the identity of any given agent as given in the antagonised 
relation to a threatening other, this position cannot be maintained. There simply cannot be a 
“positive” and self-sufficient identity.  

To avoid these incompatibilities, Laclau (1990, 92) actively reconstructs the notion of ide-
ology to designate “those discursive forms through which a society tries to constitute itself as 
such on the basis of closure, of the fixation of meaning, of the non-recognition of the infinite 
play of differences”. Ideology, according to Laclau, implies a form of misrecognition, in which 
a particular discourse is perceived as positive, neutral or self-sufficient. It consists, in other 
words, in viewing a particular system as simply given, as something that cannot be other-
wise; “a desire for total closure by political projects” (Howarth 2000, 122, original emphasis). 
As Phelan and Dahlberg (2011, 27) neatly put it, ideology “is present when a particular dis-
cursive system, such as neoliberalism, is seen as ‘all there is’, its hegemonic logics having 
become so naturalised and sedimented that the political […] conditions of its initial discursive 
constitution are no longer socially recognized”.  

Ideology critique, then, consists in de-neutralising or de-essentialising that which appears 
as neutral. It is, as an opt-quoted passage by Laclau (1990, 92) reads, a “critique of the ‘nat-
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uralization of meaning’ and of the ‘essentialization of the social’”. Ideology critique, in this 
sense, is close to what Laclau, appropriating a set of concept from Husserl, terms reactiva-
tion. In opposition to sedimented discourses, which are structures that have managed to neu-
tralise themselves through a “routinization and forgetting of origins” (Laclau 1990, 34), reacti-
vation designates a retrieval or re-sensitisation towards the necessary contingency of any 
such discourse. Thus, “[r]eactivation does not […] consist of returning to the original situa-
tion, but merely of rediscovering, through the emergence of new antagonisms, the contingent 
nature of so-called ‘objectivity’. In turn, however, this rediscovery can reactivate the historical 
understanding of the original act of institution insofar as stagnant forms that were simply 
considered as objectivity and taken for granted are now revealed as contingent and project 
that contingency to the ‘origins’ themselves” (Laclau 1990, 34, original emphasis). 

Reactivation is, in other words, a re-politicisation of the contingency of the social: It is a 
way of de-objectifying (so-called) objectivity by bringing the always-necessarily exclusionary 
dimension back into view. It consists in bringing back the “original meaning of the social”, 
Laclau writes elsewhere, by “showing its political essence” (1990, 160). Here, however, es-
sence is not to be conceived as a particular a priori or transcendental content, but rather as a 
certain form through which social reality is instituted. In this sense, showing the political es-
sence designates an uncovering of the “moment of original institution of the social [that] is 
the point at which its contingency is revealed” (Laclau 1990, 34, original emphasis), which 
also showcases “the original violence, of the power relations through which that instituting act 
took place” (ibid.). 

Laclau’s re-constructed notion of ideology is not necessarily something that can or should 
be totally eradicated. Ideology is rather something that is integral to everyday life, and, as 
such, cannot be avoided. In this sense, the aim of ideology critique is “both [to] illuminate the 
political and social conditions that enable a particular ideological regime to sustain itself and 
to productively imagine how different (and better) forms of ideological attachment and identi-
fication might be made possible” (Phelan 2016, 282, original emphasis).  

If conceived in this way, Laclau’s conception of ideology begins to approach part of the 
critical terrain more familiar to classic Marxism. As has been discussed by e.g. Devenney 
(2004), this form of critique (and, indeed, Laclau’s wider political project) can be read as a 
critique of the instrumentalisation of knowledge, language, and the subject. Ideology critique 
can be seen as coming close to a critique of the fetishisation and neutralisation of social 
structures. To stretch the argument even further, Laclau’s ideology critique even resembles, 
though he would perhaps object to this comparison, part of the logic found in Lukács’ notion 
of reification5. It is a way of showing how that which appears as simply given is in fact the 
outcome of particular historical systems and political decisions.  

Connecting this discussion to the earlier tripartite division of media and discourses, ideol-
ogy can seen as working on three distinct levels in the context of the media: as ideological 
discourses about the media, i.e. discourses that position certain media as neutral, necessary 
or essential to the function of society; as ideological discourses distributed through the me-
dia, i.e. discourses that are articulated through the media claiming to be neutral or ahistorical; 
or as media taking on the appearance of neutral constructs in and of themselves. Coupling 
this with the radical political economic perspective discussed above (Dahlberg, 2011), it 
would furthermore be possible to show how such ideological claims have worked in conjunc-
tion with economic rationales and justifications concerning the supposed necessity of certain 
economic structures. It would, in other words, be possible to show how certain capitalist me-

                                                
5 As Beverly Best (2000, 47) notes in a footnote: ’’It does not seem to me that Laclau's use of the concept of sed-
imentation is much different, if at all, from the Marxist use of the concepts ‘reification’ or ‘fetishization’”. Though I 
agree with Best in that there are strong affinities between Laclau’s notion of sedimentation and more traditionally 
Marxist notions of reification, some important ontological distinctions should be made, namely Laclau’s insistence 
on a fundamental lack inherent to all discourses, the impossibility of grounding the social in any ultimate founda-
tion, and the inability to deduce processes of reification or fetishisation (sedimentation) from purely economic 
explanatory models. Thus, while the conceptual pair sedimentation-reactivation does resemble part of the logic 
found within Lukács’ (1971) notion of reification, it does not rest on the same ontological arguments. In this con-
text, Laclau particularly objects to the ways in which reification and false consciousness are linked within the work 
of Lukács (see Laclau 1979, 63, 125, 159; 1990, 68, 114; 1996, 80; 2014, 143-144, 157).   
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dia have attempted to neutralise themselves through economic justification or how particular 
discourses about the media—e.g. the relation between public service and capitalist media, or 
the relation between a commons-based Internet and one run by multinational media con-
glomerates—have attempted to essentialise themselves.  

What are the conditions for conducting this type of ideology critique? In this context, Dahl-
berg (2011, 44) has argued that the primary condition for this form of critique is to accept 
(radical) contingency as a necessity: “it is clear that a minimum implication of discourse theo-
ry for critique is a commitment to openness or radical contingency” (2011, 44, original em-
phasis). While I agree that a commitment to contingency is one particular condition, further 
criteria should be added based on Laclau’s work. At the very least, as far as I read Laclau, 
three additional arguments should be made:  

(i) While post-Marxism does entail the need for a continuous and self-reflexive scrutiny, 
this does not necessitate the abolishing of any and all emancipatory projects: on the contra-
ry. Thus, while Laclau (1990, 188) makes clear that it is necessary to engage systematically 
in “a critique of the fundamentalism of the emancipatory projects of modernity”, he also 
states that this “does not involve an abandonment of the human or political values of the En-
lightenment, but a different modulation of its themes”. The argument here is that while any 
project for the constitution of society cannot be grounded in an ultimate and fixed essence, 
this does not mean forfeiting any and all emancipatory projects. Rather, “[t]hose that for mo-
dernity were absolute essences have now become contingent and pragmatic constructions” 
(Laclau 1990, 188-189). As pragmatic constructs, political visions should not necessarily be 
left out, but located within concrete hegemonic struggles. In this sense, “the abandonment of 
the myth of foundationalism does not lead to nihilism […] [but] further radicalizes the emanci-
patory possibilities offered by the Enlightenment and Marxism” (Laclau, in: Marchart 2007, 
156). The deconstruction of tradition should not merely lead to an absence in the form of a 
“collapse of all radical tradition” (Laclau 1990, 193, original emphasis).  

(ii) Laclau (1990, 190) emphasises that political visions cannot be deduced from neither 
post-structuralism nor post-Marxism as theoretical systems: “the currents that have been 
called post-structuralist have created […] a certain intellectual climate, a certain horizon that 
makes possible an ensemble of theoretico-discursive operations”. This climate has allowed 
for a theoretical reformulation of Marxism beyond any stable and essential ground. Yet, by 
opening such theoretical perspective, it has simultaneously allowed for the “deepening of 
those political practices that go in the direction of a ‘radical democracy’” (Laclau 1990, 190). 
At this point, Laclau makes clear that theory cannot be equated with the production of a cer-
tain normative order, though it may help advance any such order through concrete practices. 
While this argument may appear minor, it also means that—contra e.g. Rancière’s (1999) 
conception of politics or Hardt and Negri’s (2004) notion of the multitude and “being-
against”—a political project for the Left cannot be directly inferred or deduced from discourse 
theory. There is no reason why political struggle, as it is conceived by Laclau, must be politi-
cal struggle for Left or progressive politics. Emancipation, equality, and justice are not nec-
essarily embedded within his theoretical categories.  

This also means that while Laclau does open (and, even, emphasise) the need to conjure 
up new radical and normative projects, discourse theory cannot provide resolute and a priori 
answers to ethical questions. It is, in other words, simply not possible to deduce a trans-
historical politics or ethics from discourse theory as an intellectual framework. The answer, 
then, to particular ethical questions—why X or Y is bad, evil or destructive—must rather be 
seen in their entire radical contingency, as acts of genuine decisions. Such acts of decision 
have an imminently practical aspect. They will always be situated within a terrain of compet-
ing discourses, competing attempts to hegemonise the social: “if the decision is one between 
structural undecidables, taking a decision can only mean repressing possible alternatives 
that are not carried out. In other words, that the ‘objectivity’ arising from a decision is formed, 
in its most fundamental sense, as a power relationship’’ (Laclau 1990, 30).  

As Laclau maintains, the contingency of the decision should not lead to pessimism: “if so-
cial relations are contingent, it means they can be radically transformed through struggle, 
instead of that transformation being conceived as a self-transformation of an objective na-
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ture” (Laclau 1990, 35-36, see also Laclau 2001, 14). This line of argumentation sometimes 
leads to a critique of Laclau (and Mouffe) for being relativist, as the foundation for making 
truth claims is made contingent and historical rather than essential. However, as Howarth 
(2000, 123) has forcefully argued, this type of “enlightenment blackmail”, in which “unless 
one has or invokes absolute foundations to defend a political project, then one has no ground 
whatsoever”, should not be accepted. Instead, any political project will have to compete 
against other historical hegemonic projects, and it is therefore “the actual proposals they 
[Laclau and Mouffe] (and others) put forward which must be evaluated and not the conditions 
of possibility for making any judgement at all” (Howarth 2000, 123).  

 (iii) Laclau has stated that the role of the intellectual should be recast following the Gram-
scian notion of ‘’organic intellectuals’’ (Laclau 1990, 195-196; Gramsci 2005 [1971]). Thus, 
according to Laclau (1990, 196), intellectuals should contribute by inventing languages, with-
out, however, taking the role of an authoritarian elite, instead emphasising the ultimately col-
lective aspect of social change.  

These three conditions go beyond merely accepting contingency: They require a political 
practice. With these added conditions in mind, it is feasible to construct a version of dis-
course theory that goes beyond merely de-essentialising, de-neutralising and critiquing es-
sences. It is, rather, a discourse theory that does not push normativity to the side, but locates 
it as a vital part of any critical project. As Laclau (1990, 193) emphasises, the deconstruction 
of social reality “paves the way for a retrieval of the radical tradition, including Marxism” 
(1990, 193). Thus, “[o]ne also needs to know for what one is fighting, what kind of society 
one wants to establish. This requires from the Left an adequate grasp of the nature of power 
relations, and the dynamics of politics. What is at stake is the building of a new hegemony. 
So our motto is: ‘Back to the hegemonic struggle’” (Laclau and Mouffe 2014 [1985], xviii-xix).  

If we accept this imminently practical slogan—back to the hegemonic struggle—then re-
search cannot simply critique the closure of meaning. Research must, rather, engage in a 
systematic and normative critique of subordination and oppression, which explicitly and 
openly attempts to forge new political projects that revitalise the radical tradition. Back to the 
hegemonic struggle is imminently a call for political practice through research that takes 
normative questions seriously.  

5. Conclusion: The Implications of Ernest Laclau’s Approach for Critical Media 
Studies 

In this paper, I have covered considerable ground, spanning multiple questions and discus-
sions. Yet, these different intersecting readings have all been fuelled by the same underlying 
aim, namely to emphasise the fruitfulness of engaging, both affirmatively and critically, with 
Laclau’s work in the context of critical media studies. If one refers to compressed versions of 
discourse theory, limited to a few selected concepts, one risks reducing Laclau’s arguments 
by decontextualising them from their originally intended context. This paper has, in an oppo-
site way, tried to highlight how engaging with Laclau’s work can be productive. While this 
effort should certainly not be seen as exhaustive, it may provide a constructive starting point 
for further discussions. In this final section, I will briefly explicate three main implications for 
critical media studies based on the arguments presented in this paper. 

First, I showed how Marxism and the Marxist tradition play a crucial role for Laclau (sec-
tion 2). Rather than being limited to a marginal position or a purely negative point of criticism, 
it is my contention that Marxism—understood as a heterogeneous intellectual tradition privi-
leging emancipation and the systematic critique of exploitation, alienation and subordina-
tion—constitutes the primary historical backdrop to discourse theory. Critical media research 
should take this Marxist dimension into account when approaching and utilising Laclau’s 
work. This does not only entail a certain normative-critical position, but also provides an op-
portunity to think across and develop constructive dialogues with other forms of Marxist criti-
cal media studies. In this sense, discourse theory is open to engaging with and appropriating 
core concepts from other strands of research, as long as the basic ontological arguments are 
kept intact (see also Torfing 1999, 290-292).  
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Second, I argued that Laclau’s theoretical perspective on political struggle (populism) was 
bound up with a particular take on (globalised) capitalism and class relations (section 3). By 
critically discussing this relation from several perspectives, I attempted to show some of the 
problems and ambiguities contained within these notions. One potential road for future re-
search could be to begin incorporating, in a more direct manner, class analysis and political 
economy in conjunction with discourse theory. As I have discussed in this paper, the emer-
gent literature on the connection between discourse theory and political economy shows 
great promise in this area (Dahlberg 2011, 2014; Mylonas 2014). Research along these lines 
may begin to deconstruct the ways in which class relations influence the production of dis-
courses or how particular forms of labour have been justified by drawing on economic justifi-
cations and rationales.  

Finally, I discussed the question of discourse theory and ideology critique (section 4), a 
theme that has been re-actualised by a number of critical media scholars (Phelan 2016; Phe-
lan and Dahlberg 2011; Dahlberg 2011). My main argument here was that ideology critique is 
not just a critique of the essentialisation, neutralisation, and routinisation of the social, but 
that it must be conceived within the context of an emancipatory rethinking of the social. It 
seems to me that this argument pushes Laclau further than what is usually attempted within 
the context of critical media studies. What is at stake, in my view, is not just an embedded 
form of normativity within the theory itself (Critchley 2004; Marchart 2004), but an intentional 
political sensibility. According to Laclau (1990, 1996), any emancipatory project can never be 
based on an ultimate foundation or ground. Rather, it will have to remain a contingent and 
pragmatic construct perforated by a constitutive lack that should be continuously and self-
reflexively scrutinised. Yet, keeping this in mind, I still maintain that the formulation of such 
projects is an integral part of Laclau’s political and theoretical work. Pushing this point even 
further, returning in an almost cyclical manner to the first of the three arguments presented, 
this emancipatory project should be located within a socialist/Marxist trajectory, as a revitali-
sation of a historical and radical tradition. If conceived in this light, discourse theory may 
begin to come into view as a genuinely critical theory that is simultaneously explanatory, 
practical and normative. In an era dominated by capitalist media and neoliberal hegemony, 
such critical theories are urgently needed.  
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Radical democratic theory
and migration: The Refugee
Protest March as a
democratic practice
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Abstract
In dominant discourses, migrants are mostly perceived as either victims or villains but rarely as
political subjects and democratic constituents. Challenging this view, the aim of the article is to
rethink democracy with respect to migration struggles. I argue that movements of migration are
not only consistent with democracy but also provide a decisive impetus for actualizing democratic
principles in the context of debates about the crisis of representation and post-democracy.
Drawing on the work of Jacques Rancière, Étienne Balibar and Ernesto Laclau and Chantal
Mouffe, I develop a theory of radical democracy as practice, which, starting from the proposed
notion of ‘democratic difference’, goes beyond the fixation on democratic regimes and focuses on
contentious practices of enacting democratic principles. I articulate these theoretical concepts by
analysing how refugees in Germany have managed to break out of a marginalized position and have
challenged their denial of rights through a protest march.
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Introduction

In his much-quoted article, Jacques Rancière (2004) poses the question, ‘who is the

subject of the Rights of Man?’ At first glimpse, ‘the Rights of Man turned out to be the

rights of the rightless’, the rights of victims ‘who were unable to enact any rights or even

any claim in their name, so that eventually their rights had to be upheld by others’
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(p. 297). In Hannah Arendt’s reflection on the Rights of Man, these rights are either a

tautology, as when men already have rights as the citizens of a state, or they are void,

when these rights are not protected by any status as a citizen (Arendt 1973). In his article,

however, Rancière gives this assumption a crucial twist as he writes: ‘the Rights of Man

are the rights of those who have not the rights that they have and have the rights that they

have not’ (2004, 302). In this sense, the subject of the Rights of Man is not a mere victim

who is incapable of claiming these rights. This subject rather emerges through what

Rancière calls political subjectivation, which bridges the gap between written rights that

are inscribed in the existing social order and ‘the rights of those who make something of

that inscription, who decide not only to “use” their rights but also to build such and such

a case for the verification of the power of the inscription’ (p. 303). This understanding of

a politics of rights, as the ‘active capacity to claim rights in the public sphere’ (Balibar

2008, 530), leads to the core of radical democratic theories. According to these

approaches, democracy is not simply synonymous with the national institutions of rep-

resentative democracy. Democracy is understood as a never-ending and always-

contested process, and therefore democratization should be understood as an infinite

challenge.

In this article, I challenge victimization approaches to migration by taking a perspec-

tive of radical democratic theory to analyse the struggles of migration against repressive

migration regimes. How do migrants and refugees manage to organize themselves and

build political movements despite their deprivation of rights in dominant regimes, and

how can we conceptualize their protests using democratic theory? To respond to this

question, I develop a theory of radical democracy as practice, drawing on the work of

Jacques Rancière, Étienne Balibar and Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, arguing that

this enables a perspective which conceives those fighting for equality and freedom not as

simply victims and objects, but as political subjects and as a demos of democracy (see

also Schwiertz 2019).

However, from the standpoint of nation states and imagined national communities,

migration and democracy seem to be opposed to each other (Miller 2016). Migrants are

not seen as part of the democratic people: the demos as the collective subject of repre-

sentation, decision-making and rights is closely identified with the ethnos, an imagined

community of belonging and heritage (Balibar 2004, 8–9). This is not only obvious in the

recent rise of anti-migrant movements and discourses of a so-called refugee crisis or an

immigrant invasion in Europe and America. To a greater degree, migrants are principally

excluded as non-citizens and framed as a problem in the hegemonic institutionalization

of democracy. Because of this methodological nationalism, this othering of migration is

also reproduced in research and theory (Abizadeh 2008; Anderson 2019). And indeed, in

the context of established democratic regimes, migration leads to real, serious problems –

particularly and above all for migrants themselves. In the context of racist and nationalist

structures, the exercise of cross-border freedom of movement leads to a profound depri-

vation of rights. Even after years of residency, many are not approved as citizens. These

forms of ‘differential inclusion’ (Mezzadra and Neilson 2013, 159–66) in the nation state

are not only a problem for migrants but also contradict democratic principles of equality

and freedom. But how can we think of a democracy that is compatible with migration

movements?
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In the following, I argue that movements of migration are not only consistent with

democracy but also provide a decisive impetus for actualizing democratic principles, if

we rethink democracy beyond a fixation on national democratic regimes. To this end, I

develop a theoretical approach that views democracy primarily as conflictual practice of

enacting democratic principles. I argue that the reflection of the political, as radical

contingency and contestability, is one building block in the foundation of radical dem-

ocratic thought, but also that this reflection is not sufficient to conceptualize its specif-

ically democratic aspect (Tambakaki 2019). Building on the concept of ‘political

difference’ – which distinguishes this very contingency and contestability of the political

from ordinary politics (Marchart 2007) – I propose the concept of ‘democratic differ-

ence’. With the concept of democratic difference, I distinguish established regimes of

democracy from a fundamental principle of the democratical of equality and freedom for

all, which can be repeatedly enacted in opposition to established regimes as well as

hierarchies and domination in diverse social fields. Democratic practices are therefore

central to my approach because they bring this principle of the democratical into play by

articulating rights, creating publics and producing the subjectivities of a demos.

I therefore contribute to debates on variants of radical democracy (Tønder and

Thomassen 2005), by proposing my approach of a theory of radical democracy as

practice as an alternative to the often-criticized concepts of radical democracy as a

strategy of hegemony in the sense of Laclau (Kioupkiolis 2011) or a political regime

of agonism as proposed by Mouffe (Matijasevich 2019). However, I still build my

approach within a framework of antagonistic social theory, developed in particular by

Laclau and Mouffe (2001). In this vein, radical democracy aims at repeatedly demon-

strating the contingency and contestability of any social order in concrete disputes. Yet,

in my view, it can neither be reduced to an institutional order that is as open as possible,

nor to a practice of questioning existing orders. Rather, democratic practices demonstrate

the contingency of existing orders and challenge them by describing hierarchies and

relations of oppression as such and delegitimizing them by referring to democratic

principles in diverse ways. While the protesting refugees do not explicitly describe their

movement as democratic, their reference to humanity and rights articulates democratic

principles and can therefore be understood as an actualization of democracy.

By combining this reflection of contemporary political theories of democracy with an

analysis of refugee protests, I bridge the bodies of literature on radical democratic theory

(Celikates 2019; Chambers 2004, 2013; Kioupkiolis and Katsambekis 2014; Schwiertz

2019; Schaap 2021; Tambakaki 2019; Tønder and Thomassen 2005; Trend 1996; Volk

2018) and migration movements (Ataç et al. 2015; Marciniak and Tyler 2014; Schwiertz

2019, Forthcoming; Steinhilper 2018; Stierl 2018; Swerts 2017). In doing so, I focus on

refugee protest in Germany (Odugbesan and Schwiertz 2018) and in particular on the

political manifestation of the Refugee Protest March from Bavaria to Berlin in 2012,

which is insightful for the scope of this article for three reasons. First, the protest march

can be seen as a paradigmatic case for highlighting key aspects of the theory of radical

democracy as practice. It reveals that the democratical can be enacted despite the mar-

ginalizing mechanisms of hegemonic border and democratic regimes, and indeed chal-

lenging them. In this vein, the refugee protest demonstrates how existing laws and

regimes are challenged in the name of (human) rights, how borders and boundaries are
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crossed, how new public spaces and stages of dispute are created and how new sub-

jectivities emerge that we could designate as a radical democratic demos. Second, this

case is insightful because it reflects categories of democratic theory as well as the nexus

between migration and democracy; refugees point out how we can rethink and practice

democracy beyond national communities and states. Third, it gives an important com-

peting view to current discourses on migration, which frame refugees as a threat or a

burden, but above all else as anonymous masses and objects of control.1 In this vein, the

Refugee Protest March was a crucial event that has been insightful for the political

subjectivity of migration struggles and that can be seen as a key moment for the emer-

gence of a new wave of refugee protest in Germany and other European countries since

2012–2013 (Ataç et al. 2015). This political movement had great public visibility at the

time, but since then has been disregarded in the context of the discourse on the ‘refugee

crisis’ from 2015 onwards.2 When the protests of migrants and refugees are addressed,

they are often described as a fight for their rights, as a particular struggle for migrant

rights. However, if we include a more comprehensive political context, this perspective

can be broadened. In this vein, the Refugee Protest March demonstrates how refugees

and migrants not only stand up for their rights but also for a general principle of universal

rights – how they combine specific demands with more radical claims that contest

existing democratic regimes by rearticulating principles of the democratical from the

bottom up.

The aim of this article is to rethink democracy with respect to migration struggles. To

this end, in the first section, I develop a theory of radical democracy as practice, which

focuses on contentious practices of actualizing democratic principles in specific con-

flicts. In the second section, I outline the political context of established democratic

regimes and migration regimes that assign migrants and refugees a subordinate and

relatively excluded position. In the third section, I analyse how refugees manage to

break out of this marginalized position by articulating insights from the Refugee Protest

March using the aforementioned approach of radical democratic theory, thereby elabor-

ating on some of its key concepts. The protesting refugees in Germany are deprived of

their rights, but – in Rancière’s words – at the same time, they are acting as if they

already have the rights they are fighting for.

The democratic difference and the theory of radical democracy as practice

To open up an alternative perspective of democracy, I use this section to develop a theory

of radical democracy as practice based on the idea of ‘democratic difference’. To build

this approach of radical democratic theory, I combine key concepts from Laclau and

Mouffe, Rancière and Balibar. All three works contribute crucial insights that can also

help to compensate for some of the shortcomings of the other approaches. First, I discuss

the work of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, since they have significantly shaped the

approach of radical democracy and have shown how an imaginary of equality con-

structed during democratic revolutions can remain effective in contemporary society.

Laclau and Mouffe’s theoretical approach, however, focuses primarily on those political

contexts and collectivities that are hegemonic or want to become hegemonic, so that

there is less room for subaltern subjectivities that cannot be assigned to a hegemony
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project. Second, I therefore refer to Jacques Rancière (1999, 2006), whose concept of

democracy also refers to a principle of equality, but who has developed not so much a

comprehensive social theory as a focused description of subjectivation in democratic

practices. This focus makes Rancière’s theory particularly suitable for an analysis of

migrant struggles and, in general, the enactment of political subjectivities from below.

However, his approach equates ‘politics’ with ‘democracy’ and focuses especially on

political moments, while I argue that it is important to analytically and normatively

distinguish between politics and democracy and also to consider longer term processes.

Third, I draw on concepts of Étienne Balibar (2004, 2014), whose work is useful when

examining to what extent democratic interventions enact citizenship and how they can be

inscribed in institutions. While Balibar therefore offers important additional insights

regarding the power relations in which democratic practices operate, his works cannot

replace the systematic social–theoretical analysis by Laclau and Mouffe or the nuanced

notion of political subjectivation in Rancière’s work.

That said, the next step is to introduce these concepts and then, building upon them,

present my approach of radical democracy as practice, which I develop based on what I

propose calling the ‘democratic difference’. However, I do not want to compile the

different and in part contradictory concepts of these authors in an eclectic fashion.

Following the methodological approach of articulation, further elaborated by Jason

Glynos and David Howarth (2007), I rather combine these concepts by rendering them

compatible based on a set of shared premises – namely the radical contingency and

contestability of the political – and then reinsert them into my theoretical framework,

which I outline in the second part of this section.3

Hegemony & Socialist Strategy, published in 1985 by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal

Mouffe, is probably the most important book concerning radical democratic approaches.

By deconstructing different kinds of Marxism, Laclau and Mouffe develop their theory

of discourse and hegemony, which stresses the plurality of social conflicts beyond mere

class antagonism. Constitutive for this theory is their consideration of the ‘openness of

the social’ (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, 95). Identities and orders are not constituted

positively, but negatively by the demarcation from an outside: by a fundamental antag-

onism. No society has a lasting foundation; every form of socialization is contingent and

contestable. This assumption of contingency and contestability is fundamental for the

post-foundational political thought of radical democratic approaches (Kioupkiolis 2011;

Marchart 2007). There could always be an alternative to the established political order,

although these alternatives are excluded or cannot even be comprehended in the domi-

nant discourse.

Laclau and Mouffe describe the ‘democratic revolution’ as the most considerable

struggle against dominant political orders (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, 152). Through the

democratic discourse and its ‘egalitarian imaginary’, previously accepted relations of

subordination could be rejected as relations of oppression and domination. This is

obvious in feminist and civil rights movements, for example. These movements con-

tested the subordination of women and people of colour – perceived as ‘natural’ and self-

evident in dominant discourses – by rejecting these subordinations as relations of oppres-

sion. This practice of radical democracy is still effective in contemporary society, and we

can extend this emancipatory and abolitionist perspective to current migration struggles
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(Mezzadra 2020). By appealing to the imaginary of equality, de facto inequalities can

become visible and contested (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, 160).

Jacques Rancière’s conception of democracy also refers to this principle of equality.

But contrary to Laclau and Mouffe, Rancière does not develop such a complex theory of

the social. He focuses more on events and ruptures, on particular moments of democratic

practice, for whose analysis his approach is particularly revealing. For Rancière’s con-

ception of democracy, it is important to understand his distinction between politics and

the police. By referring to Foucault, Rancière defines ‘the police’ as the hierarchical

order of society that puts everybody in a specific place: ‘[It] is an order of the visible and

the sayable that sees that a particular activity is visible and another is not, that this speech

is understood as discourse and another as noise’ (Rancière 1999, 29). Hence, the purpose

of ‘politics’ is to question this police order, by constructing a political stage on which a

prior unseen wrong becomes visible. This political practice is what Rancière calls

democracy. In addition to Laclau and Mouffe, his approach is particularly insightful for

describing how democratic collectives emerge. They do not rely on essentialist identity

politics, like the imaginary of a pre-existing national people, but on the transformation of

established identities in the democratic process. In this vein, the demos of democracy is a

non-essentialist subjectivity that is constituted only in a political antagonism.4

Key in this respect is Rancière’s concept of ‘political subjectification’ (Rancière

1992, 1999, 35–36), as an act through which ‘those who have no part’ (Rancière

1999, 30) emerge as political subjects and demonstrate that they must be counted as a

part of society despite their differential exclusion. It turns hierarchized identities – for

example, as workers, women or migrants – into political subjects that challenge the

hierarchy. In this sense, Rancière stresses the point that any political subjectivation is

a ‘disidentification’ because it challenges the socially established distribution of roles

and associated ascriptions (p. 36).5 For Rancière, however, this political subjectivation is

not only a negative process that depicts the contingency and contestability of the societal

order (which is referred to as ‘the political’ in post-foundational thought) (Marchart

2007). Political subjectivation is actually an emancipatory practice closely linked to his

concept of democracy: a political act that creates the active ‘democratic subjectivity’

(Chambers 2013, 35). Therefore, the core of Rancière’s approach to radical democracy

consists of political struggle of ‘the part of those who have no part’ (Rancière 1999, 30) –

this makes it particularly appropriate for analysing the democratic struggles of migra-

tion. Although his very specific conceptualization of politics is insightful, I do not follow

Rancière (1999, 101) in equating politics and democracy, so that the latter remains a

distinctive term with a particular normative content.

Finally, I want to broaden the radical democratic perspective using the concepts

defined by Étienne Balibar. For his approach to democracy, Balibar often refers to

Rancière (Balibar 2004, 2008). However, he criticizes Rancière on three points and at

the same time delineates three aspects of his theory, which I have also adopted for my

approach to radical democracy: First, Balibar takes issue with the fact that Rancière

overestimates the principle of equality over that of liberty. Balibar, in turn, emphasizes

the interrelation of equality and freedom, which he summarizes with his notion of

‘equaliberty’ (2014). Second, Balibar stresses the point that Rancière overlooks the

institutional dimension of democracy (Balibar 2008, 526). Going beyond Rancière, with
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Balibar, we can analyse how radical democratic interventions could be written into

democratic institutions. Since political institutions, as a solidified practice, are also a

product of democratic struggles, there is a continuous need for democratization. In this

sense, radical democracy aims at the infinite democratization of democracy – or rather,

the combinations of institutions that call themselves democracies but tend to become

oligarchies (Balibar 2008, 528). This also helps us to resist the temptation of concep-

tualizing a pure politics that is supposedly uncontaminated by the police order, as

Samuel Chambers (Chambers 2013, 75) critically comments on some interpretations

of Rancière’s work. Third and closely related to the previous point, Balibar criticizes

the fact that Rancière omits the relevance of citizenship.

For Balibar, migrant struggles play a crucial role in transforming citizenship: they can

expand and at the same time reconstitute citizenship (Balibar 2004, 31–32; Isin 2008).

On the one hand, migration is important for searching new forms of citizenship beyond

the national state because the latter legitimizes itself, among other things, through

institutionalized racism. The relative disenfranchisement of the other, non-citizens and

migrants, shows national citizens ex negativo the importance of their rights: ‘national

citizens can be persuaded that their rights do in fact exist if they see that the rights of

foreigners are inferior, precarious, or conditioned on repeated manifestations of alle-

giance’ (Balibar 2004, 37). On the other hand, it is precisely migration as a social

movement in the broader sense that challenges the forms of nationalized demoi and

citizenships that are at the core of established democratic regimes. For Balibar, the

struggles of the Sans Papiers in France demonstrated that citizenship is not simply

granted ‘top-down’, but rather that citizenship arises from a struggle; that citizenship

is constituted ‘bottom-up’ (pp. 49–50).

Drawing on, I propose integrating the concepts by Laclau and Mouffe, Rancière and

Balibar described above into a theory of radical democracy as practice, which is built

upon their shared post-foundational assumptions. Key to this socio-theoretical perspec-

tive is the ‘political difference’: the difference between the established order and insti-

tutions of ‘politics’ on an ontic level and the radical contingency and contestability of

‘the political’ on an ontological level (Marchart 2007; Mouffe 2005). Based on this

concept of political difference between established forms of ‘politics’ and ‘the political’,

I propose the concept of ‘democratic difference’, arguing that radical democracy is not

limited to revealing ‘the political’ and to demonstrating that everything could be differ-

ent, but beyond that articulates democratic principles of equality and freedom in practice.

The concept of ‘democratic difference’ shows how traditional ideas of democracy are

split. Distinguishing between established regimes of ‘democracy’, on the one hand, and

the principle of the ‘democratical’, on the other, allows us to rethink democracy as a

contentious practice of actualizing equality and freedom. On the one side of this dem-

ocratic difference, I define democratic regimes as the real-existing democracies estab-

lished by state constitutions. They are highly ambiguous entities that institutionalize

rights and modes of participation and thus preserve them beyond certain political con-

testations. However, they also limit and exclude the democratical, in a political order that

Rancière (1999, 2006) describes as ‘post-democracy’. The democratical, on the other

side, refers to a more general democratic principle of equality and freedom for all, which

Balibar (2014) names ‘equaliberty’. In contrast to the political, however, the
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democratical cannot be located on an ontological level. Rather, it is based on normative

principles that are themselves contingent and the result of social conflicts and a history of

democratic revolutions from Paris to Haiti and back. These democratic revolutions, as

described above, established an imaginary with the principles of equality, freedom and

solidarity, which still serve as a reference point for struggles today (Laclau and Mouffe

2001). ‘Democratic difference’ thus describes the tension between particular democratic

regimes, on the one hand, and the polemic universalism of the democratical, on the other

hand: Potentially emancipatory movements arise out of this gap between real-existing

institutions that call themselves democracies, and an idea of democracy that is never

fully realized, but can be aspired to everywhere and at any time.6

However, I do not necessarily suggest a political strategy of hegemony based on the

democratic difference, which implies a quest for an alternative hegemonic project that

would constitutes a new sovereign entity (Kioupkiolis 2011). Nor do I seek to propose an

alternative model of democracy, as for example, Mouffe’s (2000, 2005) concept of

‘agonism’, which would offer an approach to radical democracy that is very close to

liberal regimes of democracy and that has been criticized for limiting democratic prac-

tices (Matijasevich 2019; Singh 2019). My approach rather focuses on radical democ-

racy as practice.7 I argue in favour of going beyond a concept of democracy understood

merely as a political practice that demonstrates the openness of the social or as a socio-

political order that is as open as possible. In my view, democracy is more than a regime

in which contingency and contestability is relatively little suppressed and is kept visible,

so that diverse political projects can struggle to articulate the democratical. Instead, I

understand radical democracy as a particular political practice, namely as a contentious

practice that strives to enact the democratical of equality and freedom for all in diverse

political spaces.

Democratic practices can actualize the democratical in conflict with democratic

regimes and, in addition, can initiate democratization in potentially all fields of society.

However, the democratical can never be institutionalized perfectly. Real existing democ-

racies never fully meet principles of the democratical; they are always ‘democracies to

come’ (Derrida 2005). For this reason, the actualization and institutionalization of the

democratical is always potentially contested in democracies. Radical democracy aims to

reignite this contestation again and again to regenerate the democratical in democracies

anew. ‘In a crucial sense, democracy is never something that you have, that you can

claim to possess [ . . . ]; it is only something that you collectively create or recreate’

(Balibar 2008, 526). Radical democracy should be seen as a specific political practice, as

a struggle for the regeneration of the democratical principle in diverse political spaces. In

democratic practices, this ‘anarchic principle’ (Rancière 2006, 76) of equality and free-

dom is enacted by traversing the boundaries of private and public spheres, producing a

public stage to depict a certain wrong. In this process, political subjects emerge as a

demos that is not limited to any pre-established, ethnic form of a people as a nation.

This theoretical perspective of radical democracy as practice leads to a point of

view that conceives those fighting for equality and freedom as political subjects regard-

less of their citizenship status. In doing so, the perspectives, demands and desires

expressed in migration struggles prove to be decisive for the actualization of democracy.
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Before I analyse these struggles in more detail, I briefly outline the migration regimes

(i.e. the police order) against which the democratic practices of refugee protest evolve.

Migration regimes and refugee protest in Germany

‘Struggles of Migration’ (Ataç et al. 2015) are in an antagonistic position vis-à-vis

migration regimes in the Global North and repeatedly provoke change in these regimes.

In Europe, there has been a tendency to shift towards a neoliberal policy of ‘migration

management’, which has emphasized the usefulness of specifically qualified migration

and accordingly provides for selective immigration opportunities and limited residency

rights (Geiger and Pécoud 2010). Since the turn of the 21th century, and with great delay

in view of the country’s migration history, Germany has officially described itself as an

immigration country. However, the precarization of residency status and illegalization

remains as the most far-reaching technologies of governing migration denying migrants

their rights. Through ‘differential inclusion’ in host societies, migrants are not com-

pletely excluded but are relegated to a subordinate position and made into disenfran-

chised subjects (Mezzadra and Neilson 2013). Even when opportunity structures and

footholds exist for (pro-)migrant movements in Germany, the society in the country is

deeply marked by an anti-migrant hegemony (Kasparek et al. 2017): depriving non-

citizens of their rights and deporting them is largely common sense among civil society

and the state, even if rights are granted gradually. Thus, figures of ‘good’ or ‘useful’

migration appear as exceptions that prove the rule of migration as a ‘problem’. Closely

linked to this are various forms of racism that permeate the entire society, which are

concentrated in state institutions and are promoted by them. Migrants and refugees thus

find themselves in a situation in which host societies are structurally hostile to them.

The German migration regime encompasses a broad range of laws that result in the

legal denial of rights. Those who are undergoing asylum proceedings or have the status

of ‘toleration’ (Duldung), which is only a temporary suspension of deportation according

to the German Residence Act, must live under unbearable conditions in collective

accommodation centres. They are also forbidden from leaving their assigned county

or state on the basis of a residential obligation called the Residenzpflicht, which was

introduced in 1982 to preserve state authorities’ access to migrants and deter their

movement. The German migration regime forces asylum seekers into compulsory col-

lective accommodation centres, prohibits them from working (which makes them depen-

dent on food packages and vouchers), excludes them from educational opportunities and

threatens them with deportations. It creates a system of isolation and hardship that

encourages ‘voluntary return’, that is, the ‘self-deportation’ of refugees (Ulu 2013). The

mode of the deprivation of rights and illegalization, with the ever-present threat of state

sanctions, is a key governmental technology of European migration policy. In this

context, migrants are perceived as victims and villains – but not as political subjects

(Bojadžijev and Karakayalı 2010). However, movements of migration demonstrate the

opposite.

We can see this in the refugee protest movement that emerged in Germany and other

European states in 2012, with protests also taking place in France, the Netherlands,

Sweden, Hungary and Austria (Ataç et al. 2015; Odugbesan and Schwiertz 2018).
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Starting from a hunger strike by Iranian asylum seekers in the Bavarian town of

Würzburg, various local struggles joined forces to form a broad and self-organized

movement that aimed to break refugees’ isolation and stop the deprivation of rights.

After weeks and months of permanent demonstrations in various German cities, refugees

and their supporters organized a protest march from Würzburg to the German capital city

Berlin, across the Federal Republic, to stop deportations, end the compulsory collective

accommodation in camps and abolish the Residenzpflicht (Ulu 2013). In the following

section, I analyse public statements and actions by the Refugee Protest March; therefore,

the focus is on the visible politics of migration, which I describe as democratic practice.8

The democratic practices of the Refugee Protest March

From the beginning on, activists explicitly positioned themselves antagonistically to the

dominant democratic and migration regime in Germany. In their call for the Refugee

Protest March, the initiators stated that they ‘will NOT respect the laws that do not

respect us as human beings’.9 In this vein, the refugees aimed to fight against the law

in the name of fundamental rights they claimed as human beings. After a few days of

marching, they reinforced this declaration by stating:

With our presence we are proving how many failures are embodied in the laws. Laws, which

once drove us to escape from another geographical place and which are slowly destroying

us, by neglecting our humanity. On this part of earth, where human rights are proclaimed,

we by our protests are proof of the farce of this democratic system.10

By insisting on their human rights, the protesting refugees stated that their subjectiv-

ity showed a tension between inhumane laws and their humanity. On the one hand, they

therefore questioned the existing democratic regime of the Federal Republic of Germany

because of its institutionalized discrimination and exclusion. On the other hand, the

conflict required for their humanity and equal rights can be associated with a different

vision of democratic practice. With the protest march, bus tours, the squatting in public

places, demonstrations and hunger strikes, the refugee protest created a different political

subjectivity, as well as a stage on which they enacted a different version of democracy.

Therefore, their struggles are insightful for reflecting on democracy and democratic

theory. For this reason, I have analysed them from a perspective of democracy in this

section, describing the formation and the course of the protest march until its arrival in

Berlin.

The protest movement started with the suicide of Mohammad Rahsepar, an Ira-

nian refugee who killed himself in his room in a refugee camp in the Bavarian town

of Würzburg on 29 January 2012. For his fellow residents, it was obvious that the

deplorable living conditions in the isolated camp had driven him to suicide. When

they marched into the centre of Würzburg to start a permanent demonstration, it was

the beginning of the longest and most radical self-organized refugee protest in

Germany ever (Jakob 2016). From day one on, the refugees went on a hunger strike

to demonstrate the injustice of German migration policy. In light of the forced

residence in camps and the suicide of Mohammad Rahsepar, they wrote, ‘If the
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German state perhaps approves of such inhumane living conditions, we will from

now on prefer going to our deaths in public’.11 This drastic statement shows the

resoluteness of the refugees and their struggle for self-determination and autonomy

in the face of heteronomy, which is a key element of many migrant self-

organizations. Because most of the demands had not been heard after 80 days of

political struggle, two of the protesting refugees intensified the hunger strike by

sewing their lips shut. Their demands were proclaimed many times, but they were

not perceived in the police order of ‘the visible and the sayable’ (Rancière 1999,

29). As the protesting refugees stated, ‘We are the voice of all asylum-seekers that

demand their rights. We have shouted loudly, but nobody has heard us. Now we

have sewn our lips shut, because everything has been said’.12 With Rancière (1999),

we can understand this situation as a form of ‘disagreement’ (la mésentente), in

which the shouts of the refugees had probably been heard as sounds, but not under-

stood as a message in the dominant discourse. They were ‘constrained to speak from

within the discourse of immigration’ (Chambers 2013, 119), and therefore political

decision makers did not perceive them as political interlocutors. However, instead of

accepting this position and passively enduring their oppression by the everyday

disciplinary mechanisms of the migration regime, they actively exposed themselves

to the threat of repression on their own terms. Through corporeal protests of hunger

strikes and lip sewing, they turned their vulnerability into a political intervention, a

strategy that Butler has designates a ‘deliberate exposure to power’ (Butler 2016, 12;

Rajan 2019). As Banu Bargu (2017, 128) puts it, such acts of corporeal protest are

juxtaposed against the fundamental norm of self-preservation in modern subjectivity,

creating a ‘counter-subjectivity’ by prioritizing the struggle for a just life over

simply survival according to the status quo.

Inspired by the radical protests in Würzburg, refugees in other German cities started

similar permanent demonstrations. In the following months, they joined forces and

called for a protest march to Berlin. As the refugees hit the trail in Würzburg on 8

September 2012, they declared:

We are starting this journey to prove it to ourselves, to the rest of the asylum seekers, to the

civilians and to the government itself that our oppressed bodies next to each other have the

power of leading us to our rights.

By placing our each step on the ground, we will not only show our disrespect for a piece

of paper that restricts the borders we can enter, but also by ignoring that we will remind

everyone that everything that is written and passed as a law is not necessarily a good thing.

These acts of unauthorized movement can be seen as elements of democratic practice

that challenge the laws of dominant democratic and migration regimes in the name of

rights and principles of the democratical. With the protest march, they broke their

isolation and upended the unrecognized and marginalized position of refugees by

attempting to create a political stage. On this stage, they acted out the deprivation of

rights they experienced and, at the same time, they constituted themselves as political

subjects with rights:
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It is no more possible that through isolating the asylum seekers, the crimes of the racial

Apartheid system are covered up, since we have crossed the walls of the asylum seekers’

camps and we are actively taking part in the public arena and this is where the subjects, the

asylum seekers, regain their subjectivity.

Through rejecting the isolated, silenced and invisiblized position of refugees forced to

live in camps and by literally occupying public space, the protesting refugees ‘regain

their subjectivity’. The protest march thereby induced a ‘political subjectivation’, in

which a new collective subjectivity emerged out of a process of dis-identification, of

escaping the marginalized social position assigned to them. This political subjectivation

should be understood as a practice of radical democracy; it challenges the dominant

police order that assigns the refugees to a subordinate position by collectively breaking

out of this very order to some extent. Their struggle and their reminder that not every law

is ‘necessarily a good thing’ can be interpreted as a reference to the radical contingency

of the given social relations – that everything could be different. It could also serve as a

critique of the dominant democratic and migration regimes, against which they fight for

their public visibility, political subjectivity and rights and thus enacting the democratical

of ‘equaliberty’ (Balibar 2014). By stressing their humanity and rights, by articulating

this ‘egalitarian imaginary’, they reject their subordination as an illegitimate form of

oppression (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, 152).

After 5 days of walking, the refugees crossed the internal German border from

the state of Bavaria, where they had been forced to stay due to the Residenzpflicht,

to the state of Thuringia. All of them conscientiously broke the Residenzpflicht law

at this moment. Some of the refugees even went a step further by publicly tearing up

the residence documents that contained the discriminatory rules. Then, they sent

these torn documents to the Federal Office of Migration and Refugees to ‘let them

correct the failures’ and give them new documents, which would not contain any

deprivation of rights including residency or camp obligations, as well as prohibitions

on working and reliance on food packages and vouchers. The subordinate position

given by the police order of the migration regime was symbolically torn and

rejected; the geographically limited space of the residency obligation was overcome.

Drawing on Balibar’s work (2004), it could also be pointed out that they enact

themselves as insurgent citizens despite their lack of status and, furthermore, as

democratic constituents that question the detached sovereignty of the administrative

state.

Five days after this political act of border crossing, the self-declared ‘coordinating

committee of the striking and protesting asylum seekers in Germany’ published a state-

ment that on the one hand expressed their concrete demands and on the other hand

articulated a positioning of radical democracy:

We, the striking and protesting asylum seekers in Germany, that have been protesting for six

months and are now marching for hundreds of Kilometers in order to achieve our legitimate

demands announce that:
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1. We will abolish the deportation law, since we believe that the location of

residence of every human being is solely determined by his or her own deci-

sion and not by the political and economic relationships of powers that show-

case freedom and equality in their international display windows.

2. We have broken the limited traveling range (Residenzpflicht) law and we will

take any necessary step to abolish it altogether, since we believe that the

freedom of movement and travel is one of the most basic rights of every human

being.

3. We will abolish the obligatory lodging of the refugees in camps (Lagerpflicht)

and we will completely remove the very philosophy that endorses such a

horrible invention because obligation of living in camps is a clear instance

of torturing and we can no longer tolerate the catastrophic consequences that

ensue from such a life.

With this statement, the striking refugees rendered the wrong of migration policies

visible that affected them every day, and they claimed and constituted a ‘part of those

who have no part’. They demonstrated that, as a discriminated group of refugees, they

were part of a de facto ‘people of inequality’ and at the same time, as human beings,

part of an ideal ‘people of equality’, and out of the gap between these two peoples,

they subjectified themselves as a ‘political people’, as a demos of radical democracy

(Rancière 1992).

Aware of the fundamental disagreement between their claims and the dominant police

order, they did not participate in the institutional processes of the established democratic

regime. This was in part because of their non-citizenship status but also because of their

political positionality that questions the legitimacy of these institutions. Based on their

experience of disenfranchisement and of political struggles, they expected almost noth-

ing from the government, seeking instead to find their rights on their own: ‘No this is not

a request, since we are not hoping to be seen and heard by the closed eyes and ears of you

politicians. These lines are instead an announcement of the strong determination of the

asylum seekers who do not want to be crushed by the inhumane laws anymore’. With

their declaration, the striking refugees went beyond simply addressing demands to the

state. In the limited space of constitutional power of the German state, they emerged as a

‘constituent power or counterpower’ (Balibar 2014, 117; Celikates 2019). It is not only

about changing the established refugee law but about establishing the rights of refugees

and all migration subjects: ‘At least stay here so we can create our right, not change the

right’ – one of the refugee activists shouted to his comrades upon the arrival of the

protest march in Berlin. They emerged as a supplementary political subject that could not

be reduced either to a marginalized identity of refugees or to an idealized subject of civil

and human rights. In the words of Rancière, they therefore appeared as ‘in-between’

subjects: ‘between several names, statuses, and identities; between humanity and

inhumanity, citizenship and its denial’ (Rancière 1992, 61).

After the arrival of the Refugee Protest March in Berlin, the striking refugees were

still facing a long and intensive struggle in the streets and in public places. A struggle

that had been both physically and mentally demanding and that had resulted in deporta-

tion for some refugees. But it had also been a struggle that empowered numerous
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refugees and that made visible their subordinate position as well as their forceful

demands (From the Struggles Collective 2015). Even though the protests were met with

massive repression and only a small number of their goals could be achieved, a heigh-

tened awareness of the possibilities of political subjectivity and democratic practices of

refugees has remained. Moreover, the refugee protest not only initiated a fight for

migrant rights but also the re-enactment of democracy and citizenship from below.

According to Balibar, we can learn from these struggles that ‘reactivate the idea of civil

disobedience, recalling to us that, with all the risks it carries, it forms an essential

component of citizenship and contributes to its refoundation in moments of crisis, when

its principles have been put into question’ (2014, 49).

All in all, the Refugee Protest March can be described as a radical democratic

practice, in particular with regard to three aspects: as an actualization of the democra-

tical, as an appropriation and expansion of the public sphere and as a reclaiming and

enactment of rights that consequently initiates political subjectivation. First, the refugees

expressed a fundamental critique of the democratic regime and laws in Germany, while

at the same time invoking principles of equality, and thus actualizing the democratical.

Most explicitly, they refer to the concept of the humane, which is not a symbol for ‘bare

life’ (Agamben) or an object of humanitarian aid. Instead, it is a radical democratic

concept to challenge the inhumane laws and orders that could be related to the long

history of abolitionist vistas of the human (Mezzadra 2020). With Balibar, we can stress

the point that equaliberty means that human beings ‘emancipate themselves, that no one

can be liberated by another, that the right to politics is unlimited and is exercised every-

where there is submission to an authority that claims to treat individuals or collectivities

as minors’ (2014, 308). Second, the refugees moved away from the segregated space of

camps and the position of invisibility assigned to them into the public sphere of cities’

centres, and finally, at the end of the march, into the public sphere of the political centre

of the Federal Republic of Germany – the capital, Berlin. In this way, they transgressed

the mostly invisible borders and boundaries of the migration regime in Germany in a

process of enlarging the public sphere (Rancière 2006, 55), demonstrating that the reality

they live is not just their own personal problem, but a political one. At the same time,

their reference to city centres and the capital demonstrates that democratic practices are

not developed in a vacuum, but to a certain extent relate to existing democratic regimes

and their institutions. Third, the Refugee Protest March revealed democratic practice

insofar as it is accompanied by political subjectivation through which a ‘radical demo-

cratic subject’ (Chambers 2013, 9) is created. The refugees dis-identify themselves from

a marginalized position as recipients of aid and as followers of orders, a discriminated

identity as refugees. Instead, they constitute a political subjectivity, that of protesting

refugees who seek to claim a legitimate position.

Finally, I would like to point out two aspects that made the interventions of the

Refugee Protest March – and especially the subsequent developments – appear in a

broader social context, and which at the same time suggested a revision of theoretical

approaches to radical democracy: specifically, the importance of relatively invisible

politics and the relations of solidarity. First, analyses of radical democratic theory often

focus on publicly visible interventions and rights-claiming, and in so doing tune out the

less visible aspects. Elsewhere, I have therefore analysed case studies of long-standing

14 Philosophy and Social Criticism XX(X)



migrant self-organizations to show that visible politics of representation and rights are

inextricably linked to relatively invisible policies of sociabilities and empowerment,

which is why the latter must be increasingly included in theories of radical democracy

(Schwiertz Forthcoming). In this article, I have likewise focused on relatively visible

politics. However, even in the rather short-term Refugee Protest March, personal rela-

tionships among activists, processes of mutual learning and empowerment and the

relationships between non-citizens and supporters played a major role, as the protest

camp set up after the arrival in Berlin vividly showed (Ünsal 2015).

Second, the radical democratic theories’ focus on public interventions may entail that

relations of solidarity, both within and beyond groups, are not sufficiently taken into

account (Karaliotas and Kapsali 2020). This aspect also reveals crucial challenges of the

refugee protest. On the one hand, the protest did not succeed in establishing durable

cohesion as a protesting group. During the protest march, the decisive actors were able to

establish strong group cohesion, starting from the common background of ongoing

asylum procedures in Germany and their origins, mostly in Iran, and especially from

contexts of the democratically oriented movements there. In the context of the protest

camp in Berlin, however, the composition of the protest group became more heteroge-

neous. The resulting differences, especially with regard to residence status and gender

(Langa 2015; Ünsal 2015), could not be sufficiently bridged – partly in connection with

the divisive effect of dominant power structures – such that despite repeated efforts, it

was impossible to create an encompassing ‘chain of equivalence’ (Laclau and Mouffe

2001) between different positions and thus establish relationships of solidarity among

the refugees. On the other hand, solidarity beyond the group of refugees is also crucial

for understanding what democratic practices can achieve. The refugee protest was thus

not only able to work with a closer group of supporters without any history of forced

migration. The solidarity of large segment of the population during the peak phase of the

protest in 2012–2013 was also decisive in the protest’s impact. At the same time, this

dimension of broader societal solidarity also explains the limits to the effectiveness of

refugee protests. Hence, an even broader and more stable support among the population

seems to be crucial to push through the fundamental demands for a stop to deportations,

an end to housing in camps and the abolition of the Residenzpflicht.

Conclusion

The main concern of my article has been to relate migration and democracy in a different

way, rather than as simply opposites. At first sight, however, the political practice of the

Refugee Protest March did seem to oppose democracy, particularly in two ways: On the

one hand, refugees as non-citizens are not counted as part of the democratic people of the

Federal Republic of Germany but are relegated to an outsider position as foreigners; on

the other hand, they positioned themselves in opposition to the established democratic

institutions by fundamentally questioning their legitimacy. In this context, radical dem-

ocratic theory and my proposed notion of ‘democratic difference’ open up a more

complex perspective: Although the refugees opposed the democratic regime of the

Federal Republic, at the same time, they actualized the democratical of equality and

freedom in their struggle for rights, and thus relate themselves to democracy. In this vein,
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I have intended to point out that it is important to understand migrant struggles as part of

democracy and that much can be learned from them about how democracy can be

renewed in the post-democratic age. In this sense, I conceptualize the Refugee Protest

March not only as a protest event but also as a negotiation of democracy that is signif-

icant for the entire society.

However, in dominant discourses, the voices of migrants, the voices of the refugees in

camps, have rarely been heard until now. No position for speech or self-determination

has been designated for them in the democratic regime of the Federal Republic of

Germany. This is true in both the formal sense, since they have no voting rights, and

informally, since their demands are ‘not heard’ in the sense of Rancière’s concept of

disagreement. This deprivation of rights creates a barrier to the struggles of refugees, and

at the same time they have to break the law to claim their rights. The room for manoeuvre

for migration movements is thereby not determined by the movement itself, but is shaped

by the established democratic regimes. The protesting refugees are relatively dependent

on certain liberties, which are de facto granted by democratic regimes. Furthermore, they

depend on being able to articulate their claims in an already established democratic

discourse to a certain extent. However, as refugees are not counted as a part of the demos

in the dominant democratic regime, their struggles disrupt this counting of the police

order. Through actions such as the permanent demonstrations in German downtown

areas and the Refugee Protest March described in this article, refugees break out of their

isolation and their ‘invisibility’ in the camps, appear in public, claim their rights vis-à-vis

existing laws and generate a form of political subjectivity indicative of radical democ-

racy. In this context, the contribution of radical democratic theory is to see migration not

as a problem for democracy but to problematize and rethink the established institutions

and theories of democracy based on democratic practices – in this case, those of migrant

struggles. Furthermore, these struggles politicize human and civil rights. They emerge

out of a specific situation, and they therefore develop particular rights claims. At the

same time, migrant struggles involve a form of rights-bearing that enact a universal

principle of rights. As they struggle to improve their situation by striving to become

free and equal subjects, they actualize these democratic principles for all. They raise

demands for specific rights as migrants, for example, regarding their asylum proceedings

and the legalization of their residency status, and at the same time make a more radical

claim, through their performative practice of constituting themselves as political subjects

with rights.

I have highlighted this aspect by introducing the concept of ‘democratic difference’,

the distinction between regimes of democracy and a principle of the democratical, which

is the base of my approach of a theory of radical democracy as conflictual practice. This

approach offers an alternative to concepts of radical democracy as a strategy of hege-

mony or a political order of agonism, in which the participation of marginalized groups

like refugees remain somehow questionable, insofar they are not included in hegemonic

projects or acknowledged as political interlocutors. Based on the theoretical approach of

radical democracy as conflictual practice and the analyses of the Refugee Protest March,

I have attempted to present an alternative understanding of democracy that could con-

tribute to debates on how to rethink democracy and its relationship to migration. This is

particularly relevant in the context of the crisis of political representation and the rise of
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post-democracy, as well as the terrifying return of nationalism. While dominant dis-

courses and the literature about migration have primarily described refugees either as

threats or victims for a long time, this article has understood refugees as political subjects

and constituents of radical democracy. To take such a perspective, it is necessary to

question essentializing notions of the demos and citizenship. Movements of migration in

particular undermine these notions. By crossing national borders and boundaries, they

point to ways to create the conditions of a post-national democracy, in which the demos

is not determined by nationality but by political practices of enacting ‘equaliberty’

(Balibar 2014).

These theoretical reflections of migration struggles and democracy could also be

related to other spaces of contention outside the boundaries of established democratic

regimes, while focusing on different issues. We could, for example, understand queer-

feminist struggles as practices of radical democracy that question the patriarchal and

heteronormative character of democratic regimes and the broader society. In this vein,

anti-racist interventions, labour struggles, disability rights movements, right to the city

alliances or school strikes against climate change and so on could all be perceived as

democratic practices related to their specific emphasis. Understood in this radical man-

ner, democracy is ‘not the name of a political regime but only the name of a process’

(Balibar 2008, 526), a struggle for equality and freedom for all, acted out first and

foremost by the concerned subjects themselves.
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Notes

1. Being aware of the dichotomous categorization of refugees and migrants, I use the term

‘migrants’ in a comprehensive sense. However, I use the term ‘refugee’ when it is relevant

to analyse social ascriptions or legal categories, as well as the self-designation of the protest-

ing refugees.

2. In the following years, refugee protest marches with similar repertoires emerged in other

countries (Ataç et al. 2015), and refugee activists from Germany co-organized a European

protest march from Strasbourg to Brussels in 2014, building on the experience of the ‘Marche

européenne des sans papiers et migrant.e.s’ in 2012 (see Swerts 2017).

3. By emphasizing the centrality of conflicts and power relations, radical democratic theory

distinguishes itself from aggregative models of democracy, which, following Joseph Schump-

eter, see the function of democracy in the bundling and mediation of individual interests, as

well as from deliberative theories of democracy such as those of Jürgen Habermas, which

strive for reasonable consensus (Mouffe 2000, 81–93).

4. From the perspective of radical democratic theory, the subject of political practices does not

precede those practices but is formed in their course. Therefore, and in line with post-

structuralist approaches, radical democratic theories do not refer to an essentialist, rational
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and autonomous subject but to a subjectivity within social structures and processes (Schubert

2020). However, in contrast to the concept of subjectification in the works of Louis Althusser,

Michel Foucault or Judith Butler, my approach of radical democracy does not stress the more

or less voluntary submission to dispositives of power that form subjects and empower them to

act, but rather conceptualizes the contention against dominant orders itself as political sub-

jectivation. Nevertheless, Butler’s (1997) notion of performative practice – reproducing power

relations, but with a twist – comes close to Rancière’s notion of an unconventional affirmation

of democratic principles in a dispute.

5. While in Disagreement the French term subjectivation is translated as ‘subjectification’, I join

Chambers (2013, 98–101) and others in using the term ‘political subjectivation’.

6. Reflecting the rightful critique of universalism, developed especially in decolonial

approaches, the post-foundational concept of a polemical universal that does not disregard

its particular foundations and primarily has a subversive effect (Singh 2019). Furthermore,

references to migrant struggles, which in their transnational movements and histories have

expressed a connection to the Global South in the North, can contribute to developing a theory

of democracy beyond Eurocentrism.

7. The theory of radical democracy as practice is based on a praxeological understanding of

society that is neither determined by structures nor by the actions of autonomous subjects.

Rather, structure and agency are conceived of being in a reciprocal relationship via the

concept of practice. In line with post-structuralist practice theory, approaches of radical

democracy stress the aspect of performativity (Butler 1997), which means that every social

practice reproduces and transforms the social at the same time.

8. Elsewhere I have pointed out that the relatively invisible politics of mutual aid, care and

empowerment, which I cannot address in the context of this article, are an integral part of the

radical democracy of migrant organizing as well (Schwiertz Forthcoming). Nadye Ünsal

(2015) has discussed similar issues, focusing on the distinction between refugees and sup-

porters within the movement and analysing the intersection of residence status, racism and

gender relations; analysis by the refugee activist Napuli Langa (2015) has related divisions in

the movement to imperialist power relations. Like most analyses (see Steinhilper 2018), these

texts refer primarily to the protest camp on Oranienplatz and the occupation of an old school

building after the arrival of the Refugee Protest March in Berlin (for more on the subsequent

course of the refugee protests, including in other cities, see From the Struggles Collective

2015).

9. The following quotations are, unless otherwise stated, from the website refugeetentaction.net.

The website is now offline, but the statements have been archived by the author and are

available upon request.

10. Translation by the author.

11. http://gustreik.blogsport.eu/allgemein/erste-pm (Translation by the author).

12. http://gustreik.blogsport.eu/allgemein/vierundzwanzigste-pressemitteilung-der-hungerstrei

kenden-iranischen-fluchtlinge-in-wurzburgbayern/ (Translation by the author).
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A democratic struggle can autonomize a certain space 

within which it develops, and produce effects of 

equivalence with other struggles in a different political 

space. It is to this plurality of the social that the 

project for a radical democracy is linked, and the 

possibility of it emanates directly from the decentred 

character of the social agents, from the discursive 

plurality which constitutes them as subjects, and from 

the displacements which take place within that 

plurality. The original forms of democratic thought 

were linked to a positive and unified conception of 

human nature, and, to that extent, they tended to 

constitute a single space within which that nature 

would have to manifest the effects of its radical liberty 

and equality: it was thus that there was constituted a 

public space linked to the idea of citizenship. The 

public/private distinction constituted the separation 

between a space in which differences were erased 

through the universal equivalence of citizens, and a 

plurality of private spaces in which the full force of 

those differences was maintained. It is at this point 

that the overdetermination of effects linked to the 

democratic revolution begins to displace the line of 

demarcation between the public and the private and to 

politicize social relations; that is, to multiply the spaces 

in which the new logics of equivalence dissolve the 

differential positivity of the social: this is the long 

process which stretches from the workers' struggles of 



the nineteenth century to the struggle of women, 

diverse racial and sexual minorities, and diverse 

marginal groups, and the new anti-institutional 

struggles in the present century. Thus what has been 

exploded is the idea and the reality itself of a unique 

space of constitution of the political. What we are 

witnessing is a politicization far more radical than any 

we have known in the past, because it tends to dissolve 

the distinction between the public and the private, not 

in terms of the encroachment on the private by a 

unified public space, but in terms of a proliferation of 

radically new and different political spaces. We are 

confronted with the emergence of a plurality of 

subjects, whose forms of constitution and diversity it is 

only possible to think if we relinquish the category of 

Subject' as a unified and unifying essence. 

〜  Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. Hegemony 

and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic 

Politics. Second edition. London and New York: Verso 

imprint of New Left Books. 2001. Page 181. 
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Abstract The critique of human rights has proliferated in critical legal thinking

over recent years, making it clear that we can no longer uncritically approach human

rights in their liberal form. In this article I assert that after the critique of rights one

way human rights may be productively re-engaged in radical politics is by drawing

from the radical democratic tradition. Radical democratic thought provides plau-

sible resources to rework the shortcomings of liberal human rights, and allows

human rights to be brought within the purview of a wider political project adopting

a critical approach to current relations of power. Building upon previous re-en-

gagements with rights using radical democratic thought, I return to the work of

Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe to explore how human rights may be thought as

an antagonistic hegemonic activity within a critical relation to power, a concept

which is fundamentally futural, and may emerge as one site for work towards

radical and plural democracy. I also assert, via Judith Butler’s model of cultural

translation, that a radical democratic practice of human rights may be advanced

which resonates with and builds upon already existing activism, thereby holding

possibilities to persuade those who remain sceptical as to radical re-engagements

with rights.
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Introduction

Critical engagements with human rights have dominated much of critical legal

thought throughout the past number of years. The conclusion appears to have been

reached, albeit not always by the same means, that we can no longer uncritically

accept human rights in their current, liberal form. What follows from this

conclusion, however, is more contested. What can we do with human rights after

critique? How do we approach rights when we no longer worship at their altar? One

proposal is that after the critique of human rights it may be possible to reclaim their

potential for radical politics by using radical democratic thought. In this article I

advance that such thought is of use because it provides plausible resources to

address the shortcomings of human rights within liberalism, and allows human

rights to be brought within the purview of a wider political project adopting a

critical approach to current relations of power. In doing so I return to the work of

Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe to build upon already existing accounts of rights

in radical democratic terms and assert that their work can be productively employed

to reimagine human rights as a site for antagonistic hegemonic activity to challenge

regimes of power and as ideals which are fundamentally futural, drawing us into a

never-ending striving for them within the wider context of work for radical and

plural democracy. However, the productive possibilities that radical democratic

thought offers re-engagements with human rights do not end with theoretical re-

engagements. I assert that radical democratic resources can also be drawn upon to

productively think through a more radical practice of human rights.

In fleshing out more of what it might mean to imagine a radical democratic

practice of human rights I propose that the model of cultural translation found in the

work of Judith Butler can be developed as a bridge to link the theorisation of human

rights beyond liberalism using radical democratic resources with the contemporary

politics and practice of human rights. A concept with palpably radical democratic

underpinnings, cultural translation allows the tenets of Laclau and Mouffe’s radical

democratic thought to be brought to bear on human rights practice. Cultural

translation is advanced as useful in providing a lens through which human rights

may be re-read and a framework to direct engagement in human rights politics.

Indeed, foundations of such an approach can already be detected in contemporary

human rights activism. What cultural translation offers, therefore, is potential for

activists to consciously think through their practice as one of cultural translation and

link it to a wider project for radical democracy. Use of cultural translation in this

way seeks to address scholars and commentators who remain sceptical as to the

possibility to radically re-engage human rights; offering a persuasive way to

facilitate a radical practice of human rights which stems from radical democratic

theoretical resources addressing the limitations of liberal human rights and also has

clear resonances with contemporary activism. Accordingly, the possibilities which

radical democratic thought offers to radically re-engage human rights after their

critique are furthered through engagement with cultural translation which helps

advance a persuasive radical democratic practice of human rights.
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Liberal Human Rights: Critique

Human rights have a long pedigree within liberalism and liberal thinking, stemming

in their development from the work of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century liberal

and natural law theorists such as Hobbes and Locke (Shapiro 1989, pp. 80–150;

Moyn 2012, pp. 21–24). By virtue of this pedigree human rights enshrine liberal

protection of the individual from oppressive state interference, and foreground a

particularly liberal approach to personhood. The subject of liberal human rights is a

bounded individual who possesses their life, liberty and security as property which

should be protected from external interference, in doing so reflecting the wider

imperatives of a capitalist economy (MacPherson 1962, pp. 2–4). Critical

engagements with human rights have highlighted the way in which such a

perception of liberal subjectivity enshrined within human rights forecloses wider

relations of intersubjectivity and embodiment which characterise our existence as

subjects. For example, Anna Grear has demonstrated how the unitary subject of law

foregrounded within liberalism serves to advance ‘an abstract, socially de-

contextualised, hyper-rational, wilful individual systemically stripped of particu-

larities, complexities and materiality’ (2007, p. 522). Costas Douzinas has also

critiqued the atomisation of liberal human rights discourse, stating that

human rights, as a special type of recognition, come into existence and can be

exercised only in common with others… Rights do not find their limits in

others and community, as liberal theory claims. On the contrary, if the

function of rights is to give rise to reciprocal recognitions, they presuppose the

existence of others and of community. (2000, pp. 286–287)

In this respect, human rights problematically further bounded, as opposed to

intersubjective, ideas of the individual which are conceptually one-dimensional and

cohere with liberal, capitalist regimes.

This critique of the bounded and atomised individual underpinning liberal human

rights has also been linked to critique of the concept of the ‘human’ which has come

to drive the idea of rights in the modern period. Human rights in contemporary

liberal discourse are presented as inalienable rights that all possess by virtue of their

basic humanity. Not only is the human subject a bounded individual, in being

presented as a largely taken-for-granted concept, the ‘human’ within liberal human

rights forecloses how, as Wendy Brown has highlighted, rights do not just attach to

a natural human subject ‘but rather produce and regulate the subjects to whom they

are assigned’ (2004, p. 459). A related critique has been levelled by Sokhi-Bulley

(2012) who characterises rights as tools of governmentality, where individuals

govern themselves through rights. Human rights cannot be perceived as possessions

of a pre-existing human subject, but are a fundamental part of creating such subjects

and restrictive ideas of the ‘human’. Many critical engagements with human rights

have highlight the gendered, Western and ableist parameters of the liberal idea of

humanity which human rights have served to reinforce throughout most of the

twentieth century, and have sought to rework such ideas (Bunch 1990; Mutua 1995;

Lloyd 2007). The ‘human’ in liberal human rights discourse has been critiqued,
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therefore, in its foreclosing of relations of power governing which lives can be

perceived as human and in encouraging subjects to encounter themselves and others

through dominant discourses of ‘humanity’.

Indeed, liberal human rights can be problematised more generally as operating to

reify existing regimes of power, rendering human rights impotent in staging a more

radical challenge for those on the margins. In the modern period human rights have

become increasingly tied to state and have, it has been argued, been co-opted by

state agendas and their maintenance of power relations beneficial to dominant elites.

Zigon (2014), for example, has asserted that human rights are fundamentally limited

‘as a language for radically progressive politics’. Zigon (2014) elaborates that,

‘every repetition of rights language further solidifies this necessary link between

rights and the state-systemic-matrix’. For Zigon, while strategic usage of rights by

radical politics may have short term utility,

in the long run the historically accumulated limitations this language carries

with it significantly decreases possibilities for imagining, articulating, and

ultimately acting in ways to address these issues, abuses, and injustices that go

beyond the current configuration of the state-systemic-matrix. (2014)

Following such critique, the intertwining of contemporary human rights discourse

and the state has been perceived as restricting human rights to operate within the

given order of institutional power. The language of human rights and key human

rights concepts such as ‘equality’ and ‘liberty’, in this view, retain an interpretation

which coheres with current relations of power and offer limited possibilities to be

used in a way that facilitates more than a limited shift in such relations.

A further problematic element of liberal human rights in the modern period has

been the way in which the politics of human rights often closes off political debate

and engagement through an excessive pursuit of consensus. In Douzinas’ terms,

‘rights belong to the consensual domain of politics’ (2007, p. 107). For example, the

creation of treaties and key international human rights documents are frequently

described in terms of consensus achieved through reasoned dialogue and discussion

between states and their conflicting interests, values and cultural perspectives

(Cerna 1994, pp. 740–742; Merry 2006, pp. 42–44; Morsink 1999). The legitimacy

and authority of the international human rights framework is bolstered by the fact

that its treaties, conventions and other declarations have been consensually

produced (Donnelly 2013, pp. 57–60). At the local level human rights are also

often viewed as facilitating consensual outcomes between competing parties

through rational discussion or, indeed, through forced consensus where human

rights serve to close down political debate (Ignatieff 2001, p. 300). This focus on

consensus in liberal human rights has been critiqued as obscuring key elements such

as the messiness and unpredictability of the politics of rights, the ineradicable nature

and importance of political disagreement and the performativity of the practice of

rights (Zivi 2012, pp. 24–42).

It is such critiques that have led some critical thinkers to abandon the discourse

and practice of human rights in radical politics aiming towards radical social

transformation. Seminal amongst these has been David Kennedy’s advancement of

moves away from human rights, asserting, amidst other concerns, that human rights
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occupy the field of emancipatory possibility to the detriment of other, more

valuable, emancipatory strategies (2002, p. 108). For Kennedy,

even very broad social movements of emancipation – for women, for

minorities of various sorts, for the poor – have their vision blinkered by the

promise of recognition in the vocabulary and institutional apparatus of human

rights. They will be led away from the economy and toward the state, away

from political/social conditions and toward the forms of legal recognition.

(2002, p. 110)

However, not all have followed the same approach as Kennedy; many critical

engagements with human rights have indeed sought to retain the discourse of rights

albeit in a slightly reconceptualised form (Douzinas 2000, 2007; Wall 2012; Zivi

2012). One strand of thinking which has recognised the limitations of liberal human

rights but has nevertheless sought to re-engage the discourse of rights in radical

politics has been that which draws from radical democratic resources.

The radical democratic tradition can be understood as a diverse collection of

thought emerging from the work of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in response

to the crisis affecting Western left-wing politics and thinking, especially the Marxist

tradition, in the latter half of the twentieth century (Laclau and Mouffe 1998, 2001,

pp. vii–xix). Marking a fundamental break from both liberal and socialist

interpretations of democracy, radical democratic thought sought to launch a non-

essentialist project based upon the openness of the political and the social, founded

on articulation as a political practice, challenging the essentialism and foundation-

alism of Marxism, and dedicated towards widening and deepening the remit of

liberal democratic principles such as liberty and equality (Laclau and Mouffe 1998).

Laclau and Mouffe’s Hegemony and Socialist Strategy employed Gramscian theory,

liberal democratic discourse on rights and citizenship, poststructuralism and

psychoanalysis to develop a political theory that spoke to the specificity of

contemporary political antagonisms and that highlighted the anti-democratic

elements within socialism as well as liberalism (Mouffe 2005b, p. 10). The overall

contribution of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy contained a theoretical aspect,

contributing to the critique and revitalisation of Marxist theory using engagements

with Gramsci’s concept of hegemony; and an interlinked political aspect, offering

the left a project that dismantles the ontological privilege of ‘class’ and links

workers’ struggles with other social movements, for example, those against racism,

sexism and homophobia, in hegemonic politics (Laclau and Mouffe 1998, 2001, p.

xviii). Following the work of Laclau and Mouffe radical democratic thought has

developed in a range of directions using a variety of diverse resources (see Connolly

1998, 2005, 2006; Norval 2006, 2007; Rancière 2004a, 2006).1

Amongst other attempts to address the shortcomings of liberal human rights,

those using radical democratic thinking stand out as particularly useful in offering a

variety of inter-related tools and resources to rework human rights beyond their

liberal limitations, but also the possibility to link such re-engagements with human

rights to a radical critique of power within a wider project for radical democracy.

1 For further exploration of contemporary radical democratic thought see Thomassen (2010).
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Viewing human rights through the lens of radical democratic theory, therefore, not

only offers resources for human rights to be radically reimagined, but also allows

human rights, so reimagined, to become part of broader attempts to rework liberal

democracy and its restrictive relations of power more generally. While by no means

a fully developed body of thought, attempts can be detected in critical literature to

reconceptualise and reclaim rights through the use of radical democratic theory.

Two of the most substantiated accounts can be found in the work of Samuel

Chambers and Jacques Rancière. Chambers’ work seeks to reinvigorate the

discourse of rights by displacing it from the terms of liberalism and moving it

towards more radical potential using Laclau’s writings on universality in particular

(for example, Laclau 1996). The salience of Laclau’s work for Chambers lies in the

possibility to ‘interpret rights as empty signifiers that mediate the gap between

universal and particular’ (2004, p. 197). Rights in this view signify the absent

fullness of the universal about which Laclau speaks, but only the particular political

demands—the hegemonic articulation—of a group or groups can fill the empty

universal with a temporary, particular content (Chambers 2004, p. 197). Chambers

states, therefore,

what I am suggesting here is not simply that Laclau’s political reinterpretation

of the relation between universal and particular can give us a better way of

understanding the role of rights in contemporary politics… but also that the

viability of hegemonic politics today depends upon the discourse of rights.

(2004, p. 197)

Similarly, Rancière has utilised radical democratic resources to rethink human

rights and the democratic possibilities they offer. Critiquing what he sees as Hannah

Arendt’s depoliticisation of rights via her identification of the human with mere life

(zoë) and the citizen with the good life (bios politikos) (Arendt 1951), Rancière

articulates the ‘human’ of human rights as a contested and litigious name which is a

condition of possibility for politics (2004b, pp. 299–300). In contrast to the liberal

tradition which he characterises as a police order, Rancière conceives of the political

in terms of impurity and the staging of a dissensus in which those who are deemed

to lack the ‘human’ of human rights make themselves heard, invoking the litigious

name of the ‘human’ to assert a fundamental equality, to politicise the division

between those qualified for participation in politics and those deemed not. Rancière

understands the politics of human rights in a radical democratic vein as a creative

democratic politics of contention and disruption, challenging social exclusions in

the name of the open-ended principle of equality which acquires its particular

contours only through dissensual contestation (Ingram 2008, p. 413).

These works are significant in gesturing towards a future for human rights

beyond liberalism and for human rights to link into wider attempts to radicalise

democracy. My discussion below seeks to pick up the conversation between radical

democratic theory and human rights and articulate more of how drawing from

radical democratic recourses holds potential to address the shortcomings of liberal

human rights. I assert that further possibilities exist to productively rethink human

rights in radical democratic terms by returning to resources offered in the work of

Laclau and Mouffe. In doing so I aim to build upon the accounts of Chambers and
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Rancière; following their introduction to the potential to reimagine human rights

using radical democratic theory, much remains to be considered of the specific

resources within radical democratic thought which allow us to do so. Laclau and

Mouffe’s work demonstrates points at which the work of Chambers and Rancière

may be departed from, or the ideas they advance productively considered in a

slightly different way. Returning to Laclau and Mouffe also allows us to explore

more of a significant question which remains after Chambers and Rancière; how

human rights, radically re-engaged, may figure within a wider project for radical and

plural democracy.

Radical Democratic Resources for Re-engaging Human Rights

In this section I foreground three key elements of Laclau and Mouffe’s work which

can be highlighted as useful in re-engaging liberal human rights: critical

engagement with power and liberalism; the utility of antagonism; and the idea of

futurity. While these elements interlink with discussion initiated by Chambers and

Rancière, returning to the work of Laclau and Mouffe allows us to expand

consideration of them: how they can help reimagine human rights in productive

ways, and how human rights politics can be thought to become part of a wider

project for radical democracy as initially imagined by Laclau and Mouffe. In

drawing from Laclau and Mouffe in such a way discussion is also taking their own

work in a new direction, bringing it into conversation with human rights and

identifying human rights as potentially a key site for contemporary radical

democratic activity in a way not specifically explored in Hegemony and Socialist

Strategy.2

The first element I wish to engage in Laclau and Mouffe’s work is perhaps the

central kernel of radical democratic thought itself; a critical relation to power and

liberalism. This has significant implications for how we can view liberal resources

and ideas such as human rights. At a fundamental level the radical democratic

project can be considered ‘radical’ because it involves issuing a profound challenge

to existing relations of power and liberalism’s reifying of such relations. Laclau and

Mouffe’s concern begins with a critical approach to power, including, but not

limited to, economic power within existing liberal democracy. Their project for

radical democracy aims to achieve a transformation of social relations through

democratic politics, widening and deepening the remit of liberal democratic

principles such as liberty and equality towards radical pluralism (Laclau and Mouffe

1998, 2001, p. 160).3 Laclau and Mouffe’s radical democracy involves both a

commitment to and a radicalisation of the key tenets of liberalism and liberal

democracy. They outline that

2 While Laclau and Mouffe do employ liberal democratic discourse on rights in their rethinking of the

political and the social, they do not directly engage in a project to reimagine rights in radical democratic

terms.
3 For more on this meaning of pluralism see Mouffe (2005a, p. 7).
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the problem, with ‘actually existing’ liberal democracies is not with their

constitutive values crystallized [sic] in the principles of liberty and equality for

all, but with the system of power which redefines and limits the operation of

those values. (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, p. xv)

The radicalisation of democracy that they advance consists of ‘a profound

transformation of the existing relations of power’ within the context of liberal

democracy (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, p. xv). This denotes moves from liberal

pluralism towards a deeper, more radical pluralism which extends beyond mere

liberal assimilation and inclusion; moves from the possessive individualism of the

liberal subject towards a view of the subject which is more relational; and

challenges to liberal regimes of power through hegemonic politics.

This fundamental element of Laclau and Mouffe’s work holds foundational

potential for re-engaging with liberal human rights. As outlined above, a key reason

for the critique of human rights in their liberal form is that they reinforce existing

restrictive relations of power as opposed to facilitating challenge of them. Presently

the challenge which human rights pose to existing regimes of power is considerably

limited given the commitments they demonstrate to individualism, capitalism and

state-led agendas. However, when we view liberal human rights through Laclau and

Mouffe’s thought we can see that human rights need not be discarded straight away

because of their liberal commitments and current attachment to restrictive power

regimes. As Illan Wall states, echoing radical democratic sentiment, ‘to simply cede

human rights to the liberal tradition is to fail to understand the significance of the

democratic tradition in human rights’ (2012, p. 3). Rather, human rights may be

viewed as one liberal discourse which stands to be reworked, which can be re-

engaged in the context of a critical relation to power in order to make the values it

espouses more concrete and thereby advance a more meaningful realisation of the

key values of liberal democracy.

This is something that is not possible to assert from all writers in the radical

democratic vein. Rancière, for example is highly sceptical of attempts to maintain

liberalism or its resources in any form (see Chambers 2013, pp. 10–14). From

Laclau and Mouffe’s perspective, however, the principles such as equality, dignity

and liberty which liberal human rights are built upon are not problematic in and of

themselves. Rather, it is the way in which these principles are interpreted and

employed within liberalism and its restrictive regimes of power which is

objectionable. Bringing human rights into conversation with Laclau and Mouffe’s

thought allows us to re-evaluate human rights as a part of modern liberal democracy

currently hindering more radical possibilities but a liberal discourse which may be

productively reworked if we can expand the values that rights represent in a way

that facilitates radical pluralism. Thus, returning to the central kernel of Laclau and

Mouffe’s thought allows us from the outset to make an argument against

abandoning human rights as too engrained within liberalism, and to begin to

consider ways in which human rights may be a resource capable of reworking to

challenge, as opposed to reify, already existing relations of power.

A second element within the work of Laclau and Mouffe which can be advanced

as holding productive possibilities to re-engage human rights relates to the ideas of
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conflict and antagonism and their role within politics. Another key problem with

liberal human rights outlined above is their attachment to discourses of consensus,

often foreclosing the productive possibilities that sustained conflict offers demo-

cratic human rights politics. Resources can be found in radical democratic thinking

to re-engage human rights politics beyond consensus to allow more radical

possibilities to emerge through a return to the value of conflict in democratic

politics. Laclau and Mouffe regard as dangerous the idea that consensus is a

desirable political aim that will eradicate all power struggles (2001, pp. xiv–xv).

One of the most significant and defining tenets of their project for radical democracy

is a commitment to the democratic utility, and indeed ineradicable nature, of

antagonism. This is a value which necessarily emerges from experiences of radical

political pluralism advanced in contrast to liberalism’s mere inclusion or

assimilation and is central to the hegemonic politics they advance. Laclau and

Mouffe’s antagonism challenges objectivist accounts of social conflict which view

antagonism in the sense of agents with fully constituted identities and interests

clashing with one another in a way which requires resolution. On the contrary, they

assert that antagonism can never be resolved without the elimination of the political

itself. The relationship between antagonism and democracy in this view is not one

of equivalence or opposition, rather antagonism poses the question of the demos

itself, and the project of radical democracy embraces and incites an infinite series of

contingent contestations as part of hegemonic politics.

The idea of conflict or contest is a radical democratic resource central to

Rancière’s re-engagement with rights. Rancière’s approach is powerful in

highlighting human rights as a possible vehicle to facilitate the political in staging

a disruption of rational, consensus-based politics and their limited potential for

radical social transformation. In Rancière’s terms human rights can facilitate

politics proper in the sense of staging a ‘division put in the ‘‘common sense’’: a

dispute about what is given, about the frame within which we see something as

given’ (2004b, p. 304). In addition to staging radical moments of conflictual

disruption where those previously outside the remit of the ‘human’ speak (as

gestured towards in Rancière’s account), the value of conflict and antagonism in

radical democratic thinking can be used productively, returning to Laclau and

Mouffe, to conceptualise human rights in terms of antagonistic hegemony more

generally; one space for hegemonic politics which sustains antagonism in

democratic politics and feeds into a wider project for radical democracy. In order

to move human rights beyond liberalism the politics of human rights may be viewed

as fundamentally hegemonic, as about constantly contesting what their key values

mean and the relation between rights and dominant regimes of power. This allows

us to come to view human rights as inherently about contest: a conflictual exercise

in which the content and remit of rights is constantly made and remade through

hegemonic politics within contexts of power. Linking into Mouffe’s own work, as

opposed to a destructive, unproductive contest, this hegemonic contest can be

perceived as taking the form of agonism where those engaging in such politics do so

as adversaries (see Mouffe 2005a, p. 20). While all may be committed to the

concept of human rights and the broad values they espouse, indefinite contest may,

and must, take place over the particular significations of rights in specific contexts at
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specific times. Thus, rather than viewing the politics of human rights as about

seeking consensual outcomes, the vision of hegemonic politics that Laclau and

Mouffe advance can aid re-imagination of a human rights politics which is

fundamentally dissonant, reflecting the ineradicable nature of social conflict more

generally, encouraging hegemonic contest as a means of opening discussion on what

the values of liberal human rights mean, and what they could potentially be

conceived to mean anew.

The final resource which Laclau and Mouffe’s work can be perceived as offering

for a productive addressing of the limitations of liberal human rights is potential for

disrupting how the temporality of human rights and their politics is perceived.

Laclau and Mouffe’s thought may be drawn upon to direct towards a futural sense of

human rights which reflects the futural character of democracy more generally.

Within their work radical democratic politics consists of a striving towards a

complete, fully inclusive and ideal democracy which remains ‘to come’, a self-

refuting idea which ‘should be conceived as a good that only exists as good so long

as it cannot be reached’ (Mouffe 2005b, p. 8). The horizon for radical democracy in

this view is the (impossible) realisation of democracy itself. Rather than a flaw,

however, it is the promise of such realisation which sustains democracy and

democratic politics. Here Laclau and Mouffe are indebted to Jacques Derrida and

indeed acknowledge the foundational influence of Derrida’s work on their concept

of radical democracy (2001, pp. xi–xii). Radical democracy is ‘to come’ in

Derrida’s sense that,

democracy remains to come; this is its essence in so far as it remains: not only

will it remain indefinitely perfectible, hence always insufficient and future,

but, belonging to the time of the promise, it will always remain, in each of its

future times, to come: even when there is democracy, it never exists, it is never

present, it remains the theme of the non-presentable concept. (Derrida 2005,

p. 306)

This futural conception of democracy employed in context of Laclau and Mouffe’s

work holds two possibilities for human rights. Firstly, as a democratic practice

aiming towards realisation of key democratic ideals such as liberty and equality,

human rights can be characterised as a site for working towards a radical and plural

democracy to come. In addition, secondly, human rights can be characterised as

equally futural as democracy itself; an unfinished project whose complete

achievement remains just out of grasp and which is spurred on by that which it

excludes—the alterity always haunting human rights. The concept of futurity

gestured towards here fundamentally differs from liberal perspectives. Liberalism

may agree that human rights remain a futural concept to be constantly strived

towards, but the perspective on futurity that we can gather from Laclau and Mouffe

is more radical in that it involves maintaining a critical relation to power, to that

which is excluded from any hegemonic idea or discourse, and using this to drive a

futural politics.

Disruption of the temporality of human rights is found in Chambers’ radical

democratic revision of human rights. Considering the work of Ernesto Laclau and

Judith Butler on universality, Chambers engages with the themes of formalism,
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futurity and hauntology in Laclau and Butler’s discussions which he reads as

highlighting the untimeliness of democracy to come (2003, p. 163). For Chambers,

we can think of rights in radical democratic terms as ‘ghostly rights’ which

‘suggests the need to theorize [sic] a concept of rights through the logic of the ghost,

while it also implies a reconsideration of rights as themselves spectral’ (2003,

p. 163). However, while a useful formulation, this may move from the value of the

futural too soon without fully engaging with the productive possibilities it offers for

re-engaging liberal human rights. Conceptualising human rights as inevitably futural

involves conceiving the values human rights promote as values that can never be

fully realised or achieved, in fact such a result would cause rights to lose their raison

d’être. This conception should push us towards a never-ending democratic striving

for these values and the conception of our lives together that they promote within

wider democratic contexts. The essence of human rights politics accordingly

becomes not the positivisation of rights, nor work to secure measurable human

rights compliance, but the promise of a new, better and radically plural world that

rights represent which must remain self-refuting. This futural element directs

attention towards the possibilities which human rights offer; the promise of

complete realisation of liberal democracy’s key ideals and of alternative ways of

living and being together which address the shortcomings of current liberal regimes.

It is this futural promise which allows human rights and their politics to be used in

working towards radical social transformation. In this way the politics of human

rights viewed in a futural way may fit with a wider politics of democracy to come;

human rights emerge as a micro-location for democratic activity towards completely

achieved radical and plural socio-political relations which always remain just out of

grasp and so may form one site for struggle towards a radical and plural democracy

which always remains to come.

Thus, from the above, the work of Laclau and Mouffe can be returned to in order

to further foreground the value of radical democratic theorising for addressing the

shortcomings of human rights in their current liberal form, and can be used to add

to, even at times move in a slightly different direction from, the discussion of rights

in radical democratic terms initiated by Chambers and Rancière. We can see how

Laclau and Mouffe’s work offers productive theoretical resources to radically re-

engage human rights in a new way beyond liberalism—re-engagements with power

and liberalism as well as the concepts of antagonism and futurity—and, thinking

Laclau and Mouffe beyond themselves, human rights may even become a site for

activity striving towards radical and plural democracy. However, in articulating

more of the uses of radical democratic resources to re-engage human rights one

notable omission in work to date also requires addressing: the lack of discussion on

the way in which human rights can be practically approached in radical democratic

terms. Little tangible detail has been outlined as to what a radical democratic

practice of human rights would look like. How can the human rights politics be

thought and consciously approached in radical democratic terms?

This question is crucial for activists, but also for scholars or commentators who

remain sceptical that human rights can be productively re-engaged after their

critique. Those unconvinced about the utility of or the way in which human rights

can be radically reimagined require theoretical re-engagements which hold potential
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to redress the shortcomings of liberal human rights, but also an approach which can

demonstrate a persuasive way to radically practice human rights. I assert that the

radical democratic resources outlined above can offer both, and the latter can be

teased out through development of Judith Butler’s concept of cultural translation

which may offer a useful bridge between Laclau and Mouffe’s radical democratic

theorising and the practice of human rights. In analysis below Butler’s concept of

cultural translation is foregrounded as underpinned by fundamentally radical

democratic elements and can be brought into conversation with rights to offer a lens

through which universal human rights concepts may be re-read and a framework to

engage in human rights politics in a radical democratic manner. Indeed, these are

tools that resonate with already existing work seeking to utilise human rights to

challenge restrictive regimes of power, and so the bridge of cultural translation,

grounded in both radical democratic theorising and holding potential to build upon

already existing activist work, holds possibilities to persuade those sceptical about

the radical potential of human rights and furthers the utility of radical democratic

thought after the critique of rights.

Thinking a Radical Democratic Practice of Human Rights

Cultural Translation and Its Radical Democratic Foundations

Cultural translation emerges as a model in Butler’s work interlinked with her

thoughts on universality (1996, 2000, 2004, pp. 25–39). For Butler, any universal is

never fully complete due to its inevitable formation within particular cultural

locations (see Butler 1996). Competing accounts of the universal, also articulated

within culture, exist at any one time and come into translational dialogue with one

another in the model of cultural translation (Butler et al. 2000, pp. 37–38, 162–164).

Cultural translation can be thought of as a practice whereby the unfixity of any

universal concept is foregrounded and constantly reworked through translational

dialogue between its current form and that which it excludes or forecloses,

represented in the competing universal. The result of this translational dialogue is

the subversion of the existing universal by revealing what is excluded from it, and

its reworking on the basis of its own alterity (Butler et al. 2000, pp. 11–43).

However, when competing universals come into translational dialogue the

current universal will not merely integrate or include the demands made upon it to

create a ‘truer’ universal, but both must change in order to apprehend the other

(Butler 1996, p. 48). In this view, universality is a process which takes place within

hegemonic and contingent cultural negotiations (Butler et al. 2000, pp. 3–14). Any

universal can never be all-encompassing or complete, it ‘belongs to an open-ended

hegemonic struggle’ (Butler et al. 2000, p. 38). The result of translational dialogue

between competing universals is the creation of a new universal which speaks to the

limits of the former but which can never be fully complete, inclusive or settled, and

so becomes the new, dominant universal which is open to challenge from that which

it excludes. This translational work is not a straightforward or predictable process; it

may or may not succeed in enhancing the claims of those at the limits of current
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hegemonic discourses. However, feeding into Butler’s wider ontological project,

cultural translation appears as a useful model to challenge dominant paradigms

based upon the claims of those on the margins.

Why is cultural translation being advanced here as capable of development to

provide a useful link between the radical democratic theory and practice of human

rights? The answer is that a commitment to the key elements of Laclau and

Mouffe’s radical democratic thought explored above can be perceived underpinning

this model. While by no means a radical democratic theorist per se, radical

democratic elements can be found in Butler’s work (see Lloyd 2008; Schippers

2008; MacKenzie 2008). In particular, Moya Lloyd highlights cultural translation as

central to Butler’s radical democratic commitments, stating that ‘reading her at her

most radical, democratic transformation for Butler can and will occur only when…
subjects ‘‘exist […] in the mode of translation, constant translation’’’ (2008,

pp. 37–38 citing Butler 2004, p. 228). Moreover, Butler herself elaborates that

cultural translation is directed towards the assertion of ‘new normative schemas that

would imply a rigorous critique of misogyny, homophobia, and racism in an effort

to articulate a social and political world characterized [sic] by interdependency,

equality, and even radical democracy’ (Butler et al. 2012, p. 2 emphasis added).

Fitting with Laclau and Mouffe’s work, the practice of cultural translation is a

means of challenging hegemonic (liberal) power regimes towards more inclusive

and less restrictive possibilities and aims to do so through the facilitation of

sustained contestatory dialogue taking place in the form of translation. The model

emerges from a perception of universality as a site of contest and is a way of moving

currently static, liberal conceptions of the universal toward endless conflictual

reworkings (Butler et al. 2000, p. 37). The contest that takes place in cultural

translation is a fundamentally hegemonic contest. As Angela McRobbie states,

cultural translation can be conceived of as ‘the space for renewed hegemonic

politics better able to ‘‘shatter the confidence of dominance’’’ (2004, p. 507 citing

Butler et al. 2000, p. 179). Cultural translation also demonstrates a fundamental

commitment to futurity, opening democratic engagement with the universal as a

‘not yet’ in a context where, as Butler recognises, democracy too must be

unknowing about its future (Butler et al. 2000, p. 41). The new discourse emerging

from contestatory translational dialogue evades liberal notions of final resolution

and assimilation, the ongoing work of cultural translation being to strive towards a

radical pluralism which rejects absolute synthesis and retains the critical force of

alterity. Butler stresses universality as necessarily open-ended and views the task of

democratic politics as being to maintain the universal as a site of permanent crisis,

never to be settled (Butler et al. 2000b, p. 747).

Cultural translation thus appears as a means of encouraging engagement with

universal concepts in a way that is fitting with a radical democratic commitment to

antagonistic, and futural, hegemonic politics challenging dominant power regimes

in a radical democratic sense. Engaging in practices of cultural translation involves

undertaking contestatory political activity which shatters ideas of fixity without

certainty about what will come, but doing so in order to work towards the promise

of an ideal form of the political and social which is always self-refuting. This

unrealisability should not deter political engagement, but appears as the very
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practice of radical politics itself (Butler et al. 2000, p. 268). Given these radical

democratic underpinnings, I assert that cultural translation stands to be developed to

provide tools for a radical democratic practice of human rights.

Tools of Cultural Translation for a Radical Democratic Practice of Human
Rights

It is possible to bring the model of cultural translation into productive dialogue with

human rights in order to envisage two tools which can help bridge the gap between

the radical democratic theory and practice of human rights. Expanding Butler, what

I see cultural translation as holding potential to provide is a lens through which

human rights may be re-read anew and a framework which may be employed to

direct engagement in human rights politics in a radical democratic way. Both these

tools will be considered in turn and the way in which they resonate with already

existing human rights activism. I assert that these resonances may be built upon in

order to encourage contemporary activists to consciously think of their work in

terms of cultural translation and link it into a wider radical democratic project.

The first element which cultural translation can be thought to provide for a

radical democratic practice of human rights is a lens through which rights may be

re-read. This can be seen as a necessary first step in a radical practice of human

rights; actually perceiving rights as capable of being worked in a new way beyond

liberalism which facilitates radical pluralism. The lens that cultural translation

offers encourages current liberal human rights concepts to be viewed as not static or

fixed, but as currently hegemonic ideas made within cultural contexts which stand to

be challenged by alternative conceptions of themselves articulated by, amongst

others, radical political groups. This lens reveals the inherent unfixity of universal

human rights concepts and demonstrates that the shortcomings of current

articulations are not a reason to call for a wholesale rejection of human rights.

On the contrary, it allows such shortcomings to come into view as the starting point

for human rights concepts to be remade through conflictual, counter-hegemonic

democratic engagement on what rights can be used to do, say or achieve. This

approach differs from the liberal view of rights in that while liberalism may accept

that human rights are relatively unfixed and open to continual development, the lens

of cultural translation locates such unfixity within the context of power. Current

human rights concepts are necessarily tied to restrictive regimes of power within

liberalism, but when we view such concepts through the radical democratic lens of

cultural translation we see that possibilities exist ‘for expanding the democratic

possibilities for the key terms of liberalism, rendering them more inclusive, more

dynamic and more concrete’ (Butler et al. 2000, p. 13). The lens of cultural

translation allows human rights concepts to be read as always a product of particular

cultural and politico-historic contexts, always necessarily limited by them, and to

begin to understand continual counter-hegemonic challenges to their current

articulation within scenes of power as the work of human rights politics.

One location where the lens of cultural translation may be employed to initiate a

radical practice of human rights is in relation to discourse on the ‘human’. As

highlighted above, the site of the ‘human’ has been a key point for critique of liberal
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human rights and their relation to restrictive discourses of power; the human of

human rights is not a ‘natural’ concept, as liberal discourse would have us believe,

but is a fundamentally political creation. Using the lens of cultural translation, the

‘human’ can be re-read as a hegemonic concept, created within a particular cultural

location, so reflecting related regimes of socio-political power, but one which is

open to reworking towards radical pluralism based on its constitutive alterity. This

is something that Butler recognises has taken place in lesbian, gay, bisexual and

transgender (LGBT) rights human rights activism. Butler highlights the re-reading

of and translational contestation over the concept of the ‘human’ which LGBT

activism has involved (1996, p. 46) and endorses use of cultural translation in this

way, stating ‘how might we continue to insist upon more expansive reformulations

of universality, if we commit ourselves to honoring [sic] only the provisional and

parochial versions of universality currently encoded in international law?’ (1996,

p. 47). LGBT activists can be viewed as engaging the lens which cultural translation

offers to apprehend current discourse on the ‘human’ as limited but open to counter-

hegemonic articulation through democratic politics to rework this concept in a way

which is more radically plural. Claiming rights as human even though excluded

from the current articulation of this concept begins with re-reading human rights and

their current limits in contexts of power, and using this lens to start to think through

their use to widen and deepen the remit of the liberal democratic principles which

human rights represent.

The lens of cultural translation can be viewed as relevant to a range of groups

interested in the practice of human rights in a way that challenges current restrictive

regimes of power. Another example is migrant rights. While human rights to

equality, the right to work and right to be free from torture and inhumane and

degrading treatment, for example, are provisions relevant to addressing situations

many migrant workers experience, these concepts have been traditionally

interpreted in a way that coheres with the agendas of Western states, state

sovereignty and liberal economy, which benefit from the suppression of migrant

workers’ rights. In the late twentieth century migrants and their advocates began to

read these provisions as inadequate to respond to the particular experience of

migrant workers. Such activity led to the enactment of the International Convention

for the Protection of All Migrant Workers and Their Families in 1990. Migrant

rights activists can be considered as employing the lens of cultural translation in this

work; re-reading human rights as currently limited and reifying hegemonic regimes

of power, but as unfixed and capable of reworking towards to facilitate more radical

pluralism. In this way the ‘counter-hegemonic discourse of migrants’ rights

provides the language to the excluded groups of migrants… to claim rights from

which these migrants are excluded’ (Basok 2009, p. 190).

Naturally, this lens that encourages re-readings of human rights must be followed

up using the second tool which cultural translation can be thought as offering; a

related framework for politics. This framework can be perceived as the way in

which the realisations facilitated by the lens of cultural translation can be acted upon

to allow for the practical reworking of human rights. In this framework the object of

challenge for radical politics is a particular universal rights concept or idea viewed

as inadequate in its current form. Challenge to rework this concept in a way which
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moves it beyond its current liberal articulation can be carried out by counter-

hegemonic assertions of alternative, competing conceptions of this universal made

by those that the current concept presently restricts or excludes. These competing

universal concepts—the currently dominant and the challenging—can be con-

sciously brought into conflictual dialogue and translation be encouraged between

them in spaces such as local politics, law reform, domestic and international courts,

UN fora and a plethora of other locations where human rights politics take place.

The desired result will be the emergence of slightly modified or altered conceptions

of what rights are, what they can achieve and/or in relation to whom. This

conflictual process should be seen as having an inherently futural character; the

newly modified universal, while slightly more expansive, is still limited and can be

no more fixed than that which preceded it.

Use of this framework can be detected in the examples of LGBT and migrant

rights activism above which, following a re-reading of dominant liberal human

rights provision, articulated competing universals reworking such provision.

Another example of where activists engaged in an approach resonating with this

framework is women’s rights activism. The 1990s’ feminist campaign for

‘Women’s Rights as Human Rights’ began with a re-reading of current human

rights provision as structured by masculinist regimes of power (Bunch 1990;

Charlesworth 1995; Chinkin et al. 1991). After coming to view these current human

rights concepts as limited, constituted by alterity within the context of gendered

power, and unfixed, open to counter-hegemonic engagement, women’s rights

campaigners engaged in the activity of asserting competing universals. Activism at

international and local levels highlighted the inadequacy of current universal human

rights provision to encompass issues such as domestic and sexual violence and

reproductive health, asserting competing conceptions of rights and their subject

which exposed the currently hegemonic discourse as exclusionary and open to a

more radical pluralism. In a range of global and local locations women’s rights

activists engaged these competing universals in conflictual translational dialogue

with dominant articulations of human rights, the result being the emergence of a

new, slightly modified universal discourse incorporating gendered issues into the

international human rights corpus (Fraser 1999; Peters and Wolper 1995; Cook

1994). However, the analysis that the cultural translation framework offers does not

end there. In recent years feminist analysis has voiced frustrations with the

discourse resulting from the translational work of the 1990s. Critique has

highlighted the liberalism and heteronormative assumptions about ‘sex’ and

‘gender’ which underpins much provision secured following the 1990s’ campaign

(McNeilly 2014; Cossman 2002; Otto 2013). Here the framework of cultural

translation may foreground the futural nature of a radical practice of human rights.

If universal human rights are ineradicably futural, never finally fixed or settled, and

contestation is at the heart of human rights politics, activists must rework human

rights through ongoing assertion of competing universals which challenge the

dominant, even have a duty to do so within a wider democratic struggle for fully

complete democracy, meaning that the achievements of the 1990s should be viewed

as the current universal open to challenge as the inadequate discourse which

preceded it.
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Cultural translation, therefore, can provide a useful lens to begin to re-read

human rights within a critical relation to power and an inter-related framework to

actually approach the practice of human rights as the staging of counter-hegemonic

competing universals to rework the limits of current human rights concepts through

conflictual translational dialogue which sustains the futurity of human rights

politics. For Butler, the ongoing and futural making and remaking of universal

discourse via the practice of cultural translation can be perceived as central to any

healthy and democratic human rights politics (2004, p. 36); in particular, we might

add, a radical democratic human rights politics. From engagements above with

LGBT, migrant workers’ and women’s human rights activism we can see that those

interested in advancing radical politics utilising the discourse and practice of human

rights are indeed already engaging in activity which reflects key elements of the

approach cultural translation envisages.4 Thus, in advancing cultural translation as

towards a radical democratic practice of human rights what appears to be required is

to encourage activists to continue to approach human rights in such a way but to

begin to consciously frame their work in terms of the lens and the framework of

cultural translation, aware of the radical democratic leanings of such activity.

Activists can be encouraged to view their activity to rework human rights as work

towards radical pluralism, furthering the reach of key ideas such as liberty and

equality, part of a wider project for radical and plural democracy, and thus link their

work and the objectives it pursues into a broader reworking of liberal democracy

that Laclau and Mouffe envisage. From this, human rights activism may emerge as

one part of sustaining the project for radical democracy, one location where liberal

democracy and its principles can be reworked and activity undertaken towards

democracy to come. It is in this way that cultural translation can help envisage a

radical democratic practice of human rights that resonates with already existing

activist work, offering resources to further such work, as well as possibilities to

expand it in new directions within the remit of a wider project for radical and plural

democracy.

In emerging as a model grounded in theoretical resources seeking to address the

current shortcomings of human rights within liberalism and one which has clear

resonances with already existing activism, cultural translation appears powerful to

address those scholars and commentators who may remain sceptical as to work to

re-engage human rights in radical politics. Those who advance that the limitations

of human rights within liberalism are too great to surpass may remain unconvinced

by the use of theoretical resources in re-engaging human rights, given the abstract

nature of such an activity. However, in linking radical democratic theory with

already existing attempts to re-engage human rights and offering resources to build

upon such activity in a tangible way, cultural translation moves the project to

radically reimagine human rights in, arguably, a more persuasive direction. Indeed,

cultural translation may be thought as offering a role for scholars and commentators

on the left, encouraging them too to become engaged in the work of asserting

competing universal ideas about what human rights are capable of doing, saying and

meaning which interlinks with wider practical activity to rework human rights in

4 For more on grassroots engagement with the translation of human rights see Merry (2006).
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hegemonic politics more broadly. Conflictual translational work is not limited to the

streets, courtrooms or UN fora but may be thought of as taking place in a range of

locations that include the academy. Thus, whether as activists or as scholars,

cultural translation helps envisage possibilities for engaging in a radical democratic

practice of human rights and provides tools to do so, naturally linking the work of

Laclau and Mouffe and its usefulness in re-imagining human rights with everyday

engagement with rights.

Conclusion

The critique of human rights within critical legal thought has been powerful,

revealing crucial ways in which liberal human rights are necessarily restrictive in

advancing the aims of radical politics. Equally powerful, however, have been

attempts to reimagine and re-engage human rights after this critique within radical

literature. Radical democratic thought emerges as one resource drawn upon within

such attempts and, given the variety of tools it offers and the way in which these

tools can be linked into a wider critical project for plural and radical democracy, one

particularly useful resource. In this article I have sought to demonstrate the way in

which the discussion of human rights in radical democratic terms can be expanded

by returning to the work of Laclau and Mouffe to characterise human rights as one

liberal concept which may be re-engaged to challenge instead of reify restrictive

regimes of power through characterising human rights politics in terms of

antagonistic hegemonic engagement and human rights themselves as futural

concepts with a potential role to play within a wider practice for radical and plural

democracy. Moreover, via Butler’s concept of cultural translation and its radical

democratic underpinnings, discussion has demonstrated how radical democratic

thought may also offer possibilities to envisage a racial practice of human rights

which resonates with already existing activism, also providing tools to further and

expand such activity and render the practice of human rights a micro-practice of

radical democracy.

It should be noted, however, that the idea of a radical democratic theory and

practice of human rights is not asserted here as the ‘solution’ to the problem of what

comes after the critique of rights. Such a straightforward solution cannot be found,

certainly not in a singular sense. A radical democratic theory and practice of human

rights must be one of many attempts to reclaim the radical in rights. It offers one

way to think through radical re-engagements with rights in a useful and accessible

way, particularly in conversation with the lens and framework of cultural

translation. Perhaps the pursuit of consensus on how to approach rights after their

critique is equally as undesirable as the pursuit of consensus in the politics of human

rights itself. Therefore, in the spirit of radical democracy, as critical legal scholars

and activists we must continue to engage in contestatory thinking towards plausible,

albeit never final or all-encompassing, answers to the question of what comes after

the critique of rights less we close down the potential and unexpected ways in which

rights may be used to speak back to the power that shapes us.
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What is radically democratic, if anything, about the political struggles and events that have

occurred around the world over the last few years, and how might radical democracy be further

extended? To answer this question, we need to take a moment to reflect on what exactly is meant

by radical democracy. Here I provide one particular definition of the term, and then suggest a

number of contemporary democratic practices that might embody it. My aim is to offer a resource

for further discussion and activism.

Radical democrats argue that we can draw out two central, inter-twined and historically

constituted root meanings or conditions of democracy: first, the free and equal participation of

‘the people’ (the dêmos) in power (kratos); and second, that democracy – including any of its

criteria, institutions, and decisions – has no grounds, justifications, or guarantees outside of the

people, that is, outside of itself. The second condition tends to be stressed less in discussions

about democracy than the first. However, the second condition – democracy’s self-grounding,

self-legitimation, and indeed its self-constitution – is equally important to democracy according to

radical democrats. Self-grounding leads to constant anxiety and self-reflexive questioning,

making democracy the only political system with a self-revolutionizing logic. Indeed, self-

grounding is the condition of impossibility of finally specifying democracy’s true or ultimate form

(apart from the two minimal conditions set out here). At the same time, democracy’s self-

grounding is the condition of possibility for liberty and equality, that is, for the first condition. In

other words, the absence of external legitimation or foundation is the basis for a participant’s

positive freedom and equality: subjects of democracy are autonomous from external gods and

equally qualified and responsible for governance (Rancière, 2006: 41).

Yet, these two intertwined and historically constituted root meanings and conditions of democracy

have largely been forgotten in contemporary (i.e. ‘liberal’) institutionalizations of democracy.

Hence, radical democratic theorists have added ‘radical’ as a supplementary term to ‘democracy’

so as to draw out the two root conditions. Moreover, as a supplement, ‘radical’ does not just add

to our current understandings and practices of democracy, but problematizes them, showing

them to be not all encompassing: always incomplete and thus always revisable.

The drawing out of these root conditions has been undertaken by a range of radical democrats.

This has resulted in an array of interpretations and conceptualizations of what goes under the

name of ‘radical democracy.’ While some of these conceptualizations stem from the Habermasian

and other deliberative democratic bodies of theory, many now draw upon poststructuralist

influenced political thought, including the work of Jacques Rancière (2006), postmodern

anarchism (e.g. Simon Critchley, Todd May), contemporary Marxist philosophy (e.g. Alain Badiou,

Slavoj Žižek), autonomist Marxism (e.g. Antonio Negri), Deleuzian theories of abundance (e.g.

William Connolly), and post-Marxism (e.g. Ernesto Laclau, Chantal Mouffe).

But what does it mean to institutionalize radical democracy, that is, to institutionalize these two

conditions?
[i]
 Starting with the second condition, self-constitution or self-grounding means that

‘politics goes all the way down’ (Tønder & Thomassen, 2005: 4). Thus, the institutionalization of

this condition involves the institutionalization of contingency and openness to contestation,

ensuring that no social arrangement or identity is taken as extra-political. This contrasts with

some other radical theories of democracy that envision a utopia where contestation is overcome,

for example Rousseauian and Marxist understandings of democracy that see the possibility of

conflict being eliminated through the realization of a general will or a communist revolution. It also

differs from liberal democratic theory in that it does not try to limit or contain political contestation

within certain (formal political) spheres (Ingram, 2006). Rather than confined to parliaments and

periodic elections, radical democracy politics is appropriate to and hence constitutive of, all

spheres of social life, even when politics is hidden by social norms and everyday practices (within

which previous political decision is sedimented). Radical democracy involves making the

constitution of social life by politics explicit, and thus exposing the potential for the politicization,

contestation and reformulation of identities, systems, and norms in all areas of social life, whether

workplaces, educational institutions, community groups, religious organizations, or homes.

However, this call for the institutionalization of contingency and of openness to contestation

should not be read as an unrestrained embrace of conflict, but rather a shaping of it (when it

occurs) in accordance with, or in the name of, extending free and equal participation of all

citizens in the people’s self-constitution (that is, in extending the first condition of democracy).

The institutionalization of radical democracy thus involves what Chantal Mouffe (2005) refers to

as the transformation of antagonism (and potential violence) into ‘agonism’ via the ‘shared ethico-

political principles’ of ‘liberty’ and ‘equality.’

But how can such a radical or agonistic democratic culture – of openness to contestation framed

by equality and freedom – be instituted in the first place? Developing radical democracy from a

culture of limited political participation requires not just winning and instituting legal protections

(such as freedom of speech), but the formation of a politically active citizenry that comes into

being through successful democratic political activism, where citizens see their engagements as

contributing to their own and societies’ self-constitution (in contrast to a discouraged and passive

citizenry).

Laclau and Mouffe (2001) see this radical democratic citizenry and culture developing via

hegemonic politics that embrace and fight for democracy. In other words, they see the need for

the articulation of diverse democratic struggles, with otherwise differentiated demands, into a

movement of ‘we radical democrats’ that can then effectively challenge existing liberal and other

discourses and regimes that limit democracy. The hegemonic struggle politicizes society, while

the normative embrace of democracy ensures this politicization works towards democratic

processes and ends rather than antagonistic politics that is simply aimed at destroying the Other

(e.g., violently retaliating police violence). Here Mouffe and Laclau develop on earlier thinking of

the democratic politics of the ‘new social movements’ (e.g. Macpherson, 1977; Pateman, 1970).

That is, popular struggles aimed at changing society through cultural politics, for example the

women’s movement, environmental movement, anti-war movement, and so on, in contrast to the

politics of political parties aimed at taking centralized state power.  However, against the earlier

new social movements that often departed from economic concerns, radical democracy

embraces the need to politicize and democratize the economy (Laclau, 1990;  Žižek,2000).  

A contemporary example of such a hegemonic project aimed at democratization and that

politicizes society in the process of struggle, can be seen in the ‘alter-globalization’ politics of

1989-2001, where a wide range of groups – farmers and other local producers, radical

environmentalists, indigenous peoples, feminist groups, socialists, anarchists, and so on – with a

wide variety of (sometimes conflicting) demands were articulated through their common negative

relation to capitalist globalization and positive association with calls for ‘democracy’ and ‘justice.’

We have more recently seen a similar politics within the Occupy movements, where students,

unemployed, anarchists, social democrats, unionists, etc., came together around ‘democracy’

and against finance capital and ‘the one percent.’

The Arab revolutions of 2011/12 have also involved a range of previously unarticulated, and

sometimes hostile, groups (Muslim, Christian, secular, women’s, and youth) coming together, and

modifying themselves in the process, around the demand for ‘democracy,’ politicizing societies

that were largely apolitical. While it remains uncertain as to how radically democratic these

revolutions may be with respect to the definition given in this essay, they do provide a practical

illustration of the hegemonic politics that Mouffe and Laclau, amongst others, see as necessary

for a political system to move towards radical democracy. They have, however partially, brought

into being a nascent democratic culture, opening space for political contestation that has been

expanded to many previously marginalized or excluded voices. The next step is the

institutionalization of this culture through media organizations, civil society, law, and official

decision-making bodies. Such radically democratic struggles need to be differentiated from

hegemonic politics performed by coalitions like the Tea Party in the United States that may

contribute to politicization through their activism but at the same time act to shut down politics

through the promotion of the privatization of the social and economic aspects of life.

I want to conclude by highlighting two questions that need careful investigation with respect to the

effective institutionalization of radical democracy. First, what is the role of communications media,

and particularly digital media, in supporting agonistic engagement? The democratizing effects of

digital social networks have been extensively celebrated. However, such networks must not be

assumed to be unquestionably positive for advancing radical democracy, particularly given their

increasing colonization by dominant political forces and capitalist exploitation. This leads us to the

second question: what is the relation of radical democracy to global neo-liberal capital? In other

words, can agonistic struggle effectively challenge contemporary capitalism? Or, as might be

suggested from the limited impact of the alter-globalization and Occupy movements, will such

politics at best lead to narrow reforms of liberal democracy, which ideologically legitimates the

form of contestationary and pluralistic politics associated with capitalist markets and their ‘free’

competition (Zizek, 2000). The answer to these questions, I believe, lies in the nature and extent

of future political struggle. For the extension and institutionalization of radical democracy, there

needs to be a hegemonic political formation committed to liberty and equality and the extension

of political contestation into all spheres of society.

—

Lincoln Dahlberg is a visiting fellow at the Centre for Critical and Cultural Studies at the

University of Queensland. He teaches and researches in the areas of critical theory and media

politics. He has co-edited Radical Democracy and the Internet (Palgrave, 2007) and Discourse

Theory and Critical Media Politics (Palgrave, 2011). His publications can be found at

academia.org.
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[i]
 I am here largely drawing upon post-Marxist radical democratic thought, which reads neo-

Marxist (Gramscian in particular) understandings of radical democracy through poststructuralist

lenses.
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  L INCOLN DAHLBERG,  FEB 26 2013

What is radically democratic, if anything, about the political struggles and events that have occurred around the world
over the last few years, and how might radical democracy be further extended? To answer this question, we need to
take a moment to reflect on what exactly is meant by radical democracy. Here I provide one particular definition of the
term, and then suggest a number of contemporary democratic practices that might embody it. My aim is to offer a
resource for further discussion and activism.

Radical democrats argue that we can draw out two central, inter-twined and historically constituted root meanings or
conditions of democracy: first, the free and equal participation of ‘the people’ (the dêmos) in power (kratos); and
second, that democracy – including any of its criteria, institutions, and decisions – has no grounds, justifications, or
guarantees outside of the people, that is, outside of itself. The second condition tends to be stressed less in
discussions about democracy than the first. However, the second condition – democracy’s self-grounding, self-
legitimation, and indeed its self-constitution – is equally important to democracy according to radical democrats. Self-
grounding leads to constant anxiety and self-reflexive questioning, making democracy the only political system with a
self-revolutionizing logic. Indeed, self-grounding is the condition of impossibility of finally specifying democracy’s true
or ultimate form (apart from the two minimal conditions set out here). At the same time, democracy’s self-grounding is
the condition of possibility for liberty and equality, that is, for the first condition. In other words, the absence of
external legitimation or foundation is the basis for a participant’s positive freedom and equality: subjects of
democracy are autonomous from external gods and equally qualified and responsible for governance (Rancière,
2006: 41).

Yet, these two intertwined and historically constituted root meanings and conditions of democracy have largely been
forgotten in contemporary (i.e. ‘liberal’) institutionalizations of democracy. Hence, radical democratic theorists have
added ‘radical’ as a supplementary term to ‘democracy’ so as to draw out the two root conditions. Moreover, as a
supplement, ‘radical’ does not just add to our current understandings and practices of democracy, but problematizes
them, showing them to be not all encompassing: always incomplete and thus always revisable.

The drawing out of these root conditions has been undertaken by a range of radical democrats. This has resulted in
an array of interpretations and conceptualizations of what goes under the name of ‘radical democracy.’ While some
of these conceptualizations stem from the Habermasian and other deliberative democratic bodies of theory, many
now draw upon poststructuralist influenced political thought, including the work of Jacques Rancière (2006),
postmodern anarchism (e.g. Simon Critchley, Todd May), contemporary Marxist philosophy (e.g. Alain Badiou, Slavoj
Žižek), autonomist Marxism (e.g. Antonio Negri), Deleuzian theories of abundance (e.g. William Connolly), and post-
Marxism (e.g. Ernesto Laclau, Chantal Mouffe).

But what does it mean to institutionalize radical democracy, that is, to institutionalize these two conditions?
[i]

Starting
with the second condition, self-constitution or self-grounding means that ‘politics goes all the way down’ (Tønder &
Thomassen, 2005: 4). Thus, the institutionalization of this condition involves the institutionalization of contingency
and openness to contestation, ensuring that no social arrangement or identity is taken as extra-political. This
contrasts with some other radical theories of democracy that envision a utopia where contestation is overcome, for
example Rousseauian and Marxist understandings of democracy that see the possibility of conflict being eliminated
through the realization of a general will or a communist revolution. It also differs from liberal democratic theory in that
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it does not try to limit or contain political contestation within certain (formal political) spheres (Ingram, 2006). Rather
than confined to parliaments and periodic elections, radical democracy politics is appropriate to and hence
constitutive of, all spheres of social life, even when politics is hidden by social norms and everyday practices (within
which previous political decision is sedimented). Radical democracy involves making the constitution of social life by
politics explicit, and thus exposing the potential for the politicization, contestation and reformulation of identities,
systems, and norms in all areas of social life, whether workplaces, educational institutions, community groups,
religious organizations, or homes.

However, this call for the institutionalization of contingency and of openness to contestation should not be read as an
unrestrained embrace of conflict, but rather a shaping of it (when it occurs) in accordance with, or in the name of,
extending free and equal participation of all citizens in the people’s self-constitution (that is, in extending the first
condition of democracy). The institutionalization of radical democracy thus involves what Chantal Mouffe (2005)
refers to as the transformation of antagonism (and potential violence) into ‘agonism’ via the ‘shared ethico-political
principles’ of ‘liberty’ and ‘equality.’

But how can such a radical or agonistic democratic culture – of openness to contestation framed by equality and
freedom – be instituted in the first place? Developing radical democracy from a culture of limited political participation
requires not just winning and instituting legal protections (such as freedom of speech), but the formation of a
politically active citizenry that comes into being through successful democratic political activism, where citizens see
their engagements as contributing to their own and societies’ self-constitution (in contrast to a discouraged and
passive citizenry).

Laclau and Mouffe (2001) see this radical democratic citizenry and culture developing via hegemonic politics that
embrace and fight for democracy. In other words, they see the need for the articulation of diverse democratic
struggles, with otherwise differentiated demands, into a movement of ‘we radical democrats’ that can then effectively
challenge existing liberal and other discourses and regimes that limit democracy. The hegemonic struggle politicizes
society, while the normative embrace of democracy ensures this politicization works towards democratic processes
and ends rather than antagonistic politics that is simply aimed at destroying the Other (e.g., violently retaliating police
violence). Here Mouffe and Laclau develop on earlier thinking of the democratic politics of the ‘new social
movements’ (e.g. Macpherson, 1977; Pateman, 1970). That is, popular struggles aimed at changing society through
cultural politics, for example the women’s movement, environmental movement, anti-war movement, and so on, in
contrast to the politics of political parties aimed at taking centralized state power. However, against the earlier new
social movements that often departed from economic concerns, radical democracy embraces the need to politicize
and democratize the economy (Laclau, 1990;  Žižek,2000).  

A contemporary example of such a hegemonic project aimed at democratization and that politicizes society in the
process of struggle, can be seen in the ‘alter-globalization’ politics of 1989-2001, where a wide range of groups –
farmers and other local producers, radical environmentalists, indigenous peoples, feminist groups, socialists,
anarchists, and so on – with a wide variety of (sometimes conflicting) demands were articulated through their
common negative relation to capitalist globalization and positive association with calls for ‘democracy’ and
‘justice.’ We have more recently seen a similar politics within the Occupy movements, where students, unemployed,
anarchists, social democrats, unionists, etc., came together around ‘democracy’ and against finance capital and ‘the
one percent.’

The Arab revolutions of 2011/12 have also involved a range of previously unarticulated, and sometimes hostile,
groups (Muslim, Christian, secular, women’s, and youth) coming together, and modifying themselves in the process,
around the demand for ‘democracy,’ politicizing societies that were largely apolitical. While it remains uncertain as to
how radically democratic these revolutions may be with respect to the definition given in this essay, they do provide a
practical illustration of the hegemonic politics that Mouffe and Laclau, amongst others, see as necessary for a
political system to move towards radical democracy. They have, however partially, brought into being a nascent
democratic culture, opening space for political contestation that has been expanded to many previously marginalized
or excluded voices. The next step is the institutionalization of this culture through media organizations, civil society,
law, and official decision-making bodies. Such radically democratic struggles need to be differentiated from
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hegemonic politics performed by coalitions like the Tea Party in the United States that may contribute to politicization
through their activism but at the same time act to shut down politics through the promotion of the privatization of the
social and economic aspects of life.

I want to conclude by highlighting two questions that need careful investigation with respect to the effective
institutionalization of radical democracy. First, what is the role of communications media, and particularly digital
media, in supporting agonistic engagement? The democratizing effects of digital social networks have been
extensively celebrated. However, such networks must not be assumed to be unquestionably positive for advancing
radical democracy, particularly given their increasing colonization by dominant political forces and capitalist
exploitation. This leads us to the second question: what is the relation of radical democracy to global neo-liberal
capital? In other words, can agonistic struggle effectively challenge contemporary capitalism? Or, as might be
suggested from the limited impact of the alter-globalization and Occupy movements, will such politics at best lead to
narrow reforms of liberal democracy, which ideologically legitimates the form of contestationary and pluralistic politics
associated with capitalist markets and their ‘free’ competition (Zizek, 2000). The answer to these questions, I
believe, lies in the nature and extent of future political struggle. For the extension and institutionalization of radical
democracy, there needs to be a hegemonic political formation committed to liberty and equality and the extension of
political contestation into all spheres of society.

—

Lincoln Dahlberg is a visiting fellow at the Centre for Critical and Cultural Studies at the University of Queensland.
He teaches and researches in the areas of critical theory and media politics. He has co-edited Radical Democracy
and the Internet (Palgrave, 2007) and Discourse Theory and Critical Media Politics (Palgrave, 2011). His
publications can be found at academia.org.
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particular) understandings of radical democracy through poststructuralist lenses.
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Radical democracy
Radical democracy is a type of democracy that advocates the radical extension of equality and liberty.[1]

Radical democracy is concerned with a radical extension of equality and freedom, following the idea that
democracy is an un-finished, inclusive, continuous and reflexive process.[1]

Theories
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Agonistic perspective
Autonomist perspective

Criticism
Agonistic perspective
Deliberative perspective
Radical democracy and colonialism

Re-interpretations and adaptations
Radical democracy and the internet
Contemporary mass movements committed to radical democracy
References

Within radical democracy there are three distinct strands, as articulated by Lincoln Dahlberg.[1] These strands
can be labeled as deliberative, agonistic and autonomist.

The first and most noted strand of radical democracy is the agonistic perspective, which is associated with the
work of Laclau and Mouffe. Radical democracy was articulated by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in
their book Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics, written in 1985. They
argue that social movements which attempt to create social and political change need a strategy which
challenges neoliberal and neoconservative concepts of democracy.[2] This strategy is to expand the liberal
definition of democracy, based on freedom and equality, to include difference.[2]

According to Laclau and Mouffe "Radical democracy" means "the root of democracy".[3] Laclau and Mouffe
claim that liberal democracy and deliberative democracy, in their attempts to build consensus, oppress differing
opinions, races, classes, genders, and worldviews.[2] In the world, in a country, and in a social movement there
are many (a plurality of) differences which resist consensus. Radical democracy is not only accepting of
difference, dissent and antagonisms, but is dependent on it.[2] Laclau and Mouffe argue based on the
assumption that there are oppressive power relations that exist in society and that those oppressive relations
should be made visible, re-negotiated and altered.[4] By building democracy around difference and dissent,
oppressive power relations existing in societies are able to come to the forefront so that they can be
challenged.[2]
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The second strand, deliberative, is mostly associated with the work of Jürgen Habermas. This strand of radical
democracy is opposed to the agonistic perspective of Laclau and Mouffe. Habermas argues that political
problems surrounding the organization of life can be resolved by deliberation.[5] That is, people coming
together and deliberating on the best possible solution. This type of radical democracy is in contrast with the
agonistic perspective based on consensus and communicative means: there is a reflexive critical process of
coming to the best solution.[5] Equality and freedom are at the root of Habermas´ deliberative theory. The
deliberation is established through institutions that can ensure free and equal participation of all.[5] Habermas is
aware of the fact that different cultures, world-views and ethics can lead to difficulties in the deliberative
process. Despite this fact he argues that the communicative reason can create a bridge between opposing views
and interests.[5]

The third strand of radical democracy is the autonomist strand, which is associated with left-communist and
post-Marxist ideas. The difference between this type of radical democracy and the two noted above is the
focus on "the community."[1] The community is seen as the pure constituted power instead of the deliberative
rational individuals or the agonistic groups as in the first two strands. The community resembles a "plural
multitude" (of people) instead of the working class in traditional Marxist theory.[1] This plural multitude is the
pure constituted power and reclaims this power by searching and creating mutual understandings within the
community.[1] This strand of radical democracy challenges the traditional thinking about equality and freedom
in liberal democracies by stating that individual equality can be found in the singularities within the multitude,
equality overall is created by an all-inclusive multitude and freedom is created by restoring the multitude in its
pure constituted power.[1] This strand of radical democracy is often a term used to refer to the post-Marxist
perspectives of Italian radicalism - for example Paolo Virno.

William E. Connolly - Connoly is associated with his promotion of an agonistic democracy. An
agonistic democracy is focused on contestation rather than on rational consensus.[6] The
discourse is not violence-based, but engages different aspects of political conflict. According to
Connoly an agonistic democracy is based on a term he calls ¨agonistic respect¨, which allows
people to honor different sources and conflicting opinions.[6]

Ernesto Laclau - Associated with the agonistic strand of radical democracy as articulated in
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics.
Chantal Mouffe - Associated with the agonistic strand of radical democracy as articulated in
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics.
Roberto Mangabeira Unger - Roberto Mangabeira Unger argues that society does not emerge
from consensus, compromising and looking for the best option, but from struggle and political
contestation.[7] Unger is a proponent of the vision of an empowered democracy, which would
involve radical changes at politics in the centre. These changes would involve more social
institutions in which everyone can interact, discuss and effectively empower themselves to
drastically change economic, political and social circumstances.[7]

Sheldon S. Wolin - Wolin's political thought clearly aligns with the ideal of an participatory
democracy.[8] Wolin was the first in articulating the idea of a ¨fugitive democracy¨ in which
democracy is a political experience and the ordinary people are the primary political actors.
Wolin challenged consensus and can therefore be position within the agonistic perspective of
radical democracy.[8]

Theorists

Agonistic perspective

Autonomist perspective

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/J%C3%BCrgen_Habermas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deliberation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Institution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Community
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Working_class
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Italian_Radicals_(disambiguation)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paolo_Virno
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_E._Connolly
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agonistic_democracy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ernesto_Laclau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hegemony_and_Socialist_Strategy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chantal_Mouffe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hegemony_and_Socialist_Strategy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roberto_Mangabeira_Unger
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Empowered_democracy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sheldon_S._Wolin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Participatory_democracy


Cornel West - West describes himself as a radical democrat and a non-Marxist socialist, which
positions him in the critical post-Marxist strand of radical democracy.[9]

Raya Dunayevskaya - Associated with the critical post-Marxist strand of radical democracy.
Paolo Virno - Figurehead for the Italian Autonomist Marxist movement.

Laclau and Mouffe have argued for radical agonistic democracy, where different opinions and worldviews are
not oppressed by the search for consensus in liberal and deliberative democracy. As this agonistic perspective
has been most influential in academic literature, it has been subject to most criticisms on the idea of radical
democracy. Brockelman for example argues that the theory of radical democracy is an Utopian idea.[10]

Political theory, he argues, should not be used as offering a vision of a desirable society. In the same vein, it is
argued that radical democracy might be useful at the local level, but does not offer a realistic perception of
decision-making on the national level.[11] For example, people might know what they want to see changing in
their town and feel the urge to participate in the decision-making process of future local policy. Developing an
opinion about issues at the local level often does not require specific skills or education. Deliberation in order
to combat the problem of groupthink, in which the view of the majority dominates over the view of the
minority, can be useful in this setting. However, people might not be skilled enough or willing to decide about
national or international problems. A radical democracy approach for overcoming the flaws of democracy is, it
is argued, not suitable for levels higher than the local one.

Habermas and Rawls have argued for radical deliberative democracy, where consensus and communicative
means are at the root of politics. However, some scholars identify multiple tensions between participation and
deliberation. Three of these tensions are identified by Joshua Cohen, a student of the philosopher John
Rawls:[12]

1. Wanting to improve the quality of deliberation can be at the expense of public participation. In
this case, representatives and legislators are more focused on argumentation and deliberation
than on seeking to advance the interests of their constituents. By focusing on reasonable
deliberation the interests of particular constituents can be underrepresented.[12]

2. Conversely, seeking to maximize the public participation can be at the expense of the quality of
deliberation. Maximize public participation can be accomplished by popular initiatives like
referendums. Referendums however allows people to decide on an important topic with an
yes/no vote. By using a yes/no vote people can be discouraged to engage in a reasoned
discussion in creating legislation. It is also argued that through maximizing public participation,
manipulation and suppression become present.[12]

3. Deliberation depends on sufficient knowledge and interests from all participants as well as
adequate and easy accessible information. On many important issues however, the number of
participators with sufficient knowledge is rather limited and thus the quality of deliberation
declines when more uninformed participants enter the discussion.[12]
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However, the concept of radical democracy is seen in some circles as colonial in nature due to its reliance on a
western notion of democracy.[13] It is argued that liberal democracy is viewed by the West as the only
legitimate form of governance.[14]

Since Laclau and Mouffe argued for a radical democracy, many other theorists and practitioners have adapted
and changed the term.[2] For example, bell hooks and Henry Giroux have all written about the application of
radical democracy in education. In Hook´s book Teaching to Transgress: Education as the practice of freedom
she argues for education where educators teach students to go beyond the limits imposed against racial, sexual
and class boundaries in order to "achieve the gift of freedom".[15] Paulo Freire's work, although initiated
decades before Laclau and Mouffe, can also be read through similar lenses.[16][17][18] Theorists such as Paul
Chatterton and Richard JF Day have written about the importance of radical democracy within some of the
autonomous movements in Latin America (namely the EZLN—Zapatista Army of National Liberation in
Mexico, the MST—Landless Workers' Movement in Brazil, and the Piquetero—Unemployed Workers
Movement in Argentina) although the term radical democracy is used differently in these contexts.[19][20]

With the rise of the internet in the years after the development of various strands of radical democracy theory,
the relationship between the internet and the theory has been increasingly focussed upon. The internet is
regarded as an important aspect of radical democracy, as it provides a means for communication which is
central to every approach to the theory.

The internet is believed to reinforce both the theory of radical democracy and the actual possibility of radical
democracy through three distinct ways:[21]

1. The internet provides a platform for further discussion about radical democracy, thus
contributing to the theory's development;

2. The internet allows new political communities and democratic cultures to emerge that
challenge the existing political ideas;

3. The internet strengthens the voice of minority groups.

This last point refers to the concept of a radical public sphere where voice in the political debate is given to
otherwise oppressed or marginalized groups.[22] Approached from the radical democracy theory, the
expression of such views on the internet can be understood as online activism. In current liberal representative
democracies, certain voices and interests are always favoured above others. Through online activism, excluded
opinions and views can still be articulated. In this way, activists contribute to the ideal of a heterogeneity of
positions. However, the digital age does not necessarily contribute to the notion of radical democracy. Social
media platforms possess the opportunity of shutting down certain, often radical, voices. This is
counterproductive to radical democracy [23]

The EZLN – Zapatista Army of National Liberation in Mexico: a far-left militant and political
group. Their ideology is based on their aspiration to execute politics in a bottom-up, rather than
top-down way.[24] The group has presented several laws in 1994, including laws to advance
women's position in the country.[25]

The MST – Landless Workers' Movement in Brazil: a social movement that aims at land reform
to make land ownership more accessible for the poor. It claims to seek to achieve this goal
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through combating social issues such as racism, sexism and skewed income distributions.[26]

The Piqueteros – Unemployed Workers Movement in Argentina.
The Abahlali baseMjondolo – shack dwellers' movement in South Africa.
The Socialist Party USA[27] this party was founded in 1973. It claims to be opposed to all forms
of oppression, and to seek to create a "non-racist, classless, feminist and socialist society".[28]

JungdemokratInnen/Junge Linke (translated Young Democrats/Young Left,JD/JL) - a left-wing
political youth organization in Germany, originating as the former youth organisation of the
market-liberal Free Democratic Party.
Radical Democracy Party (United States) – was an abolitionist and anti-Confederate political
party in the United States.
Radical Democracy Party (Chile) – Chilean Centre-right political party created in 1969, and
disbanded in 1990.

1. Dahlberg, Lincoln; Siapera, Eugenia, eds. (2007). Radical Democracy and the Internet.
London: Palgrave Macmillan UK. doi:10.1057/9780230592469 (https://doi.org/10.1057%2F978
0230592469). ISBN 9781349283156. "Radical democracy can then be defined as the type of
democracy that signals an ongoing concern with the radical extension of equality and liberty."

2. Dahlberg, L. (2012). Radical Democracy: 2.
3. Dahlberg, L. (2012). Radical Democracy: 2.
4. Laclau, E and Mouffe, C. (1985). Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical

Democratic Politics, Verso: London.
5. Olson, Kevin (2011). "Deliberative democracy" (https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/jurgen-h

abermas/deliberative-democracy/F9D4327C35D306E5EA49E66DD90445E5). In Fultner,
Barbara (ed.). Jürgen Habermas. Jürgen Habermas: Key Concepts. pp. 140–155.
doi:10.1017/upo9781844654741.008 (https://doi.org/10.1017%2Fupo9781844654741.008).
ISBN 9781844654741.

6. Connolly, William E. (2002). Identity, difference : democratic negotiations of political paradox
(Expanded ed.). Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press. ISBN 9780816694457.
OCLC 191934259 (https://www.worldcat.org/oclc/191934259).

7. Stick, John (1991). "Critique and Construction: A Symposium on Roberto Unger's "Politics.".
Robin W. Lovin , Michael J. Perry". Ethics. 102 (1): 175–176. doi:10.1086/293387 (https://doi.or
g/10.1086%2F293387). ISSN 0014-1704 (https://www.worldcat.org/issn/0014-1704).

8. XENOS, NICHOLAS (2018), "Momentary Democracy", Democracy and Vision, Princeton
University Press, pp. 25–38, doi:10.2307/j.ctv39x8g6.5 (https://doi.org/10.2307%2Fj.ctv39x8g6.
5), ISBN 9780691186771

9. West, Cornel. (1999). The Cornel West reader (1st ed.). New York, NY: Basic Civitas Books.
ISBN 0465091091. OCLC 42706265 (https://www.worldcat.org/oclc/42706265).

10. Brockelman, Thomas (2003). "The failure of the radical democratic imaginary: Žižek versus
Laclau and Mouffe on vestigial utopia". Philosophy & Social Criticism. 29: 185.
doi:10.1177/0191453703029002144 (https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0191453703029002144).
S2CID 154930444 (https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:154930444).

11. Studebaker, Benjamin (27 February 2014). "A Critique of Radical Democracy" (https://benjamin
studebaker.com/2014/02/27/a-critique-of-radical-democracy/). Retrieved 16 May 2019.

12. Cohen, Joshua; Fung, Archon (2011). "Le projet de la démocratie radicale". Raisons Politiques
(in French). 42 (2): 115. doi:10.3917/rai.042.0115 (https://doi.org/10.3917%2Frai.042.0115).
ISSN 1291-1941 (https://www.worldcat.org/issn/1291-1941).

References

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Piquetero
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abahlali_baseMjondolo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socialist_Party_USA
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/JungdemokratInnen/Junge_Linke
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Left-wing
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Germany
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Free_Democratic_Party_(Germany)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Radical_Democracy_Party_(United_States)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abolitionism_in_the_United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confederate_States_of_America
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Radical_Democracy_(Chile)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doi_(identifier)
https://doi.org/10.1057%2F9780230592469
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/9781349283156
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/jurgen-habermas/deliberative-democracy/F9D4327C35D306E5EA49E66DD90445E5
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doi_(identifier)
https://doi.org/10.1017%2Fupo9781844654741.008
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/9781844654741
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/9780816694457
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/OCLC_(identifier)
https://www.worldcat.org/oclc/191934259
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doi_(identifier)
https://doi.org/10.1086%2F293387
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISSN_(identifier)
https://www.worldcat.org/issn/0014-1704
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doi_(identifier)
https://doi.org/10.2307%2Fj.ctv39x8g6.5
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/9780691186771
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/0465091091
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/OCLC_(identifier)
https://www.worldcat.org/oclc/42706265
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doi_(identifier)
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0191453703029002144
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/S2CID_(identifier)
https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:154930444
https://benjaminstudebaker.com/2014/02/27/a-critique-of-radical-democracy/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doi_(identifier)
https://doi.org/10.3917%2Frai.042.0115
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISSN_(identifier)
https://www.worldcat.org/issn/1291-1941


Retrieved from "https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Radical_democracy&oldid=1015743076"

This page was last edited on 3 April 2021, at 08:12 (UTC).

Text is available under the Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike License; additional terms may apply. By using this
site, you agree to the Terms of Use and Privacy Policy. Wikipedia® is a registered trademark of the Wikimedia
Foundation, Inc., a non-profit organization.

13. Dhaliwal, A. (1996). Can the Subaltern Vote? Radical Democracy, Discourses of
Representation and Rights, and Questions of Race. In Trend, D. (ed.) Radical Democracy:
Identity, Citizenship, and the State (pp. 42-61). New York: Routledge.

14. Janet Conway & Jakeet Singh (2011) Radical Democracy in Global Perspective: notes from
the pluriverse, Third World Quarterly, 32:4, 689-706, DOI: 10.1080/01436597.2011.570029

15. hooks, bell, 1952- (2014-03-18). Teaching to transgress : education as the practice of freedom.
New York. ISBN 9781135200008. OCLC 877868009 (https://www.worldcat.org/oclc/87786800
9).

16. Freire, P. (2004). Pedagogy of Hope: Reliving Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York:
Continuum.

17. hooks, b. (1996). Representation and Democracy: An Interview. In Trend, D. (ed.) Radical
Democracy: Identity, Citizenship, and the State (pp. 228-236). New York: Routledge.

18. Giroux, H. (1996). Pedagogy and Radical Democracy in the Age of “Political Correctness”. In
Trend, D. (ed.) Radical Democracy: Identity, Citizenship, and the State (pp. 179-194). New
York: Routledge.

19. Chatterton, P. Making Autonomous Geographies: Argentina’s Popular Uprising and the
‘Movimiento de Traebajadores Desocupados (Unemployed Workers Movement), Geoforum,
(2005), Volume 36, Issue 5, pp. 545-61.

20. Day, R. (2005). Gramsci Is Dead: Anarchist Currents in the Newest Social Movements.
Between the lines: Toronto. p. 195

21. Dahlberg and Siapera, Lincoln and Eugenia (2007). Radical Democracy and the Internet:
Interrogating Theory and Practice. p. 272.

22. Neumayer and Svensson, Christina and Jakob (2016). "Activism and radical politics in the
digital age: Towards a typology" (http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-228642). The
International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies. 22: 132.
doi:10.1177/1354856514553395 (https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1354856514553395).
S2CID 143598116 (https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:143598116).

23. Neumayer and Svensson, Christina and Jakob (2016). "Activism and radical politics in the
digital age: Towards a typology" (http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-228642). The
International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies. 22 (2): 143.
doi:10.1177/1354856514553395 (https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1354856514553395).
S2CID 143598116 (https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:143598116).

24. "The Zapatista's Return: A Masked Marxist on the Stump"
25. "EZLN—Women's Revolutionary Law". Flag.blackened.net. Retrieved 2013-10-29.
26. "Nossos objetivos". MST page, "Archived copy". Archived from the original on 2012-09-02.

Retrieved 2012-09-01.. Retrieved September 1, 2012
27. Socialism as Radical Democracy (http://socialistparty-usa.org/principles.html) Archived (https://

web.archive.org/web/20100315170458/http://socialistparty-usa.org/principles.html) 2010-03-15
at the Wayback Machine -- Statement of Principles of the Socialist Party USA (accessed 14
May 2008).

28. "Socialism As Radical Democracy: Statement of Principles of the Socialist Party USA".
Socialist Party USA. Retrieved July 6, 2018.

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Radical_democracy&oldid=1015743076
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Text_of_Creative_Commons_Attribution-ShareAlike_3.0_Unported_License
https://foundation.wikimedia.org/wiki/Terms_of_Use
https://foundation.wikimedia.org/wiki/Privacy_policy
https://www.wikimediafoundation.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/9781135200008
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/OCLC_(identifier)
https://www.worldcat.org/oclc/877868009
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gramsci_Is_Dead:_Anarchist_Currents_in_the_Newest_Social_Movements
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-228642
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doi_(identifier)
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1354856514553395
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/S2CID_(identifier)
https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:143598116
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-228642
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doi_(identifier)
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1354856514553395
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/S2CID_(identifier)
https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:143598116
http://socialistparty-usa.org/principles.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20100315170458/http://socialistparty-usa.org/principles.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wayback_Machine


Radical democracy
Radical democracy was articulated by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in their book Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards
a Radical Democratic Politics, written in 1985. They argue that social movements which attempt to create social and political change
need a strategy which challenges neoliberal and neoconservative concepts of democracy.[1] This strategy is to expand the liberal
definition of democracy, based on freedom and equality, to include difference.[1]

"Radical democracy" means "the root of democracy". Laclau and Mouffe claim that liberal democracy and deliberative democracy, in
their attempts to build consensus, oppress differing opinions, races, classes, genders, and worldviews.[1] In the world, in a country,
and in a social movement there are many (a plurality of) differences which resist consensus. Radical democracy is not only accepting
of difference, dissent and antagonisms, but is dependent on it.[1] Laclau and Mouffe argue based on the assumption that there are
oppressive power relations that exist in society and that those oppressive relations should be made visible, re-negotiated and
altered.[1] By building democracy around difference and dissent, oppressive power relations existing in societies are able to come to
the forefront so that they can be challenged.[2]

In other contexts, radical democracy is a term used to refer to the post-Marxist perspectives of Italian radicalism—especially Paolo
Virno.

Re-interpretations
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Contemporary mass movements committed to radical democracy

Theorists

Sources

Since Laclau and Mouffe argued for a radical democracy, many other theorists and practitioners have adapted and changed the term.
For example, bell hooks and Henry Giroux have all written about education for a radical democracy. Paulo Freire's work, although
initiated decades before Laclau and Mouffe, can also be read through similar lenses. [3][4][5] Theorists such as Paul Chatterton and
Richard JF Day have written about the importance of radical democracy within some of the autonomous movements in Latin
America (namely the EZLN—Zapatista Army of National Liberation in Mexico, the MST—Landless Workers' Movement in Brazil,
and the Piquetero—Unemployed Workers Movement in Argentina).[6][7]

Because of radical democracy's focus on difference, and challenging oppressive power relations, it has been seen as conducive to
post-colonial theory and decolonization. However, the concept of radical democracy is seen in some circles as colonial in nature due
to its reliance on a western notion of democracy.[8] Also, radical democracy challenges consensus decision-making processes which
are essential to many indigenous governing practices.[8]

The EZLN – Zapatista Army of National Liberation in Mexico.
The MST – Landless Workers' Movement in Brazil
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The Piqueteros – Unemployed Workers Movement in Argentina
The Abahlali baseMjondolo – shack dwellers' movement in South Africa

The Socialist Party USA[9]

JungdemokratInnen/Junge Linke; (translated Young Democrats/Young Left,JD/JL) a left-wing political youth
organization in Germany and the former youth wing of a liberal party called FDP

Ernesto Laclau
Chantal Mouffe
Murray Bookchin
Slavoj Zizek
Raya Dunayevskaya
Roberto Mangabeira Unger
Cornel West
Sheldon S. Wolin
William E. Connolly
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1 
 

Conflicts in common(s) ? 

Theories of radical democracy and the governance of the commons 

 

Martin Deleixhe 

Introduction 

 

Recently, theories of radical democracy have attempted to redefine democracy’s political regime 

beyond its conventional understanding as a competitive system of representatives organized in political 

parties vying for the votes of their right-endowed citizens.1 Dissatisfied with the reduction of democracy 

to an elite-level negotiation between a plurality of interest groups2, radical democrats have called for both 

a rethinking of the means to foster popular participation to the decision-making process and a critique of 

the capitalist relations of production that, in their opinion, underpin this impoverished notion of 

democracy.3 Moreover, though they share an egalitarian concern with social democrats, they lay a much 

greater emphasis on the current diversity of the social struggles that cannot, according to the now 

canonical exposition of their views by Laclau and Mouffe, be subsumed under the central opposition of 

labor and capital4. Last but not least, they assume that democracy can approximate but never achieve 

those participatory and egalitarian goals and should therefore constantly keep striving for its own 

democratization.5 The tradition of radical democracy, writ large, thus combines republican elements with a 

social critique that draws loosely on the Marxist tradition and an alertness to the demands of diversity. 

 

Given those ideological features, it will not come as a surprise that some prominent radical democrats 

have lately demonstrated a vivid interest in the commons. Ever since the first publication of the 

trailblazing work of Elinor Ostrom Governing the Commons in 19906 that rebuked on solid empirical and 

theoretical grounds the assumption (originally stated in a 1968 article from Garret Hardin7) that commons 

would be depleted of their resources and eventually destroyed unless they were either privatized or turned 

into public property, commons have been associated with a self-governing and self-sustaining scheme of 

                                                           
1
 Cohen, Joshua and Fung, Archon « Radical democracy », Swiss Journal of Political Science, vol. 10, 2004, p. 23-43. 
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production in which stakeholders are equally considered as the masters of their own fate, and direct 

participation to the collective deliberation is the procedural norm. Shed in this light, commons have been 

burdened with the responsibility of carving out an autonomous social space independent from both the 

atomism of capitalist markets and the hierarchical structure of the State.8 Since the commons prove on a 

small empirical scale that self-governance, far from being an utopian ideal, is and has been for a long time 

a lived reality, a few authors have attempted to turn them into the conceptual matrix of their own account 

of radical democracy. But is the obvious parallel revolving around the notion of autonomous governance 

substantial enough for the commons to provide a new paradigm for democracy ? Two couple of authors – 

Negri and Hardt on one hand, Laval and Dardot on the other – appear to think so and have jointly coined 

the term “the common” (in the singular) to suggest that the self-governance quintessential to the 

commons could be turned into a general democratic principle. 

 

Although this theoretical development is exciting, I will contend that it fails to account for an 

important contradiction between both theoretical frameworks. Whereas the governance of the commons 

depends on a harmonious cooperation of all the stakeholders that in turn relies on a strong sense of 

belonging to a shared community, radical democracy is highly suspicious of any attempt to build a 

totalizing community and constantly emphasizes the decisive role of internal agonistic conflicts in 

maintaining a vibrant pluralism.9 I will further contend that the short-sightedness of radical democrats on 

this issue might be partly explained by the strong emphasis put in the commons literature on a related but 

different conflict, the one that opposes the commoners to the movement of enclosures. I will argue, 

however, that this conflict is not of an agonistic nature and does little to preserve the dynamism and the 

constant self-criticism proper to the radical democrat regime. Consequently, if we want to escape the naïve 

belief that no form of oppression is to be found in the commons, then instead of assuming that those 

governance schemes are per se democratic, we need to think how to democratize them, which implies to 

allow the expression of  internal conflict between commoners. 

 

1. From the “commons” to the “common” 

a. Commons are not only common-pool resources but also a set of  co-decided social practices 

and norms 

 

Elinor Ostrom should be credited for turning conventional wisdom regarding commons upside 

down. Commons used to be, in medieval times, pastures and woodlands that, by custom, could be 
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accessed and jointly used by all villagers.10 By extension, the term commons came to be used to refer to “a 

resource to which no single decision-making holds exclusive title”11 or, in more technical terms, to 

“subtractable resources managed under a property regime in which a legally user pool cannot be efficiently 

excluded from the resource domain.”12 Prior to the seminal work of Ostrom, it was widely admitted that 

the twin features of the commons, namely their open-access and the rivalrous nature of the goods they 

either contained or produced, would lead to a collective action problem akin to the prisoner’s dilemma.13 

The commoners, that were assumed to be rational, incommunicative and selfish agents, would be locked 

into short-term strategies and keep subtracting goods from the commons up until those would be 

ruined.14 As a result, only two distinct policies could be prescribed to ensure that long term interests 

would prevail over immediate individual gains. The tragic fate of the commons had to be prevented by 

either privatizing the commons, or putting them under a public authority. Either the invisible hand of the 

market or the Leviathan State.15 For quite some time, the debate regarding the commons has therefore 

been structured along the lines of this sole alternative. 

 

Elinor Ostrom convincingly showed that the pessimistic ‘metaphoric model’ of the prisoner 

dilemma was misleading. It rests on a mistaken construal of the commoners that plainly doesn’t match the 

empirical facts. Through a careful scrutiny of numerous case studies in The Philippines, Switzerland, Japan 

and Spain, Ostrom argues that commons have existed and have proven to be sustainable over long period 

of times (centuries in the case of the Andalusian irrigation system).16 One of the reason for their long-

enduring success is that commoners do not act as homo economicus. Commoners are social actors embedded 

in tight-knit communities that communicate, observe social norms and judge their fellow members on the 

basis of their reputation.17 They are still considered as individualistic agents – Ostrom remains within the 

theoretical frameworks of both rational choice and game theory, that she seeks to refine and expand but 

never to radically criticize – but they understand that it is in their own best interest to build institutions 

that will create incentives for the others to cooperate. Consequently, commoners are capable of 

collectively making some binding decisions that supply institutions, refrain their individual consumption 

and preserve their resource domains in the long run. Notably, they design monitoring and conflict-
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resolution mechanisms that foster mutual trust by preventing commoners from free-riding. In sum, 

commoners have proven to be able to self-organize and govern by themselves the commons on which 

they depend for their subsistence.18 

 

From the viewpoint of democratic theory, Ostrom’s main contribution still lies elsewhere though, 

in what one might call her constructivist/institutionalist turn. For she was the first to clearly expose that 

commons were not just a pool of open-access, rivalrous resources but also relied upon a coordinated 

governance. The set of collective institutions and social norms created by the commoners are not just 

instrumental in sustaining the commons. In fact, they are part of the commons themselves. What is 

noteworthy in her analysis is that it considers commons as a pool of resources that relies upon 

autonomous and cooperative social practices, semi-independent from both state and market logics, to 

ensure their sustainability.19 This approach highlighted that commons were not only a natural thing but also 

partly a social construct. Nevertheless, Ostrom appeared to shy away from her own conclusions. The 

persisting assumption that goods have to bear certain intrinsic qualities (rivalry and non-excludability) in 

order to qualify as commons trapped her into a naturalistic framework and prevented her from 

questioning whether those co-decided cooperative social practices could spread beyond a specific set of 

collective action dilemmas.20 Instead of sticking to her rationale and consider that anything could become 

a commons if it was governed as such, Ostrom inconsistently argued that only certain goods, namely the 

common-pool resources and knowledge commons, were meant to be administrated collectively.21 

 

b. The common : not just a potential model of  economic production but a general democratic 

principle 

 

This “reification of the commons” in Ostrom’s work is roundly condemned by Dardot and Laval. 

Firstly because, according to them, it fails to explain why the first movement of enclosures has historically 

occurred.22 If historical meadows and forests have ceased to be governed as commons and have been 

privatized in XVIth and XVIIth century England, it is not because landlords noticed all of sudden that 

their naturally open features could be altered in order to make them exclusive. It is rather due to a shift in 

the social relations between the gentry and the commoners.23 Similarly, Susan Buck observes that open-
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access goods tend to be regarded as natural or global commons to be governed multilaterally (Antarctica, 

deep seabed, outer space, etc.) only insofar as there exists no technology that makes their exploitation 

profitable.24 As far as they are concerned, Dardot and Laval happily throw overboard any remnants of 

naturalism in the commons theory and argue that no good is inherently common, or naturally escapes 

appropriation. Commons do not denote a relation between a resource and a community but a specific 

kind of relation between individuals that consider themselves as belonging to a shared and constructed 

community. In a similar vein, they discard any reference to a common heritage of mankind, for it rests on 

a theological perspective according to which the custody of the world was given in common to all men by 

a superior power, which is incompatible with the non-hierarchical governance typical of the commons.25 It 

follows that, if no good is naturally (or theologically) common, they have to be instituted as commons, 

that is they have to be put in common. Strictly speaking, commons are nothing but the outcome of a 

continuous process of commoning. Dardot and Laval argue that: “it is only the practical activity of men that 

can make things common.”26 In other words, they bring Ostrom’s institutionalist logic one step further. 

Collective self-governance is not part of the commons, it is constitutive of the commons.  

 

Dardot and Laval subsequently suggest to call this collaborative activity itself the common to 

radically distinguish it from its reified forms. At first glance, this sets them on a slippery slope. For the 

common could then easily be turned into a vague principle of altruism. Peter Linebaugh, for instance, 

states that : “Human solidarity as expressed in the slogan ‘all for one and one for all’ is the foundation of 

commoning.”27 The related terms ‘commoning’ and ‘the common’ then run the risk of being used to 

describe any forms of effective cooperation. This is precisely why Dardot and Laval painstakingly outline 

its institutional components. According to them, the principle of the common invites us to “introduce 

everywhere, in the most radical and most systematic fashion, the institutional form of the self-

government.”28 Two things should be said regarding the content of this political principle of the common. 

First, it contrasts radically with the two classical policy prescriptions, that is the recourse to market or to 

the State, in that it is not articulated as a property regime. It is not assumed that the political solution to 

the conundrum of having multiple owners making claims regarding a single pool of goods lays in clarifying 

who is its rightful owner (be it by distributing private property rights, turning the commons into a public 

good or even outlining what a common ownership of the good would potentially look like.) Since Dardot 

and Laval consider that commons are nothing but the institutionalization of the cooperative social 

practices that surround them, they consistently argue that the commons cannot belong to anyone.29 The 
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political principle of the common is even at one point presented as “the negation in act of the right to 

property”30.  For it struggles against any form of definite appropriation and intends to substitute the right 

of use to any claim to property. Hence, only those that take an active part in the production of the 

commons are entitled to be co-participants to the decision-making process regarding its use.  

 

Second, the common blurs the distinction between the social and the political. Empirical 

examples of commons, from region wide irrigation systems to locally organized inshore fisheries and peer-

to-peer data transfer, prove at once to be an efficient model of economic production – ensuring that a 

collective resource not only be preserved but also proliferate in the long run for the greatest benefit of all 

– and to be instrumental in shaping self-governed communities. The commoning process creates 

autonomous social organizations that escape the classical dichotomy between private and public and 

reshuffle the boundaries between the social and the political.31 The radical demand of self-governance that 

underpins the principle of the common is as valid for small production schemes as it is at a the level of the 

whole political community, where what is at stake is society’s creation of itself.32 Betraying their Marxist 

theoretical background, Dardot and Laval argue that the social is always intimately intertwined with the 

political  : “the primacy of the common in both spheres [i.e. social and political] is what enables their 

reciprocal articulation and turns the socio-economic itself as a daily school in co-decision making.”33 This is also 

what enables them to suggest, with a tiny bit of melodramatic eloquence, that the institutionalizing process 

they call commoning should be turned into “a general principle for society’s reorganization.”34 

 

Hardt and Negri share this insight on the vanishing boundary between the social and the political 

and follow suit in assimilating modes of production and political regime. However, their analysis proves to 

be a lot more deterministic and eventually leaves little room to politics. In Commonwealth, Hardt and Negri 

suggest that capitalism would have entered into a new phase they call cognitive capitalism (or, in more 

philosophical terms, biopolitical production).35 With the advent of new communication technologies, 

social production is now evermore connected and self-regulating. As a consequence, capital no longer 

plays an authoritative role. While capital used to be key in disciplining the workers and creating the 

condition of their cooperation (in the context of the factory for instance), its coordination role now 

became superfluous since workers organize, network and co-produce autonomously. In Hardt and Negri’s 
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terms : “capital is increasingly external to the productive process and the generation of wealth.”36 For, in 

cognitive capitalism, what is being produced is mostly immaterial. Affects and knowledge, “the labor of 

the head and the heart”37, are the innovative products of this revamped economy. And in order to 

produce those, workers need to be dynamic, creative and thought-provoking, which requires them to be 

emancipated from the tough discipline that existed in the workplace.38 

 

Capital’s raison d’être is to reproduce, that is to accumulate even more capital. But, if it no longer 

controls production, it is deprived of any means to despoil the workers from the surplus value their 

cooperation produces. Capital’s last resort has therefore been to turn to predatory practices and to 

expropriate values from the commons. The exploitation, that used to be internal to the production cycle, 

looks increasingly like the typical primitive accumulation of capital, relying on a violence that is external to 

the economic cycle.39 Since capital no longer intervenes in production, it has no choice but to expropriate 

values from the commons the workers collectively produced. This parasitic intervention of functionless 

capitalists has been often done over the last three decades with the benediction and/or the active support 

of the State. Neoliberalism is the ideological expression of this strategic shift in which capital and States 

cooperate to enable a new wave of enclosures of the commons on a large scale, labelled by David Harvey 

as an “accumulation by dispossession”.40 However, in a markedly dialectical fashion, this strategy bears its 

own contradiction and will eventually lead to a decisive crisis. For the productivity of labor greatly 

decreases every time the capital encloses and destroys the new immaterial commons on which its 

cooperative practices rests.41 In the long run, this strategy can only be self-defeating. Hardt and Negri even 

go as far as suggesting to give up class struggle, a bold claim to make for two authors that belong to the 

Marxist tradition. For, in their views, labor will grow ever more autonomous from capital’s control in the 

future. The point then will no longer be to fight its rule but to escape its reach. Hence, their call for an 

“exodus of labor.”42 According to this perspective, there are no longer two classes facing each other in an 

existential economic struggle (as in the classical Marxist view), but one capitalist class keen on privatizing 

the commons produced by the cognitive working class that does its best to wrestle it out of its control. 

Commoners should no longer engage into a fierce struggle to defeat the capitalists, they should simply 

abandon them to their – presumably miserable – fate. 
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What is strikingly similar in the two later approaches (Laval & Dardot, Hardt & Negri) is that they 

uncritically endorse Ostrom’s claim that commons are harmonious self-governing schemes of 

cooperation. In doing so, they overlook the fact that Ostrom was facing an uphill battle when she first 

wrote about the commons. Since the overwhelming consensus in the scientific community back then was 

that no commonly owned goods could be efficiently administrated and managed, Ostrom had to prove 

that self-governing cooperation could overcome collective action issues. But, as I will try to show in the 

following section, using this conclusion to turn the commons into the matrix of radical democracy may 

come at a cost. It should also be pointed out that Dardot and Laval’s theoretical account of the common 

retains a dialectic dimension. It stresses the interplay between the political and social, arguing that the 

latter could be the learning space for a democratic practice in the former, whereas Hardt and Negri show 

less caution and appear to merely translate the spontaneous cooperation they attribute to cognitive 

capitalism into the political sphere. Hence, their unflinching optimism and the contestable claim that : 

“Cognitive labor and affective labor generally produce cooperation autonomously from capitalist 

command, even in some of the most constrained and exploited circumstances, such as call centers or food 

services.”43 As many commentators have already pointed out, the thesis of a radical shift toward cognitive 

capitalism overestimates the extent to which capitalism has changed and consequently overlooks the 

persistence of hierarchies, be it in the international divisions of labor, in new ‘horizontal’ modes of 

management that hide rather than challenge their implicit hierarchy or in the enduring importance of the 

first and the second sector of the economy in the global South.44 

 

c.  The agonistic model of  democracy underpinning previous radical democratic theories 

 

We owe a highly idiosyncratic (but also one of the most influential) description of democracy’s 

singularity to Claude Lefort. Lefort traces its origins back to the French Revolution.45 What was at stake in 

the popular uprisings was, according to him, much more than the overthrow of the head of State. For, 

what the revolutionaries did was not only to get rid of a ruler they disliked, they also dismissed forever the 

idea that anyone could pretend to embody power. In contrast with the monarchic regime in which the 

sovereign King is – in his very flesh – the illustration of the body politics46 and therefore the rightful and 

uncontested source of all authority, power in democracy is nobody’s attribute. It no longer belongs to 

anyone but it is temporarily granted to the winner of a ritualized political contest. Power, according to 
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Lefort’s oft quoted metaphor, has become “an empty place”47 that no individual, political party or 

ideology has a legitimate claim to occupy. 

 

 With the unitary imaginary of the body gone, the political community has to acknowledge that it 

rests on a constitutive division. Notably because the society always finds itself at a reasonable distance 

from the empty place of power, but also due to the presence of several factions that struggle for the right 

to the temporary exercise of power. Second, this internal division is not a by-product of the new 

democratic imaginary. It is rather its necessary driving force. Since there is no longer an uncontested 

source of legitimacy, nobody is in a position to make any definite claim regarding what is just or unjust, 

true or false, legitimate or illegitimate.48 Democracy is a fundamentally unstable regime in which “the 

markers of certainty are dissolved”49. Conflict is what ensures that the place of power remains empty, 

since it prevents anyone ever feeling too comfortable occupying it. Radical democracy welcomes conflict 

as the best medicine against the ever-present temptation to look at the political community as an organic 

whole, potentially paving the way for a turn towards an authoritative or even a totalitarian politics. 

 

 Laclau and Mouffe reach surprisingly similar conclusions. To them, democracy is the regime in 

which several hegemonic projects compete without ever getting the best of each other, resulting in an 

“openness and indeterminacy of the social, which gives a primary and founding character to negativity and 

antagonism”.50 Drawing (polemically) on Carl Schmitt’s infamous concept of the political51, Chantal 

Mouffe argues that political oppositions can adopt two forms. In its violent form, political conflict can 

amount to an existential opposition between friends and enemies whose only logical issue is the attempt to 

exterminate, or at the very least to get rid of, the group of threatening outsiders.52 The relation is then one 

between two agents entirely external to each other locked in a behavior of mutual and relentless 

aggression. This is what Schmitt calls the political and Mouffe terms antagonism. The milder form of 

political opposition stays away from those extremes. It is better described as a conflict between adversaries 

that, in spite of their disagreement, still recognize each other as legitimate interlocutors. Though their 

worldviews might be radically different, they admit to belonging to a shared political association and 

therefore to being in need to preserve a minimal degree of cooperation.53 To avoid any confusion, Mouffe 

qualifies this conflictual relation as agonistic.  
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Democracy consequently has a twofold relation with conflict. First, “the task of democracy is to 

transform antagonism into agonism.”54 Democracy is burdened with the heavy responsibility to tame 

antagonism. It has to turn enemies and their ‘make-no-prisoner’ political attitude into adversaries that may 

fiercely disagree but will nonetheless respect each other’s right to participate in their political community’s 

democratic debate. But in order to do so, democracy should not repress conflicts as liberalism is very 

often tempted to do (by reducing it to a rational conversation held on a neutral field while what is at play 

is the very structuration of the relations of power). Democracy has to embrace its intrinsic agonism and 

grant it the necessary space to express itself. Otherwise, attempts to repress it could turn healthy agonistic 

political confrontations into pathological antagonisms. While conflict may need to be channeled to avoid 

spilling over into antagonism, tumultuous clashes between political views are nevertheless the sign of a 

well-functioning democracy.55 

 

2. Commons, democracy and conflict 

 

Now conflict is interestingly an ever present feature in the commons literature. For commons, as we 

have stressed in the first section can be seen as the result of two contradictory trends. We first showed 

that commons should not be reified and assimilated to collective goods but rather deserved to be qualified 

as self-governed cooperative practices. There is no such thing as a common good, but simply outcomes of 

a commoning process. Goods become common because of a collective democratic praxis that governs them 

as commons. But, much of the commons literature has also documented the persistent risk of enclosure 

that looms over the commons. The commoning process should indeed never be taken for granted since 

its self-organized practices are ceaselessly threatened of violent expropriation. The conflict between those 

that want to spread the principle of the common and those that seek to privatize and/or commodify the 

commons is therefore a recurrent theme of the commons literature. In what follows, we will show that, 

albeit there is a constant struggle in the commons to resist this trend toward expropriation, this conflict 

does little to foster a vibrant democratic life. 

 

a. Primitive accumulation, or the conflict between commoners and capitalists 

 

 Marx wanted to dispel Adam Smith’s claim that the original accumulation of capital was merely 

due to the industrious nature of some gifted individuals that had saved it overtime. His classical analysis of 

the enclosure movements – in the chapter XXVI of Capital –exposes the violent nature of the initial 
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accumulation of capital. Taking England and Ireland as case studies, Marx painstakingly demonstrates 

that, far from being the end result of generations of hard labor, the accumulation of capital was in fact 

realized, throughout the XVIth and XVIIth century, through the expropriation of the commoners from the 

lands they had maintained and inhabited for decades, or even centuries. As Marx famously stated : “[the] 

new freedmen became sellers of themselves only after they had been robbed of all their own means of 

production, and of all the guarantees of existence afforded by the old feudal arrangements. And the 

history of this, their expropriation, is written in the annals of mankind in letters of blood and fire.”56 

 

Blood and fire. For this was not a gentle process. Primitive accumulation is distinct from capital 

reproduction in the sense that, given the absence of pre-existing capital or of wage relationship, it has to 

seize value outside of the production cycle. While exploitation can go relatively unnoticed, because it is 

embedded in a production system and in an ideology that justify the worker’s loss of the surplus value he 

produced to the capitalist, the primitive accumulation cannot resort to such mean.57 To be accomplished, 

it has to separate the peasants from their means of production through the privatization and the parceling 

of their land. And this requires the intervention of a violence external to the economic cycle. The 

enclosure movement is better captured as a tumultuous conflict between social classes.58 When 

commoners lost this first battle, that is have lost the right to govern collectively the commons, it 

compelled them to sell their work force on the labor market. Commoners had then successfully be turned 

into proletarians and commons into capitalistic private property. In other words, the principle of the 

common had been temporarily undone. 

 

 As Massimo De Angelis warns us, one shouldn’t mistake primitive accumulation for a long gone 

social phenomenon, belonging to another historical epoch.59 Since Marx himself had a linear and stagist 

account of economy’s development, it would be tempting to look upon primitive accumulation as a thing 

of the past, i.e. a shameful and violent intermediary stage between feudalism and capitalism that set the 

historical basis for capitalist production. But if we define, as Marx himself did, primitive accumulation as 

an extra-economic force that separates the workers from their means of production60, we would be 
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Linebaugh, Peter, Stop, Thief!: The Commons, Enclosures, and Resistance, Oakland, PM Press, 2014. 
Linebaugh, Peter, The Magna Carta Manifesto. Liberties and Commons for All, Berkeley, University of California Press, 
2009. 
58 Thompson, Edward P., Whigs and Hunters. The Origin of the Black Act, New York, Pantheon Books, 1975. 
59 De Angelis, Massimo, “Separating the doing and the deed. Capital and the continuous character of enclosures”, 

Historical Materialism, vol. 12, n°2, 2004, p. 57–87. In a similar vein, see also Caffentzis, George, In Letters of Blood and 
Fire. Work, Machines and the Crisis of Capitalism, Oakland, PM Press, 2013. 
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 “It is in fact the divorce between the conditions of labour on the one hand and the producer on the other that 
forms the concept of capital, as this arises with primitive accumulation […] subsequently appearing as a constant 
process in the accumulation and concentration of capital.” Marx, Karl, Capital. Volume I, ???, 1894, p. 354-5. 
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compelled to acknowledge it as a recurring phenomenon, that doesn’t only precede capitalism but actually 

litters its history.61 For the workers organize, be it in cooperatives, unions or political parties, and develop 

political strategies that have enabled them to wrestle back some control over their means of production. 

As De Angelis states : “Objects of primitive accumulation also become any given balance of power among 

classes that constitute a ‘rigidity’ for furthering the capitalist process of accumulation.”62 There is thus an 

ever present conflict whose object are the commons. And this conflict is framed in terms of an extra-

economic struggle between two radically opposed social classes, the capitalists that want to break any self-

governance of production set in place by workers and the workers that unite in order to escape the 

alienation induced by the separation from their means of production. 

 

 But since enclosure is the mean by which the capitalists realize primitive accumulation, if primitive 

accumulation is not a thing of the past, then neither are the enclosures. And one is not surprised to find 

out that there is a vast literature documenting not a single historical wave of enclosures but indeed a 

successive waves of enclosures.63 As a matter of fact, the recent turn to neoliberalism is often interpreted, 

for instance by David Harvey, as a renewal of the resort to extra-economic forces to appropriate 

illegitimately values from the commons created by cooperative practices.64 The struggle over the 

commons is far from being over and rather appears to be an ongoing process.  

 

Is this recurring struggle an instance of the agonism that keeps democracy indeterminate and 

consequently alive ? Should the movement of enclosures, in spite of its rapacious character, be 

commended paradoxically for its democratic character ? In order to respond, we need to assess the quality 

and the nature of the conflict being played out in the opposition between commoners and capitalists. And 

my contention is that it in no way qualifies as an agonistic opposition. For at least two reasons. First, 

because of the scope of this conflict. If we take the commons (in the plural) to constitute the matrix of a 

democratic principle of self-governance we named earlier the common (in the singular), it logically follows 

that the inchoate democracy we observe is the one being built amongst commoners. Capitalists are an 

outside threat to this democratic community in the making, but could not claim to be one of its internal 

and constitutive division. What is at stake is here is an external opposition between two worlds rather than 

an internal conflict. And second, because of the intensity of the conflict. Capitalists do not consider 
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 An early interpretation of the enclosures as having a continuous character can be found in Luxemburg, Rosa, The 
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themselves as sharing a community of fate with the commoners they turn into proletarians, even though 

they may actually be needing their labor. As highlighted above, the enclosures are a violent process that 

show very little consideration for the commoners they expropriate. And the resulting social conflict can 

quickly escalate to extremes forms of violence, bordering on cruelty.65 Marx had described in the 

Communist Manifesto the opposition between proletarians and capitalists as a civil war66, that is the most 

merciless form of conflict, prone to unravel the community and striving toward the close enemies’ 

definitive extermination. Civil wars are such bitter and hard-fought conflicts that any form of self-control 

and self-limitation in the recourse to violence is left behind. Decades later, Marx is sadly convinced to see 

his prediction come true when he witnesses the annihilation of one of the most radical attempt at building 

a political common, that is the Parisian commune of 1871.67 Crushed by the way in which the Parisian 

revolutionaries had been wiped out by reactionary forces, Marx will famously describe the event as a Civil 

War in France. Afterwards, he will consider that the Commune epitomizes the kind of violent struggle that 

is to be expected when one attempts to break free of the capitalist mold to build his own common.68  

 

For those two motives, I therefore contend that the struggle between capitalists and commoners 

is too tumultuous to be conducive to any form of agonism and should not be relied upon to sustain a 

dynamic internal division constitutive of democracy. Given its scope and its intensity, it would be better 

described as an antagonistic conflict that escapes the democratic realm. As I had said in the introduction, 

because they mistakenly locate the democratic conflict into this opposition, many authors (chiefly Hardt 

and Negri or Dardot an Laval with whom I have been most concerned in this article, but the same could 

be said of David Harvey, Naomi Klein, David Bollier or Peter Linebaugh) end up overlooking the fact 

that, in their political proposition, conflict is absent from the commons. Conflict is entirely associated with 

the resistance to the enclosure movements69, while commons are assumed to be harmoniously self-

governed through spontaneously cooperative practices. 

 

In Hardt and Negri’s case, the assumption that commons are self-creating, self-regulatory and 

would better function far from any form of centralized control is so strong that it is sometimes difficult to 

fathom what distinguishes it from the neoliberal utopia according to which all aspects of societies would 
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be better off being deregulated and abandoned to unimpeded market mechanisms. 70 Dardot and Laval are 

more nuanced and repeatedly stress the importance to create political and social institutions in order to 

foster and support the cooperative praxis that takes place inside the commons. What is nevertheless shared 

by both approaches is that, from Lefort’s perspective, the image they offer of a community reconciled 

with itself is nothing less than worrying. For no political community is ever deprived of any form of 

disagreement and subsequent division, and such a projection can therefore only be interpreted as an 

attempt to cover up inconvenient truths regarding its less-than-ideal internal organization. Hardt and 

Negri do nothing to alleviate that fear when they claim that “love is really the living heart of the project we 

have been developing” and add for good measure that “love is a process of the production of the 

common”.71 Although they stress that love should not be identitarian, that is a love of the same, or 

understood as a process of unification, they nevertheless come to the Spinozian conclusion that love is a 

passion that “composes singularities, like themes in a musical score”72. One would be hard pressed not to 

see into this last description of love as the driving force behind the constitution of the community of the 

commoners the suggestion that the latter would demonstrate the harmony of a melodic tune. Here too, 

Laval and Dardot show more caution than Hardt and Negri. Nevertheless, their plea for the associativist 

tradition (Proudhon, Mauss, Jaurès) and its practical network of cooperatives to pick up the torch of the 

socialist movement could be interpreted as a rebuttal, or at least a move away, from the acknowledgement 

of the presence of perennial economic conflicts.73 For the cooperativist ideal still relies, to a certain extent, 

on the utopia of a conflict-free community of workers. In contrast, from a radical democratic view point, 

one should never assume that commons are per se democratic (or jointly converge to outline a new 

democratic principle of self-governance of the social called the common) but rather wonder which internal 

and limited conflict could be the engine of its democratization. 

 

b. The persistent conflict 

 

And once we take a closer look, conflicts do indeed abound in the commons. Since commons are 

nothing but communities democratically organized around the self-governance of social issues, there is no 

reason to think that they could avoid giving birth, like any other democratically governed community, to 

some internal divisions. First, as Elinor Ostrom had herself established strikingly with the case of water 

management in California, because there is more often an imbalance of power among the different 
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protagonists than its opposite (that is a perfect equity).74 In the classical case of the common-pool 

resources,  the numerous protagonists involved may have stakes that vary to a great degree, leading to 

socio-political situations in which the odds are rather stacked against an egalitarian procedure of decision-

making. This imbalance of power may often be important enough to exclude small stakeholders from 

exerting any real influence on its eventual outcome and consequently leave them without a say on how to 

solve collective action dilemmas. To say the very least, it should thus in any event not be taken for granted 

than any well-functioning and efficient self-governance of the commons is devoid of instances of 

disregard for more marginal or less powerful social groups.  

 

Second, conflicts about the governance of the commons do not simply arise from inequalities in 

the distribution of material goods and in the endowments of the protagonists, perceptions also play an 

important role. Even in an hypothetically egalitarian commons, the democratic co-decision on the 

governance of social issues would encounter some obstacles and generate heated debates that would 

divide the community and generate conflicts. For the agents are located differently in the social space, 

hold distinct worldviews and would therefore have varying epistemic assessments of how to best manage 

the resources, distribute the labor and its outcomes, organize the procedures of decision-making and so 

forth. As it has been documented and shown by Adams et al., the very definition of the problems in 

common-pool resources may lead to some deep disagreements, not to mention the framing and the 

conception of their solutions.75 

 

The two previous issues could be said to apply to any instance democratic decision-making. After 

all, which participative co-decision could be said to escape the twin problems of inequality amongst its 

participants and kaleidoscopic perceptions of its shortcomings  ? But, additionally, overlooking the role of 

conflict in the governance of the commons would amount to denying (or covering up) some of its 

structural internal division in a way that would be unacceptable for any committed radical democrat. Silvia 

Federici has eloquently shown, for instance, that women accomplish a disproportionate amount of the 

invisible (and therefore unrecognized) labor in the commons.76 While their work is absolutely necessary to 

the sustainability of the commons, it is rarely acknowledged as such, for it is mostly executed in the private 

sphere. If one insists on the dynamic role of agonism in democratic communities, one would then 

conclude that the unfair division of the labor along gender lines amounts to a division of the community 

governing the commons that should be challenged and polemically discussed. To democratize the 
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commons (or to enact the principle of the common), women would have to raise their concern towards 

this unbalanced distribution of work and force men to open up a debate on how to best curb this trend.  

 

Last but not least, commons are sometimes assumed to pacify and subdue the democratic 

deliberation because they revolve around a shared ecological concern. Their environmental purpose would 

entail more consensual discussions and prevent conflicts. Once again, for the radical democrat, nothing 

could be further from the truth. As Razmig Keucheyan has recently expressed in a well-documented book, 

nature has lately been turned into a political battleground, and with the deepening ecological crisis, 

conflicts around its governance are likely to get even fiercer.77 Even amongst like-minded 

environmentalists, disagreements abound on how to best solve key issues such as global warming, loss of 

biodiversity or the increase in the natural disasters due to climate change.. Any theory of political ecology 

should take into consideration the divisive dimension of environmental concerns. For natural resources 

held in common to be democratically governed, conflict has to be an ever-present feature that will be put 

to use to denounce, condemn and challenge any attempt from any factions to seize indefinitely power 

over its governance and rule in its own single interest.  

Conclusion 

 

To sum up, as we briefly sketched above, conflicts are present under many forms in the 

commons. The list we drew is far from being exhaustive but sufficient to claim that the governance of 

commons is neither spontaneous, nor harmonious. It is replete with epistemic disagreements, structural 

imbalances in the distribution of duties, capacities and rewards and far from systematically relying on an 

egalitarian decision-making process. And yet conflicts amongst commoners fail to play any significant role 

in the account either Hardt and Negri or Dardot and Laval give of the political principle of the common. 

Though the contributions of those four authors to both the commons literature and the theories of 

democracy could not be overestimated, their emphasis on the sole conflict between capitalists and 

commoners prevent them from grasping one of the key dimension of the democratic regime according to 

radical democrats, that is the role played by internal conflict in identifying and denouncing socio-political 

issues and in creatively attempting to solve them.  

 

Now, this article doesn’t intend to dismiss altogether the idea that commons could constitute the 

matrix of an egalitarian democracy to come. It rather calls for a twist in its research agenda. If commons 

do indeed hold some political promises, we should not however jump to conclusions and assume that they 

are democratic per se. Their self-organizing collective practices may share with democracy the centrality of 
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the principle of autonomy but it doesn’t prevent them from reproducing illegitimate inequalities or 

disregarding the voices of small stakeholders. Thus, for this burgeoning socio-political democracy to 

blossom, it needs to acknowledge that commoners have first their conflicts in common. Commons are 

not realized utopias in which the community is reconciled with itself and eventually becomes One, they 

are governance practices. And as such, they raise unevenly distributed concerns, split the group of its 

members and constantly generates new conflicts. If we want to elaborate further a democratic principle of 

the common, we should turn our attention to the socio-political dynamism of those internal divisions and 

investigate whether limited conflicts play a role in sustaining a vibrant democracy in the existing 

commons. 
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Democratic Insurrection, or, what does the alterglobalization movement have in common? 

 

Abstract  

 

This paper develops a framework for understanding new possibilities of radical 

democracy through the alterglobalization movement. Unlike many theories of radical 

democracy that seek to either reform liberal-democratic institutions or construct 

hegemonic identities in civil society, the alterglobalization movement points towards a 

form of radical democracy beyond the state and hegemony. This form seeks to balance 

struggles for autonomy with the necessity for large-scale collective action by 

disaggregating democratic practice into three distinct moments – deliberation, decision 

and action – each of which occurs on different scales, at different times and within 

different structures in the movement. Taken together, deliberation in the social forum, 

decision in the affinity group, and action in the network, offer new possibilities for 

conceptualizing radical democracy on a global scale, but also suffer from important 

limitations. 

 

Keywords: radical democracy, alterglobalization, social forum, affinity group, network 

 

Introduction 

 

Protest is when I say I don‘t like this. Resistance is when I put an end to what I don‘t like. 

Protest is when I refuse to go along with this anymore. Resistance is when I make sure 

everybody else stops going along too. 

-Ulrike Meinhof
1
 

 

                                                 
1 Ulrike Meinhof, Everybody Talks About the Weather . . . We Don't: The Writings of Ulrike Meinhof, 1st ed. (Seven Stories Press, 

2008), 239. 



And it is doubtless the strategic codification of these points of resistance that makes 

revolution possible… 

-Michel Foucault
2
 

 

Alterglobalization is tearing down fences, burning GMO crops and occupying universities. It is indigenous 

communities struggling for autonomy in the jungles of Chiapas. It is a group of friends linking arms with 

PVC pipes that read ‗Climate Justice Now!‘ It is buses of activists, organizers and community members 

traveling to social forums to debate alternatives. It is networks of communities joining in simultaneous 

resistance to domination. The alterglobalization movement is a project for democracy, but a kind of 

democracy quite alien to those living in what are commonly considered democratic states. For the 

movement, the perversion of democracy has emptied it of meaning and replaced it with a palatable 

imperialism, an accepted aristocracy and passive dependence.
3
 The alterglobalization movement seeks 

to overcome this perversion through a project of constructive resistance, a struggle ‗for humanity and 

against neoliberalism.‘4 

Radical democratic theory has sought to reconceptualize democratic practice and political space 

as an open site of contestation, and transform it into a coherent political project. The alterglobalization 

movement challenges many of these theories in both its form and its desire for ‗another world.‘
5
 These 

theories are reluctant to accept the irreducible difference of the struggles and subjectivites in the 

movement, for fear that such difference will restrict the possibilities of collective action. However, the 

alterglobalization movement exhibits new forms of collective action that enable both the ceaseless 

becoming of open and flexible relationships and global collective action. To understand these forms and 

trajectories we will turn to poststructural and anarchist theory, developing a framework for understanding 

the organizational structures and decision-making processes of the alterglobalization movement.  

                                                 
2 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1: An Introduction (Vintage, 1990), 96. 

3 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire (Penguin (Non-Classics), 2005), 270-285. 

4 The Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional, or Zapatistas, have held several encuentros that they refer to as ‗Intercontinental 

Encounters for Humanity and Against Neoliberalism‘. 

5 The slogan for the World Social Forum is ―Another World Is Possible!‖ 



As the movement is both a desire for autonomy and large-scale collective action among 

autonomies, it is important to develop theory that can account for the irreducibility of difference in these 

autonomous struggles without precluding the possibility of some form of collective action. Here we will 

build from Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri‘s concept of the common – shared material resources and 

the results of social production and practice – as a medium for fluid forms of collectivity. The form of 

radical democracy found in the direct action wing of the movement relies on various forms of the 

common, but is fragmented into three distinct moments – deliberation, decision and action. Each of these 

moments occurs on different scales, at different times and within different structures in the movement – 

deliberation in the social forum, decision in the affinity group, and action in the network. Taken as a 

system this forum-affinity-network structure offers new possibilities for conceptualizing radical democracy 

on a global scale, but also suffers from important limitations.    

 

 

Radical Democracy as Collective Autonomy 

 

Since the publication of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe‘s Hegemony & Socialist Strategy in 1985,6 

theorists have continued the search for a radical democratic politics.7 While this growing literature exhibits 

a diverse range of perspectives, we will here focus on three salient features that have emerged among 

the many interpretations: the attempts to reform liberal-democratic institutions, the role of civil society, and 

the importance of demands for inclusion in the political.  

First, in their original formulation, Laclau and Mouffe emphasize both their connection with the 

liberal tradition, and their roots in a socialist vision of equality. They argue that the task of a radical 

democratic project ‗cannot be to renounce liberal-democratic ideology, but on the contrary, to deepen and 

                                                 
6 Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony & Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics (Verso, 1985). 

7 See: David Trend, Radical Democracy: Identity, Citizenship and the State, New edition. (Routledge, 1995).; Lars Tonder and 

Lasse Thomassen, Radical Democracy: Politics between Abundance and Lack (Manchester University Press, 2006).; Chantal 

Mouffe, Dimensions of Radical Democracy: Pluralism, Citizenship, Community (Verso, 1996).; Adrian Little and Moya Lloyd, The 

Politics of Radical Democracy (Edinburgh University Press, 2009). for recent works both extending and critiquing the concept. 



expand it in the direction of a radical and plural democracy.‘8 In her later work, Mouffe re-iterates this 

intimate connection with the liberal tradition: 

The aim is not to create a completely different kind of society, but to use the symbolic 

resources of the liberal democratic tradition to struggle against relations of subordination 

not only in the economy but also those linked to gender, race, or sexual orientation, for 

example.‘9  

For Mouffe, liberal political institutions are necessary to prevent a tyrannical popular sovereignty and to 

promote the pluralism necessary for a democratic society. Other proponents have framed the radical 

democracy in similarly relative terms, as more participatory and more deliberative than the existing 

democratic institutions.10 Ultimately, interpretations in this vein seek to improve what is seen as an 

imperfect system rather than radically transform it.  

Second, while many theorists posit a project of reform, the critical site of radical democratic 

practice is typically not found in political institutions themselves. In their introduction to a recent collection 

of radical democratic theory, Adrian Little and Moya Lloyd argue that for many, ‗civil society rather than 

the state is construed as the principal, even exclusive, site of democratic struggle.‘11 This focus on civil 

society is important, but ultimately leads back to an intimate, though perhaps antagonistic, relationship 

with the state. Similarly, in Laclau‘s more recent work he posits ‗the people,‘ a collective subject emerging 

from civil society, as necessary for a radical democracy. He argues that it is possible to construct such a 

subject through establishing ‗chains of equivalence‘ between diverse social struggles, each based on 

various signifiers such as race, class or gender.12 For Laclau, a signifier such as ‗the people‘ can serve as 

a site of identification and a means for a hegemonic democratic movement capable of collective action at 

the state or global level, but also remain open to contestation and redefinition.  
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Third, the focus on civil society or ‗the people‘ as the key site of radical democratic politics is 

echoed in theorists such as Jacques Rancière, though he does not discuss the concept of radical 

democracy itself. Still, in line with radical democratic theory, he argues that a fundamental moment in 

democratic practice is the demand for inclusion by excluded groups. Recalling Olympe de Gouges‘ 

audacious claim during the French Revolution that if women were ‗entitled‘ to go to the scaffold, then they 

must be entitled to go to the assembly, he emphasizes the need for exposing and contesting the 

contradiction in principals of inclusion.13 For Rancière, each contestation produces a more inclusive, more 

democratic political space. 

What is seen as radical in these conceptions, then, is the re-conceptualization of the demos as a 

more inclusive political subject, albeit one that is a site of continuous conflict and re-composition. Though 

they may focus on civil society and the demos, behind these conceptions lies an assumption of the 

nation-state as the principal unit of political organization. As Little and Lloyd note, ‗It is clear that the state 

has a fundamental role to play in radical democratic politics.‘14 Thus, for many theorists, the goal of radical 

democracy is to develop a radically democratic state through expanding the influence of civil society. The 

emphasis on civil society is an attempt to alter the top-down functioning of power. By demanding greater 

participation and deliberation, and by civil society playing a key role in the political, radical democracy has 

championed a system in which power flows from the bottom to the top. However, what remains 

problematic for many in the alterglobalization movement is that there is still a bottom and a top; there is 

still a political class granted the power to make and enforce decisions. A truly radical democracy must 

overcome all hierarchy and all forms of hegemony. As we will see, many groups in the alterglobalization 

movement reject the top-bottom organization for horizontal organizing beyond the state. 

In his recent book, Gramsci is Dead, Richard J.F. Day takes aim at the hegemonic core of radical 

democracy. He argues that radical democracy, particularly Laclau & Mouffe‘s post-Marxist brand, relies 

on ‗a logic of representation of interests within a state-regulated system of hegemonic struggles.‘15 As we 
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have seen, Mouffe insists on the importance of liberal-democratic institutions to regulate these struggles, 

rejects any sort of truly radical socio-political transformation, and contends that such institutions merely 

need to be reformed. One cannot but question what is actually radical about such a claim. Similarly, the 

emphasis on a more inclusive system has been theorized in terms of demand – the impetus lies on 

excluded groups to make demands on the hegemonic power for inclusion. Directing such demands to 

those in power serves in the end to legitimize the ruling state or corporate power as legitimate.16 For many 

in the alterglobalization movement, these attempts are inadequate. Contrary to Mouffe‘s insistence that 

liberal-democratic institutions can be reformed, they proclaim, ‗Another world is possible!‘ Indeed it is 

possible and necessary to theorize and actualize radical democracy beyond hegemony and the state. 

  Many of the grievances raised by the movements for an alternative globalization are concerns 

shared by such radical democratic theorists as Laclau and Mouffe. As Laclau and Mouffe point to the 

absence of civil society actors in the political sphere, social movements point to failures of representation 

that are exacerbated in global politics. States, international rule-making bodies, such as the United 

Nations, and international financial institutions such as the WTO, IMF and World Bank are seen as 

grossly unrepresentative, much of their policy generated by unelected officials or disproportionately 

influenced by corporate and other special interests. But poststructural theory, from which Laclau, Mouffe 

and many other radical democratic theorists take their cue, as well as the anarchist tradition, question the 

possibility of reforming these institutions. They take the criticism further, illustrating the impossibility of 

representation and throwing into question the ‗radical‘ democratic demands for more representation.
17

  

While Laclau and Mouffe, in alignment with much of the New Social Movement theory generated 

at the time, seek to de-center the importance of class and economic interest as representative signifiers 

in socio-political struggle, they merely expand the list of signifiers to include other categories such as 

race, gender, sexuality and ethnicity. Though this move does challenge the hegemony of class, they 

place a series of other potentially hegemonic relations in its place and ultimately champion an 
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equivalence between these relations to produce one hegemonic identity, such as ‗the people‘ that can 

include all of these, but not be equal to any one of them. These identities and the hegemonic identity of 

‗the people‘ are representations that smooth over the irreducible differences that poststructuralists have 

fought to expose, stitching together diverse interests into a majoritarian logic vis-à-vis ‗the people‘ or civil 

society. 

For many in the alterglobalization movement, this attempt at a sutured political subject contradicts 

their desire for autonomy.
18

 Simon Tormey seeks to elucidate this desire by drawing on the work of 

Deleuze and Guattari. He examines their concept of of ‗becoming-minor‘ – an ontology of difference that 

ceaselessly resists grounding in any particular identity. He contrasts ‗becoming-minor‘ to a majoritarian 

logic of representation. Becoming-minor resists both hegemonic identities such as ‗the people‘ and 

demands for inclusion in the state, moving beyond both. Tormey argues:  

An ontology of becoming involves resisting the superior codes and meanings of the social field, 

rather than allowing them to subordinate difference to the Same, as in the case of analogy and 

associations. This translates as a continual struggle against ‗territorialising‘ attempts to envelop 

within the categories and codes that underpin sociality, and in particular against being subsumed 

within logics of representation.
19

 

Representation always requires ‗territorialization‘ or grounding through the subordination of difference, 

while becoming-minor resists the signifiers of class, race, gender and the people, refusing to be grounded 

or essentialized by any of them. Even these ‗marginalized‘ signifiers can serve to limit the possibilities of 

difference and the expressibility of multiple, intersecting forms of oppression – what some have analyzed 

in terms of the intersectionality of numerous identity categories.
20

 Deleuze and Guattari, and more 
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recently, Hardt and Negri have championed the concept of singularity, to understand the unique 

multiplicity of individual subjectivity and counter the representational logic of hegemony.21 They define a 

singularity as ‗a social subject whose difference cannot be reduced to sameness, a difference that 

remains different.‘22 The subjectivity of every individual is defined by a unique set of values, desires and 

experiences, a unique identity. Similar to theories of intersectionality, an individual cannot be reduced to a 

single defining characteristic, such as class.  

Resistance to hegemony and representation through singularity or becoming-minor is, more 

practically, a project of autonomy.23 However, taken to their limit, singularity and becoming-minor can lead 

to a totalization of the particular, which would preclude any possibility of political action; there would be no 

possibility for congruence or communication between the desires of individuals. Each individual would be 

isolated in their particularity, their individuality, their total autonomy. But autonomy need not be 

conceptualized or actualized in terms of individual autonomy. Indeed, for many social movements, 

autonomy is a collective project vis-à-vis the state, capital and other forms of domination and hierarchy. It 

involves, ‗a group working together in common to construct alternative ways of living, rather than simply 

an individual seeking to assert their subjective autonomy against a dominating group.‘24  

Thus, theorizing the political through radical democracy challenges the hegemony of class, 

promotes a more robust civil society and makes demands on the state for greater inclusion, but merely 

de-centers class in lieu of ‗the people‘ and perpetuates the indispensability of the state as the site of 

demands. Radical democratic theory has sacrificed a truly radicalized conception of difference for a 

political strategy though hegemony. Singularity and becoming-minor offer alternative concepts through 
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which to understand the struggles for autonomy that continue to proliferate in struggles for an alternative 

globalization. But for effective action against global problems such as economic exploitation and 

ecological destruction, again, autonomy must be understood as a project of collective resistance.  

To address this problem of collectivity and autonomy and theorize a possibility of collective 

autonomy, Hardt and Negri redefine the concept of the common. Though the concept traditionally refers 

to shared material resources, they write, ‗We consider the common also and more significantly those 

results of social production that are necessary for social interaction and further production, such as 

knowledges, languages, codes, information, affects, and so forth.‘25 Linking this concept back to 

singularities, they claim, ‗Singularities interact and communicate socially on the basis of the common, and 

their social communication in turn produces the common.‘26 A fundamental example of the common is 

language, which is not merely the medium in which social practice exists, but is continually redefined 

through its use. As the result of social production and social practice produced in every social interaction, 

it follows that the common is not uniformly distributed through all social relations, but is as varied as these 

interactions. Social practice produces the common, or develops existing forms of the common, that vary 

in strength, scale and permanence. This variation has a direct impact on the possibility of radically 

democratic relations – the more robust the common, the greater the possibility for such a practice. 

As sociologist Donatella della Porta illustrates the problem in terms of the alterglobalization 

movement, ‗The challenge for contemporary movements is, then, to develop a model of internal 

democracy able to bring all the subjectivities together by valuing the role of individuals rather than 

sacrifice for the collective.‘27 Little and Lloyd provide the beginnings of an alternative along these lines, 

pointing to another thread in radical democratic theory, ‗That democracy is not a form of government or 

set of institutions but rather a moment marking the practice of politics itself.‘28 Democracy is practice that 

cannot be captured in the apparatus of political institutions. If this conception of democracy as a moment 

is expanded to allow for the possibility of democratic practice to expand over several moments or be 
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divided into multiple moments, the beginnings of a new conception of radical democracy appear. Within 

the alterglobalization movement three distinct moments of radical democracy can be found – deliberation, 

decision and action. Democracy (deliberation, decision and action) need not occur in one moment or 

even a smooth succession of moments. The alterglobalization movement demonstrates that the moments 

of democratic practice can be fragmented across time and space. Deliberation may occur in Brazil, 

decision in London and action globally – all as part of the expanded practice of radical democracy. This 

fragmentation of democratic practice allows for a range of organizational forms, demonstrating the 

possibilities for fluid and flexible collectivities that do not rely on hegemony, but are still capable of large-

scale action. As we see here, the challenge in theorizing, or indeed practicing, this form of political 

relationship lies in the delicate balance between collectivity and autonomy, unity and diversity. Avoiding 

the ‗chains‘ of hegemony requires conceptualizing alternative relations between autonomous individuals, 

communities and identities.  

 

 

Three moments of the common 

 

While the alterglobalization movement demonstrates a range of organizational structures, our main focus 

will be on the direct action wing of the movement. These activists, unlike those of the NGO advocacy 

networks in the movement, participate in the movements in three forms that vary in scale, structure and 

purpose: the inclusive, open spaces of movement-wide social fora; small, ‗friend-like‘ affinity groups; and 

finally, the networks that produce large-scale protest events and Global Days of Action.29 Each of these 

forms most clearly demonstrates a particular moment of the common – deliberation, decision and action – 

and is limited in the others. Social fora function most centrally and most effectively as spaces for 

deliberation, affinity groups for decision, and networks for action. 
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Spaces of Deliberation 

 

We have critiqued Laclau and Mouffe‘s dependence on liberal-democratic institutions, but the liberal 

tradition does provide important contributions to a radical democracy conceived beyond the state. In his 

essay, ‗Deliberation and Political Legitimacy,‘ liberal political philosopher Joshua Cohen examines the 

core principles of democracy. He argues, ‗When properly conducted, then, democratic politics involves 

public deliberation focused on the common good, requires some form of manifest equality among 

citizens, and shapes the identity and interests of citizens in ways that contribute to the formation of a 

public conception of common good.‘30 Given our discussion of singularity and becoming-minor, it would be 

inconsistent to accept that there can ever be a common good; however, deliberation does play a key role 

in the production of the more open concept of the common and is essential for thinking a radical politics 

beyond both the state and hegemonic relations in civil society. In her book Freedom Is an Endless 

Meeting, sociologist Francesca Polletta provides an ethnographic account of what she refers to as 

‗deliberative talk‘ within social movements: 

They expected each other to provide legitimate reasons for preferring one option to another. They 

strove to recognize the merits of each other‘s reasons for favoring a particular option even though 

they did not rank those reasons in the same order. The point was to make each person‘s 

reasoning understandable: the goal was not unanimity, so much as discourse. But it was a 

particular kind of discourse, governed by norms of openness and mutual respect.31 

Discourse, which as we noted earlier is a key form of the common, figures centrally in Polletta‘s 

description, but she does not paint a picture of isolated, talking heads. Deliberation is a process in which 

each strives to recognize the merit in another‘s argument, to understand the reasoning behind their 

preference, and in this understanding, opinions and indeed subjectivities are transformed; the common is 

                                                 
30 Joshua Cohen, "Deliberation and Democratic Legitimacy," James Bohman and William Rehg, Deliberative Democracy: Essays on 

Reason and Politics (The MIT Press, 1997), 69. 

31 Francesca Polletta, Freedom Is an Endless Meeting: Democracy in American Social Movements, 1st ed. (University Of Chicago 

Press, 2004), 7. 



produced and strengthened through the production of shared meaning, goals and values. But for this to 

be possible the common must already be at work in the ‗norms of openness and respect.‘ 

 Within the alterglobalization movement, deliberation has taken a unique form in what Donatella 

della Porta has argued is ‗perhaps the movement‘s most significant cultural innovation‘ – the social 

forum.32 In 2001, the World Social Forum (WSF) was established in Porto Alegre, Brazil as a counter-

summit to the World Economic Forum, which occurred simultaneously in Davos, Switzerland. But the 

forum was founded to be more than a counter-summit voicing criticism of the World Economic Forum or 

the neoliberal policies produced by the WTO, IMF, World Bank or G8. It was founded in response to post-

Seattle criticisms that the movement was a movement of negation, criticisms that the movement was anti-

globalization without offering any alternatives. Thus, the forum was conceived as a space for civil society 

groups and individuals to gather to develop alternatives under the motto, ‗Another world is possible.‘ 

Since its inception the form has expanded to include multiple regional and thematic fora around the world, 

a single forum drawing as many as 100,000 participants from over 100 countries.33  

What is most unique about the forum is that it is conceived of as an ‗open and inclusive public 

space.‘34 This conception of the forum is formalized in the WSF Charter of Principles. The first Principle 

states, ‗The World Social Forum is an open meeting place for reflective thinking, democratic debate of 

ideas, formulation of proposals, free exchange of experiences and interlinking for effective action...‘35 The 

designation of the forum as a space or ‗meeting place,‘ is a critical distinction that has also been a 

constant source of tension since the founding of the WSF. Some argue that the WSF should function as 

an agent, making demands, issuing statements and proposing alternatives as a unified body. Others 

contend that the forum ought only serve as a space where groups are free to make demands, issue 

statements or present proposals as individuals, groups or coalitions, but that such actions should not be 

taken in the name of the WSF as a whole. Principle six of the Charter explicitly states, ‗The meetings of 
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the World Social Forum do not deliberate on behalf of the World Social Forum as a body.‘36 It is not that 

deliberation is not a key feature of the forum, but that the forum itself is not a body such as a legislature or 

a political party. 

Chico Whitaker, one of the founders of the forum and authors of the Charter of Principles, has 

weighed in heavily on this debate with a public letter that was later published as ‗The World Social Forum 

as Open Space.‘ In it he describes the rationale for this concept:  

If we maintain it as a space, it will not prevent nor hinder the formation and the development of 

movements – to the contrary it will ensure and enable this process. But if we opt for transforming 

it into a movement, it will inescapably fail to be a space, and all the potentialities inherent to 

spaces will then be lost. Furthermore, if we do transform the Forum into a movement, we will be – 

without any help at all from those we are fighting against – throwing away a powerful instrument 

of struggle that we have been able to create by drawing on the most important recent political 

discovery, of the power of open, free horizontal structures.
 37  

According to Whitaker, the space is essential as an incubator for a plurality of movements, groups, new 

organizational structures and decision-making processes. If the forum were to unify and form a single, 

collective subject, that potential would be lost. For Whitaker the forum is a space where the common can 

emerge through deliberation, but if the forum is made to speak and act as one unified voice, dissenting 

voices will doubtless be silenced. The WSF Charter of Principles makes clear that the forum‘s central 

function is to serve as a place where individuals, groups and movements can deliberate. This process of 

deliberation is open, in the sense that it is not exclusive, all are free to participate, but the process is also 

open in the sense that it is not conclusive. The deliberation that is at the core of the forum does not 

necessarily lead to decision. Certainly, there is nothing to preclude certain groups from deciding to take 

decisive action while at the forum, but the central function is open-ended deliberation on alternatives. 

From the outset, some activists have felt the exclusively deliberative form of the forum to be 

unsatisfactory, even disempowering. The initial 2001 forum saw the birth of the Social Movements 

                                                 
36 Ibid., 260. Emphasis added. 

37 Chico Whitaker, "The World Social Forum as Open Space," Jai Sen and Peter Waterman, World Social Forum: Challenging 

Empires (Black Rose Books, 2007), 82. 



Assembly, now called the People‘s Movement Assembly, a space external to the forum that does make 

final decisions. Typically, the Assembly has only met after the conclusion of the Forum, but at the 2010 

US Social Forum, Assembly organizers claim that it will take place before, after and during the forum.38 

Though this debate continues, this could mark an important transformation in the structure of the forum. 

 While della Porta‘s claim that the forum represents a ‗significant cultural innovation‘ may be 

accurate, there are important limitations on the forum‘s ability to achieve its stated purpose. Some 

activists have complained that important meetings are often held late in the evenings limiting the 

participation of some, that discussions are controlled by a small elite of long-time activists, that 

discussions often spiral into useless repetition of established ideas or that the forum‘s promotion of ‗star‘ 

activists and intellectuals through primetime speaking engagements creates inequalities in the space.39 

Participation in the forum at the most basic level of attendance is also limited. Local groups and activists 

are always disproportionately represented, and there is a distinct North-South divide in participation as 

well. Those who can afford to attend are disproportionately Northern activists and intellectuals.40 

However, the establishment of regional fora has allowed for wider participation and the forum has also 

established various financial assistance programs to assist in the travel funds for individuals who may 

otherwise be unable to attend. These strategies have improved the inclusiveness of the forum, but have 

not overcome these challenges entirely.  

Deliberation more generally, faces its own limits. The quality of the deliberation depends upon the 

quality of the discourse and the unevenness of discursive skills can work to limit equal access to 

deliberation or equal power in the deliberative process. As Cohen notes, ‗Deliberative democracy requires 

attention to encouraging deliberative capacities, which is, inter alia, a matter of education, information, 

and organization.‘41 In a society of growing inequality, the prospects of such education being equitably 

distributed are dim and thus power within deliberation is skewed to those with access to education, 

information and organization. These limitations are important and the forum must continually be 

                                                 
38 These plans were revealed at a recent organizational meeting for the Peoples‘ Movement Assembly in San Francisco.  

39 Della Porta, ‗Making the New Polis.‘ 

40 Jackie Smith and Marina Karides, Global Democracy and the World Social Forums (International Studies Intensives) (Paradigm 

Publishers, 2007), 49-77. 

41 Cohen, ‗Reflections on Deliberative Democracy,‘ 249. 



scrutinized and improved upon to live up to the principles set out in the Charter. The innovation is 

significant, but it must be continually innovated.  

Given these important limitations, truly radical democracy cannot be practiced on the scale of the 

social forum as a whole, but the forum does provide a space where smaller groups can form such 

relations and the deliberative process of the forum works to construct the common that can serve as the 

basis for such relations. The global nature of the forum presents an opportunity for the production of the 

common that is not as heavily constrained by space, but the temporal constraints, the fora typically last a 

few days or a week, may limit the possibility for the sustained social practice necessary to produce the 

common in a highly robust form. Still these links extend the common rhizomatically, albeit in a weak form, 

laying the groundwork for future interaction. As participation of individuals in the alterglobalization 

movements is marked by a ‗density of multiple and plural associational membership[s],‘42 the forum may 

play a critical role in facilitating the rhizomatic network structure necessary for radical democracy on a 

global scale. 

 

Decision through Affinity 

 

Decision is the most demanding moment in the practice of radical democracy. It requires the strongest 

form of the common and it follows that the scale of the group must be the most limited for a decision to be 

reached. Decision, in radical democracy, is also the most difficult to separate from the other moments, 

particularly deliberation. As we saw above, deliberation can exist without decision; decision, on the other 

hand, cannot be reached without deliberation. When decision is the end goal of deliberation, the process 

becomes exponentially more complex. A collective decision must value the preferences of all members 

equally and be a decision to which all members can agree. In other words, a decision in truly radical 

democratic practice is reached through an arduous process of deliberation or consensus-building. 

Consensus in this sense is not seen as merely a state of agreement, but a process for 

constructing and developing the common. Jacques Rancière, among others, is critical of the notion of 
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consensus, instead promoting dissensus, continuous contestation, as the ideal form of the political.43 

Similarly, Chantal Mouffe promotes the idea of agonism, in which conflict between enemies is 

transformed into democratic relations between adversaries. These concepts, in fact, share much with the 

form of consensus practiced in the affinity groups of contemporary social movements. Here consensus is 

not seen as passive acceptance to the status quo, but refers instead as the institutionalization of conflict 

and its management for cooperation rather than competition. According to formal consensus model 

theory, all members of the group are expected and encouraged to participate in the process of 

consensus-building. Generally, the decisions being made are those that will directly affect the 

participants, as in the case of direct actions during which individuals will be participants in the action itself.  

Similar to the open deliberation indicative of the social forum, proposals presented to the group 

are discussed and amended according to reasonable arguments. Proponents of deliberative democracy 

have also stressed the importance of this stage, though often not accepting the principle of consensus 

itself. Cohen writes, ‗The point of deliberative democracy is not for people to reflect on their preferences, 

but to decide, in light of reasons, what to do. Deciding what to do in light of reasons requires a willingness 

to change one‘s mind…‘44 The deliberative process is not merely a process through which each member 

makes concessions from their list of demands until a proposal is so reduced that all can accept it, if 

begrudgingly. Rather, deliberation is a positive process of construction through reasoning, by which the 

interests and perspectives of those involved are transformed. As noted above, through deliberation, the 

common is produced; the actual interests and values of individuals may be transformed through the 

deliberative process. Thus, consensus ‗building‘ is just that, an initial proposal is deliberated upon until a 

new or amended proposal is constructed. 

Finally, in consensus decision-making all decisions are collective. Not only have all participated in 

the deliberation process, each must also give their final approval. Proponents of consensus decision-

making argue that collectivity ensures the equality of each group member. A process may emphasize 

equality in participation and deliberation, but resort to a majority vote for the final decision. Instead of a 

vote, consensus decision-making provides all participants with the power of veto; all participants may 
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‗block‘ a proposal, preventing it from ratification. This negative measure serves to ensure that all have 

had the opportunity to participate and that the proposal has been deliberated adequately. The ‗block‘ is 

ultimately a final check on these earlier phases of the process, ensuring the collectivity of the decision. 

Within the alterglobalization movement, collective decisions are reached most democratically 

within small affinity groups, ‗the elementary particles of voluntary association,‘45 which are ‗formed out of a 

shared desire to accomplish a specific task…and oriented to achieving maximum effectiveness with a 

minimum of bureaucracy, infighting and exposure to infiltration.‘46 Such tasks generally center on protest 

events or direct actions and may include anything from blockading intersections to guerrilla theater in 

fields of genetically modified crops to serving food at a rally.   

Unlike the forum, affinity groups are not unique to the alterglobalization movement, but trace their 

roots back to the Spanish anarchist confederation (FAI) of the 1920s and the consciousness-raising 

circles of the US feminist movement of the 1960s and 70s.47 These groups, generally composed of 5-20 

individuals, are founded on ‗friend-like relationships.‘48 Indeed they are often actually formed of friends. 

The nature of these relationships makes the complex process of consensus-building a manageable task, 

as there are typically a common set of values and experiences that such a process requires. The affinity 

group serves as an ideal type for the consensus-based decision-making necessary for radical democracy. 

The common exists here in its most robust and permanent form, through shared values, goals, histories, 

vocabularies, processes and, importantly, obligations.  

However, the claim to idealism is only relative. Affinity groups and the process of consensus 

decision-making are by no means entirely free of domination and hierarchy, as these have been 

internalized through socialization. An affinity group may have no formal hierarchy, but this does not 

preclude the existence of informal hierarchies that shape the decisions of the group. Formal consensus 

process is designed to minimize this problem, but this power imbalance is difficult to eradicate. For 
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instance, a racially diverse consensus-based group may aim for full participation, but if it is only the white, 

heterosexual males are that are actually participating in the deliberation process, the equality for which 

the structure aims has missed its mark. Such formal structure often contains certain roles that must be 

filled, such as facilitator and note taker, and the assignment of these roles can reinforce social 

hierarchies. As women have historically been relegated to clerical work, it is easy for such biases to carry-

over into this setting, relegating females to note takers and males subtly guiding deliberation as 

facilitators.  

Jo Freeman examines this danger in her seminal essay, ‗The Tyranny of Structurelessness,‘49 

stressing the importance of the formal diffusion of power through a series of mechanisms. Many activists 

are acutely aware of these dangers and even use Freeman‘s essay in training sessions.50 In his 

ethnography Direct Action, anthropologist David Graeber examines the New York-based Direct Action 

Network (DAN) during the early 2000s.51 DAN‘s consensus process required two facilitators, one male 

and one female and alternated speaking among participants to strive for gender parity. While such a 

structure does aim for gender equality, it does little for the other forms of internalized domination based 

on race, ethnicity, sexuality, or even age. Regardless, it provides a model for how such forms of informal 

hierarchy and domination can be addressed through structural means.  

The criticisms of consensus issued by theorists such as Rancière and Mouffe, stem largely from 

their privileging of difference in the political and the fear that consensus limits its possibility. The formal 

consensus process, given its necessarily small scale may not only limit difference, but can also be 

exclusionary. Typically, only those with a certain level of shared values form affinity groups and thus 

those that are not already tied to the group in some way may find it difficult to gain access. However, 

friendship or a strong set of shared values is certainly not always the chief motivating in the formation of 

affinity groups. Often groups form out of motivations other than friendship, such as availability, chance, 

level of militancy or even a desire to work with the activist-celebrities involved in the action. While these 
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groups may not be founded on true friendship, in each of these cases the bonds of affinity could be 

described as ‗friend-like‘ in the sense that in undertaking a role in the group they became stronger 

through the acquired obligations. 

Despite these limitations, consensus-based decision making within an affinity group most closely 

fulfills the rigorous demands of radical democracy, requiring and producing the common in its strongest 

form, but on the smallest scale. Yet while formed of ‗friend-like relationships,‘ many affinity groups are 

transient. They are formed to accomplish a specific task or project and often cease to exist immediately 

after, whether the task is completed successfully or unsuccessfully.52 Such affinity groups may reunite for 

future tasks, perhaps in a modified form, but on each occasion the actual existence of the collective is 

relatively brief. Other affinity groups may survive for much longer periods.53 However, the attendant forms 

of the common prove more permanent and can be reproduced or resuscitated in future meetings. In 

affinity groups, all members of the group participate directly in the process of deliberation, make a 

collective decision, and ultimately act upon this decision. This is a transformative process in common, as 

the values and interests shift through the collective decision-making process. Though the group may 

disband upon the completion of the task, this transformation and the production of the common may long 

outlast the group itself. 

 

 

Action in Common 

 

Action within the alterglobalization movement happens at numerous levels. Affinity groups do not merely 

make decisions and call it a day. They act on these decisions. Similarly, the deliberation that happens 

within the open space of the social forum can also lead to action, though not in the name of the forum. 

However, action in common does not require deliberation or collective decision-making amongst the 

entire community. Nor does it require any explicit consensus-building process. This sort of action is 
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similar to ‗swarm intelligence‘ by which groups of insects such as bees or ants act without an actual 

command issued from a central authority. Neurobiologists have shown that the brain functions similarly, 

producing action through a complex neural network without a central command, without a true decision. 

The development of free software parallels this process as well, as programs are developed through the 

common labor of countless programmers.54 In none of these cases is there a central command making 

strategic decisions, nor is there a collective decision made by the entire body, as is the case within an 

affinity group. However, in each case there are certain elements that guide the process and possibility of 

collective action. Swarms of insects require a complex of instincts through which to interpret pheromones, 

the brain requires shared neural pathways, and computer programmers require protocols, which make 

the programming commands communicable. Action occurs without decision, but through the common. 

  In the alterglobalization movement we have seen the various ways in which this common is 

produced. Similar to the social forum, the most remarkable forms of action within the alterglobalization 

movement are those that happen on a large scale. Affinity groups are of course capable of collective 

action, but in the face of the global challenges to which the movement is aimed, the actions of an isolated 

affinity group are likely to amount to little more than the sting of a single worker bee, a mere pest to the 

honey-hungry grizzly. As a swarm of affinity groups, acting in common, however, the hive is a formidable 

opponent.  

The alterglobalization movement, particularly the direct action wing, largely expresses itself 

through insurrection, large-scale acts of resistance, such as ‗summit crashing‘ and Global Days of Action. 

At these actions, activists and organizations from around the world converge on a single point or act 

simultaneously in multiple locations. As interventions, these actions seek to ‗disrupt or even destroy 

established patterns, policies, relationships or institutions,‘55 such as the functioning of WTO. They may 

also serve to demonstrate public opinion, such as the 2003 Global Day of Action against the US invasion 

of Iraq, which included millions of protesters worldwide.56 All of this is accomplished without a central 
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leader or decision-making body. In these actions, groups with very different organizational structures 

participate, some highly centralized, such as the Socialist Worker‘s Party or NGOs. This diversity is to the 

advantage of the movement for the simple fact of scale, but these types of organizations generally do not 

seek to actualize radical democratic relations as the direct action wing of the movement does. Such 

vertically organized groups may also participate in the swarm tactics of the action at large, but are 

themselves internally centralized.  

All of this is not to say that there is no organization in a massive protest action of the 

alterglobalization movement, quite the contrary. Planning and organization may take months, but the 

nature of this planning process is such that there are few if any centralized decisions. When the affinity 

groups do gather prior to the event, they may do so in the form of a consulta or spokescouncil. In the 

former case, groups share their plans for action. Perhaps one group has decided to blockade a particular 

intersection, another group has decided to use a certain level of militant tactics such as tearing down a 

fence at a particular location. These various plans are coordinated in such meetings. There is no 

committee that decides which actions should or should not take place, but organization is essentially 

facilitation to ensure that all are informed and that coordination can occur where necessary and effective. 

The process of these actions generally begins with a ‗call to action‘ by a certain group, coalition or 

network of groups. Some groups then convene for a planning meeting, while others participate 

independently 

In the case of a spokescouncil, there is more actual collective decision-making, but only at the 

most general level. Each affinity group elects a proxy to serve as their spoke and these spokes agree on 

a set of basic principles governing action in the most general way, often while the other members of the 

affinity group are present. This may include limiting the level of militancy, but increasingly activists 

promote a ‗diversity of tactics‘ and reject restrictions on action, further limiting the amount of decision-

making that occurs outside of the affinity group. 

The nature of the common at either of these types of planning meetings is necessarily weak. 

Though the meetings may be many hours long, the format limits a great deal of free interaction. But more 

importantly, individuals and groups often do not know each other and are guarded in their interaction at 

such meetings for practical reasons. Given that the actions that they will be undertaking are typically 



illegal and that the meetings are for the most part public, the openness of individuals and groups is limited 

for fear of police informants or infiltration. Actions are described only in their most basic form, allowing for 

some level of coordination, but decisions on the actual actions that an affinity group plans to take are 

impossible due to these limits on openness. At the 2009 G20 Summit in Pittsburgh, the only individuals 

admitted to the spokescouncil meeting were members of pre-organized groups. Those wishing to take 

part were required to provide two others willing to verify that they were in fact members of a group. This 

process certainly does not preclude the infiltration of the meeting by unfriendly elements, but illustrates 

the limits to these forms of organizing in the face of repression. 

Further the actions themselves are limited. The central goal for many of these large-scale actions, 

beginning with Seattle, has been ‗Shut them down!‘ but this has only occurred on a few occasions. Even 

when this goal has been achieved, the tangible effects amount to little more than a more secluded and 

secure summit next time. The WTO has moved meetings to high-security, inaccessible locations such as 

Doha, Qatar, essentially eliminating any threat protests could have on its running.  

Still action on this scale and the coordination of affinity groups is an important moment in the 

radical democratic project. Given the nature of the enemy – capitalism, the state and all forms of 

domination or hierarchy – action must be taken on a large scale. But the scale is also important as a 

prefigurative practice, revealing the potential large-scale coordination of radically democratic groups. This 

action may not stem directly from a collective decision, but does rest on the development of the common 

at other moments in the process. Deliberation at the forum and decision within the affinity group, produce 

the common necessary for action in the network. 

 

Possibilities and Pitfalls of the Forum-Affinity-Network 

 

We have focused here on three key moments in the alterglobalization movement –deliberation in 

the open space of the forum, decision within the friend-like affinity group, and action through a network of 

weak links. These are practices of resistance to the domination of capital and of hierarchy in all forms. In 

this sense they are a negation of the dominant paradigm, but they are also attempts to actualize new 

forms of the political. In many ways, alterglobalization produces the common that is the necessary 



foundation for a radical democracy. As we noted earlier, radical democracy has been conceived largely 

either as a reformist project of a more participatory and more deliberative nation-state or through 

hegemonic identities such as ‗the people‘. The radical democracy project of the alterglobalization 

movement challenges these conceptions, breaking from current forms of political organization and taking 

participation, deliberation, difference and autonomy as fundamental principles. 

Each of the three moments of radical democracy – deliberation, decision, and action – is best 

suited to a particular scale and organizational form. Taken individually each of these forms has their 

limitations. The forum is well-suited as a space for open discussion and deliberation, but the scale is far 

too large for a consensus process that guarantees the equitable participation of all members. The affinity 

group, on the other hand, based on ‗friend-like relationships‘ carries with it the shared values and 

obligations necessary for the arduous process of consensus-building, but alone can accomplish little in 

the face of global problems. Finally, the network is capable of global action, but lacks the ability for 

deliberation or decision-making.   

The forum, affinity group and network each fills a particular role in the alterglobalization 

movement, but within the alterglobalization none of these structures is entirely isolated from the others. 

As such, we must also consider these elements as a system: forum-affinity-network. Such a system 

avoids the hegemonic tendencies of Laclau‘s notion of ‗the people,‘ as well as the reformist forms of 

radical democracy that limit the difference and autonomy of various individuals, communities and 

struggles. Within this system, radically democratic practice is possible at a range of scales, complexities 

and intensities. To conceptualize radical democracy as limited to a single plane or the state as the 

principal site of interaction with a radically democratic civil society limits the potential for radical 

democracy to exist in its formal multiplicity. Some tasks are better accomplished through global action, 

some through local. The forum-affinity-network system allows for this possibility. 

Our discussion of these moments began with the World Social Forum as a response to criticisms 

of empty negation and our conclusion with action as protest has returned us to this point of departure. 

This return reveals the difficulties of producing alternatives on a large scale through radical democracy 

and the limitations of such forms of insurrection as a Global Day of Action. Radical social transformation 

will require more than a day of action, though such actions can prove useful in the sense of motivation 



through the ‗propaganda of the deed.‘ Still, these brief moments of insurrection are ultimately incapable of 

bringing about the social transformation that the movement demands.  

Indeed, the model has important limitations at which we have thus far only hinted. First, and 

foremost, while this model illustrates the possibility for radically democratic organization within the 

alterglobalization movement, it does not provide the means for movement building or organizing beyond 

the movement itself. This structure serves as a means to organize those already involved in the 

movement. In his powerful critique of the US anarchist movement, Joel Olson argues that the movement 

is largely focused around infoshops and insurrections.57 That is, anarchists are able to create autonomous 

zones such as infoshops that function as spaces for the exchange of ideas and political work, spaces that 

roughly parallel the social forum, though on a smaller scale. And they engage in acts of insurrection, such 

as the networked summit crashing, Global Days of Action or the more militant uprisings in Greece in 

2008. However, Olson contends, ‗Radical change may be initiated by spontaneous revolts that are 

supported by subterranean free spaces, but these revolts are almost always the product of prior 

movement building.‘58 In the alterglobalization movement more broadly, movement-building must play a 

central role; the forum-affinity-network structure and the typical insurrectionary acts of the movement are 

limited in their capacity to accomplish this.   

Further, as we saw in both the forum and affinity group, systemic inequality leads to multiple 

obstacles for radical democracy, the forum-affinity-network structure and the alterglobalization movement. 

We have already mentioned a number of these issues. A formal consensus process can serve to mitigate 

some level of inequality within the group, but again, this process does nothing to bring people to the table. 

In fact, as Graeber shows in his ethnography with New York DAN, such a process can serve to alienate 

newcomers or those with differing cultural backgrounds or produce exclusionary groups of relatively 

homogenous activists.59 Similarly, a lack of equitable participation has plagued the social fora. Local 

organizations and individuals, as well as those with the time and resources to travel, typically white 

                                                 
57 Joel Olson, "The problem with infoshops and insurrection," Randall Amster et al., Contemporary Anarchist Studies: An 

Introductory Anthology of Anarchy in the Academy, 1st ed. (Routledge, 2009), 35-45. 

58 Ibid., 40. 

59 Graeber, Direct Action, 336-354. 



activists from the Global North, are disproportionately represented.60 Finally, at the level of networks, 

access to networks requires communication technology resources, which are still unavailable to large 

parts of the world, as well as the time and resources to travel to insurrectionary events.  

A new conception of insurrection is necessary to overcome these limits. Hardt & Negri have 

written, ‗The insurrectional event…must be consolidated in an institutional process of transformation that 

develops the multitude‘s capacity for democratic decision-making. Making the multitude is thus a project 

of democratic organizing aimed at democracy.‘61 Their use of ‗institutional‘ here does not refer to the 

ossified political institutions that structure modern democratic forms, but instead the codification of radical 

democratic practices to facilitate their reproduction. Taken as a whole, the movement does make 

important steps towards this project of democratic development. Through their concept of the common we 

are able to focus on what is necessary to produce the conditions for radically democratic social relations, 

but movement-building is necessary to expand the reach of the common rather than waiting for excluded 

populations to demand inclusion.  

Finally, these democratic practices must be aimed at more than discussion and protest, or even 

social relations. The common as the results of social production must not eclipse the importance of 

common material resources and the results of material production. Rather, it can be used to reinterpret 

those and reveal the social nature of their production. The production of the common in the social must 

lead to radically democratic decisions on the production of life. Alternatives must include more than 

spaces for open deliberation; they must include alternatives for the production of food, the distribution of 

resources, the actual material for survival in common. This must be a central goal of any radical project.  

In a recent lecture Michael Hardt has argued for the importance of ‗putting the common back into 

communism.‘62 Our discussion on the moments of the common revealed that radical democracy is only 

able to function in a complete form when the common is at its most robust, on a relatively small scale. 

This fact coupled with the importance of material resources leads to the conclusion that putting the 

common in communism may only be possible on the scale of the commune. In their recent, controversial 
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pamphlet, The Coming Insurrection, the Invisible Committee has sought to redefine insurrection in just 

these terms. They write, ‗The commune is the basic unit of partisan reality. An insurrectional surge may 

be nothing more than the multiplication of communes, their coming into contact and forming ties.‘63 This is 

precisely the project for radical democracy that we put forth at the opening of this discussion. Individuals 

participating in multiplicity of radically democratic relations could work to extend the form rhizomatically, 

establishing a dense network of radically democratic relations. Indeed, if radical democracy is at all 

possible on a global scale it is through this network form. The codification of social fora, affinity groups 

and networked direct actions as points of resistance in the common is an important first step in this 

project of democratic insurrection. 

 

 

 

 

 

References 

 

Amster, Randall, Abraham Deleon, Luis Fernandez, Anthony J. Nocella, and Deric Shannon. 

Contemporary Anarchist Studies: An Introductory Anthology of Anarchy in the Academy. 1st ed. 

Routledge, 2009. 

Bevington, Douglas, and Chris Dixon. ―Movement-relevant Theory: Rethinking Social Movement 

Scholarship and Activism.‖ Social Movement Studies: Journal of Social, Cultural and Political 

Protest 4, no. 3 (2005): 185. 

Bohman, James, and William Rehg. Deliberative Democracy: Essays on Reason and Politics. The MIT 

Press, 1997. 

Böhm, Steffen, Ana C. Dinerstein, and André Spicer. ―(Im)possibilities of Autonomy: Social Movements in 

and beyond Capital, the State and Development.‖ Social Movement Studies: Journal of Social, 

Cultural and Political Protest 9, no. 1 (2010): 17. 

                                                 
63 The Invisible Committee, The Coming Insurrection (Semiotex, 1st ed. (Semiotext(e), 2009), 117. 



Cohen, Joshua. "Deliberation and Democratic Legitimacy," James Bohman and William Rehg, 

Deliberative Democracy: Essays on Reason and Politics (The MIT Press, 1997), 69. 

———. ‗Reflections on Radical Democracy,‘ in Thomas Christiano and John Christman, Contemporary 

Debates in Political Philosophy (Wiley-Blackwell, 2009)., 247-263. 

Cohen, Joshua and Archon Fung. ‗Radical Democracy‘, in Swiss Journal of Political Science, (2004): 23-

34;  

Cohn, Jesse S. Anarchism And the Crisis of Representation: Hermeneutics, Aesthetics, Politics. 1st ed. 

Susquehanna University Press, 2006. 

Collins, Patricia Hill. ―Learning from the Outsider Within: The Sociological Significance of Black Feminist 

Thought,‖ Social Problems 33: 6 (1986), pp. 14-32. 

Committee, The Invisible. The Coming Insurrection (Semiotex. 1st ed. Semiotext(e), 2009. 

Crenshaw, Kimberley W. ―Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against 

Women of Color,‖ Stanford Law Review. 43:6 (1991), pp. 1241-1299. 

Day, Richard J.F. Gramsci is Dead: Anarchist Currents in the Newest Social Movements. Pluto Press, 

2005. 

Deleuze, Gilles, Felix Guattari, and Brian Massumi. A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. 

University of Minnesota Press, 1987. 

della Porta, Donatella. "Making the New Polis: The Practice of Deliberative Democracy in Social Forums" 

in Culture, Social Movements, and Protest, ed. Hank Johnston, (Ashgate, 2009), 207. 

Dupuis-Déri, Francis. ‗Anarchism and the politics of affinity groups,‘ forthcoming,  4-7. 

Foucault, Michel. The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1: An Introduction. Vintage, 1990. 

Freeman, Jo. ‗The Tyranny of Structurelessness,‘ Berkeley Journal of Sociology, 17, 1972–73: 151–165. 

Gelderloos, Peter. How Nonviolence Protects the State. South End Press, 2007. 

Graeber, David. Direct Action: An Ethnography. AK Press, 2009. 

Hardt, Michael. Lecture at the European Graduate School, 2009. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q_Ey5ioS4GU. Accessed 22 January 2010. 

Hardt, Michael, and Antonio Negri. Commonwealth. 1st ed. Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 

2009. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q_Ey5ioS4GU


———. Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire. Penguin (Non-Classics), 2005. 

Johnston, Hank. Culture, Social Movements, and Protest. Ashgate, 2009. 

Laclau, Ernesto. On Populist Reason. Verso, 2007. 

Laclau, Ernesto, and Chantal Mouffe. Hegemony & Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic 

Politics. Verso, 1985. 

Little, Adrian, and Moya Lloyd. The Politics of Radical Democracy. Edinburgh University Press, 2009. 

Lofland, John. Protest: Studies of Collective Behavior and Social Movements. Transaction Publishers, 

1985. 

May, Todd. The Political Philosophy of Poststructuralist Anarchism. Pennsylvania State University Press, 

1994. 

McCall, Leslie. ―The Complexity of Intersectionality,‖ Signs 30:3 (2005), pp. 1771-1880. 

McDonald, Kevin. ‗From Solidarity to Fluidarity: social movements beyond 'collective identity'--the case of 

globalization conflicts,‘ Social Movement Studies: Journal of Social, Cultural and Political Protest, 

1(2): 109-128 

Meinhof, Ulrike. Everybody Talks About the Weather . . . We Don't: The Writings of Ulrike Meinhof. 1st ed. 

Seven Stories Press, 2008. 

Mouffe, Chantal. Dimensions of Radical Democracy: Pluralism, Citizenship, Community. Verso, 1996. 

Olson, Joel. "The problem with infoshops and insurrection," Randall Amster et al., Contemporary 

Anarchist Studies: An Introductory Anthology of Anarchy in the Academy, 1st ed. (Routledge, 

2009), 35-45. 

Polletta, Francesca. Freedom Is an Endless Meeting: Democracy in American Social Movements. 1st ed. 

University Of Chicago Press, 2004. 

Porta, Donatella della. Transnational Protest and Global Activism. Illustrated edition. Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers, Inc., 2004. 

Ranciere, Jacques. Disagreement: Politics And Philosophy. Univ of Minnesota Pr, 1998. 

Rancière, Jacques. ―Who Is the Subject of the Rights of Man?.‖ South Atlantic Quarterly 103, no. 2 

(Spring 2004): 297-310. 

Reitan, Ruth. Global Activism. 1st ed. Routledge, 2007. 



Sen, Jai, and Peter Waterman. World Social Forum: Challenging Empires. Black Rose Books, 2007. 

Smith, Jackie, and Marina Karides. Global Democracy and the World Social Forums (International 

Studies Intensives). Paradigm Publishers, 2007. 

Starr, Amory, and Jason Adams. ―Anti-globalization: The Global Fight for Local Autonomy.‖ New Political 

Science 25, no. 1 (2003): 19. 

Tonder, Lars, and Lasse Thomassen. Radical Democracy: Politics between Abundance and Lack. 

Manchester University Press, 2006. 

Tormey, Simon. ‗ ‗Not in my Name‘: Deleuze, Zapatismo and the Critique of Representation.‘ 

Parliamentary Affairs Vol. 59 no. 1 (2006): 142. 

Trend, David. Radical Democracy: Identity, Citizenship and the State. New edition. Routledge, 1995. 

 

 



1

From Identity Politics to Radical Democracy: The Future of Feminism

Consider the following passage from Judith Butler in Gender Trouble. Reflecting at the 

end of the book on the difficulties of basing feminism on the identity “woman,” she writes:

If identities were no longer fixed as the premise of a political syllogism, and 
politics no longer understood as a set of practices derived from the alleged 
interests that belong to a set of ready-made subjects, a new configuration of 
politics would surely emerge from the ruins of the old (149).  

In her work after Gender Trouble, most notably in Bodies that Matter, Excitable Speech and 

Contingency, Hegemony, Universality, Butler has given some attention to clarifying and 

elaborating on this passage and its implications for feminism. For her, a new configuration of 

feminist politics must involve a turn away from a feminism which relies on the identity “woman” 

as its unproblematic subject and source of unity and stability and a turn towards a feminism 

which looks to the questioning of its key terms and claims, and the critical debate that this 

questioning produces, as the source of its vitality/energy. This turn represents a shift from 

identity politics (the old) to radical democracy (new). But, what would this new configuration of 

politics look like and what are the implications of this shift for feminism? Moreover, what kind 

of shift is it, that is, what is the resulting relationship between identity politics and radical 

democracy? And, what happens to identity in this shift? 

In my dissertation project, entitled “What Happens After Identity Politics? Radical 

Democracy and the Future of Feminism,” I take up these questions by exploring the possibilities 

for a feminist radical democracy and tracing the various shifts that occur within feminism when 

feminism as identity politics is replaced by feminism as radical democracy. Although my project 

is not limited to Butler’s work or her particular (and sometimes limited) vision of feminism, her 

passage at the end of Gender Trouble on the future of feminism does play a central role in my 
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thinking about and critical exploration of the viability of feminist radical democracy. It seems 

fitting then, to focus this presentation on an examination of Butler’s words in Gender Trouble 

and their meaning for feminism. In doing this, I am not so much concerned with drawing any 

conclusions about Butler’s project, as I am with trying to make sense of her words in order to be 

clear about her project and its implications for feminism.

I. The problem with identity politics

In order to understand better Butler’s words in Gender Trouble, we need to understand 

what is being critiqued, that is, what is this politics of the old? What is feminist identity politics? 

In her essay, “Who’s Afraid of Identity Politics,” Linda Alcoff defines it as a politics in which 

“one’s identity is taken (and defined) [1] as a political point of departure, [2] as a motivation for 

action and [3] as a delineation of one’s politics” (347-348). For her, all three of these aspects 

reflect “a belief in the relevance of identity to politics” (313); identity serves as a starting point 

from which to act, as a reason for acting and as a way in which to organize those acts into a 

movement. Central to the practice of identity politics is a desire for recognition—to be 

recognized as “inherently valuable” (65)—and a need for autonomy—to not be subsumed under 

or co-opted by other movements, but to be to able to express one’s own unique political voice. 

More often than not, this is a voice as opposed to voices. An identity politics is based on a 

singular identity that all members of the group share. Not only does this identity motivate and 

determine the politics of a group, it creates and shapes that group. 

Within different politics of identity, the idea that identity matters for politics is crucial. 

But, how it is understood and how it is practiced differs widely. In their own various critiques of 

identity politics, radically democratic feminists are not rejecting the practice altogether nor are 
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they condemning all identity claims. Instead, they are responding to a dangerous tendency within 

identity politics, a tendency for uncritically accepting and asserting the identity “woman/women” 

as the foundation and organizing principle of feminism and failing to see the complex and 

politicized nature of the identity process. 

First, this failure to see the complexity of identity claims results in the fixing of women 

into very rigid and narrow definitions of woman, definitions that do not account for the dynamic, 

unpredictable or sometimes harmful ways in which identities gain meaning within cultural and 

political discourses. According to Butler, feminist identity politics is frequently based on the 

assumption that identities are given and uncomplicated terms that feminists can simply take up to 

describe themselves. But, as Butler and others point out, identities are not merely willed into 

existence by feminist subjects who claim them. These identities have their own history of 

meanings apart from us, a history that suggests that we can “never fully own” the identities that 

we claim and that we can never fully predict the effects that a certain claim will have on our 

political and theoretical projects. And, because identity is situated within an historical process, 

one that is constantly taking on new meanings, identity is never fixed or fully complete, it is 

always in process. In this way, identity can never completely capture the complexity of women’s 

lives or exhaust the possibilities for news ways of configuring identity claims on behalf of or by 

women.  

 Second, the inability to understand the politicized nature of identity results in the failure 

of many feminists to explore and interrogate the regulatory practices that dictate which types of 

individuals are recognized and represented under the identity woman and which individuals are 

denied that recognition and representation. This inability also results in the failure of feminists to 
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understand how their uncritical approach to identity politics and the assertion of identity claims 

could result in the reproduction of some of the very structures that they wish to dismantle. 

Feminists who practice identity politics have frequently left many important questions unasked. 

Questions such as: Who is and who is not included as a woman in feminist claims for 

representation and who makes that determination? Or what types of regulatory practices are 

concealed under the representation of certain identities, like woman, as given? 

III. The Shift from Identity Politics to Radical Democracy

Now that we have a working definition of identity politics and its problems, let us return 

to Butler’s passage in Gender Trouble. 

If identities were no longer fixed as the premise of a political syllogism, and 
politics no longer understood as a set of practices derived from the alleged interests 
that belong to a set of ready-made subjects, a new configuration of politics would 
surely emerge from the ruins of the old (149).

A close reading of this passage provides us with some clues on what the move from identity 

politics to radical democracy entails for feminism. I see this passage as broken up into two parts 

with each part indicating a different set of shifts. The first part—“If identities were no longer 

fixed as the premise of a political syllogism…”—points to a shift in the key practices of feminist 

politics and theory.

1. “If identities were no longer fixed as the premise of a political syllogism…” then 

feminism would no longer rely on the identity “woman” as its unproblematic subject and 

source of unity and stability. Instead, it would look to the questioning of its key terms, and 

the critical debate that this questioning produces, as the source of its vitality. Feminism 

“proceeds precisely,” Butler argues, “by bringing critical attention to bear on its premises in an 

effort to become more clear about what it means, and to begin to negotiate the conflicting 
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interpretations [and] irrepressible democratic cacophony of its identity” (Butler 415). This 

process of negotiation, which Butler labels a “difficult labor of translation” and which Wendy 

Brown describes as a form of debate taking place in public, democratic spaces, replaces identity 

as the focus and becomes the (groundless) ground of feminism. 

2.  “If identities were no longer fixed as the premise of a political syllogism…” then 

feminism would not work to reconcile and contain its multiple differences in order to 

promote itself as having a unified front and being clearly distinguishable from other social 

movements. Instead, it would recognize and embrace the complexity of differences present 

within relationships between feminists and between feminism and other social movements. 

According to Janet Jakobsen in Working Alliances and the Politics of Difference, feminism (as 

identity politics) has frequently had a “simple commitment to diversity,” that is, a commitment 

that only recognizes diversity as involved in “relatively autonomous axes of differentiation” such 

as “gender,” “race,” “class” (5). This simple commitment fails to consider the extent to which 

differences complicate feminism and its relationships. Nancy Fraser echoes this critique in her 

book, Justice Interruptus, arguing that this failure “tends to balkanize culture, setting groups 

apart from one another [women of color vs. white women, middle-class vs. lower class women, 

heterosexual women vs. lesbians], ignoring the ways they cut across one another, and inhibiting 

cross-group interaction and identification” (Fraser 185).  For many radically democratic 

feminists, what is needed is a new type of feminism that works to “map out the interrelationships 

that connect, without simplistically uniting, a variety of dynamic and relational positionalities 

[that is, identities or experiences] within the political field” (114-115). 
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3. If identities were no longer fixed as the premise of a political syllogism…” then feminism 

would no longer rely on a coherent, stable definition as the necessary starting point for its 

political and theoretical practices. Instead, it would look to the practice of negotiating 

between conflicting identities and conflicting understandings of feminism as the way in 

which to develop a vital and effective movement. Feminists who promote identity politics have 

devoted a considerable amount of attention to uncovering or developing a definition of the 

identity “woman/women” that is substantial enough to serve as the unifying force and subject of 

feminism. In their search for this definition, these feminists are willing to explore a wide range of 

different (and seemingly conflicting) understandings of woman, but only up to a certain point. 

Before engaging in the actual practice of feminism, these feminists believe that the theorizing 

about women and her differences must stop and a unified definition of woman/women has to be 

put forth as the identity of feminism. For many feminists, without a unified identity, feminism is 

unable to effectively act. In contrast, feminists who promote radical democracy are committed to 

“maintain[ing] a political culture of contestation” (CHU 161) in which no claims, ideas or 

identities are taken for granted and in which critical thinking and theorizing is never divorced 

from political action. 

b. Shift Two

 Now let us turn to the second part of the passage: If “politics [were] no longer understood 

as a set of practices derived from the alleged interests that belong to a set of ready-made 

subjects…”. This passage indicates a shift in feminism’s understanding of subjectivity, 

community and political goals.
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1. If “politics [were] no longer understood as a set of practices derived from the alleged 

interests that belong to a set of ready-made subjects…” then the feminist subject would no 

longer be seen as existing prior to (and outside) of politics. Instead it would be recognized 

that this subject is shaped, in both helpful and harmful ways, through her participation in 

the process of feminist politics. Radically democratic feminists caution against the promotion 

of a coherent, stable and unproblematic self that is fully confident in her actions and completely 

self-assured in her claims for identity. Butler writes, “the insistence on coherent identity as a 

point of departure presumes that what a “subject” is is already known, already fixed, and that the 

ready-made subject might enter the world to negotiate its place” (115).  But, Butler and other 

radically democratic feminists wonder, at what cost is this coherence promoted? And, what 

complexity (that is, complexity of subject positions, relationship to power, participation in 

system one is critiquing) is it covering over? The feminist radically democratic subject is still 

able to participate in politics and make identity claims, but she does not believe that her actions 

are completely under her control, that she has full knowledge of who she is and what she wants 

or that she can easily take up subject positions/identities and use them to locate herself within 

discourse. The feminist radically democratic subject recognizes her own vulnerability and the 

limits of her knowledge and chooses to act anyway. 

2. If “politics [were] no longer understood as a set of practices derived from the alleged 

interests that belong to a set of ready-made subjects…” then feminist communities would 

no longer assume that connections among women must exist prior to these women coming 

together nor would they assume that a “we” of community exists prior to the development 

of that community. Instead, they would recognize that the “we” of community is something 

Puotinen/ National Women’s Studies Association Conference Presentation/ June 2004/ Milwuakee



8

to be created through the process and hard work of developing that community. Just as 

radically democratic feminists reject the notion of a ready-made subject—an “I”, they reject the 

notion of a ready-made set of subjects—a “we”.  They believe that the creation of a “we” is 

possible, but it is always contingent, part of an ongoing project in which members of a 

community work to “constitute the term ‘we,’ while simultaneously questioning it and pushing 

its limits” (Jakobsen, 2). While feminists who practice identity politics frequently have 

understood community to be based on commonality and shared experiences of oppression and/or 

social location, feminists who practice radical democracy understand community to be created 

through the process of taking difference seriously—of negotiating among differences without 

containing them—and of embracing difference as an important part of any vital movement. 

3. If “politics [were] no longer understood as a set of practices derived from the alleged 

interests that belong to a set of ready-made subjects…” then feminist politics would no 

longer be working for a limited set of goals based on the desire for recognition and the need 

to have a voice. Instead, feminist politics would expand its scope beyond identity and 

identity claims to include other political goals, goals that are not concerned with developing 

and asserting an identity (an “I am”) but with working towards the development of a 

collective good (a “what I want for us”).  Radically democratic feminists are not rejecting the 

value of identity claims and recognition, but arguing that the promotion of recognition as the end 

goal of a movement leaves many important questions unasked and many important projects 

unfinished. In an interview done in 2000, Judith Butler contends:

The assertion of identity can never become the end of politics itself. This is a 
terrible American conceit—the idea that if you accomplish your identity, you are 
there; that you’ve achieved recognition, status, legitimation; and that that’s the 
end of your struggle, as if becoming visible, becoming sayable is the end of 
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politics. That’s not the case because what that perspective fails to do is ask, “What 
are the conditions of sayability, of speakability, of visibility? Does one want a 
place within them? Does one want to be assimilated to them? Or does one want to 
ask some more profound questions about how political structures work to delimit 
what visibility will be and what sayability will be” (337)?

 IV. Final Thoughts

 This examination of Butler’s words at the end of Gender Trouble has provided us with 

some clues about what a shift from identity politics to radical democracy would entail for 

feminism. It seems as if feminist radical democracy is not a rejection of identity politics or of 

identity claims, but a call to think critically about what these claims mean for individual subjects 

and feminist communities and how these claims are made. But, these clues do not offer a 

complete picture of what feminist radically democracy is and, instead, leave important questions 

unasked and unanswered. In the interest of time, I will only mention two: 

1. The feminist radical democracy of Judith Butler is critical of a certain dangerous 

tendency within feminist identity politics for failing to consider the fully complexity of 

the politicized process of identity. Are there other forms of identity politics that do not 

fall into this trap? (I am thinking of the Combahee River Collective and their 1977 

“Black Feminist Statement” and Paula Moya and her work on Cherie Moraga and her 

realist politics of identity.) If so, how do these practices fit with feminist radical 

democracy?

2. In her discussions of feminist radical democracy, Butler seems, more often than not, to 

present identity negatively and as a necessary error. What other roles does identity play 

within feminism? Does feminist radical democracy allow for a more complex assessment 
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of identity as being both negative and positive, perhaps simultaneously? Can identity 

politics allow for this complexity?
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By Marina Prentoulis and Lasse Thomassen

The 2011 movements of the squares, the ‘aganaktismenoi’ and ‘indignados’ as they came to be known in Greece
and Spain respectively, brought to the forefront old and unresolved debates on the Left. During the crisis it became
evident that the traditional Left failed to capture the popular imagination. As part of parliamentary politics, and
together with the rest of the political establishment, the left had itself lost legitimacy, at least among a large part of
society, and non-representational alternatives started to be entertained. The debates emerging from the movements
were a response to the failure of the existing economic paradigm and an alternative economic vision challenging
neo-liberal capitalism took front stage. Yet, at the heart of the movements was the realization that, without a political
alternative compensating for the democratic deficit in the respective countries, such an alternative would be
impossible. Resistance to the economic programmes of the troika (the IMF, the EU and the ECB) had to come from
the ‘people’, the political actor who had been excluded from the decision-making process. Although the crisis was
identified as economic, there was a sense in which the crisis concerned politics as well – indeed the crisis was of a
general character to the extent that it could not be limited to a particular part of society.

Despite the fact that the cornerstone of Leftist discourse is the
challenge of the economic capitalist model, the movements of
the squares rejected the parties of the Left and the trade unions
as part of the system in crisis or, at least, as unrepresentative.
The protesting crowds in the squares demanded their ‘voice’ to
be heard and started to entertain the idea of a different form of
political organization outside formal political institutions. Within
this discourse, ‘autonomy’ and ‘direct democracy’ were used as
a counterpoint to parliamentary politics as we know it. It is also
telling that the traditional left was the most severe critic of the
movements. The newspaper of the Communist Party of Greece
(KKE), for example, argued that the movement did not represent
any danger to the establishment, had no alternative political suggestions beyond the immediate rejection of the
government and the austerity measures, and for this reason it was ‘palatable’ to the mainstream media and some
political centres alike. Effectively, it represented the protesters as in need of ‘enlightenment’ and guidance.

The mutual suspicion between the Greek Communist Party and the movement of the squares opens an old debate
within a new, contemporary framework: How will emancipation come about? How will a new economic and social
order emerge? Will it only come about through a hegemonic agent? If so, who will that agent be: the Party, a
particular class or the people? Conversely, is emancipation only possible though a more autonomous form of
organization -decentralized, spontaneous and without representational hierarchies?

It is our contention that a dialogue between hegemony and autonomy is necessary in order to properly grasp the
movements of the squares and to think about radical politics for the future. We reject viewing the mutual suspicion
between the two trajectories of hegemony and autonomy as a matter of either/or. That mutual suspicion has a long
history, and it was exemplified in the events of May 68. When the workers’ and students’ movements exceeded any
strict class identification, rejected all forms of authoritarianism and put forth a much more political and radical
agenda than that proposed by the unions and the Communist Party, the latter perceived the rebellion as either
misguided or in need of a Communist leadership which would contain and direct the events. From May 68 new
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trajectories have emerged: not only a widespread criticism of the authoritarianism and the inability of the Left to be
part of more diverse and spontaneous movements in action, but also, in theoretical terms, a critique of the inability of
Marxist theory to account for events that place politics from below at the centre of any future initiative.

Although May 68 made visible the gap between the two positions of
hegemony and autonomy, long before that, Leninism was clear
about the theoretical incompatibility of the two positions. For Lenin,
the spontaneous movement of workers and the theoretical
consciousness of the movement could not coincide. Without the
leadership of the party, a workers’ movement would remain in thrall
to bourgeois ideology if it did not submit to the socialist party: ‘We
have said that there could not have been social-democratic
consciousness among workers. It would have had to be brought to
them from without’[1].

This sharp distinction between the masses and the party, between
those who act and those who think, remains problematic throughout the history of Marxism even if later theorizations
have tried to compensate by focusing on the organized leadership of ‘the people’. For instance, Gramsci placed the
role of the workers’ councils at the central stage, challenging thus the Party as the true representative and
embodiment of the dictatorship of the proletariat. Having said that, Gramsci did not offer a fully developed theory of
the relationship between the spontaneous movement from below and the Party. The anarchist theoretical tradition
has been vocally against the division and the appetite for centralized power endemic to Marxism. Bakunin sees in
the professional revolutionaries of the Party only another dictatorship and he himself favours the spontaneous
activity from below[2]. According to Todd May, this anarchist commitment rests on two further arguments: first, that,
if given the choice, people will naturally and spontaneously act towards justice; and, second, that creating equality
can only come about when acting on the presumption of equality[3]. In this respect, it is only through organization
from below that emancipation is possible.

This quick sketch points to a fundamental debate within political theory and practice today. For one part of the Left,
political action, revolution or resistance will come about when the ‘multitude’ or ‘the people’ submit themselves to a
hegemonic force. The diametrically opposite view is that the ‘multitude’ or ‘the people’ will constitute themselves as
a force and will act spontaneously in order to bring about emancipation. Between these two extreme positions, the
key question today revolves around the possibility of hegemony without a vanguard on the one hand and a self-
organization that is not immediate and spontaneous on the other. To put it differently, the question is what form
hegemony after Gramsci and multiplicity after anarchism will take.

 

This post is an extract from the forthcoming book (June 2014) Radical Democracy and Collective Movements
Today, edited by A. Kioupkiolis and G. Katsabekis, Ashgate.

It was first published in the Greek newspaper Avgi, February 9, 201

[1] Lenin, quoted in Leszek Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism,Vol. 3, Oxford University Press, 1978, p. 386.

[2] Todd May, The Political Thought of Jacques Ranciere: Creating Equality, Pennsylvania State University Press,
2008, p. 87.

[3] ibid, p. 90. See also Richard J.F. Day, Gramsci is Dead: Anarchist Currents in theNewest Social Movements ,
Pluto Press, 2005, ch. 4.
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Abstract 

There is significant interest in democracy in contemporary human geography. 

Theoretically, this interest has been most strongly influenced by poststructuralist 

theories of radical democracy, and associated ontologies of relational spatiality. These 

emphasise a priori understandings of the spaces of democratic politics, ones which 

focus on marginal spaces and the de-stabilization of established patterns. This article 

develops an alternative account of the spaces of democratic politics, one which seeks 

to move beyond the stylised contrast of poststructuralist agonism and liberal 

consensualism. This alternative draws into focus the spatial dimensions of 

philosophical pragmatism, and the relevance of this tradition for thinking about the 

geographies of democracy. In particular, the geographical relevance of pragmatism 

lies in the distinctive inflection of the all-affected principle and of the rationalities of 

problem-solving. Drawing on John Dewey’s work, a conceptualisation of 

transactional space is developed to reconfigure understandings of the agonistics of 

participation as well as the experimental institutionalisation of democratic will.  The 

difference that a pragmatist approach makes to understandings of the geographies of 

democracy is explored in relation to transnational and urban politics.  
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Geographies of radical democracy: Agonistic pragmatism and the 

formation of affected interests  

 

There is growing interest in democracy in human geography, as a focus of empirical 

research and a framework of normative evaluation (e.g. Barnett and Low 2004; 

Stokke 2009). This reflects real-world processes of ‘democratization’ (e.g. Bell and 

Staeheli 2001; O’Loughlin 2004; Slater 2009; Springer 2009), and the worldly 

relevance of electoral geographies to the exercise of power across the globe (e.g. 

Johnston and Glasmeier 2007; Cupples 2009). It is also a reflection of shifts in the 

normative paradigms which underwrite self-consciously ‘critical’ human geography. 

Democracy now provides the rallying call of even the most radical of geographical 

analyses of neoliberalizing accumulation by dispossession (e.g. Harvey 2005; Purcell 

2008). The absence of robust democratic politics is recognised as a key factor in the 

reproduction of social injustice and inequality, and the exposure of vulnerable or 

marginalised groups to serious harm (e.g. Ettlinger 2007). And place-making is 

presented as a crucial dimension in cultivating and sustaining a pluralistic ethos of 

democratic culture (e.g. Entrikin 1999; 2002b).  

Research on democracy in geography can be divided into two approaches (Barnett 

and Low 2009). One focuses on the efficacy of institutionalised norms of democratic 

politics; the other focuses on the potential for transforming and extending these 

norms. In the first approach, research in electoral geography investigates how the 

mechanisms of liberal representative democracy are spatially organised (Agnew 1996; 

Johnston 2002; Morrill, Knopp and Brown 2007). In the second area, research in 

critical human geography explores the potential for the emergence of more radical 

democratic practices, a potential which is assumed to lie in the fractures and margins 
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of liberal-representative polities. From this perspective, democracy is not simply a set 

of procedures for legitimizing the decisions of bureaucracies or holding elected 

representatives accountable.  

A broadly shared model of democracy as a ‘contestatory’ regime (Pettit 1999) 

informs research in geography on radical democracy. This is illustrated by the 

prevalence of post-structuralist theories of radical democracy in geography. These 

theories redefine ‘the political’ as a realm in which new identities are formed and new 

agendas are generated, and through which the stabilized procedures, institutions, and 

identifications of official politics are contested and potentially transformed (e.g. 

Massey 1995; Spaces of Democracy and Democracy of Space Network 2009). The 

spatialized ontologies that geographers have pioneered have drawn the discipline into 

debates informed by a distinctive strand of contemporary political theory that focuses 

on the agonistic, dissensual aspects of democracy (e.g. Massey 2005; Featherstone 

2008; Swyngedouw 2009). The ascendancy of post-structuralist theories of radical 

democracy has in part been justified by reference to the overly consensual vision of 

politics attributed to theories of communicative and deliberative democracy, not least 

as these have been translated into practices of urban planning (e.g. Pugh 2005; Purcell 

2008). At the same time, post-structuralist theories of radical democracy support the 

view that a pivotal aspect of emancipatory political action is the de-naturalization of 

everyday understandings of space, place and nature. 

We aim in this article to broaden the frame of reference in which the idea of ‘radical 

democracy’ is understood in geography. We aim to do so not least by restoring to 

view the institutional imagination of theories of radical democracy indebted to the 

heritage of American philosophical pragmatism. We elaborate the distinctive 

geographical concerns which inform this tradition. Pragmatism is a living tradition of 
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thought (Bernstein 2010; Talisse and Aiken 2011), which exceeds the classical canon 

of Dewey, James, and Pierce (see Wood and Smith 2008). Pragmatism is an important 

source of current debates in political theory about transnational democratization (e.g. 

Bohman 2007), urban politics (e.g. Fung 2006), and alternative forms of economy and 

governance (e.g. Unger 2007a). It has become an important reference point for key 

thinkers from what is often thought of as a distinct ‘Continental’ tradition. For 

example, pragmatism is an important reference for the reconstruction of critical theory 

as a theory of deliberative democracy (Aboulafia, Bookman and Kemp 2002; Rehg 

2001). In turn, the revivification of pragmatist philosophy inspired by Richard Rorty 

and continued in the neo-Analytical pragmatism of Robert Brandom has informed the 

democratic theory of Habermas (2000). In a different register, Bruno Latour’s (2004a, 

2005) reflections on the type of political analysis implied by actor-network theory is 

indebted to a Deweyian understanding of the formation of democratic publics (see 

Russill 2005; Marres 2007).  

In widening the scope of intellectual reference through which the geographies of 

democracy might be theorised, we aim to move beyond the stylized contrast between 

‘consensual’ theories of democracy, often ascribed to John Rawls or Jürgen 

Habermas, and ‘conflictual’ theories championed by writers such as Chantal Mouffe, 

Jacques Ranciere, or William Connolly. The prevalent strains of radical democratic 

theory in human geography have drawn on post-structuralist understandings of 

hegemonic politics, autonomous movements, and democracy-to-come, informed by 

ontologies of antagonism, abundance, and lack (see Tonder and Thomassen 2005). 

This post-structuralist strand of thought has tended to dominate theoretical discussions 

of democracy and democratic justice in human geography, lending itself well to 

arguments in which politics is understood primarily as a matter of transforming the 
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political ordering of space (e.g. Dikeç 2007, Soja 2010). Rawlsian and in particular 

Habermasian strands of thought have tended to be critically applied in more 

practically oriented fields of geographical research, such as development studies, 

urban and regional planning, or environmental decision-making.  

In large part, then, debates in geography about how best to conceptualise democracy 

replay the stand-offs evident in political theory (see Karagiannis and Wagner 2008, 

328; see also Karagiannis and Wagner 2005). Over-emphasising agonism, conflict, 

and dissensus detracts from thinking through problems of coordination, institutional 

design, and justification of the common good which any normatively persuasive and 

empirically grounded critical theory of democracy needs also to address (see Wright 

2010). This over-emphasis becomes all the more serious when we acknowledge that 

the value of democratic politics is often most at stake in contexts where politics is 

shaped by intense, even violent divisions (Mann 2004). The challenge of thinking 

about democratic politics in deeply divided societies militates against the general 

applicability of post-structuralist agonism to all situations of democratic contestation 

(see Dryzek 2005; Schaap 2006).  

The emphasis on contestation and the de-bunking of ideologically loaded 

understandings of space has produced a blockage in human geography when it comes 

to thinking about alternative institutional designs which might flesh out radical 

egalitarian democratic ideals. The definition of radical democracy as a generalised 

mode of contestation and disruption lends itself well to the prevalence in human 

geography of narratives of all-encompassing neoliberal hegemony (e.g. Brenner and 

Theodore 2002; Harvey 2005). As Ferguson (2010) has recently argued, however, 

there is an significant political difference at stake in seemingly arcane differences 

between conceptualisations of neoliberalism as a hegemonic project of class-power, 
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informed by Marxist theory (Harvey 2010), and conceptualising neoliberalization as a 

contingent assemblage of varied ‘arts of government’, informed by governmentality 

theory (Ong 2006). The latter approach presumes that there is an imperative on 

critical analysis to think through the possibilities of alternative ‘arts of government’, 

rather than restricting analysis to mapping counter-hegemonic contestation and 

disruption. It is here that we situate our argument for taking more seriously the 

pragmatist strains in radical democratic theory. Pragmatism interrupts the shared 

terrain of current debates on the geographies of democracy by bringing an 

‘institutional imagination’ to these debates (see Kioupliolis 2010).  

Drawing into focus the pragmatist influences shaping critical theories of democracy 

helps us restore to view the degree to which ‘deliberation’ in this strand of democratic 

theory is not necessarily understood as a medium of rational consensus formation, the 

view often attributed to Habermas. Rather, a broad range of communicative practices 

are presented as the spaces for agonistic encounters with others and exposures to 

power-charged difference (e.g. Young 1993; Dryzek 2000). It is this sense of 

deliberation as an ongoing transformative practice that underwrites John Dewey’s 

expansive participatory conception of radical democracy as a process of debate, 

discussion, and persuasion in public and oriented to concerted, collective action 

(Langsdorf 2002). By focussing on the pragmatist investments of recent democratic 

theory, we seek to locate the agonistic dynamics of democratic politics in the 

negotiation of competing rationalities generated by situations which demand 

concerted public action. In contrast to a view which identifies democracy narrowly 

with practices of disruption of established orders (see Staeheli 2009), pragmatism 

accords considerable importance to experimental practices through which alternative 

institutional designs are developed (e.g. Anderson 2006; Goodin and Dryzek 2006; 
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Fung 2006; Unger 2007b). This experimental emphasis in pragmatist approaches to 

theorising democracy opens up an alternative approach to conceptualising the 

relationship between space and democratic politics. We develop this approach below 

by reconstructing the principle of ‘all-affected interests’, and then relate this to a 

distinctively pragmatist concept of transactional space.  

 

Problematizing the geographies of democratic participation  

The concern in pragmatism with thinking through the practical limitations and 

possibilities of enacting inclusive norms of democratic participation overlaps with a 

broader tradition of self-consciously radical egalitarian democratic theory that 

emphasises the instrumental and intrinsic value of participation as the central 

normative feature of democratic politics (Dahl 1970, Pateman 1970). This broad 

tradition of radical democracy shares is a conviction that democratic politics amounts 

to more than formal procedures for the aggregation of individualised voter 

preferences.  

We suggested above that pragmatist understandings of democracy are characterised 

by a two related commitments: first, to a norm of expansive communicative practices 

as spaces of agonistic encounter; and second to experimenting with institutional 

designs. Taken together, these two features simultaneously affirm and problematize 

the value of participation as a fundamental democratic principle. The emphasis on 

experimentation is indicative of an acknowledgment that participation in complex, 

differentiated, unequal, spatially and temporally distanciated social formations is 

necessarily mediated, partial, and reflexive.  

It is the commitment to the norm of participation that distinguishes theories of 

radical democracy from liberal approaches. But radical approaches are themselves 



 9 

differentiated by divisions over how best to understand practices of participation. We 

want here to draw into focus the place in which geography becomes an issue in 

radical democratic conceptions of participation. Once attention is focussed on 

participation, then inclusion emerges as the central norm of democratic politics. For 

example, Iris Marion Young’s (2000) influential account of communicative 

democracy, which has been influential in human geography and related fields such as 

urban studies over the last two decades, is guided by a norm of inclusion: “The 

normative legitimacy of a democratic definition depends on the degree to which those 

affected by it have been included in the decision-making process and have had the 

opportunity to influence the outcomes” (Young 2000, 5-6). The emphasis in Young’s 

work on inclusion is what most immediately appeals to spatial theorists, since it 

identifies a distinctive form of harm that is easily translated in a geographical idiom: – 

exclusion based on the maintenance of sedimented boundaries and limits (e.g. 

Staeheli and Mitchell 2004; Staeheli, Mitchell, Nagel 2009). However, we want to 

emphasise the prior aspect of Young’s principle, which is on being affected by 

decisions. The norm of inclusion implies a commitment to a more fundamental 

principle according to which “what affects all must be agreed to by all” (Tully 2008, 

74). The principle of “all-affected interests” is a basic rule of democratic legitimacy 

from which contemporary democratic theories of various stripes depart in different 

ways, including Rawlsian, Habermasian, and ecological approaches (ibid.).  

Thinking of radical democracy in terms of participation, around a norm of inclusion, 

therefore draws into focus the need to re-think the geographies of the all-affected 

principle. Without being spelt out, the idea of all-affected interests is an animating 

principle in claims by geographers and urban theorists that globalisation calls for the 

need to rethink the political geographies of democracy. For example, Amin, Thrift 
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and Massey (2005) argue that there is a need to respatialize the democratic 

imagination to match the scope and complexity of globalized interactions. They claim 

that current practices of representative democracy exclude some affected actors from 

decision-making, in so far as these practices are still imagined and institutionalised as 

territorialised at the scale of the nation-state. Likewise, the all-affected principle is 

implicit in the attempt to connect arguments about the neoliberalized restructuring of 

urban and regional governance to the specifically democratic problem of who should 

be included in decision-making processes (e.g. Swyngedouw 2000; 2009). Political-

economic analyses of neoliberalism explain how certain key decision-making 

processes (particularly over welfare provision, labour market regulation, and capital 

investment) are being re-located to urban and regional governance structures which 

effectively exclude those subject to these processes.  

A feature of arguments by geographers in favour of re-spatializing democratic 

theory is an unstated assumption that social science, appropriately attuned to 

relational ontologies and theories of the production of space, can effectively track the 

causal chains of contemporary affectedness, and might therefore inform the “re-

districting” of democratic practices in more inclusive ways. In the next section,  

Rethinking the geographies of affectedness, by restoring to view the pragmatist 

inheritance of avowedly communicative understandings of democratic politics, we 

challenge the sense that the all-affected principle is “geographical” in the 

straightforwardly causal, explanatory sense that is often assumed in political theory 

and human geography alike. We then move on in the section on Transactional spaces 

of public action to develop an alternative view of how spatial questions might matter 

to how we theorise democracy, a view related to a conceptualisation of transactional 

space indebted to philosophical pragmatism. And in the final section of the article, 
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Spaces of democratic experimentation, we work through this pragmatist 

conceptualisation of the contingent enactment of inclusive democratic spaces in 

relation to debates around two distinct “scales” of democratic innovation. We 

articulate recent discussions of transnational politics, developed by critical theorists 

working a Habermasian vein of deliberative and post-deliberative democratic theory, 

with pragmatist arguments about the distinctive role of urban politics as a scene of 

democratic experimentation.  

 

Rethinking the geographies of affectedness  

As we have already established, the question of how to determine who has the right to 

participate in public life is a fundamental problem for democratic theory. 

Conventionally, participation in a democratic polity is based on membership as a 

citizen of a territorially defined polity (see Dahl 1989; 1999). Geographers have 

become highly astute in deconstructing this sort of assumption, on the basis that 

territories are far from natural entities, and that criteria of membership can be 

arbitrary and exclusionary (e.g. Low 1997; Sparke 2005; Zierhofer 2007). A 

spatialized understanding of exclusion underwrites the most influential 

conceptualisation of democracy in human geography, the poststructuralist account of 

radical democracy developed by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (Laclau and 

Mouffe 1985; Mouffe 1995; cf. Abizadeh 2005; Barnett 2004).  

The same suspicion of territorialized geographies of political inclusion underwrites 

the revival of interest in the all-affected principle in theories of global democracy 

(Held 1995) and of global egalitarian justice (Pogge 2001). In these debates, 

globalization is understood as an exogenous event impacting on places (Sassen 2007), 

an understanding which informs conceptual manoeuvres through which key concepts 
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of democratic theory have been analytically “disaggregated” (Cohen 1999). A 

preconstructed understanding of globalization is used to establish that territorially 

defined citizenship is exclusionary, effectively disenfranchising affected parties from 

involvement in decisions that affect them. The all-affected principle is presented as an 

alternative criterion of democratic inclusion, one equal to the challenges of 

globalization, and preferable to the arbitrary exclusions of membership based on 

shared identity and inherited boundaries. The notion of a “community of affected” or 

“affected interest” offers an alternative criterion of participation, which shifts 

attention away from the question of “Who is a Member?” onto to questions of “Who 

is Affected?” (Shapiro 2003, 223). And in this move, there is a tendency to present the 

all-affected idea as a causally based principle: “The right to participate comes from 

one’s having an interest that can be expected to be affected by the particular collective 

action in question” (Shapiro 1999, 38).  

The all-affected principle therefore seems particularly well attuned to the concerns 

of human geographers. The relational ontologies of spatiality that geographers have 

perfected lead almost automatically to a sense that territorially-defined criteria of 

membership in a democratic polity are a priori suspect, on two grounds. First, they 

are exclusionary of residents or denizens of a territory who do not meet specific 

identity-based criteria of citizenship. And second, they are exclusionary of those 

located outside a given territory who might have good grounds to claim a legitimate 

interest is affected by collective actions decided upon ‘democratically’ within that 

territory. The causal understanding has also been used to argue for a thorough-going 

overhaul of the shapes and scales through which democratic politics should be 

imagined.   
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However, the primacy of the causal interpretation of the all-affected principle is not 

quite as straightforward as it seems. It is actually rather difficult to disentangle simple 

relations of cause and effect, actions and consequences, when dealing with complex 

social, economic, or cultural processes (see Dahl 1970; Bohman 2007). Attempts to 

establish the identity of affected parties cannot avoid the problem of arbitrariness that 

also stalks the membership-based criterion. Shapiro (1999, 39) suggests that tort law 

provides a model for practically implementing the causally based model all-affected 

interests. But this proposal only underscores the impression that what is at stake is a 

rather complex process of attribution, involving empirical understandings of causal 

processes, conceptual understandings of effective agency, and moral ascriptions of 

responsibility. Indeed, understood as a causal principle, the idea of all-affected 

interests might turn out to be incoherent. It seems to lead inevitably either to an 

unlimited expansion of the franchise or an increasing restriction of the power of any 

demos (Goodin 2007).  

Two things underwrite this pessimistic interpretation. First, it arises from a literalist 

interpretation of the idea that only those affected by a decision should have a say in 

shaping it. And second, the apparent incoherence of the all-affected principle arises 

from focusing on this idea as a criterion for establishing the contours of the demos in 

advance of politics. In short, arguments both for or against applying the all-affected 

principle as a criterion are intimately related to the idea that social science and 

political philosophy should be able to determine the scope of democratic participation 

by a combination of causal analysis and normative reasoning.  

It is here that the appeal of pragmatist-inflected theories of democratic justice exerts 

itself. One feature of this strand of democratic theory is a dialogical mode of 

theoretical reasoning (e.g. Benhabib 2004, 110-114; Fraser 2008, 67-68).  From this 
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perspective, the all-affected principle emerges less as an abstract causal criterion, and 

more like an animating political intuition, providing reasons to act by implicitly 

drawing on values of equal moral worth. On this understanding, the all-affected 

principle should be thought of not as an adjudicating principle, but as a worldly 

normative force generating political claims and counter-claims. Nancy Fraser’s 

account of the democratic potentials of various ‘post-Westphalian’ configurations of 

power, solidarity, and organization most clearly articulates this dialogical way of 

thinking about affected interests. Fraser argues that even the most participatory and 

inclusive models of democratic legitimacy conflate two analytically distinct issues: 

membership and affectedness. And she claims that “globalization is driving a 

widening wedge between affectedness and political membership” (2008, 95).  

Fraser’s argument is that the activism of global social justice movements, which 

seeks to reframe justice claims contained at one level by articulating them with more 

extensive, distant networks of solidarity and accountability, deploy the registers of 

affected interest as rhetorical strategies to challenge the containment of political 

contention within territorial limits. She argues that membership is a poor surrogate for 

affectedness, and increasingly so. According to her account, transnational activists 

themselves apply the all-affected principle directly to the framing of justice claims 

“without going through the detour of state-territoriality” (2008, 25). They do so by 

engaging in a contestatory politics of representation which seeks to re-frame the 

geographical scales at which the subjects, objects and agents of justice-claims are 

articulated together. This argument about affectedness as a register of claims-making 

returns the all-affected principle to the more pragmatic interpretation provided by 

Robert Dahl, for whom the affected interest idea is not likely to settle the question of 
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the scope and identity of the demos, but who suggests that it is nevertheless “not such 

a bad principle to start with” (Dahl 1970, 66).  

Despite the appearance given by her use of vocabulary of ‘scales of justice’, the 

most fundamental contribution of Fraser’s dialogical re-formulation of the all-affected 

principle is not just to extend the scope of democratic legitimacy beyond the confines 

of the nation-state (cf. Israel 2010). Rather, it is to re-locate issues of legitimacy from 

one different geographical register, one of the geographies of causality, to another, 

one of spaces of communicative action. Drawing into view the communicative 

dimensions of affectedness suggests that the all-affected interest principle needs to be 

understood as more than a straightforwardly causal principle whose dimensions can 

be literally ‘mapped’.  

 

The communicative formation of democratic publics  

The pragmatist understanding we are developing in this article emphasises the 

communicative dimensions of affectedness. This makes the idea of all-affected 

interest central to a geographical conceptualisation of democratic politics, and this in 

turn requires an understanding of the imaginary constitution of the democratic polity. 

To develop such an understanding, it is fruitful to consider the account of the relation 

between affectedness and the formation of democratic publics provided by John 

Dewey.  Dewey defined a public as consisting of “all those who are affected by the 

indirect consequences of transactions to such an extent that is deemed necessary to 

have those consequences systematically cared for” (Dewey 1927, 16-17). While this 

might, at first, look like an affirmation of the causal principle of affected interest, 

Dewey’s primary emphasis is upon the modes of perception and recognition of 

people’s indirect implication in spatially and temporally extensive processes. For 
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Dewey, a public is primarily an imaginative entity, which is not composed only of all 

those directly affected by consequences, but emerges only when “the perception of 

consequences are projected in important ways beyond the persons and associations 

directly concerned in them” (Dewey, 1927, 39).  

Dewey’s account of public formation therefore involves a double displacement of 

the causal interpretation of the all-affected interest principle. First, it emphasises that 

the recognition of being affected requires the exercise of imagination, not just 

cognition. And second, it emphasises that it is indirect consequences that enrol people 

into larger publics, not just an immediate stake or interest in an issue.  

In the wake of this double displacement, the causal dimension of affectedness 

certainly remains an irreducible aspect in understanding the generation of matters of 

public concern. This aspect helps to account for the potentiality of publics to form 

around shared concerns to ‘take care of’ extensive systems of action and their indirect 

consequences. The actual emergence of a public as a subject of collective action, 

however, is not simply based on the rational apprehension of chains of cause and 

effect. To illustrate the difference this double displacement of the causal aspects of 

affectedness makes to a pragmatist account of democratic public formation, it is worth 

considering the place of the pragmatist understanding of all-affected interest in James 

Bohman’s (2007) recent account of transnational democracy.  

Bohman provides a distinctively pragmatist inflection of the all-affected principle in 

terms of indefinite effects rather than clear causal relations. Bohman holds that 

globalisation is characterized not so much by its spatial and temporal scope, but rather 

by its indefinite qualities: “global activities do not necessarily affect everyone, or 

even the majority of people, in the same way. Rather, the sort of social activities in 
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question affect an indefinite number of people” (2007, 24). Two points follow from 

Bohman’s elaboration of Dewey’s emphasis on indirect consequences.  

First, as Marres (2005) argues, being affected by some process in a causal way, 

more or less directly, is not enough in itself to account for the emergence of an issue 

of shared concern into the public realm. These conditions of affectedness need to be 

made into issues. In this respect, Dewey reminds us that the extension of 

consequences and interests over space and time is simultaneously also the medium 

through which people learn to abstract themselves from their own perspectives, as the 

condition of recognising themselves as participants in a wider public. Likewise, in 

Bohman’s account, the pragmatist insight most at work is the idea that the indefinite 

extension of communication generates an expanded potential for concerted, 

cooperative activity.  

The second point which follows from contemporary pragmatist thinking, as 

exemplified by Bohman, is that on its own this vision of expanded communicative 

potential for the making of public issues runs the risk of reproducing a long-standing 

worry that pragmatism underestimates issues of power (see Allen 2008). Bohman’s 

identification of the indefinite character of global activities recognises that different 

actors are differentially affected by global activities. This implies that different actors 

are differentially empowered to engage with issues (see Young 2007). But more 

specifically, on Bohman’s view, since being affected is indefinite, then some actors 

are implicated in the activities of others without having consented to be included. 

Even more explicitly than Fraser, who ends up preferring the idea of “all subjected” to 

that of all-affected as a principle of democratic inclusion, Bohman emphasises 

domination as the primary vector of power around which democratic contestation 

emerges (see Pettit 2001). 
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These two points combine to underwrite the distinctive pragmatist sense of all-

affectedness as an emergent quality of agonistic, contestatory communicative 

practices. The pragmatist understanding of the spatial and temporal extension of 

relations of indirect consequences and indefinite effects leads to a dual emphasis: on 

the expanded scope of communicative action through which issue-formation can 

develop; and on the sense that these processes of making issues public are shaped by 

power-infused dynamics of recognising and articulating the differential responsibility 

and accountability of actors for generating and responding to problems of shared 

concern.  

Dewey’s formulation of multiple aspects of affectedness in the formation of 

democratic publics (of being affected causally as well as affectively identifying one’s 

implication in communities of shared interest) helps us see how the all-affected 

principle is re-configured when it is translated from a narrowly causal principle into 

an expansively communicative one. This translation is the characteristic move of a 

broad range of so-called deliberative theories of democracy, informed by critical 

elaborations of Habermasian discourse ethics. These build on an earlier participatory 

turn in democratic theory by identifying participatory parity in deliberative practices 

as a key aspect in the deepening of democracy as a means of promoting justice. But 

these theories also develop the pragmatist heritage of understanding social practice in 

terms of plural rationalities of communicative action (Langsdorf 2002; Russill 2005). 

The articulation of norms of participation with pragmatist inflected understandings of 

communicative action is a key feature of the radical-democratic tradition (Cohen and 

Fung 2004). This pragmatist strand of radical democratic theory develops a strongly 

egalitarian model of democratic justice and political legitimacy as both a critical 

diagnostic tool and a normatively compelling account of institutional alternatives. In 
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the pragmatist tradition, the all-affected interest principle is understood as both an 

instrumental value, in so far as including all interests improves the quality of problem 

solving in democratic decision-making; and an intrinsic value, as far as participation 

in deliberative practices enhances democratic virtues, promotes autonomy, and 

ensures accountability and legitimacy.      

We have suggested that there is a tendency to think of the all-affected principle as a 

causal criterion of evaluation, and that this is related to a particular view of the 

authoritative role of social science in demarcating the geographies of legitimate 

democratic inclusion. We have argued that both aspects of this relationship are 

challenged by bringing into view the pragmatist interpretation of affectedness as a 

communicative register rather than causal criterion. In the next section, we elaborate 

on how this communicative idea of all-affected interest provides for a different 

understanding of how issues of space and spatiality are relevant to conceptualising 

radical democratic politics. We do so by developing John Dewey’s notion of 

transactional relationships between organisms and environments. We argue that a 

pragmatist understanding of space leads to a shift in focus when conceptualising 

radical democracy towards a concern with experimental institutional imaginations as a 

mode of agonistic problem-solving. 

 

Transactional spaces of public action 

In the previous section, we argued that critical theories of democracy transform the 

notion of affectedness in the all-affected interests principle into an expansively 

communicative concept, involving interactions between causal processes, processes of 

identification, learning, and caring, and the exercise of concerted, collective agency. 

We have also emphasised the pragmatist dimensions of this understanding, because 
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this assists in avoiding some of the pitfalls inherent in the communicative account. 

Pragmatist inflected understandings of the all-affected interests idea in terms of 

‘communicative accountability’ (Mason 2001) and public involvement in issue-

formation (Marres 2005) challenge strongly ‘objectivist’ understandings of the 

problems around which publics form. On such an objectivist understanding, most 

clearly articulated by Lippmann’s (1925) The Phantom Public, it is the role of 

government to manage conflicts of interest arising from externally generated 

problems which exceed the epistemological competencies of populations. Public 

opinion is reduced to the function of lending assent to proposed solutions. There is a 

risk in countering this image of public action by simply asserting the co-constitutive 

relation of public communication and issue-formation; a risk of lapsing into a 

nominalist-style of constructivism in which problems emerge as simply contingent 

discursive articulations.  

Dewey provides a route to developing a more robust account of the relationships 

between generative causal processes and communicative practices of 

problematization. Dewey’s (1927) account of democratic publics explicitly challenges 

Lippmann’s account of the external relationships between problem-generation, public 

formation, and concerted action (Russill 2008; see also Rabinow 2011). It does so by 

developing a “problem-responsive” account of action in which the agonism of 

competing interests is drawn explicitly into processes of public formation, rather than 

managed externally by government. Recognising this distinctively pragmatist 

understanding of action as problem-responsive is a central feature of attempts to re-

materialise public formation (e.g. Latour 2004b; Latour and Weibel 2005; Marres 

2007). As Honneth (2007, 220) observes, the emphasis on the rationalities of 

problem-solving in Dewey’s understanding of action, communication, and democracy 
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distinguishes it from more assertively communicative accounts of the public sphere. It 

helps to restore a sense of contestation, conflict and struggle to the process of public 

formation. In this Section, we draw out the understanding of spatiality upon which 

this understanding of problem-responsive rationalities of action is based. We do so in 

order to indicate the distinctive geographical conceptualisation of public formation 

and democracy that Dewey’s work supports. This concept of spatiality is articulated 

in Dewey’s transactional account of perception and action.  

As we saw in the previous section, Dewey (1927) defines democratic publicity in 

terms of the perception or recognition of the indirect effects of activities that must be 

taken care of in various ways. Activities whose consequences remain circumscribed 

amongst those directly involved in them are private. But this definition immediately 

generates a theoretical challenge. It seems to require an account of how people drawn 

indirectly into the orbit of activities come to recognise their implication in matters of 

shared, public concern. This is the challenge which Latour (2004a) has dubbed 

“learning to be affected”. This refers to the widening sensitivity to human and non-

human in imagining the scope of political community. For Latour, learning to be 

affected is a normative clarion call to be open to an expansive, pluralist field of 

impulses and obligations. However, as Russill (2005) argues, understanding processes 

of learning to be affected in the dynamics of public formation might benefit from 

greater consideration of Dewey’s understanding of the relationship between 

perception, action and enquiry, and the centrality of problem-solving to the mediation 

of this relationship. In Dewey’s terms, learning to be affected means body-minds 

learning to being put into motion by a diversity of impulses, out of which a dynamic 

form of rationality emerges in the process of public formation (see Bridge 2005). And 

key to Dewey’s thinking on this process is the notion of transaction.  
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In Dewey’s naturalistic philosophy (1922; 1958), the focus is upon the relations 

between human organisms and their environment. This naturalism casts humans as 

organisms in process, having myriad ongoing transactions with their environment. 

Transaction refers to the various levels of communication (physical through to 

discursive) between human organisms and their environment.  No one organism is 

complete or rounded out; organisms are understood as always in-process, constituted 

by the multiplicity of their relations with the environment. In later work, Dewey 

(Dewey and Bentley 1991) contrasts the idea of transaction to interaction (see Bridge 

2005, 22-24; Cutchin 2008). Interaction suggests communication between persons or 

subjectivities that are complete and then communicate with each other. In the idea of 

transaction however, communication is understood holistically, as part of the 

constitution of the communicators themselves along relations with the affordances of 

environments, objects and processes:  

“The environment/place/world with which persons transact is not limited to 

physical forms; it includes, for instance, social, cultural, and political aspects as 

well. A transactional view is inclusive of the full range of experience, and 

transactional relations may be, for instance, those of a person and a discourse or 

other cultural form. A transactional view also includes the ‘‘durational-

extensional’’ set of relations that make up our evolving contexts of action. Said 

another way, a view of transactional relations should include their temporal and 

spatial dimensions—how those relations extend through time and space.” (Cutchin 

2008, 1563).  

The idea of transaction can be understood as suggesting that organisms live as much 

“in processes across and 'through’ skins as in processes ‘within' skins” (Dewey and 

Bentley 1991, 119). The idea of transaction indicates “the dynamic, constitutive 
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relationship of organisms and their environments” (Sullivan 2001, 1), a relationship 

characterised by “a stability that is not stagnation but is rhythmic and developing” 

(Dewey 1958, 25).  

The spaces of transaction are not limited to the relationship between functional 

causality and discursive elaboration, but are more pluralised, including fluid, 

uncertain and temporary spaces of emotional engagement and cognitive response. On 

a pragmatist view of problem-solving and enquiry, transactional action is cumulative, 

in the sense that it generates new dispositions to be imaginatively open to indirect or 

unanticipated consequences. The cumulative nature of transactions has a qualitative 

aspect, in so far as transactions can thicken or become richer communicatively, taking 

in aesthetic aspects that are able to communicate in ways that envelope all the senses.   

 

The transactional constitution of public action  

The notion of transaction is important for further developing two aspects of the non-

causal account of affectedness which is central to reconfiguring conceptualisations of 

the geographies of radical democratic politics. The first aspect is the need to better 

understand processes of learning to be affected. And the second aspect is the need to 

better understand the potential of communicatively formed publics to act as effective 

agents of change.  

With respect to the first aspect, the notion of transaction helps us understand how 

Dewey’s understanding of enquiry integrates objectivist and more communicative 

aspects of problem-formation. We should not start from the assumption that publics 

are simply formed causally out of instrumentally generated concerns (see Calhoun 

2002). These causal processes can certainly be understood as assembling relevant 

networks of material connection and functional interdependence. But the formation of 
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these into public issues requires, as we have already indicated, a process of 

imaginative identification. What we are calling the imaginative aspect of learning to 

be affected is informed by Dewey’s elaboration of Williams James’ (1950) radical 

empiricism into a logic of enquiry. Enquiry, for Dewey, involved a dynamic give-and-

take between causal processes and a pluralised sense of engaged, embodied, 

responsive capacities to apprehend these processes in their myriad implications. The 

notion of transaction is related to this pragmatist emphasis on enquiry.  Rather than 

being based on the passive perception and reflection on the world, apperception is 

transactional in that the objects of enquiry act back on human senses just as those 

perceptions project onto the world and help shape its processual “substances”. The 

logic of enquiry is thus an ongoing engagement with the world (Dewey 1958, 257-

263).  

There is one further feature of this transactional understanding of problem-

responsive action which is relevant to the conceptualisation of democratic public 

formation in terms of learning to be affected. An important aspect of Dewey’s 

pluralism is the conviction that competing habits generate better rationalities. 

Agonism is therefore an integral aspect of problem-solving from this perspective, for 

both intrinsic and instrumental reasons, binding the resources of what Mead termed 

mutual perspective-taking into processes of issue-formation and problem-solving 

(Mead 1934). The agonism of problem-responsive action is not opposed to rationality; 

it is generative of rationalities geared to contextual situations. Coordination to take 

care of the indirect consequences of other actions might be fuelled by emotion, affect 

and discussion and the experience of diversity. The coordination of competing 

interests and perspectives on a given problem involves abstraction away from the 

direct functionality of that problem, in a reflexive process of giving and receiving of 
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reasons. By making problem-solving central to the understanding of action, this 

transactional perspective means that rational accommodation and coordination 

between actors is not thought of in terms of strongly validated, discursively 

coordinated agreements. Rather, it is understood in terms of ongoing transactional 

rationality (Bridge 2005), one which coordinates various forms of “embodied 

intelligence in everyday practices” (Bernstein 2010, 85).  

The idea that the agonism of interests, opinions and perspectives is instrumental to 

the generation of coordinating rationalities has implications for how we think of the 

shape and location of transactional public spaces. The normative impetus of Dewey’s 

understanding of affectedness in terms of indirect consequences appears to support a 

spatially extensive image of the public realm, expanding outwards from discrete 

locations through networks of communicative engagement. However, we also need to 

keep in view the emphasis on the embodied capacities of transactional action, and in 

particular the sense of transaction as not merely being a medium of communicative 

action but a cumulative, dispositional competence in its own right. Effective spaces of 

public formation therefore might well be better thought of as clustered in concentrated 

environments where conflicting consequences and cooperative impulses are drawn 

into close proximity – as spaces of spaces of heightened transactional intensity.  

For Dewey, the sheer complexity of everyday life means that people have difficulty 

in recognising common interests and mobilising beyond their immediate concerns. 

Rather than supposing that the logical response to this problem is to conceptualise an 

expanded scale of global public of some sort or other, it might be more useful to 

reconsider the role of situated locations as effective spaces for public formation over 

issues which extend beyond the local scale. It follows from Dewey’s notion of 

transactional rationality that the most conducive environments to effective 
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problematization and problem-solving are those which provide for prolonged and 

ongoing exposure to conflicting consequences, diverse interests, and plural 

perspectives. The instrumental understanding of public formation as an engaged, 

embodied process of plural communicative transactions suggests that spaces in which 

different problems, different consequences, and different responses intersect might be 

thought of as having particular qualities of “publicness”, in the sense of providing 

opportunities and imperatives for agonistic engagement with diverse effects and 

consequences.  

The city has often been defined as an exemplary public space, in the sense of being 

an environment where diverse consequences concatenate with plural registers of 

engagement (e.g. Sennett 1974; Young 1990; Bridge 2005). Urban spaces might 

certainly be thought of as spaces of relatively high transactional ‘thickness’ or 

‘intensity’, in which discursive and non-discursive communication orientates certain 

dispositions to questions of collective coordination. The identification of the 

democratic qualities of urban public space still often relies, however, on the idea of 

urbanism as a cultural, communicative domain. It is a view easily aligned with 

stronger arguments in favour for thinking of the ‘the city’ as a model for a non-

sovereign concept of the political (e.g. Magnusson 2002; Isin 2007). But this view 

leaves in abeyance the second aspect of the Deweyian understanding of affectedness 

we identified above. This is the focus upon effective concerted action; or upon 

democratic will-formation as well as opinion-formation. We need, then, to attend also 

to the second aspect of affectedness that the transactional understanding of problem-

responsiveness throws new light upon. This is the issue of the potential of 

communicatively formed publics to act as effective agents of change.  
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In contrast to a Habermasian image of the public sphere as wholly distinct from the 

state, acting as either “sluice” or “siege” against encroachments into communicative 

lifeworlds, Dewey envisages a greater continuum between the strongly 

communicative aspects of the public as a domain of opinion-formation and 

institutions of will-formation (Barnett 2008). From his perspective, the 

institutionalisation of public functions, through elected or appointed agents and 

representatives, is considered quite integral to a democratic public. Representative 

institutions are not, then, considered a secondary, lesser form of democratic action, 

but as one medium for institutionalising broad-based participation. For Dewey, 

different publics can demonstrate different “traits of a state”. This idea refers to the 

different sorts of delegated agency that emerge to systematically take care of indirect 

consequences (see Cochran 2002). Dewey understood the emergence of the nation-

state form of democracy as a response to contingent, pragmatic circumstances, rather 

than the expression of singular democratic ideal of territorial integrity and unity. The 

notion of different traits of state therefore acknowledges the open-ended aspects of 

democracy, as new forms of democratic agency and accountability emerge in relation 

to new problematizations.  

The pragmatist understanding of the transactional dynamics of public formation is, 

then, well suited to the analysis of the emergent qualities of democratic politics, since 

it is not beholden to an idealized model of spatial or organisational configurations 

which best express democratic norms. For example, Davidson and Entrikin (2005) 

argue that even a city like Los Angeles, often characterised as the anti-city on the 

grounds that it is decentred, predominantly residential and replete with privatised 

public spaces, has a space of democratic engagement that constitutes a deliberative 

pubic realm. Their example is Los Angeles coastline, around which is gathered 
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institutionalized forms of democracy (in the form of legislation pertaining to coastal 

protection and public access), but which is also the site of everyday engagements and 

contestations between beachgoers and beachside homeowners over rights of access.  

Invoking a pragmatist concept of public formation, they argue that what makes these 

encounters “Deweyan” in form “is that they are waged occasionally through the 

agents of the state but more often through the formation of issue-specific, ephemeral 

coalitions and communal organisations” (Davidson and Entrikin 2005, 580).   

 

Approaching democratic judgement pragmatically   

The pragmatist account of the transactional dynamics of public formation supports a 

pluralist understanding of the generation of democratic spaces. These are understood 

to be contingently enacted through practices of responsive, reflexive problem-

formation; practices of public communication; and through institutionalised forms of 

concerted action, across the state/civil society boundary. This pragmatist 

understanding of space does not decide in advance, through a process of ontological 

deduction, the ideal spatial form for democratic politics, whether this is territorialised, 

relational, or topological (cf. Lussault and Stock 2010). It focuses on the situations 

and problems out of which democratic energies arise, and then attends closely to the 

spaces and spatialities which are performed in ongoing processes of democratization.  

  We have elaborated Dewey’s understanding of transactional, problem-responsive 

action in order to refine the non-causal, non-functional understanding of the all-

affected principle that was introduced earlier in the article. This understanding 

corrects for the elision of the ‘materiality’ of issues in the strongest communicative 

versions of deliberative, dialogic, or discursive democracy. It does so by bringing in 

to view the role played by contentious problems in generating occasions for publics to 
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form and coalesce. It also provides a more focussed understanding of what is at stake 

in focussing on processes of learning to be affected in the formation of publics.  

The focus on transactional space also suggests a distinctive way of theorising about 

the spatialities of democratic politics, one which is consistently pragmatist. In debates 

on global democracy and cosmopolitanism, it is a default assumption that the 

extension of consequences beyond the boundaries of nation-states necessarily requires 

a scaling-up of democratic governance to map onto the same ‘global’ level. In debates 

on the spatialities of radical democracy, it is assumed that democratic politics 

properly inhabits interstitial spaces of relationality, evading capture by the logics of 

territorialization. In both set of debates, it is presumed in advance that democratic 

spaces must have a specific spatial configuration – territorial congruence between the 

scale of problems and the scale of the polity in once case; or fleeting habitation in 

fugitive, de-territorialised and relational spaces in the other. A transactional 

understanding of space allows us to suspend any a priori determination of the proper 

spatial forms of democratic politics – whether this takes the form of assertions of the 

continued importance of the territorial national state, or assertions of the importance 

of relational networks and topologies.  

In contrast, the pragmatist understanding of transactional space we have developed 

suggests a distinctive agenda for examining the geographies of democratic politics. 

First, the pragmatist emphasis leads to an open, empirically-minded attention to the 

particular spatialities enacted through transactional problematization in particular 

cases. It does not presume in advance that democracy has a proper space or spatiality, 

whether bounded or open, local or global.  

Second, this attention to the contingent spatialities of democratic politics is guided 

by a concern with understanding the differentiations and combinations of 
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transactional practices of varying intensities. Different spatial forms might be 

understood in these terms. For example, as we have suggested, the city is one figure 

for transactional space, gathering together a complexity and diversity of interests and 

effects which fuel imaginative capacities into heightened zones of communicative 

experience and engagement. Territorialised nation-states are more dispersed 

transactional spaces, with more scope for distanciated engagements, but also for 

integrating a far greater range of issues and actors. Transactional networks, in turn, 

might be characterised by a relatively narrow range of issues, while maintaining high 

levels of communicative intensity, but perhaps amongst a smaller and more 

predictable range of participants. The qualities of transactional spaces of public action 

are therefore differentiated by the contingent combination of concentration, dispersal, 

and distribution.  

The pragmatist understanding of transactional space directs attention, in short, to the 

task of developing pragmatic audits of democratic practices of different shapes and 

scales, with a focus on understanding these practices as enacting their own spatialities 

in the transactional give-and-take of problematization, issue-formation, and concerted 

action. Across this range of democratic practices, the different aspects of public action 

will be combined in distinctive combinations in specific cases: from ‘weak’ publics 

raising issues and generating dissent, through regulatory and monitoring functions, to 

authoritative decision-making and sanction-enforcing practices. The pragmatist 

approach emphasises the embeddedness of experimentation in a transactional idea of 

human life, communication and enquiry. Following Dewey, experimentation does not 

just relate to the ethos of democracy enacted through diverse forms of participation, 

but also to experiments in the implementation of democratic will through institutional 

designs. In the next section, we flesh out this transactional understanding of the 
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spaces of democratic politics, emphasising the problematizing dimensions of the 

pragmatist approach we have developed in the previous two sections. We focus on 

discussions of both transnational and urban spaces of radical democracy, emphasising 

how these two spaces might both be thought of as enacting practices of institutional 

experimentation.  

 

Spaces of democratic experimentation 

As we have already indicated, appeal to the all-affected principle is central to the 

break out of concern with geographical issues in democratic theory, expressed in 

debates about global justice and cosmopolitanism (see Brock 2009). Pragmatist 

understandings of public formation inform the arguments of theorists of transnational 

democracy and justice such as James Bohman, Nancy Fraser, and John Dryzek. These 

thinkers all develop contestatory variations of deliberative democracy, departing from 

the strongly epistemic-consensual inflection Habermas continues to invest in 

communicative rationality, in favour of more pluralistic understandings of the modes 

and purposes of communicative transactions. These theorists of transnational 

democracy, as distinct from theorists of global or cosmopolitan democracy, also 

develop flexible views of the geographies of democratic politics. This reflects in part 

the pragmatist inflections of writers such as Bohman and Dryzek (Bohman 2004; 

Dryzek 2004), reflected in a concern with problematic situations which generate 

contentious issues (Cochran 2002; Bray 2009).  

What is most distinctive about the geographical imagination of this pragmatist strain 

of democratic theory is a sense that there is no a priori model of the spaces or scales 

at which democratic politics should be institutionalised. Rather, the geographies of 

democratic public action emerge from this strain of work as practical 
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accomplishments. The principle of all-affected interests is not a criterion of 

adjudication, but is better understood as providing a register of claims-making in 

worldly politics of social movement mobilisation and representation. Translated into a 

communicative principle in Habermasian discourse ethics, and inflected by the 

pragmatism of Mead, universalization is now understood as a process of situated 

perspective-taking (Bridge 2000), so that democratic legitimacy emerges as a norm 

according to which  “what is in each case good for all parties [is] contingent on 

reciprocal perspective taking” (Habermas 2006, 35; see Benhabib 1992). Following 

Habermas’s (2001) own account of “the post-national constellation”, critical theorists 

of transnational democracy free-up the all-affected interests principle from its tight 

enclosure around territorial and scalar models of space and time. This conceptual 

move is most fully developed in Bohman’s (2007) account of transnational 

democracy, with its sense of the untidy geographies of globalization, contrasting to 

the neatly hierarchical-scalar imaginations of undifferentiated and/or multi-levelled 

global space in accounts of global cosmopolitan democracy. Bohman’s image of 

decentred, “multiple dêmoi” and “distributive publics” supports a view in which 

public communication enacts a democratic function primarily through seeking to 

influence authority rather than exercise authority (see Cohen and Fung 2004; 

Scheuermann 2006; Fung 2010). 

There is a further pragmatist inflection required here, however, to fully cash-out the 

potential of pragmatist-informed accounts of transnational democracy. The 

communicative translation of the all-affected principle should not be interpreted as a 

straightforward warrant for a type of “methodological globalism” that presumes that 

the emplaced contexts of social integration – cities, nations, places - have lost their 

significance as containers of democratizing energies. There are grounds internal to 
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this strand of theorising for reconsidering the intrinsically democratic value of less-

extensive, more localised spaces for enabling the sorts of expansive democratic 

imaginations that these theorists of transnational democracy promote. The 

communicative translation of all-affectedness in post-Habermasian theory is related to 

a downplaying of the epistemological inflection that is retained by Habermas, in 

favour of a more expansive sense of the communicative conditions of experience 

(Young 200; O’Neill 2002). It follows that any adequate critical theory of democracy 

must give due weight to the situated geographies through which imaginative 

capacities to care at a distance, learn to be affected, and engage with strangers are 

worked up and sustained (Entrikin 2002a). If one takes seriously the strongly 

pragmatist inflection of post-Habermasian theories of transnational democracy, then 

we must acknowledge the importance that theorists within this same broad tradition 

ascribe to national cultural and institutional formations (e.g. Benhabib 1992; Calhoun 

1997) or urban environments (e.g. Bridge 2005; Fung 2004) as vital infrastructures in 

which expansive democratic political imaginations are learned.  

The communicative translation of the all-affected principle, in short, means taking 

seriously not only the de-territorializing effects of globalised chains of cause and 

consequence, but also the spaces in and through which capacities to acknowledge the 

claims of others are worked up and learned. This leads us back towards a 

consideration of the urban as a distinctive communicative field shaping the 

dimensions of public life (e.g. Ivesen 2007; Bridge 2009; Rodgers, Barnett and 

Cochrane 2009; McFarlane 2011). In developing this argument, we are assuming that 

asserting the relevance of contexts of learning such as national cultures or urban 

environments is not to be confused with a communitarian reassertion of the local or 

context as bounded or contained. Rather than presuming that expansive imaginaries 
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need to be squared with bounded imaginaries, we are assuming a line of thinking 

about places as scenes of openness rather than closure. On this understanding, the city 

in particular is understood as a figure for practices of learning to live together with 

difference through ordinary exposure to alterity (e.g. Watson 2006; Amin 2007). The 

methodological globalism characteristic of debates about cosmopolitan democracy 

presents globalisation as a process of spatial extension and assumes that the intensity 

of transactions is thinned as it is stretched. By contrast, we argue that the maintenance 

of transactional thickness over space is conditioned by relations embedded in places 

that have histories or ongoing momentum. To elaborate on this argument, we turn to 

one strand of pragmatist social thought that conceptualises the urban as a transactional 

space of democratic institutional experimentation.  

There are long established lines of thought claiming a special relationship between 

democracy and the city, whether in terms of the city as a communicative utopia, as a 

model of non-sovereign politics, or a more accountable and inclusive scale of 

governance. We want to present here an alternative view, in which cities are 

understood as experimental spaces or laboratories of democratic innovation, a view 

that follows from pragmatist ideas of democracy as mode of agonistic, participatory 

problem-solving (Briggs 2008). This alternative, experimental view of urban 

democracy enables the relationship between urban processes and democratic politics 

to be specified without over-estimating the political efficacy of the urban as a scale of 

governance or effective citizenship rights (cf. Low 2004; Purcell 2006).   

 

Learning from Chicago, again 

To elaborate the pragmatist, experimental view of urban democracy, we focus here on 

the work of Archon Fung (2007, 2004), which centres on questions of democratic 
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participation and institutional innovation, and is part of a broader intellectual project 

concerned with re-animating practical democratic alternatives (e.g. Fung and Wright 

2003; Wright 2010). Questions of participation and institutional innovation are at the 

heart of Fung’s exploration of experiments in urban democracy as “empowered 

participation”. His analysis is based on a case study of neighbourhoods in the African-

American ghetto off the south side of Chicago, neighbourhoods that are testaments to 

systematic inequality and discrimination, and are amongst the least empowered of any 

urban districts in cities of the Global North.  

Chicago is of course the city in which the first theoretical fusion of pragmatism and 

urban studies took place through the intellectual orientations of the Chicago School of 

urban ecology (Park 1926; 1936; Park, Burgess, and McKenzie 1925). Chicago was 

the scene for the overlapping intellectual and political initiatives that pioneered 

empirical enquiry into everyday urban practices (Wirth 1938), as well as participatory 

social welfare programmes associated with Jane Addams and the Hull House project 

(Addams 1968). Dewey himself was an active participant in these initiatives, as an 

influence on the Chicago School and a board member at Hull House (Martin 2002). 

As Gross (2009) argues Addams saw cooperative experimentation with the residents 

of certain Chicago neighbourhoods as a superior form of experimentation to that of 

the laboratory: a form of social experiment beyond the laboratory.  The improvement 

of social conditions was obtained by combining of different skills and knowledge and 

was worked through everyday experience.  This also involved rapid transpositions of 

spatial register: from bodies to institutional politics; and between public and private, 

for example in practices of civic housekeeping in which the dirty curtains of the 

lodgings of a factory worker’s family became the basis of a campaign to limit 

pollutants from the factory itself (Addams1968; Jackson 2001).   
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For the Chicago School of urban ecology, then, the city oscillated between a field 

site of discovered authenticity and a laboratory of controlled conditions with wider 

generalisability (Gieryn 2006). Just as this tradition of research continued to develop 

against a background of machine-politics and political radicalism, then so Chicago 

continues to serve as a reference point for contemporary understandings of democratic 

participation in contemporary global city-regions (Simpson and Kelly 2008). This 

history of institutional and intellectual experimentation forms the background to 

Fung’s use of contemporary Chicago as a case study of empowered participation.  

Fung’s analysis of urban democratic experiment returns to this scene of exemplary 

urban-democratic enquiry, to investigate the potentials of what he calls ‘empowered 

participation’ (2004). He explores two cases of grassroots mobilisation and 

participation in deprived neighbourhood in the South Side of Chicago: a case where 

local residents turned around a poorly performing local school, Africanising the 

curriculum and instilling a greater degree of pride and self-confidence in the students; 

and a case of resident participation in neighbourhood policing, where through 

neighbourhood liaison and representation on the local police board, hitherto hostile 

styles of policing were transformed into more co-operative and effective forms. 

Fung’s case studies point to two spatial dimensions of democratic experimentation: 

first, the relations between the site of the experiment itself and wider fields; and 

second, the processes of deliberative evaluation and application through which 

experimental forms are translated. These two spatial dimensions both combine aspects 

of democratic engagement and contestation with aspects of democratic 

institutionalization. These two dimensions indicate two distinct lessons that Fung 

draws from his case studies.  
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The first lesson is the importance of the relationship between local initiative and the 

wider polity. In both these cases, grassroots deliberation was from the start 

institutionally connected to the political centre in a form of what Fung calls 

“accountable autonomy”. Fung contrasts accountable autonomy with neoliberal 

market-based and new managerialist forms of coordination.  It represents, he argues, a 

form of civic engagement with pragmatism. The autonomy-side of accountable 

autonomy allowed for local initiative and experimentation, while the accountable side 

meant that lessons learned were communicated to the centre and then disseminated 

into other settings. Crucially, there was also political and financial support from 

central agencies that gave the initiatives more traction and brought them closer to 

source of power.  

Fung’s second lesson is that deliberation and participation should not just be about 

debating and making political decisions but should include the whole political 

process, including implementation of policy and its evaluation.  This broader view of 

deliberation also relates to lessons learned and distributed via central mechanisms in 

connecting up initiatives. The particular content of what is being discussed will affect 

the institutional process, and there needs to be institutional sensitivity to the 

substantive content of initiatives. Furthermore institutional mechanisms may even be 

necessary to encourage participation in the first place. Fung presents these lessons as 

the basis for a distinctive normative procedure for assessing the democratic 

credentials of institutional arrangements, which he calls “pragmatic equilibrium”. 

Pragmatic equilibrium is the pragmatist equivalent of Rawls’s (1972) norm of 

reflective equilibrium, but rather than arriving at consistent moral beliefs by a process 

of reflective reconciliation between conflicting judgements, this consistency is arrived 

at practically through ongoing experimental action.  
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In Fung’s analysis of urban democracy, the city emerges as a pluralized actor in 

processes of issue-formation, expressions of opinions, articulations of collective 

action, and institutional building. The city is not a scale but more like a site for 

various types of experimentation, that arise from diversely overlapping networks that 

provide feedback (Jackson 2001) both in terms of practice and institutional design. On 

this understanding, “the urban” emerges as a plural object or actor in political 

processes.  

First, the urban represents a complex of issues, problems and objects which 

generate contention, gathering together myriad indirect consequences which are both 

locally generated and generated from afar.  

Second, the urban is a field where the diversity and interconnectedness of effects 

operates as a seedbed for issue recognition. The recursiveness of urban life is also 

important in the formation of signs and symbols that can represent purposes and help 

anticipate consequences. These objects of recognition and intervention are also the 

medium out of which political subjectivities can be enhanced and people can learn to 

be affected.   

Third, the urban remains the site of institutional architectures that might be useful in 

the development of further democratizing impulses, either through challenge and 

alternative institutions or further democratisation of institutions that already exist.  

We have outlined a transactional understanding of the plural actions of the urban in 

generating, recognising and institutionalising public issues. This helps us see how the 

myriad connections and purposes that we think of as being “urban” help sustain 

transactional intensity out of which the objects of political concern, practices of 

learning to be affected, and the institutionalisation of will are all tested and refined. 

The urban stands as one example of situated transactional space that operates as a 
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focal point for recognising, accounting for and representing democratic political 

purposes. Other situated spaces of transactional intensity might be the school, the 

nation-state, or churches (Barnett 2008). As we indicated above, from the pragmatist 

perspective we have been outlining, if the city has a distinctive place in democratic 

politics, this follows less from its spatial form per se, and more from the diverse 

qualities of publicness that are gathered together in urban areas.  

 

Conclusion 

Our aim in this article has been to pluralize the reference points for thinking through 

the geographies of radical democracy, beyond a canon of poststructuralist ideas. We 

have done so by drawing into focus the influence of pragmatist philosophy and social 

theory in the refashioning of Critical Theory in terms of deliberative theories of 

democracy (Delanty 2009). We have emphasised the distinctive theoretical 

imagination that pragmatism brings to these debates, including specific 

understandings of communication, problem-solving, and rationalities of action. And 

we have suggested the pragmatist influence in democratic theory is most heavily felt 

in reconceptualizations of the normative principle of all-affected interest. It is here 

that the contribution of pragmatist philosophies to the development of a distinctive 

geographical approach to the analysis of democratic politics lies. Dewey’s naturalistic 

understanding of action and his understanding of the formation of democratic publics 

informs a view of the spaces of democracy as transactionally contingent and enacted 

in relation to problematic situations. This conceptualisation of the relationship 

between spatiality and democratic politics is made evident in the working through of 

pragmatist themes in recent debates about transnational and urban democracy, where 

the ‘re-scaling’ of democratic politics is understood primarily in terms of practices of 
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democratic experimentation and innovation, whether of transnational or urban 

varieties.   

In closing, we want to reiterate the specific value that the pragmatist tradition brings 

to debates about the geographies of democracy. Electoral geography focuses attention 

on the mechanisms of institutionalised liberal democracy, accepting as given the 

norms of representation and fairness embedded in them, and examining their efficacy 

in different contexts. Alternatively, work on radical democracy in geography reserves 

the normative energies of democratic politics for disruptive practices of contestation. 

In their different varieties, the prevalent versions of radical democracy deployed in 

human geography share a deep wariness of drawing too close to issues of institutional 

design or programmatic reflection.  

It is between the emphasis on institution and disruption that pragmatism interrupts 

current debates on democracy in geography. It is a tradition that brings an institutional 

imagination to debates about radical democracy, while also bringing an experimental 

sensibility to the analysis of established institutional formations of democratic 

politics. Whereas post-structuralist radical democratic theory dismisses Habermasian 

deliberative democracy as excessively consensual and rationalistic, we have argued 

that bringing into view the productive relationship between pragmatism and theories 

of communicative action enables us to see the emphasis on legitimate will-formation 

as one aspect of a commitment to experimenting with alternative mechanisms of 

institutional design. The commitment to thinking experimentally about democracy is 

related to the commitment to the inclusive norm of all-affected interests which 

deliberative and pragmatist approaches to democracy share with other traditions of 

radical democratic theory. Reconceptualising this principle in a non-causal way 
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challenges both territorial-scalar as well as relational conceptualisations of the 

spatiality of democracy.  

The reconceptualization of the all-affected principle informs a programme of 

research which presumes that no singular model of spatial form should be privileged 

in advance as best suited to sustaining democratic energies. The idea of all-

affectedness developed in this article is informed by a transactional understanding of 

the spatialities of public action. This combination underlines the claim that the spatial 

forms of democracy are contingent on the experimental practices of democratic 

politics as they are enacted in the world, where democratic politics is understood as a 

mode of collective action which emerges around situated problems generated by 

indirect consequences and indefinite effects.  
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Executive Summary 

 

This essay is both about public education in ruins and the creation of a radical democratic 

alterative. Under neo-liberalism, education in England (and beyond) is withdrawing from a 

contracting public sphere and moving into an expanding market sphere. The dominant 

relationship in this emergent education is between autonomous parents and autonomous 

schools, with the state governing at a distance through systems of surveillance and audit. 

The dominant images are the child as knowledge reproducer, the parent as consumer, the 

teacher as technician, and the school as business competing in the market place through the 

application of human technologies to the attainment of predetermined and standardised 

outcomes. The dominant purpose is the production of autonomous subjects for an 

inescapable neoliberal world: the calculating and risk-bearing consumer, the flexible and 

lifelong-learning worker, homo economicus incarnate, equipped for a life of perpetual 

competition and instant responsiveness to the flickering of market signals.  
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The ruination of public education and its replacement by markets and governing at a 

distance is catastrophic. It removes the idea that education is a subject of civic interest and a 

responsibility of all citizens - the public in public education. It drains education of overt 

political content, recasting it as a predominantly technical exercise, consigned to experts, 

technicians and businesses whose task it is to define, assess and improve standards of 

performance. The emphasis on standardisation and technical practice impedes education’s 

ability to work with new and important understandings of children, knowledge and learning, 

which emphasise diversity and complexity. Last, it removes one vital public resource for 

addressing the multiple crisis threatening our species and environment. When, more than 

ever before, we need to act collaboratively and with a strong sense of the public good, we 

are creating an education system incapable of meeting this need; indeed a system that, like 

its neoliberal progenitor, makes matters worse, not better. 

 

What then might we offer as an alternative? How might a public education might be renewed 

and re-constructed? How might we develop a radical education with democracy as a 

fundamental value and the common school as a basic public institution in a truly democratic 

society? We understand democracy as a multi-dimensional concept, with many different 

forms and practices; formal and procedural democracy, democratic governance, is 

important, but so too is democracy as a way of thinking, being and acting, of relating and 

living together, as a quality of personal life and relationships. We understand the common 

school as a public space for all citizens living in its local catchment area: a truly 

‘comprehensive school’ contesting the fragmenting, competitive and selective drive of 

neoliberal education, with its proliferation of selective schools - academies, charter schools, 

faith schools. The common school is age integrated and multi-generational; human scale; a 

place of depth and connectedness over width of coverage, interdisciplinary, inquiry-based, 

experiential; project based, both in its pedagogical approach and in its relationship with its 

community; and organised around team working by educators with diverse perspectives and 

interests. It is a ‘multi-purpose’ institution providing education-in-its-broadest-sense and 

serving as a social and democratic resource to its local community   

For full enactment, radical democratic education must be practiced through and in many 

institutions and settings. National and state governments need to espouse democracy, 

proclaiming it a fundamental value in education, practicing it in their approach to education, 

and supporting its practice in other institutions and settings. Democratically elected and 

accountable local bodies – such as local authorities or school boards – need to (re)assume 

public responsibility for education in their area and, like higher levels of government, 
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proclaim and practice democracy in their approach to education and support its practice 

throughout the public education system.  

 

But schools are at the heart of our utopian project, vital sites of radical democratic education.  

We identify and briefly elaborate ten key design features of a school in which democracy is 

enacted as participation, ‘a mode of associated living’ and a lived everyday experience, 

following Lawrence Kohlberg’s maxim that “the only way school can help graduating 

students become persons who can make society a just community is to let them try 

experimentally to make the school themselves”. These features are: 

 

 A proclaimed democratic vitality; 

 Radical structures and spaces; 

 Radical roles and images; 

 Radical relationships; 

 Personal and communal narrative; 

 Radical curriculum, radical pedagogy and enabling assessment; 

 Insistent affirmation of possibility; 

 Engaging the local; 

 Accountability as shared responsibility;  

 The common school. 

 

Erik Olin Wright proposes three criteria to be applied to any consideration of 

institutional alternatives: desirability, viability and achievability. We focus on viability, 

“a scientifically grounded conception of viable alternative institutions”. But we end by 

introducing three further concepts:  

 

 democratic experimentalism, Roberto Unger’s concept, an essential element of 

what he terms ‘high energy democracy’, releasing the creative powers of ordinary 

people by eradicating the distortions and subjugations of class, hierarchy and the 

myopic presumptions of prescribed role. 

 

 prefigurative practice, the anticipation of future modes of being through processes 

and relations, not just structures, that exemplify and embody the viability and 

desirability of radical alternatives. Because this concept can too easily be laid 

claim to, letting in the merely different rather than the genuinely transformative, 

we propose criteria with which to develop and evaluate a prefigurative practice 

that strives to enact a new way of being in the world.   
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 Sustainability, to confront the chastening history of much radical education, so 

many examples of which have collapsed after a few years. One lesson from more 

long-lived examples is the importance of regional, national and global solidarities. 

 

These three concepts are important to the process of transformative change, 

complementing Wright’s three criteria and his view of transformational change as a 

cumulative, step-by-step process. We need to construct, both from theoretical models 

and case studies, a better understanding not only of how transformative change can 

be set in motion - but of how to create the capacity to continue to experiment and to 

future build.  

 

 

 

 

 

(991 words) 
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1. Public education in ruins 

 
This essay is about a public education in ruins and how a new public education might be re-

constructed, on the basis of democracy and the common school. It draws mainly on 

experience from England, though this may resonate in other English-speaking contexts, 

such as the United States. Moreover, many elements of what we see as the ruin of public 

education can today be found seeping into other countries. In speaking of public education 

in ruins, we are not wishing to restore the ruins. Nonetheless, there are important principles 

and experiences from the past that can contribute to the construction of a new public 

education. We need to combine these with new materials that speak to our contemporary 

conditions, needs and desires. In this, as in all other matters that contribute to the kind of 

emancipatory undertaking to which Real Utopian projects aspire, it is important to learn from 

the successes and failures within radical democratic traditions in order to advance more 

radical forms of schooling within a renewed public education. 

 

Under neo-liberalism and the alliance it has formed with neo-conservatism and certain 

fractions of the managerial and professional middle classes (Apple, 2004), education is 

withdrawing from a contracting public sphere – defined by David Marquand as “a space, 

protected from the adjacent market and private domains, where strangers encounter each 

other as equal partners in the common life of society” (Biesta, 2010, pp.98-9) – and moving 

into an expanding market sphere with its growing presence of private providers and 

contractors. The dominant relationship in this emergent education is between autonomous 

parents and autonomous schools, with the state governing at a distance through systems of 

surveillance and audit – what Biesta refers to as “the odd combination of marketized 

individualism and central control” (p.56). The dominant images, or social constructions, are 

the child as knowledge reproducer, the parent as consumer, the teacher as technician, and 

the school as business competing in the market place through the application of human 

technologies to the attainment of predetermined outcomes. The dominant values are 

cognition (above all other facets of human being), competition (between children, teachers, 

schools), calculation (of best returns on investment), commodification (in which everything 

can be costed, calculated and contracted), choice (of the individual consumer variety), and 



6 
 

inequality (to fuel competition). The dominant rationality is instrumental performativity, 

leaving no room for uncertainty, provisionality, surprise or wonder, and expressed through 

technical questions enunciated and pursued through distortingly reductive approaches to 

research and practice (e.g. what works?). The dominant purpose is the production of 

autonomous subjects for a predetermined and inescapable neoliberal world: the calculating 

and risk-bearing consumer, the flexible and lifelong-learning worker, homo economicus 

incarnate, equipped for a life of perpetual competition and instant responsiveness to the 

flickering of market signals. Underpinning everything are totalising systems of thought: 

positivism with its conflation of natural and social science, its belief in a knowable world and 

its assumption of one right answer to every question, and neoliberalism with its blind self-

confidence that it can always provide that answer. 

 

The ruination of public education and its replacement by markets and governing at a 

distance is catastrophic, for a number of reasons. First, because it removes the public in 

public education, the idea that education is a subject of civic interest and a responsibility of 

all citizens. What should be a political relationship between all citizens (not only parents), 

schools, and democratically accountable bodies becomes an economic relationship between 

consumers, providers and funders. 

 

Second, because the “the sphere of the political itself has been eroded” (Biesta, 2010, p. 

54). Education has been drained of overt political content and re-cast as a predominantly 

technical exercise, consigned to a coterie of experts, technicians and businesses whose 

main task is to define, improve and assess correct standards of performance. Of course, the 

whole neoliberal project is saturated with politics. But its status as a dominant discourse 

means that its values, assumptions and beliefs are rendered invisible, naturalised and 

neutralised, the taken-for-granted currency of everyday education. What has been lost, when 

most needed, is vigorous and agonistic public debate about political questions. We return to 

these political questions shortly. 

 

Third, because the emphasis on standardisation and technical practice obstructs our ability 

to work with new and important understandings of children, knowledge and learning. The 

more we seem to know about the complexity of learning, children’s diverse strategies and 

multiple theories of knowledge, “the more we seek to impose learning strategies and 

curriculum goals that reduce the complexities of this learning and knowing” and “policy 

makers look for general structures and one-dimensional standards for practices” (Lenz 

Taguchi, 2010). Faced by the potentialities of complexity, diversity and perspectivism, the 

dominant approach holds fast to a representational view of knowledge, understanding 
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knowledge to be an objective, stable and accurate representation of a pre-existing reality; 

and to a pedagogy of transmission and reproduction that believes in the possibility of 

transferring knowledge of a real and stable world from one mind (the teacher) to another (the 

pupil) in a process that “is unambiguous and unmediated and results in unproblematic 

transference with full conservation of intent” (Roy, 2004, p.297). 

 

Last, and in many ways most disturbing, because the ruination of public education and its 

privatised and marketised replacement removes one vital public resource for addressing the 

crisis facing our species and environment - or rather “this complex intersolidarity of 

problems, antagonisms, crises, uncontrolled processes, and the general crisis of the planet 

that constitutes the number one vital problem” (Morin, 1999, p.74). We refer to an economic 

system that is unsustainable and inimical to human flourishing (Jackson, 2009); growing 

inequality and other injustices in a ‘winner-takes-all’ system; nuclear proliferation; and the 

cumulative ‘perfect storm’ of biodiversity loss, resource depletion, environmental degradation 

and global warming. At a time when, more than ever before, we need to act collaboratively 

and with a strong sense of the public good, we are creating an education system incapable 

of meeting this need; indeed a system that, like its neoliberal progenitor, makes the ‘one vital 

problem’ worse, not better.  

 

Rather than viewing education’s role as fitting the young for an inevitable and predetermined 

future of more of the same, a future not only inimical to human flourishing but implausible, a 

public education is needed that provides “a powerful democratic resource and public space 

that allows its young people and communities to contest the visions of the future that they 

are being presented with, and to work together through the spaces of traditional and 

emergent democratic practice, to fight for viable futures for all” (Facer, 2011, p.15). Not a 

‘future proofing’ education, but a ‘future building’ education. 

 

 

2. Democracy as a fundamental educational value 
 

It is in this context that the two of us have been working on an alternative educational 

proposal. Not ‘the’ but ‘an’ alternative, since the first stage in re-building a public education is 

to create a vibrant democratic politics of education, which values diverse perspectives and 

alternatives, and which places political questions back at the centre of education. Our 

starting point, the foundation for our real utopia proposal, is such political questions: “not 

mere technical issues to be solved by experts... [but questions that] always involve decisions 

which require us to make a choice between conflicting alternatives” (Mouffe, 2007, np). 
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Some are ontological. What is our understanding, or image, of the child, the educator, the 

pre-school? How do we understand education? Some are epistemological. What is 

knowledge? How do we learn? Some are philosophical. What are the purposes of 

education? What should be its fundamental values? What ethics? And, perhaps most 

important of all, what kind of society do we want to build? What do we want for our children, 

here and now and in the future? 

 

In our book – Radical Education and the Common School: a Democratic Alternative (Fielding 

and Moss, 2011) – we build our alternative, our concept of a new public education, on 

answers offered to these questions. Space precludes that here. Our focus will be the 

question of fundamental values and on one value in particular, which we consider to be at 

the heart of our concept of a new public education: democracy. In doing so, we follow the 

footsteps of important pioneers: the progressive education tradition; Alex Bloom and his 

work in St.George’s-in-the-East school in post-war London; Loris Malaguzzi and his fellow 

educators in the municipal schools of Reggio Emilia; the philosopher of education John 

Dewey; and many more. 

 

So central is democracy to our thinking that we label our alternative public education ‘radical 

democratic education’. We say ‘radical’ to indicate that our alternative education is 

transformational, but not what Foucault terms ‘superficial transformation’: “transformation 

that remains within the same mode of thought, a transformation that is only a way of 

adjusting the same thought more closely to the reality of things”. Real transformation for us, 

like Foucault, is when “one can no longer think things as one formerly thought them”; or, as 

Roberto Unger (1998) describes, changing the basic arrangements, both the formative 

structures of institutions and enacted beliefs. 

 

As we shall attempt to show, democratic education of the kind we propose is 

transformational in the sense Foucault and Unger understand the term. It is ‘radical’ change 

that forms part of a real utopian project. But before we turn to consider the design of a 

radical education project, we must first say what we mean by democracy. For like Alasdair 

McIntyre (McIntyre 1973) and Steven Lukes (Lukes 1974) we are much persuaded by the 

elegant and incisive work of W.B.Gallie (Gallie 1956) who argues that democracy is an 

essentially contested concept, that is to say, contestation about its meaning is part of the 

process of its conceptualisation and enactment.  

 
Democracy is a multi-dimensional concept, with different forms and practices linked to each 

dimension. A recent attempt to ground some of the key issues can be found in Skidmore and 
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Bound’s ‘Everyday Democracy Index’ (2008) that covers six dimensions, ranging from 

‘electoral and procedural democracy’ through ‘activism and civic participation’ and ‘aspiration 

and deliberation’ to democracy in the family, the workplace and public services. They argue 

that modern democracies must “be rooted in a culture in which democratic values and 

practices shape not just the formal sphere of politics, but the informal spheres of everyday 

life: families, communities, workplaces, and schools and other public services” (Skidmore 

and Bound, 2008, p.9). So while formal and procedural democracy, democratic governance, 

is vitally important, democracy has a more pervasive presence: as a way of thinking, being 

and acting, of relating and living together, as a quality of personal life and relationships.  

 

This is democracy, in the words of John Dewey, as “a mode of associated living embedded 

in the culture and social relationships of everyday life” and as “a way of life controlled by a 

working faith in the possibilities of human nature…[and] faith in the capacity of human beings 

for intelligent judgement and action if proper conditions are furnished” (Dewey, 1939). This is 

democracy, as Hannah Arendt sees it, as a form of subjectivity expressed as a quality of 

human interaction (Biesta, 2007). This is democracy as a relational ethic that can and should 

pervade all aspects of everyday life, a way of “thinking of oneself in relation to others and the 

world” (Rinaldi, 2006, p.156), a relationship of solidarity and mutual affection and care for 

one another, of democratic fellowship. A relationship, too, that recognises and welcomes 

plurality of values and perspectives, respecting the alterity of others, not trying to grasp it to 

make the Other into the Same. A democracy, in sum, of what John Gray (2009) calls modus 

vivendi, inscribed with value pluralism, in contrast to a democracy of rational consensus, 

which presumes one right answer to any question. 

  

We can also say what we don’t understand democracy to be. It is not a process of 

aggregating individual preferences and the ensuing competition between different private 

interests, epitomised in systems of parental school choice. Democracy is certainly agonistic, 

recognising a “dimension of antagonism inherent in human relations” (Mouffe, 2000: 101). 

But it involves “public deliberation and contestation about the common good” (Biesta, 2010, 

p.54) and “the translation of private troubles into collective issues” (p.100). Nor is democratic 

education primarily about teaching courses on citizenship. Rather, it is about experiencing 

and living democracy in schools that are democratic; as Dewey believed, individuals “learn 

to understand themselves as democratic individuals by becoming members of a community 

in which the problems of communal life are resolved through collective deliberation and a 

shared concern for the common good” (Carr and Hartnett, 1996, p.63).  
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We would make two further points about our understanding of democracy. It is intimately 

related to justice and equality. It is harder for democracy to take root and flourish in unjust 

and unequal societies. Lawrence Kohlberg, the neglected pioneer of moral education, 

insisted that “education for justice requires making schools more just and encouraging 

students to take an active role in making schools more just...a complete approach to moral 

education means full student participation in a school in which justice is a living matter” 

(Kohlberg, 1971, p.82). Michael Sandel, in his 2009 BBC Reith lectures, stated the same 

relationship in more general terms: 

 

[Democracy] is about much more than maximising GDP, or satisfying consumer 

preferences. It’s also about seeking distributive justice; promoting the health of 

democratic institutions; and cultivating the solidarity, and sense of community that 

democracy requires. Market-mimicking governance – at its best – can satisfy us as 

consumers. But it can do nothing to make us democratic citizens (2009, p.4).  

 

The issue is about putting markets in their place, drawing a line between what is the market 

sphere and what is the public sphere and ensuring markets do not become so dominant they 

erode the public sphere and undermine democracy. From our perspective, education is 

clearly in the public sphere, with democracy at its heart. We agree with Carr and Hartnett 

when they write that “[a]ny vision of education that takes democracy seriously cannot but be 

at odds with educational reforms which espouse the language and values of market forces 

and treat education as a commodity to be purchased and consumed (1996, p.192). 

 

Lastly, we must acknowledge that democracy is in a sickly state. Representative democracy 

– the electoral and procedural – is sclerotic and corrupted, increasingly in thrall to powerful 

vested interests, struggling to respond to the contemporary challenges of a complex and 

threatened world and to retain the engagement of citizens. Participatory democracy is 

eroded by consumerism, individualism and time poverty. Occupy and other social 

movements offer some hope that the democratic spirit can be renewed, yet they too struggle 

to develop broad programmes for radical change and convert them to doable politics and 

are, as in the case of Spain, easy prey to right-wing opportunism. Democracy, as Dewey 

said, needs to be reborn in each generation and education is its midwife; the need for 

renewal and for education’s active role in that process has never been more pressing. 
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3. Designing a radical democratic education 
 

For full enactment, radical democratic education needs to be practiced through and in many 

institutions and settings. Democratically elected and accountable national and state 

governments need to espouse democracy, proclaiming it a fundamental value in education, 

practicing it in their approach to education, and supporting its practice in other institutions 

and settings. Democratically elected and accountable local bodies – whether local 

authorities or school boards – need to (re)assume public responsibility for education in their 

area, representing the responsibility of all citizens for the education of children, and like 

higher levels of government, proclaim and practice democracy in their approach to education 

and support its practice elsewhere. The city of Reggio Emilia in Northern Italy provides a 

vivid example of the democratic ‘educative commune’ (Moss, 2011), both in its active 

support for democratic education in its network of municipal schools and in its strong public 

statement of responsibility and purpose:  

 

Education is the right of all, of all children, and as such is a responsibility of the 

community. Education is an opportunity for the growth and emancipation of the 

individual and the collective; it is a resource for gaining knowledge and for learning to 

live together; it is a meeting place where freedom, democracy and solidarity are 

practiced and where the value of peace is promoted. Within the plurality of cultural, 

ideological, political, and religious conceptions, education lives by listening, dialogue, 

and participation; it is based on mutual respect, valuing the diversity of identities, 

competencies, and  knowledge held by each individual and is therefore qualified as 

secular, open to exchange and cooperation (Regolamento Scuole e Nidi d’infanzia 

del Comune di Reggio Emilia, 2009). 

. 

Elected local authorities can further their commitment to a democratic education by the 

creation of public spaces for the practice of a democratic politics of education, such as 

Richard Hatcher’s proposal for Local Education Forums: “a body open to all with an interest 

in education...to discuss and take positions on all key policy issues...and developing, 

perhaps in a two-year cycle, an Education Plan for the local system of schools and colleges”. 

Hatcher further proposes Neighbourhood Education Forums, at a very local level, which 

“could bring local concerns to bear on the schools and ideally become a vehicle for 

participative governance” (Hatcher forthcoming, 2012). 

 

But at the heart of a radical democratic education is the school, in which we include 

institutions for young people below compulsory school age, of compulsory school age and 
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prior to higher education. In saying this, we recognise that some question the case for a 

continuing role for the school, given the growing potential for distanced and networked 

learning, suggesting “that the school itself should simply be dissolved into the learning 

landscape and replaced by personalized learning environments” (Facer, 2011, p.27). We 

also recognise, and share, concerns about the potential destructive power of the school 

through its ability to govern, discipline and normalise child and teacher alike. For us, 

however, the school has a vital role to play not only in education, but especially in a radical 

democratic education, agreeing with Keri Facer when she argues for continuing investment 

in the school  

 

as a physical space and a local organization, ...because I believe that it may be one 

of the most important institutions we have to help us build a democratic conversation 

about the future. A physical, local school where community members are encouraged 

to encounter each other and learn from each other is one of the last public spaces in 

which we can begin to build the intergenerational solidarity, respect for diversity and 

democratic capability needed to ensure fairness in the context of sociotechnical 

change. Moreover, the public educational institution may be the only resource we 

have to counter the inequalities and injustice of the informal learning landscape 

outside school... It is therefore the time both to defend the idea of a school as a 

public resource and to radically re-imagine how it might evolve if it is to equip 

communities to respond to and shape the socio-technical changes of the next few 

years (ibid., pp.28-29). 

 

So schools retain our allegiance as a pivotal public institution, not in their often divisive and 

repressive unreconstructed form, but as sites of radical democratic education. Meaning what 

in practice?  We identify and briefly elaborate ten key design features of a radical democratic 

school, in which democracy is enacted as participation, ‘a mode of associated living’ and a 

lived everyday experience, following Lawrence Kohlberg’s maxim that “the only way school 

can help graduating young people become persons who can make society a just community 

is to let them try experimentally to make the school themselves” (1980, p.35). 

 

1  Proclaimed democratic vitality 

A school for radical democratic education will wish to foreground its interdependent 

commitments to (a) education as the most important rationale for schooling, and (b) 

democracy as both end and means, the purpose and the practice, of education. The key 

point here is that education in and for deep or ‘high-energy’ democracy has to be not just the 

starting point, but what Elsa Wasserman, in her reflections on the work of Lawrence 
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Kohlberg and the Just Community School movement in the USA, calls the “central 

educational goal” (Wasserman, 1980, p.268) of the school for which we are arguing. There 

has to be a proclaimed, not just an intended, democratic vitality, albeit one that bears in mind 

the vicissitudes of context and circumstance. 

 

What this actually means will, of course, be something that those working in the school will 

need and wish to exemplify and share with their internal and external communities. But the 

narratives and exchanges that develop will be energised by a declared commitment to 

democracy that calls for profound change in how we live and work now as a bridge to more 

just and more creative futures. Witness, for example, Alex Bloom, the great, radical pioneer 

London secondary school head teacher, and his stated intention to create on 1st October 

1945 “(a) consciously democratic community...without regimentation, without corporal 

punishment, without competition” (Bloom, 1948, p.121). 

 

2  Radical structures and spaces 

Our next three indicators comprise complementary aspects of the interpersonal and 

structural integrity of democratic living. They demonstrate the unity of means and ends, not 

only in matters of organisational structure, but also in the relational dimensions of daily 

engagement, which underscore the importance of care, respect and creative encounter as 

the foundational dispositions of democracy and social justice. 

 

Structurally the radical democratic school will be mindful of what might be called ‘positional 

restlessness’, that is to say, a libertarian and egalitarian insistence on the openness of 

opportunity, and the need to unsettle patterns and dispositions of presumption and to open 

up much wider and more generous vistas of possibility for all members of a school 

community. Such a school will pursue a range of organisational articulations of participatory 

democracy at the heart of which lies an insistence on a permanent and proper provisionality. 

At both adult and young person levels this will include a permanent unease with hierarchy 

and a strong desire to create transparent structures that encourage ways of working that 

transcend boundaries and invite new combinations and possibilities. We need to look again 

at power, purpose and possibility, too often deceptively embellished with mercurial fashions 

of involvement and empowerment, full of sound and fury, signifying little of worth and nothing 

that changes the underlying presumptions and intentions of their host societies.  

 

On the one hand, this will entail revisiting the few examples we have within publicly funded 

systems of education in which principals have effectively renounced or profoundly 

rearticulated their pyramidal positions and developed flatter organisational structures or 
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more fluid conduits of power and structural forms that privilege communal responsibility and 

collective endeavour. Here, as elsewhere in the struggle for change, the importance of 

radical democratic traditions becomes apparent: in societies dominated by “the dictatorship 

of no alternative” (Unger, 2005a), the power of enacted, documented alternatives acquires 

an increasing rather than a decreasing significance. On the other hand, it will involve the 

continuing development of the small but growing corpus of literature that attends to these 

matters with genuinely emancipatory intent e.g. the recent work of scholars like John Smyth 

(Smyth 2006, 2009) and Philip Woods (Woods, 2005, 2011) on democratic leadership. 

 

In addition to substantial engagement with past and present models of democratic 

leadership there will also be substantial emphasis on the spatiality of democracy, on 

interpersonal and architectural spaces that encourage a multiplicity of different forms of 

formal and informal engagement with a multiplicity of persons. These will include ‘subaltern 

spaces’ or spaces in which minority, marginalised or emergent groups can develop the 

confidence, capacity and dispositions that enable them to explore and name what is 

important to them and also gain the confidence and desire to engage with larger, different 

groups of people within and beyond the school community. Pre-eminent amongst these 

larger spaces is the General Meeting (see, e.g. Fielding 2010), the communal space within 

which the whole school community reflects on its shared life, achievements and aspirations. 

Here, young people and adults make meaning of their work together, returning tenaciously 

and regularly to the imperatives of purpose, not merely to the mechanics of accomplishment.  

 

Lastly, the kinds of roles and relationships we see as central to a radical democratic project 

privilege organisational arrangements that enable encounters that transcend traditional role 

boundaries and develop more holistic, emergent forms of encounter. We thus argue either 

for small schools or for larger schools that are broken down into smaller interdependent 

units, variously termed sub-schools, mini-schools, or schools-within-schools.  

 

3  Radical roles and images 

Just as the structures and spaces within a common school practising a radical democratic 

education open up new possibilities, so too do the roles of those who work within them. But 

before considering some of these possibilities, it is necessary to remind ourselves that, 

whilst essential, roles tend to acquire a life of their own, exhibiting a propensity to imprison 

and diminish human capacities and capabilities in the interest of those in power. Thus, in 

developing our account of radical democratic education, and remembering our previous call 

for ‘positional restlessness’, we follow Roberto Unger in valorising the need for  

 



15 
 

a cultural-revolutionary attack on rigid roles...a practice of role-defiance and role 

jumbling ... a loosened sense of what it means to occupy a role...(that) helps to 

disrupt frozen connections among social stations, life experiences, and stereotyped 

forms of insight and sensibility (Unger, 2004, pp.563, 564).  

 

In addition to renewed interest in democratic forms of the leadership role, which entail the re-

imagining and re-articulation of what it means to be a principal, there will also be a 

commensurate range of alternative roles and practices amongst staff. The radical 

democratic school will encourage this kind of fluidity and exploration, not only amongst 

adults, but also between staff and young people. It will include, amongst other things, a 

delight and belief in radical collegiality (Fielding, 1999) and intergenerational reciprocity that 

reflects deep-seated faith in the encounter between adults and young people as a potential 

source of mutual learning, not just in an instrumental, technical sense, but eventually in a 

wider existential and more fully educational sense.  

 

Some possible roles for young people are set out in a ‘Patterns of Partnership’ typology, 

inspired in part by the pioneering work of Roger Hart (Hart 1992) and Harry Shier (Shier 

2001) in the wider field of youth participation. Each suggests a qualitatively different way of 

young people and teachers working together. This six-fold pattern is thus a prompt to 

possibility grounded in the realities of different approaches to daily work, which often co-exist 

within institutions, and in which Mode 6 is an aspirational approach to living and learning 

together, with the other five modes as staging posts in journeys in and for democracy. 

 

In mode 1, young people as data source, staff utilise information about the progress and 

well-being of young people. Here, there is a real teacher commitment to pay attention to the 

voices of young people speaking through the practical realities of work done and targets 

agreed. It acknowledges that for teaching and learning to improve there is a need to take 

more explicit account of relevant data about individual and group or class achievement.  

 

In mode 2, young people as active respondents, staff invite dialogue and discussion to 

deepen learning / professional decisions. Staff move beyond the accumulation of passive 

data and, in order to deepen the learning of young people and enrich staff professional 

decisions, they feel a need to hear what young people have to say about their own 

experience in lessons or their active engagement in its development via, for example, 

assessment for learning approaches. Young people are discussants rather than recipients of 

current approaches and thereby contribute to the development of teaching and learning in 

their school.  
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In mode 3, young people as co-enquirers, staff take the lead role with high-profile, active 

support from young people. Here, we see an increase in the involvement of both young 

people and teachers and a greater degree of partnership than modes 1 and 2. Whilst the 

roles of young people and teachers are not equal, they are shifting strongly in an egalitarian 

direction. Young people move from being discussants to being co-enquirers into matters of 

agreed significance and importance. While teachers define the focus and boundaries of 

exploration, the commitment and agreement of young people is essential. 

 

In mode 4, young people as knowledge creators, young people take the lead role with active 

staff support. This deepens and extends the egalitarian thrust of the co-enquiry approach. 

Partnership and dialogue remain the dominant ways of working, but now the voice of the 

young person comes to the fore in a leadership or initiating, not just a responsive, role. It is 

young people who identify the issues to be researched and young people who undertake the 

enquiry with the support of staff. 

 

In mode 5, young people as joint authors, young people and staff decide on a joint course of 

action together. The joint enquiry model involves a genuinely shared, fully collaborative 

partnership between young people and staff. Leadership, planning and conduct of research 

and the subsequent commitment to responsive action are embraced as both a mutual 

responsibility and energising adventure. 

 

Lastly, in mode 6, intergenerational learning as participatory democracy, the explicit 

commitment to participatory democracy extends the shared and collaborative partnership 

between young people and staff in ways which (a) emphasise a joint commitment to the 

common good, and (b) include occasions and opportunities for an equal sharing of power 

and responsibility.  

 

Two final points. First, we recognise that ‘partnership’ can be and often is co-opted for neo-

liberal purposes; we thus argue for the development of democratic fellowship as a 

presumptive nexus of values and intentions that gives very different readings and enacted 

realities to the calculus of consumption and acquisition that emerges from market driven 

approaches. Second, underpinning and indeed preceding roles is the social construction or 

image of the participants in the radical democratic school; radical roles emerge from how 

young people and adults are conceptualised. Thus 50 years of democratic experimentation 

in the municipal schools of Reggio Emilia is grounded in a political question – what is our 
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image of the child? – and the answer that has been collectively forged. As Loris Malaguzzi, 

the first head of Reggio’s schools, insisted:  

 

One of the strong points [of our schools] has always been that of starting from a very 

open, explicit declaration of our image of the child, where image is understood as a 

strong and optimistic interpretation of the child. A child born with many resources and 

extraordinary potentials that have never ceased to amaze us, with an autonomous 

capacity for constructing thoughts, ideas, questions and attempts at answers.  

 

4  Radical relationships 

When teachers and young people begin to work in these new ways, suggested by the 

egalitarian mutuality of the more complex modes in the Patterns of Partnership typology, 

they are not just redrawing the boundaries of what is permissible and extending a sense of 

what is possible. They are also giving each other the desire and the strength to do so 

through their regard and care for each other. Just as the roles are more fluid and more 

diverse, so, within radical democratic education, the relationships between young people 

and between adults and young people are not only less bounded and more exploratory, but 

also more openly informed by the dispositions and dynamics of care. 

 

Such relationships enable us to ‘re-see’ each other as persons rather than as role 

occupants, and in so doing nurture not only a new understanding, sense of possibility and 

felt respect between adults and young people, but also a joy in each other’s being and a 

greater sense of shared delight and responsibility. An ethics and enactment of care are also 

more often than not dialogic in both form and intention and thus profoundly affect 

developments like giving voice to young people. Arguably, a dialogic approach in this case – 

a pedagogy of listening - implies a five-fold, multifaceted engagement between adults and 

young people: firstly, a genuine openness towards each other, a reciprocity that is interested 

and attentive, rather than a cursory and incurious consultation; secondly, what we have 

elsewhere called a ‘permanent provisionality’, an understanding that we are not talking about 

a one-off event with little or no feedback or future engagement, but rather a pattern of 

continuing dialogue in which understandings and meanings are always open to new 

perspectives and interpretations and “where you lose absolutely the possibility of controlling 

the final result” (Rinaldi, 2006, p.184); thirdly, a willingness to be surprised, to welcome the 

unanticipated as a mark of the partnership’s potential to honour and deal with difference in 

ways that resist the silencing, homogenising tendencies of position and power; fourthly, a 

pervasive rather than a compartmentalised approach, in which all young people in the school 

have many opportunities during the day for the kinds of encounters we have mentioned 
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above; lastly, whilst a dialogic approach to listening to young people is, as much as any 

other, concerned about getting things done and tackling real issues of current concern, its 

concrete accomplishments are achieved within a wider, more holistic frame of reference. It is 

also about how we make meaning together, how we understand the significance of our 

current work and our future aspirations. 

 

These five elements of a dialogic approach all connect with a number of assumptions about 

education, including education being a relational field in which care, respect for and 

knowledge of persons are centrally important. Their pervasive reciprocity also nudge us 

away from the individualistic preoccupations of personalisation and high performance 

schooling towards a person-centred approach that sees individual flourishing as intimately 

bound up with relations with others, not as a relational lubricant for a smoother running 

organisation; and towards a more communal orientation that sees democratic fellowship as 

both the means and the end of a broadly conceived, tenaciously intended radical education. 

 

5  Personal and communal narrative 

The notion of narrative is central to radical education in the democratic common school for at 

least two reasons. Firstly, it is important both personally and communally because it 

connects in a fundamental way with one of the core processes of education, namely with the 

making of meaning. Narrative learning is mindful of the fragility of human endeavour, the 

need for recognition and significance, not in any flashy or self-aggrandising sense, but rather 

in terms of the moral and educational legitimacy of one’s endeavours. It is precisely because 

narrative is about making meaning that the needs it expresses and the aspirations it voices 

lie at the heart of anything that can properly be called an educational undertaking.  

 

Education is firstly and finally about how we learn to lead good lives together, lives that 

enable us individually and collectively to survive and flourish. Without some means of 

recreating a constant link to those profound matters of purpose education becomes 

impossible and we have to make do with the thin and dispiriting substitutes of competitive 

schooling. As one secondary school principal remarked to us recently, in the context of ever-

increasing pressures to boost school performance,  “personal histories are tremendously 

important – giving yourself permission to have conversations with yourself. Keeping a handle 

on the past and what is right”.  

 

Within the radical democratic school there will be multiple spaces and opportunities for 

individuals, both young people and adults, to make meaning of their work, at a personal and 

a communal level. Indeed the two are connected. The anthropology of the self presumed by 
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most radical traditions of education is communal rather than atomistic. The anthropology of 

an inclusive notion of community to which we are committed is one that honours difference 

and presumes the sanctity of the individual person. Moreover these multiple spaces and 

opportunities will recognise and support narrative as meaning making, using the full range of 

‘the hundred languages of childhood’ (Rinaldi, 2006) 

 

The second reason narrative is important has to do with the necessary connection with the 

radical traditions of education within which the work of the democratic school is located. Not 

only does history have much to teach its contemporary inheritors in a cautionary sense, it 

also provides many examples of counter-hegemonic significance and power that remind us 

not only of what has been, but also that, in Terry Wrigley’s resonant phrase, ‘Another school 

is possible’ (2006). One of the most corrosive accomplishments of neo-liberalism, 

particularly within the field of education and schooling, is the near-abandonment of historical 

scholarship and sensibilities as significant voices in contemporary debate and teacher 

education. We cannot help but share E.P.Thompson’s disquiet about ‘the enormous 

condescension of posterity’ (1968: 13) and Russell Jacoby’s still pertinent judgement that 

our ‘society has lost its memory, and with it, its mind. The inability or refusal to think back 

takes its toll in the inability to think’ (Jacoby 1997, 3-4).   

 

Notwithstanding these important cautionary caveats our resolve remains, in part because, as 

William Morris reminds us, we must remember  

 

How men (sic) fight and lose the battle, and the thing that they fought for comes 

about in spite of their defeat, and when it comes turns out not to be what they 

meant, and other men have to fight for what they meant under another name 

(Morris, 1968 [1886/87]: 53) 

 

 

6  Radical curriculum, radical pedagogy and enabling assessment  

At the heart of radical education’s approach to the formal and informal curriculum must lie 

four imperatives. The first is a focus on the purposes of education, what John White and 

others would term an ‘aims-based’ rather than a ‘subjects-based’ curriculum. For us this 

means organising the curriculum around that which is required for a sustainable, flourishing 

and democratic way of life. For example, the manifesto produced by Associació de Mestres 

Rosa Sensat (2005), a Catalan teachers organisation, in their 2005 manifesto For a New 

Public Education, argues that the curriculum must be organised “on the basis of that which is 

absolutely necessary in order for a person to exercise their citizenship”, that its content 
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“must be taught in a way that brings with it emancipation”, and for this very reason “it must 

not be presented as eternal and immutable, but as a construction of humanity in its process 

of emancipation, of construction of one’s own personality”. Developing their theme, they 

propose that “knowledge can be grouped into six major types: 

 

1. Education for gestural, oral, visual, written communication, etc. so that one can 

enter into a peaceful relationship with the Other. 

 2. Education on the major cultural works that have marked the ascendance of 

 humanity. 

 3. Scientific and technological education that allows one to understand the 

 contemporary world. 

4. Education in health, the environment, and sustainable development so that the 

world will last beyond our presence. 

5. Education for being a citizen and for discovering the history of the emergence of 

democracy. 

 6. Education in creativity, imagination, curiosity, etc., which will allow  

 everyone to find their place in the world. 

 

The second imperative has to do with the necessity of equipping young people and adults 

with the desire and capacity to seriously and critically interrogate what is given and co-

construct a knowledge that assists us in leading good and joyful lives together.  

 

The third argues that whilst knowledge must transcend the local, it must, nonetheless, start 

with the cultures, concerns and hopes of the communities that schools serve. A curriculum 

for a democratic and community-oriented education should include substantial scope for 

local input and design, what the Royal Society of Arts in London has termed an ‘Area Based 

Curriculum’, which uses “the local area to illustrate curriculum content, and [uses] local 

stakeholders (including young people) to co-design the curriculum...supporting schools to 

partner with organisations or groups from the local area to design aspects of the curriculum 

utilising the local area as a resource” (Thomas, 2011, Forum p.298).  

 

Lastly, a consequence of taking these first three desiderata seriously leads to a curriculum 

that emphasises connectedness: that is holistic in approach; organised around inter-

connected and interdisciplinary themes and project work, rather than separate subjects; and 

that encourages integrated forms of enquiry with young people and staff working in small 

communities of enquiry. A curriculum that contests “a form of knowledge which divides, 
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categorises, separates, and struggles to make connections (or maybe does not want to) 

between different disciplines” (Vecchi, 2004, p.18). 

 

A radical curriculum in a radical democratic education needs a radical pedagogy, produced 

from answers to political questions about ontology – what is our image of the child? - and 

epistemology - what do we mean by knowledge and learning? Today’s ‘neoliberal’ schooling 

is based on two key assumptions: 

 

The first is a representational view of knowledge, understanding knowledge to be an 

objective, stable and accurate representation of a pre-existing reality, a literal 

reproduction. The second is that because knowledge is representative of a real and 

relatively stable world, it can be transferred exactly, for example from one mind (the 

teacher) to another (the pupil). This assumption – ‘that communication is 

unambiguous and unmediated and results in unproblematic transference with full 

conservation of intent’ (Roy, 2004, p. 297) – inscribes the prevailing instrumentalist 

and techno-rational approach to education (Fielding and Moss, 2011, p.25). 

 

Deborah Osberg and Gert Biesta propose a ‘pedagogy of invention’ as an alternative to this 

transmission model of pedagogy, an alternative more fitted to a democratic education, 

related to the ‘notion of emergence’, where knowledge is 

 

the creation of new properties...a process whereby properties that have never existed 

before and, more importantly, are inconceivable from what has come before, are 

created or somehow come into being for the first time...We believe that a complexity 

inspired epistemology suggests a ‘pedagogy of invention’ (we borrow this phrase 

from Ulmer, 1985) for it brings into view the idea that knowledge does not bring us 

closer to what is already present but, rather, moves us into a new reality, which is 

incalculable from what came before. Because knowledge enables us to transcend 

what came before, this means it allows us to penetrate deeper into that which does 

not seem possible from the perspective of the present. Knowledge, in other words, is 

not conservative, but radically inventionalistic (Biesta and Osberg, 2007, pp. 33, 46–

47: original emphases). 

 

A similar approach to learning pervades the municipal schools of Reggio Emilia, valuing new 

thinking, new ideas and new perspectives and desirous of the wonder and amazement of the 

unintended outcome. Vea Vecchi (2010) argues that it is important to society  
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that schools and we as teachers are clearly aware how much space we leave 

children for original thinking, without rushing to restrict it with predetermined schemes 

that define what is correct according to a school culture. How much do we support 

children to have ideas different from those of other people and how do we accustom 

them to arguing and discussing their ideas with their classmates? (p.138).  

 

Schools, she adds, need to consciously take a position on “which knowledge they intend to 

promote”: in short, there are alternatives, and choices of a political and ethical nature must 

be made between them. Contesting an idea of teaching that chooses to “transmit 

circumscribed ‘truths’ in various ‘disciplines’”, her choice is clear: “to stand by children’s 

sides together constructing contexts in which they can explore their own ideas and 

hypotheses individually or in groups and discuss them with friends or teachers” (ibid., p.28). 

She and her fellow educators work with what they term a ‘pedagogy of listening and 

relationships’, based on “understanding of problems through experiment, trial, error and 

testing”, where the learner develops theories, shares them with others, redevelops them in a 

pedagogy that emphasises the importance of relationships, listening (“one of the foundations 

of our work is the careful, respectful, tender ‘listening’ with solidarity to children’s strategies 

and ways of thinking”) and avoiding predetermined results. 

  

When radical approaches to the curriculum and pedagogy have worked well they have 

invariably been enabled by forms of assessment at both local and national levels that have 

had the flexibility to respond to the particularities of context and significant professional 

involvement of teachers in the assessment, moderation and examination process. At 

classroom level they have incorporated high levels of peer and teacher involvement through 

assessment-for-learning approaches and additional community and family involvement 

through public, portfolio-based presentations. Once again, the compulsory education sector 

might have much to learn from the experience of early childhood education, in particular the 

latter’s use of ‘pedagogical documentation’ as a participatory process of evaluation that 

keeps open the issue of outcome rather than confining evaluation to the standardised and 

predefined (Rinaldi, 2006). 

 

7  Insistent affirmation of possibility  

Energised both by rage against “the abandonment of ordinary humanity to perpetual 

belittlement” (Unger, 2005a, p.46) and by profound belief in “the powers of ordinary men and 

women” (ibid., p.63) to create new and better ways of being in the world, an insistent 

affirmation of possibility requires us to keep options open, to counter the confinement of 

customary or casual expectation. This means removing, for example, the corrosive practices 
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of tracking or setting (Boaler, 2005, 2008) and exposing the false presumptions of this kind 

of labeling (see Hart et al., 2004). In their stead we celebrate views of human flourishing that 

see creativity and excellence as emulative rather than competitive in both genesis and 

accomplishment; that see curiosity and playfulness as more compelling initiators and more 

satisfying and productive enablers than the interminable treadmill of stickers, stars and 

prizes. In the words of Alex Bloom, “objective rewards and punishments are false stimuli, for, 

unless the right thing is done for the right reason one lives unethically ... Similarly, objective 

competition is wrong; it is not only unethical but it tends to destroy a communal spirit.” 

Furthermore, in eradicating it, “because there are neither carrots nor goads, there will be no 

donkeys, for when children are treated as we would have them be, they tend to reach out 

accordingly” (Bloom, 1949, p.171). 

 

In sum, commitment to an insistent affirmation of possibility denies the legitimacy of ability 

grouping, promotes emulation rather than competition, and prefers intrinsic motivation and 

communal recognition to the paraphernalia of marks and prizes. It espouses and enacts a 

view of the world in general, and the educational world in particular, that is inclusive, 

enabling and ennobling of all for the benefit of all. 

 

8  Engaging the local 

A radical democratic school will seek to develop a vibrant reciprocity with its local community 

and to be an agent of democratic flourishing within that wider context. It will be a place 

where a common democratic identity is formed and constantly validated and expressed, both 

amongst members of the school community itself but also amongst other members of the 

local community that the school serves. It will be  

 

a place for everyone, a meeting place in the physical and also the social, cultural and 

political sense of the word. A forum or site for meeting and relating, where children 

and adults meet and commit to something, where they can dialogue, listen, and 

discuss in order to share meanings: it is a place of infinite cultural, linguistic, social, 

aesthetic, ethical, political and economic possibilities. A place of ethical and political 

praxis, a space for democratic learning. A place for research and creativity, 

coexistence and pleasure, critical thought and emancipation (Associació de Mestres 

Rosa Sensat, 2005, p. 10) 

 

This means the common school operating as a ‘multi-purpose’ institution – a place of ‘infinite 

possibilities’ - providing education-in-its-broadest-sense and acting as a social and 

democratic resource to its local community, responding to the needs, the ideas, and the 
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desire to experiment of that community. We are much taken by the persuasive, imaginative 

work of engaged scholars like Keri Facer who argue strongly that “a physical local school 

where community members are encouraged to encounter and learn from each other (is) one 

of the last public spaces in which we can build intergenerational solidarity, respect for 

diversity and democratic capability” (Facer , 2011, p.28). Her argument, and ours, is for the 

role of schools as a powerful local democratic resource and public space for creating 

conversations that contest visions of future and work together for viable futures, a role 

strengthened, not undermined, by the potential of new technologies. 

  

The development of a rich online education landscape, the increasing visibility and 

accessibility of folk educators, and the changing scripts for public services have the 

potential to open up new relationships between schools and their communities. These 

new relationships would be premised upon a search to understand the roles that parents, 

young people, community and cultural organizations and online educators might play as 

co-educators (ibid., p.25, original emphasis). 

 

9  Accountability as shared responsibility 

A radical democratic education must be accountable, but to whom and how? Neither earlier 

forms of professional accountability nor today’s neo-liberal corporate forms will do, for both 

are based on sub-contracting, to professionals or to managers and technicians, allowing 

citizens to slough off their responsibility for education.  Located within participatory traditions 

of democracy, our understanding of accountability underscores the link between educational 

renewal and public responsibility; we cannot know what we are responsible for in anything 

other than a thin, box-ticking sense unless we return to shared educational purposes and 

from there co-author an account of core beliefs and the kinds of practices we believe will 

exemplify their realisation in an appropriately demanding and life-affirming way.  

 

‘High energy’ notions of democratic accountability are better conceived and enacted as 

forms of ‘shared responsibility’, which will enable “different accounts of public purpose and 

practice to be deliberated in a democratic public sphere: constituted to include difference, 

enable participation, voice and dissent, through to collective judgement and decision” 

(Ransom, 2003). Because education is a shared concern and responsibility, for all citizens, 

then everyone potentially can and should be engaged in deliberation on ‘different accounts’ 

of public education, through dialogue, contestation, reflection and interpretation, taking 

responsibility for the process and the meanings arrived at.  Understood in this democratic 

way, accountability is morally and politically situated, not merely technically and procedurally 

delivered (Fielding, 2001). It makes a claim on our ethical and civic responsibilities, which 
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cannot be adequately understood or provided for by a delegated mandate which provides 

too convenient an absolution.  

 

One important corollary of the democratic school is, thus, the requirement that we develop 

new forms of accountability better suited to a more engaged understanding of democratic 

living. We can glimpse some of the possibilities. Pedagogical documentation, as practised in 

early childhood education in Reggio Emilia (and many other places), gives “the possibility to 

discuss and dialogue ‘everything with everyone’” (Hoyuelos, 2004, p.7), by making learning 

and learning processes visible and subject to deliberation, provides one example of how 

shared responsibility is not only a form of democratic accountability, but also a means of 

collective learning. Young people can and should be involved in such processes, as well as 

adults – educators, parents, politicians, all citizens.  

 

Another example of such participatory practice is Bishops Park College, an 11-16 school in 

England where a Research Forum was developed towards the end of its radical phase, 

comprising a core group of young people, parents, governors, school staff and a small 

university research and development team, from which emerged a framework of aspirations 

and practices that formed the basis of the College’s accountability framework (Fielding et al., 

2006). While more generally, Bent Flyvbgerg’s ‘phronetic model of social science’ offers 

further insight into the possible meaning of democratic accountability, premised on 

 

the Aristotelian maxim that social issues are best decided by means of the public 

sphere, not by science. Though imperfect, no better device than public deliberation 

following the rules of constitutional democracy has been arrived at for settling social 

issues...The phronetic model sees social scientists and social science professionals 

as analysts who produce food for thought for the ongoing process of public 

deliberation, participation, and decision making (2006, p.39). 

 

Democratic accountability in education is not some form of balance sheet presented to 

investors. It is the exercise of mutual responsibility – of schools to their citizens, and of 

citizens to their school – which must involve public participation, deliberation and decision 

making, on the basis of various forms of documentation supplied by various documenters, 

and conducted in the context of democratic answers to political questions.  

 

10. The common school 

This final feature is, in many ways, a summation of much that has gone before. It is a design 

for the basic structure of a school that embodies and enables a radical democratic education 
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and is compatible with, even conducive to, the preceding features. This ‘common’ school 

contests the fragmenting, competitive and selective drive of neoliberal education, with its 

proliferation of selective schools - academies, charter schools, faith schools – intended only 

to serve the autonomous consumer.  It is, instead, a public space for all citizens living in its 

local catchment area, children, young people and adults, without admission criteria except 

residence and without specialisms that enforce selective attendance - a truly ‘comprehensive 

school’. It is age integrated (e.g. 0-11; 1-16; 6-16) and, because open to all, multi-

generational; human scale in size, either one small school or small schools-within-schools; a 

place of depth and connectedness over width of coverage – interdisciplinary, inquiry-based, 

experiential; project based, both in its pedagogical approach and in its relationship with its 

community; and based on team working, involving educators and other workers with diverse 

perspectives and interests.  

Such common schools have their own governing board and work in close relationship with 

the community they serve. But they are not autonomous, competing entities. They 

collaborate with other schools within networks of schools within the area of their 

democratically elected local authority. They participate in local educational forums. Although 

some are provided as co-operatives or by non-profit organisations, others are provided by 

the local authority itself – as municipal schools – since it is not possible for democratically 

elected and accountable bodies to be responsible for public education without being directly 

involved in its practice. All schools, whoever provides them, are in a relationship of 

democratic accountability with that authority, as well as with the community they serve. All 

schools contribute to creating and implementing a local educational project: “a shared and 

democratic exploration of the meaning and practice of education and the potential of the 

school...[providing] an educational context and ethos, as well as a forum for exchange, 

confrontation, dialogue and learning between schools” (Fielding and Moss, 2011, p.125). 

And all benefit from an infrastructure provided by the local authority for supporting the 

implementation and evaluation of the local educational project, including teams of 

pedagogistas, experienced educators each working with one or two schools, offering their 

staff opportunities for exchange, reflection and discussion, introducing them to new thinking 

and practices, and facilitating contact between local authority, local communities and 

schools.  
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4. Some concluding thoughts on democratic experimentalism, prefigurative practice 
and sustainability 
 

Erik Olin Wright proposes three criteria to be applied to any consideration of institutional 

alternatives: desirability, viability and achievability. Following our brief, we have focused in 

this essay on viability, “a scientifically grounded conception of viable alternative institutions”. 

But we want to end by introducing three further concepts into the conversation: democratic 

experimentalism, prefigurative practice and sustainability. We see these as important parts 

of the process of transformative change that many of us are committed to; but also as being 

complementary to Wright’s three criteria and his view of transformational change as a 

cumulative, step-by-step process involving “utopian ideals that are grounded in the real 

potentials of humanity, utopian destinations that have accessible waystations, utopian 

designs of institutions that can inform our practical tasks of navigating a world of imperfect 

conditions for social change”. 

 

Democratic experimentalism 

The Brazilian social theorist Roberto Unger has coined the term ‘democratic 

experimentalism’ to capture an important means for bringing about transformative 

institutional change: 

 

The provision of public services must be an innovative collective practice, moving 

forward the qualitative provision of the services themselves. That can no longer 

happen in our current understanding of efficiency and production by the mechanical 

transmission of innovation from the top. It can only happen through the organisation 

of a collective experimental practice from below...Democracy is not just one more 

terrain for the institutional innovation that I advocate. It is the most important terrain 

(Unger, 2005b, pp.179, 182). 

 

He views democratic experimentalism as an essential element of what he terms ‘high energy 

democracy’, which is about releasing the creative powers of ordinary people by eradicating 

the distortions and subjugations of class, gender, hierarchy and the myopic presumptions of 

prescribed role. For Unger, like Dewey, the essential doctrine of democracy is “faith in the 

constructive powers of ordinary men and women” (ibid., p.63) and “recognition of the genius 

of ordinary men and women” (Unger, 2004, p.lxxii). High energy democracy encourages a 

high level of organised civic engagement and “seeks to strengthen our experimental 

capacities – our ability to try out alternative arrangements among ourselves”; and this 

assumes, finds and nourishes “greatness in ordinary humanity” (ibid.). 
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Unger insists that democratic experimentalism is more than just ad hoc local projects that 

occasionally and by their own exertions break free from the constraints of orthodoxy, 

examples of which are always around us. He envisages the possibility of a state that actively 

encourages experimentation as part of a commitment to high energy democracy, in short an 

emancipatory state at ease with diversity. The state can act in various ways to achieve this 

end, including “producing new social agents” that can create innovative services; monitoring 

and helping “to propagate the most successful practices, accelerating the process of 

experimental winnowing out of what does not work”; and last, and perhaps most surprising in 

the current climate, by providing services directly but only “those services which are too 

innovative, too difficult or to unrewarded by the market to be provided directly” (Unger, 

2005b, p.179) – government itself as a social agent of experimentation. 

 

Such democratic experimentation, it seems to us, contributes to Wright’s criterion of 

viability, providing “empirical studies of cases, both historical and contemporary, 

where at least some aspects of (our) proposal have been tried” and so helping to 

develop “systemic theoretical models of how particular social structures and 

institutions would work”. But such experimentation can also impel the process of 

transformative change in another way, by offering “small-scale, fragmentary versions 

of future society...kinds of experimental anticipations”. As such, democratic 

experimentation has much in common with our second concept, prefigurative 

practice.. 

 

Prefigurative practice 

One of the key texts of the New Left was a paper on prefigurative practice by the Gramscian 

scholar, Carl Boggs. His account describes it as “the embodiment within the ongoing political 

practice of a movement, of those forms of social relations, decision making, culture and 

human experience that are the ultimate goal” (Boggs, 1977/78, p.100). Similar kinds of 

arguments were also being made and lived out in internal socialist struggles within the 

ascendant feminist movement. Shelia Rowbotham insisted that the prefigurative practices of 

the women’s movement recognise the importance of “making something which might 

become the means to making something more” (ibid., 140). In arguing that “(w)e need to 

make the creation of prefigurative forms an explicit part of our movement against capitalism” 

(ibid., 147), she was not arguing for a utopian project that would bring everyone to their 

knees, but rather that “some changes have to start now else there is no beginning for us”. 

We need to “release the imagination of what could be. The effort to go beyond what we 

know now has to be part of our experience of what we might know” (ibid.). 
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This insistence that we “release the imagination of what could be”; and this anticipation of 

future modes of being through processes and relations, not just structures, that exemplify 

and embody the viability and desirability of radical alternatives – these are some of the most 

important contributions of progressive traditions of public education to the furtherance of 

democracy. Thus, Roger Dale argued that: 

 

[R]ather than waiting until all the necessary social engineering has been done, 

and the planned widespread social change brought about, this approach to 

social change suggests that education through its processes, the experiences 

it offers, and the expectations it makes, should prefigure, in microcosm, the 

more equal, just and fulfilling society that the originations of comprehensivism 

aimed to bring about. Schools should not merely reflect the world of which 

they are a part, but be critical of it, and show in their own processes that its 

shortcomings are not inevitable, but can be changed. They aim to show that 

society can be characterized by communal as well as individual values, that 

all people merit equal treatment and equal dignity, that academic ability is not 

the only measure of a person, that racism and sexism are neither inevitable 

not acceptable (Dale, 1988, p.17, emphasis added). 

 

Returning to this theme recently, Keri Facer has written of the ‘future-building schools’ as “a 

school that recognizes its role as a prefigurative space for building socio-technical futures. In 

other words, it sees itself as a place in which young people, teachers and the wider 

community can come together to understand how to live well and wisely with our emergent 

technological capabilities” (2011, p.127; emphasis added). 

 

The concept of prefigurative practice can too easily be laid claim to, letting in the merely 

different rather than the genuinely transformative. In our book, therefore, we have proposed 

criteria with which to develop and evaluate a prefigurative practice that strives to enact a 

new way of being in the world. These criteria cluster around three themes, the first of which 

is praxis: 

 

1 Profound change 5 Transgressive holism 

2 Education and radical social change 6 Transformed community 

3 Positional restlessness 7 Celebrating and contesting history 

4 Permanent provisionality 8 The persistent pull of personalism 
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These insist, firstly, that the kinds of change with which we are concerned are profoundly 

challenging of the status quo, not palliative responses to whatever crisis happens to be pre-

occupying dominant regimes of truth. Secondly, we argue for the necessity of education’s 

involvement in the processes of radical social change. Thirdly, within such processes the 

practices that characterise their daily realities need to exemplify a commitment both to an 

abiding suspicion of hierarchy and, fourthly, to a Promethean embrace of provisionality that 

permanently strives for a fuller realisation of a more just, creative and human fulfilling future.  

 

That holistic emphasis is underscored by the fifth of our criteria, which argues that the role 

jumbling and expansive sense of possibility that energise the daily dynamic of prefigurative 

work is enhanced, not only by a resistance to pigeon-holing or circumscribing our work, but 

by an enacted commitment to a lived, expansive unity of being. If this holistic way of working 

is to be sustained and sustaining it also needs an overarching form of public space that 

draws on and encourages a range of subaltern spaces within which individuals and groups 

can develop multiple identities and practices. Our sixth criterion thus argues for the necessity 

of transformed and transformative practices of community that resist the totalising 

imperatives of collectivism and the atomising fragmentation of the market. If we are to 

develop our practice in these ways, our seventh criterion of prefigurative practice insists on 

the need to break free from the ahistorical presumptions of neo-liberalism’s self-proclaimed 

triumph and choose alternative histories which celebrate and contest a quite different view of 

human flourishing. At the heart of that contested history must lie an unswerving commitment 

to our eighth criteria, which we call the persistent pull of personalism: not just to Unger’s 

‘specialness of ordinary men and women’ to which we have referred before, but also to 

resisting their betrayal and belittlement by so many regimes and ways of life. 

 

Our second theme, strategy, underscores the importance of prefigurative practice 

addressing issues of social and political change at a strategic level. 

 

9 Radical incrementalism 10 Strategic engagement 

 

Contrary to much of the socialist and Marxist traditions, our ninth criterion argues for the 

possibility of a deep break with the hegemonic dominance of capitalism through anticipatory 

enactments of fundamentally different ways of being in the world. The claims, not only of 

prefigurative practice but also of democratic experimentalism, to radical credentials, rest on 

their cumulative and transgressive persistence, on their achievement of changed 
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understandings of “interests, ideas and identities” (Unger, 1998, p.19), and ultimately on 

their contribution to the possibility of ‘non-reformist reforms’. 

 

It is important to recognise that the ambitions of radical incrementalism operate as much at a 

horizontal as a vertical level, “to increase popular participation and bring people together in 

problem-solving deliberations” (Wright, 2007, p.38). This catalytic power goes beyond the 

generation of transgressional energy and its cumulative incorporation in radical incremental 

change. It thus underscores the importance of our tenth criterion’ which has to do with the 

necessity for strategic circumspection.  

 

Our third theme attends to matters of motivational engagement, which provide the necessary 

bridge from macro-ideals to the meso-realities of the daily contexts of enactment. 

 

11 Institutional transformation 12 Narrative engagement 

 
In order to fulfil its emancipatory potential, prefigurative practice must provide “an 

anticipatory image of broader transformations” (Unger, 2004, p.412). It must, in Erik Wright’s 

terms, be viable and, above all, achievable. Transformative alternatives must thus illustrate, 

albeit in small, ongoing ways, our eleventh criterion, i.e. the grounded possibility of doing 

things significantly differently. Insofar as they do this they are likely to have pride of place in 

any radical strategy because they have the power of presence, the irrefutability of 

contemporary reality, that gives the lie to the familiar fabrications of ‘there is no alternative’.  

 

Our last criterion, narrative engagement, picks up on the psychological necessity of 

not merely describing an alternative set of practices, but doing so in a way that is 

emotionally and intellectually compelling, in a way which excites our narrative 

sensibilities.  

 

Sustainability 

If democratic experimentalism and prefigurative practice contribute to the process of 

transformative change, our third concept might be considered post-transformative. 

After desirability, viability and achievability, sustainability confronts the chastening 

history of much radical education, so many examples of which fail to last the course, 

collapsing after a few years. In what might be termed the radical democratic camp, 

there are a few exceptions, most notably the network of municipal schools for young 

children in Reggio Emilia in Italy, whose democratic experimentation has survived for 
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nearly 50 years. In what might be termed the radical neoliberal camp, the experiment 

in marketisation has been running and indeed increasingly mainstreamed since the 

1980s. 

 

What we can learn from both examples is the importance of regional, national and global 

solidarities. Radical neoliberal reforms have been sustained and accelerated by the many 

academic, business and political connections that thread nations and international 

organisations, mutually reinforcing action and building belief and morale. Education in and 

for a radical democracy must learn from such experience, as well as from the lessons of its 

own histories, and the failure to connect and ally on a broad scale as a source of sustenance 

and inspiration. Regional, national and global solidarities need to be made real and telling by 

building reciprocal ideological, material and interpersonal support through values-driven 

networks and alliances, which draw on and contribute to the dynamic of radical social 

movements. In order to sustain and extend radical democratic approaches to education in, at 

least initially, a largely unsympathetic or uncomprehending climate, the importance not just 

of networks but of particular kinds of networks becomes apparent. The support provided by 

emancipatory alliances are of special importance because they offer a values-driven 

solidarity and a commonality of orientation so essential to those who work against the grain. 

The Coalition of Essential Schools in the USA and Human Scale Education in England 

provide two such examples.  

  

But such solidarities are just one building block in a larger process of sustainability. 

What we need to construct, both from theoretical models and case studies, is a better 

understanding not only of how transformative change can be set in motion, but of how 

to create the capacity to continue to experiment and to future build. How can 

movements and experiments become sustainable institutions, without becoming 

static and reproductive? How can a dynamic democratic politics and provision of 

education not only be achieved but sustained, deliberating political questions and 

exercising participatory evaluation? How can citizen participation in the politics and 

the practice of education, with all its attendant demands, be nurtured and sustained?  
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Abstract

Basing on the idea of freedom brought by I. Berlin we can derive to classical models of 
democracy: liberal and republican. Refl ection on postmodern theories of democracy – radi-
cally plural and deliberative – points that they do not strongly differ from the traditional 
ones, but rather give them new challenges. Radical democracy of Ch. Mouffe and E. Laclau 
praising pluralism and negative freedom is a deconstruction of a liberal model, while delib-
erative project of J. Habermas, praising community and negative freedom, remains in a 
republican tradition. In the end of the article the author also presents the understanding 
of the educative role of society and tradition in both classical and postmodern models of 
democracy. 

Key words: deliberative democracy, radical democracy, freedom, Habermas, Mouffe, 
pluralism, deliberation, postmodernism.

In the second half of the twentieth century, numerous developments had a 
profound infl uence on political theory. The rise of new social movements, col-
lapsing of the Soviet Bloc, accelerating globalization, arising global problems, 
development of mass media and new forms of mass communication etc. put new 
challenges in front of modern societies. What is more, major changes appeared in 
the social sciences as well: growing infl uence of post-structuralism and the post 
modernism approach; devaluation of orthodox Marxism; evolution of critical 
theory; and the domination of libertarian and neo-liberal political, social and eco-
nomic theories. It is in those conditions, when as a result of growing awareness of 
problems that contemporary political systems face, new propositions for demo-
cratic models arise. In this article I want to focus on two, perhaps most commented 
and infl uential conceptions: the radical democracy model proposed and develo-
ped by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe; and the deliberative democracy pro-
ject outlined by Jürgen Habermas.

While exploring these two, post modern approaches to democracy, I will focus 
on how the idea of freedom is developed in the theories. To reach my goal, I will 
use the notions of “positive” and “negative” freedom (liberty) introduced by Isaiah 
Berlin. I will also explore how the understanding of freedom in post modern con-
cepts of democracy can be compared to the understanding of it in “modern” or 
“classical” approaches, namely in the liberal and republican models. I stay aware 
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of the fact, that making the latter distinction is a simplifi cation, but following 
J. Habermas (Habermas 1996b), I fi nd it particularly useful in this analysis.

Positive and negative freedom 

in classical models of democracy

I. Berlin in his essay Two Concepts of Liberty proposed what is possibly the most 
infl uential and discussed distinction among different types of freedom (or liberty, 
as he uses both notions interchangeably). While discussing “negative” freedom, 
he writes: “by being free in this sense I mean not being interfered with by others” 
(Berlin 1969a, p. 123). This type of liberty becomes the centre of his political theory. 
I. Berlin is aware, that there have to be some restrictions: “we cannot remain abso-
lutely free, and must give up some of our liberty to preserve the rest” (Berlin 1969a, 
p. 126) but the restrictions cannot be taken too far and the catalogue of basic free-
doms: of conscience; speech; vote etc. must be guaranteed. An individual, above 
all, must have a possibility to reach its own goals. “All coercion is, in so far as it 
frustrates human desires, bad as such” (Berlin 1969a, p. 128).

As an opposite, I. Berlin “contrasts the »positive« notion of »self-mastery« 
motivated by a desire of people to conceive of and act on their own goals” (Cun-
ningham 2002, p. 36). In this case one is not treated as “free from” (the infl uence 
of others), but is “free to” (self-master herself). When considered as an attribute 
of an individual, both notions can be understood as two dimensions of the same 
thing: a person, unbounded from an infl uence of others, makes a decision and 
acts upon himself. But the difference, in fact, became signifi cant, when eventually 
those two notions “historically developed in divergent directions not always by 
logically reputable steps, until, in the end, they came into direct confl ict with each 
other” (Berlin 1969a, p. 132). The problem appears when the idea of “positive” 
freedom is being implemented into politics and, instead of an individual, appeals 
to the whole society. 

As a liberal philosopher, I. Berlin is especially aware of authoritarian and totali-
tarian power, and he claims that any government ruling in the name of “positive” 
liberty is a fi rst step towards those dangerous and undesirable forms of political 
system. This is because “positive” freedom – when the common goals are ascribed 
to the society – becomes an excuse for coercion. Two assumptions combined, 
“rational self-direction... [and] that the ends of all rational beings must of neces-
sity fi t into a single universal” (Berlin 1969a, p. 154), open the door for the rule of 
experts ready to force an individual to pursue a common goal, thus decreasing an 
amount of “negative” freedom.

On those two concepts of liberty it is possible to draw the distinction between 
two normative, “classic” models of democracy, liberal and republican (sometimes 
referred to as “civic republicanism”). “According to the liberal view, the citizen’s 
status is determined primarily according to negative rights they have vis-à-vis the 
state and other citizens’ (Habermas 1996b, p. 22). The liberal model of democracy 
is derived from the modern age philosophers such as T. Hobbes and J. Locke. 
Throughout the ages of development of political thought the liberal concept has 
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taken many shapes and many issues have been discussed in a philosophical and 
political discourse. However, such features as: sovereignty; impersonal state 
powers; representative government; centrality of institutionalism to guarantee 
equality before the law and basic freedoms; separation of powers; separation of 
state from civil society; and competing power and interest groups has always been 
the core of this model (Held 2006, p. 78). With no doubt one can state, that the 
“negative” approach to liberty is the one more stressed than the “positive” one. 
However, what is also emphasized by I. Berlin, “it is sometimes necessary to con-
strain some freedoms, as when confronting »paradox of tolerance«... and per-
haps the norms implicated in positive-libertarian conception could be appealed 
for guidelines” (Cunningham 2002, p. 38-39)42. But, as Frank Cunningham writes, 
“this is as far as one can go in the way of fi tting conceptions of positive liberty into 
a liberal democratic theoretical framework and that they fi nd a more comfortable 
home in theories of participatory democracy... or civic republicanism” (Cunning-
ham 2002, p. 39). Thus, examination of “positive” freedom brings us closer to the 
republican model of democracy.

Republicanism as a model of democracy has a long tradition, from Aristotle and 
Athens, Cicero and Rome, through Niccolo Machiavelli and Jean Jacques Rous-
seau in modern times, to Hannah Arendt and Michael Sandel in contemporary 
political theory. However, it is beyond the scope of this paper to further examine 
the development of this idea43. Nevertheless, while writing about the republican 
model of democracy, I will refer to the main ideas of the previously mentioned 
thinkers, or to what is today developed in theories of communitarianism and civic 
republicanism. Common for this model are terms of “mixed government... the 
rule of law, and above all public-spirited citizenship” (Dryzek, Dunleavy 2009, p. 
214). In case of this paper, it is important to stress what is named by David Held as 
the principles of justifi cation in republicanism: “political participation is an essen-
tial condition of personal liberty; if citizens do not rule themselves, they will be 
dominated by others” (Held 2006, p. 44); and that “citizens must enjoy political 
and economic equality in order that nobody can be master of another and all can 
enjoy equal freedom and development in the process of self-determination for the 
common good” (Held 2006, p. 48).

The republican model of democracy assumes that citizens can create a commu-
nity driven by a common conception of good. The goals of the society are agreed 
in a deliberative process with ethical consequences. For J. Habermas, politics in 
this point of view is “conceived as the refl ective form of substantial political life” 
(Habermas 1996b, p. 21). Such a created ethical community is one, in which “polit-
ical rights – preeminently rights of political participation and communication – 
are positive liberties” (Habermas 1996b, p. 22). Thus one can admit that the repub-
lican model of democracy fulfi lls the two basic assumptions that I. Berlin derives 
from the development of the idea of “positive” freedom: rational self-direction 
and belief in universal goals.

42  For more information on positive-libertarian conception see Libertarianism Defended, (Machan 
2006).

43  For more see (Held 2006, p. 29-55).
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William Rehg gives a good summary for this distinction between liberal and 
republican point of view according to the conception of “negative” and “positive” 
liberty: “republican views tend to ground the legitimacy of laws and policies in 
notions of »popular sovereignty«, whereas liberal views tend to defi ne legitimate 
government in relation to the protection of individual liberty, often specifi ed in 
terms of human rights” (Rehg 1996, p. xxv).

Freedom in post modern models of democracy

Post modern theories of democracy appear on a critique of other, modern theo-
ries. Concerning them as insuffi cient, they point out their weaknesses and mis-
takes. However, new theories cannot totally differ from the one they criticize, thus 
I want to compare the post modern models with those two, already described to 
trace continuities and changes that occurred in political theory.

The project of “radical democracy”, or “radical and plural democracy”, is 
brought by Ch. Mouffe in her book together with E. Laclau Hegemony and Social-
ist Strategy, published in 1985, and then broadly commented and reformed in her 
numerous later writings and articles. I would like to introduce the basic concepts 
of this theory (Laclau, Mouffe 2001; Mouffe 1993; Mouffe 1996)

In central place in this theory is the non-essential approach to the identity, 
which emerged from their critique of post-Marxism. In short, E. Laclau and Ch. 
Mouffe summarize that “the fall of this last redoubt of class reductionism, inso-
far as the very unity and homogeneity of class subject has split into a set of pre-
cariously integrated positions which, once the thesis of the neutral character of 
the productive forces is abandoned, cannot be referred to any necessary point of 
future unifi cation” (Laclau, Mouffe 2001, p. 85). This opens the way to the total 
deconstruction of class-based identity and, in its place, implementation of a dis-
cursively constructed identities unifying particular political subjects to the post-
Marxist theory. As Ch. Mouffe writes, “there is no identity that is self-present to 
itself and not constructed as difference” (Mouffe 1993, p. 141).

The next step in understanding E. Laclau and Ch. Mouffe’s project is through 
the introduction of their understanding of social relations (and thus also, in a way, 
of what is political) in radical democracy. Those relations are based on an antago-
nism – that is on a hegemonic infl uence of the Others, which prevents one for being 
fully himself. The category and its social role is clarifi ed by Anne Marie Smith, 
though in very radical words: “it is only when an exploited individual begins to 
live her relation with capital as an antagonistic relation – that is, as a relation that 
is denying her identity, as something that is blocking herself from realizing what 
she regards as her true potential and stopping her society from becoming an ideal 
social order – that she is transformed into a worker who is ready to engage in sub-
versive collective resistance” (Smith 1998, p. 67).

In her later writings Ch. Mouffe introduced a new notion in exchange for 
“antagonism”: “agonism”, which occurs between “adversaries”, “friendly ene-
mies”, that is “persons who are friends because they share a common symbolic 
space but also enemies because they want to organize this common symbolic space 
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in a different way” (Mouffe 2000, p. 13). As antagonism now becomes the relation 
between enemies, its explosion can “tear up the very basis of civility” (Mouffe 
2000, p. 104). The agonistic relation becomes the centre of the radical democracy 
project only combined with pluralistic relations among the people. However plu-
ralism should not be understood here in its broadest defi nition, since “condition of 
possibility of pluralist democracy is at the same time the condition of impossibility 
of its perfect implementation” (Mouffe 2000, p. 16). It would put us in a situation, 
in which the pluralism would have to be understood outside the sphere of politi-
cal (without antagonistic/agonistic meaning). Total pluralism perishes during the 
discursive construction of group identities.

From this place we can ask the question about the idea of freedom in the con-
ception of Ch. Mouffe. As she is most of the time critical towards liberalism, she 
writes that pluralism itself is derived from liberal ideas: “pluralism, understood as 
the principle that individuals should have the possibility to organize their lives as 
they wish, to choose their own ends, and to realize them as they think best, is the 
greatest contribution of liberalism to modern society” (Mouffe 1996, p. 104). How-
ever, those conditions, truly equal to each other, can be achieved only through 
radically pluralistic politics, with no (discursively created) identities suppressed 
in the society: “the appeal to human rights enables an »agonistic« politics within 
the democratic polity by bringing into view the contingency of that founding dis-
tinction and hence the possibility that it might be drawn otherwise” (Schaap 2009, 
p. 59). In a similar way the conception of Ch. Mouffe is summarized by F. Cun-
ningham: “The task... is to provide conditions that will reconstruct the identities of 
those in confl ict in such a way that they are not so threatened by one another that 
they get locked into antagonistic relations unconstrained by adherence to liberal 
and democratic values” (Cunningham 2002, p. 193).

At this point I would like to cite what I. Berlin wrote about pluralism: “with 
the measure of »negative« liberty that it entails, [pluralism] seems to me a truer 
and more humane ideal than the goals of those who seek in the great, disciplined, 
authoritarian structures the ideal of »positive« self-mastery” (Berlin 1969a, p. 171). 
Hence, considering Ch. Mouffe’s priority given to pluralism and commitment to 
the possibility of organising one’s goal as he wishes, the ideal of freedom she is 
referring to is certainly a “negative” liberty.

The next model I am going to examine in this paper is a deliberative model 
of democracy. The project of deliberative democracy is developed by many con-
temporary political thinkers and philosophers, but the biggest contribution to this 
theory is certainly the one of J. Habermas, with his work unfolding since 1962 writ-
ing The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, presented fi nally in Between 
Facts and Norms fi rst published in 1996. In the latter he summarizes his previous 
achievements in the theory of discourse, public communication, law and delibera-
tive procedures, giving fi nal shape to his political theory.

As the major focus of deliberative politics, J. Habermas conceives the demo-
cratic legitimacy of law in modern, pluralistic societies. The law lies between facts 
(facticity) and norms (validity), between the empirical realm and moral expec-
tations. It is a “system of coercible rules and impersonal procedures that also 
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involves an appeal to reason, that all citizens should, at least ideally, fi nd accept-
able” (Rehg 1996, p. xi). As contemporary pluralistic and multi-cultural societies 
are not capable of developing one morally bounding ideology or substantial ethi-
cal doctrine, J. Habermas introduces a deliberative procedure that is supposed to 
grant a radically democratic legitimacy of law.

Deliberation itself in J. Habermas refers to the process in which rational, moral 
and equal citizens, through multiple acts of communication exchange arguments 
in order to achieve mutual understanding of their differing points of views: “for 
the centrepiece of deliberative politics consists in a network of discourses and bar-
gaining processes that is supposed to facilitate the rational solution of pragmatic, 
moral, and ethical questions” (Habermas 1996a, p. 320). Those three mentioned 
conditions – of rationality, morality and equality – are the conditions of every 
human being, so the ideal situation of deliberation is, in that case, not exclusive. 
Everybody has got the same chance to speak up and propose an agenda, and the 
outcome of the procedure depends only on the unbiased judgement of arguments. 
In the deliberative ideal, the fi nal outcome would be a shared understanding of 
every participant situation and point of view and consensual agreement on a 
rational and morally acceptable outcome. Furthermore, the issue is never closed 
to re-discussion, if the conditions change.

There are two another conditions of deliberative procedure in the public 
sphere: “the participants of the argumentation should leave their own particu-
larities aside when they enter into the deliberation of common issues” (Üstüner 
2006, p. 39); and they should all apply the rules of communication. Those “most 
important principles of communicative action are presupposed in linguistic com-
munication” (Cunningham 2002, p. 176), and thus J. Habermas can establish a 
“discourse theory of ethics where participants are both willing and able to strive 
for agreement in accordance with the rules implicit in language, and moral judge-
ments are assessed according to whether they could be accepted by participants in 
such discourse” (Cunningham 2002, p. 176).

The result of the deliberation is not solely the legitimacy of law. As J. Habermas 
writes, “every association that institutionalizes such a procedure thereby consti-
tutes itself as a body of citizens” (Habermas 1996a, p. 306). Through a positive law 
a community is achieved, but it should be emphasized that this community is not 
moral, but rather “takes the shape of a self-organizing legal community” (Haber-
mas 1996a, p. 326).

It is not an easy task to present J. Habermas’ understanding of freedom, as his 
theory is very complex. Fahriye Üstüner writes that “he tries to convert the self-
interested individual into a self-governing citizen as in the republican view, but 
unlike that, he assumes this is possible without necessarily sharing substantial 
values, but through communication and deliberation in the political public sphere” 
(Üstüner 2006, p. 42). This would suggest a complex conception of freedom as a 
mix between “negative” and “positive”, with the latter one constituted by the fi rst. 
However, the understanding of J. Habermas should be grasped in a slightly differ-
ent way. As he writes, “individual private rights cannot even be adequately for-
mulated, let alone politically implemented, if those affected have not fi rst engaged 



79Journal of Education Culture and Society No. 1_2012

in public discussions” (Habermas 1996a, p. 450). So in his conception, “the private 
autonomy that was at fi rst abstractly posited can retroactively assume an elaborated 
legal shape” (Habermas 1996a, p. 121). Thus, a logical order of freedom in a public 
sphere gives priority to the “positive” liberty, and only afterwords—through the 
democratic procedures—the “negative” liberty can attain legitimacy. Nevertheless, 
“the principle of law giving popular sovereignty appears to follow upon the sub-
jective liberties of private autonomy” (Maus 2002, p. 91). 

The issue as to whether the J. Habermas’ conception is stressing more the “nega-
tive” or “positive” freedom, whether the subjective liberties are given as in a liberal 
vision or disposed by popular sovereignty is broadly discussed44. To give a solution 
to this problem, I would like to propose a three-step understanding of freedom in 
this conception: at the fi rst step, individuals are free in a “negative” way, but this 
freedom appeals only to the private sphere; in the second step, free and equal indi-
viduals are treated as citizens, who enter a deliberation procedure in a public sphere, 
which is the step of “positive” freedom; in the end, “negative” freedom gains legiti-
macy in public sphere as an effect of communicative and procedural action.

Conclusions

To summarize, I would like to focus on similarities and differences between 
“modern” and “post modern” models of democracy. At the end I will try to 
answer the question, if there is a need to introduce new models of democracy, or if 
the post modern theories can be assigned to liberal and republican models.

The theory of Ch. Mouffe puts the main stress on “negative” freedom. Her con-
cept can be in many issues adjusted to the liberal model of democracy, especially 
concerning her focus on competing powers and interest groups, pluralism, and the 
value assigned to the possibility of achieving one’s goals and desires. However, she 
gives a strong critique to liberalism as well, but the critique does not oppose her to 
this model, rather what is the matter is that “against the classical radical tradition, 
contemporary radical democrats deconstruct rather than reject the liberal tradition” 
(Norval 2001, p. 588). Nevertheless, it is crucial to recognize the new challenges 
given to democracy in its liberal and pluralistic meaning by the work of Ch. Mouffe, 
especially concerning identity politics, ecology and struggle for equal rights.

The task of assigning J. Habermas’ concept to one of the classical models is, how-
ever, much more complicated. The appearance and, in fact, centrality of the idea of 
“positive” freedom in his theory undoubtedly puts it closer towards the republi-
can model of democracy, but there are some signifi cant differences pointed by the 
German philosopher himself: the procedural point of view breaks with the tradition 
of substantially ethical community; gives the central position to constitutionalism 
and law rather than to morality; and gives priority to the society-centred understand-
ing of the politics rather than to the self-centred one (Habermas 1996b, p. 24-27).

But those differences do not oppose the republican model in a way that would 
lead to its rejection. Again, it is rather a challenge given to the classic model of 

44 The main voices in the discussion are presented in the article Popular Sovereignty and Liberal Rights 
(Maus 2002).
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democracy in order to adjust it to contemporary, pluralistic societies and to radi-
cally democratic demands of all.

Another conclusion I want to draw on the understanding of freedom in those 
models directly corresponds with the scope of this journal’s issue – the educa-
tional role of culture (including political institutions), history and society. The role 
is especially evident while considering the process of political socialization. In the 
next few paragraphs I will show, that this role becomes another element binding 
the republican and deliberative model on the one hand, and the liberal model with 
radical on the other.

Republicanism since ancient times has emphasized the role of tradition, society 
and state in “creating” or “educating” a “good citizen”. Since J. J. Rousseau, this con-
cept exceeded the strict sphere of political, and became more substantive, and infl u-
enced morality more than ever before (Dziubka 2010). If we consider the thought 
of J. Habermas, we can notice many analogies to that model – it is the state and 
society, via constitutional procedures and informal will – and opinion-formation, 
which are the eventual creators of an individual. And, what’s more, this individual 
can become fully a subject of politics only when considered in relation to this whole 
system. Only than he becomes what has earlier been named as a “good citizen”.

The same problem is treated in a different way from the liberal point of view. Of 
course, the role of socialization is not denied as unimportant. But the education of the 
citizens is rather treated as their right than a duty. Moreover, growing infl uence of 
the state in the fi eld of “creating new citizens” is strictly considered as a threat to free-
dom. It does not imply the rejection of the educational role of society and culture, e. g. 
for Friedrich Hayek freedom to learn from the others was the main element of every 
system, that wanted to develop45. But as long as it is incogitant and/or imposed on 
humans, liberalism was very critical about every manifestation of it. John Stuart Mill 
even called it a “despotism” and wrote, that “the despotism of custom is everywhere 
the standing hindrance to human advancement” (Mill 2001, p. 65).

Finally, in Ch. Mouffe’s concept we can see again the critique of the educa-
tional role of society and culture. This is expressed in a negative approach to hege-
mony. An individual is rather an object of politics under the rule of hegemonic, 
imposed discourses and cannot fully become a political subject as long as she is 
not free from any constraints. Thus, subverting those constraints is strongly linked 
to rejection or at least reconsideration and deconstruction of the educational sys-
tems in every society.
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ABSTRACT 

The main idea that is advocated in this thesis is that a radical democratic 
theory needs a theory of dissent as one of its core concepts. The argument is 
made in favour of the view that a radical democratic theory requires a 
conception of justice as participatory parity and an account that makes 
change intelligible. The thesis defends the claim that Nancy Fraser’s concept 
of justice as participatory parity combined with Ernesto Laclau’s insights on 
populist democracy and hegemony best suits this requirement.  

The thesis is done within the framework of radical democracy. It is argued 
that by radical democracy is meant a form of democracy that is more 
democratic than liberal democracy. The connection between radical and 
liberal democracy lies in the fact that radical democratic theories are usually 
based on a critique of liberal institutionalism.  

Framed like this, there is an opposition between liberal and radical 
democracy. In the thesis it is claimed that a political theory of dissent should 
be positioned within the framework of radical democracy for a couple of 
overarching reasons. The first one is that the liberal democratic framework 
internalizes and domesticates dissent. This leads to the conclusion that the 
liberal democratic framework cannot treat dissent as a separate concept. 
Radical democracy, hence, is a view of democracy that is radical in relation to 
liberal democracy. It can be said to be radical towards democracy itself. To be 
radical towards democracy implies that radical democracy always stretches 
the boundaries of democracy.   

A separate political theory of dissent is important for the sake of showing 
that dissent can and should be viewed as a positive and constructive feature 
in society. Dissent is positive and constructive for many reasons: it fosters 
democratic citizenship, it aims to remove injustices, and it may improve the 
institutional framework and strengthens participatory parity in society. Even 
though dissent, as a form of participation, is a positive feature in society it 
cannot be completely institutionalized. On the other hand, a democratic 
society is required to uphold dissent as a feature in a manner that is similar 
to a right.  

It is argued that dissent should be viewed as a political conception that 
attempts to encompass actually occurring dissent. This is in contrast to 
dissent only as the idea of dissenting or fostering dissenting thoughts. It is 
proposed that dissent should be viewed as a conception that requires a 
divergent opinion to be articulated. The idea of articulated dissent ties the 
conception to social movements.  

Dissent, as portrayed in this thesis, ties radical democratic theory to 
institutional reality. The main idea is that dissent stems from disagreement 
with society’s institutional arrangements and hence, it will also target those 
institutions. Hence, it is proposed that a theory of radical democratic dissent 
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should be viewed as a theory that is positioned within the context of society’s 
institutional framework. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 GENERAL CLAIMS 

The main idea that I advocate in this thesis is that a radical democratic theory 
needs a theory of dissent as one of its core concepts. I will also argue that a 
radical democratic theory requires a conception of justice and an account of the 
logic of change. I will defend the claim that Nancy Fraser’s concept of justice as 
participatory parity combined with Ernesto Laclau’s insights on populist 
democracy and hegemony best suits this requirement.  

This thesis is done within the framework of radical democracy. I will argue 
that by radical democracy is meant a form of democracy that is more democratic 
than liberal democracy. The connection between radical and liberal democracy 
lies in the fact that radical democratic theories are usually based on a critique of 
liberal institutionalism.  

A theory of radical democracy views democracy as being more than merely a 
liberal constitutional regime or system. Radical democracy is an idea of 
democracy where democracy is an equally strong normative ideal as the ideals of 
freedom, human rights and equality. The three latter ideals are encompassed by 
the liberal democratic framework. Hence, democracy in radical democracy is an 
intrinsic good whereas it has a more instrumental nature within the liberal 
framework.  

Framed like this, there is an opposition between liberal and radical 
democracy. As I view it, a political theory of dissent should be positioned within 
the framework of radical democracy for a couple of overarching reasons. The 
first one is that the liberal democratic framework internalizes and domesticates 
dissent. This leads to the conclusion that the liberal democratic framework 
cannot treat dissent as a separate concept. Radical democracy, hence, is a view 
of democracy that is radical in relation to liberal democracy. It can be said to be 
radical towards democracy itself. To be radical towards democracy implies that 
radical democracy always stretches the boundaries of democracy.  

Radical democracy stretches the boundaries of democracy in two ways. First, 
it widens our conception of democracy by constantly challenging its boundaries. 
This challenge arises from the view that democracy is an intrinsic good within 
radical democracy. Hence, democracy is developed because it is valuable in 
itself. This challenge makes alterations possible in our conception of democracy. 
Second, the challenge, and the possibility for different alterations, in turn 
requires a conception of radical democracy as a concept that is in constant 
movement. This means that our conception of democracy may lead to practical 
alterations of society at the same time as the institutionalized forms of 
democracy changes the requirements and hence also our conceptions of 
democracy.   
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A separate political theory of dissent is important for the sake of showing 
that dissent can and should be viewed as a positive and constructive feature in 
society. Dissent is positive and constructive for many reasons: it fosters 
democratic citizenship, it aims to remove injustices, and it may improve the 
institutional framework and strengthens participatory parity in society.  

Even though dissent, as a form of participation, is a positive feature in 
society it cannot be completely institutionalized. On the other hand, a 
democratic society is required to uphold dissent as a feature in a manner that is 
similar to a right.  

I will argue for the view that radical democracy also implies a specific logic of 
change in order to be able to properly encompass the idea that democracy is in 
constant movement. The requirement of a logic of change has its grounds in 
value pluralism and disagreement. As we have a plurality of values they 
necessarily come into conflict with each other. Hence, there is necessarily a 
disagreement of values. The logic of change conceptualizes how disagreement is 
met, overcome or managed. Leaning partly on Ernesto Laclau, there are two 
main ways of making change intelligible. According to Laclau, societal change 
can be made intelligible by employing a dialectical or an antagonistic logic of 
change. I will argue along with Laclau for the view that an antagonistic logic is 
the more justified alternative for a radical democratic theory. 

According to Laclau, change in a society is tied to the hegemonic struggle of 
disagreeing parties. Democracy is viewed as being in constant movement. The 
logic that governs this change should avoid being one that sets strict boundaries 
and obstacles to democracy. On the contrary, the idea of democracy in constant 
motion requires a logic that allows for constant re-evaluation of the concept of 
democracy. A dialectical logic transcends opposition by deriving this possibility 
from the opposing concepts themselves. Viewing change as dialectical 
opposition implies a partial determinism. On these grounds I propose, along 
with Laclau, that we should understand the logic of change as an antagonistic 
logic instead of a dialectical logic.  

Further, I propose that a radical democratic political theory of dissent 
requires an idea of justice in order to set just limits for democracy. Nancy 
Fraser’s conception of justice as participatory parity seems to be the most viable 
such theory at hand for several reasons. If we want to take dissent seriously in a 
value pluralist society it is required to further participatory parity because it 
both defends and makes dissent possible. The promotion of participatory parity 
defends dissent because it is viewed as a possible way of participating. Insofar as 
dissent is viewed as a positive contribution to society, participatory parity 
enables the securing of everyone’s equal right to dissent. 

The right to dissent is crucial for a radical democratic theory of dissent 
because it secures individual participatory freedom under conditions of value 
pluralism. The right to dissent can be seen as a value itself because it is one of 
the foundational values of democratic and value pluralist politics. In other 
words, the combination of value pluralism and democracy is an oxymoron if one 
does not recognize the value of dissent.  
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The conception of dissent as I view it should be viewed as a political 
conception that attempts to encompass actually occurring dissent. This is in 
contrast to dissent only as the idea of dissenting or fostering dissenting 
thoughts. I propose that dissent should be viewed as a conception that requires 
a divergent opinion to be articulated. The idea of articulated dissent ties the 
conception to social movements. I propose that social movements are created 
around articulated dissent. This leads to the view that one of the constituting 
factors of social movements in democratic society is dissent. 

The requirements of dissent also tie a radical democratic theory to 
institutional reality. The main idea is that dissent stems from disagreement with 
society’s institutional arrangements and hence, it will also target those 
institutions. Hence, I propose that a theory of radical democratic dissent should 
be viewed as a theory that is positioned within the context of society’s 
institutional framework.  
 

 

1.2 STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS  

This thesis is structured in five chapters: an introduction, three major chapters 
and a conclusion. The concepts and ideas mentioned in the introduction will be 
discussed and argued as the thesis unfolds.   

This thesis is framed as a radical democratic theory. Hence, the first task will 
be to clarify my stance on what radical democracy means. My view on radical 
democracy is based on the idea that radical democracy should be seen as an 
umbrella concept for agonist and deliberative democracy. In other words, 
deliberative democracy and agonistic democracy should be seen as radical 
democratic alternatives. The radicalness of the concepts are in relation to liberal 
democracy and to democracy itself in the sense that radical democracy always 
entails a view of democracy that pushes at the very edges of democracy itself.  

This argument is made against a view that seems to be quite common 
nowadays where radical democracy, deliberative democracy and agonistic 
democracy are viewed as different forms of democracy. It is also quite common 
to equate agonistic democracy with radical democracy. I view both the latter 
views as conceptually and historically untenable. 

After my view on radical democracy has been clarified, I will continue in the 
second chapter to clarify what I mean by dissent. Within this chapter I will 
relate dissent, amongst others, to features such as representation, democratic 
demands and institutions. I will also clarify what is meant by the idea of viewing 
dissent as a positive feature in society. This chapter is concluded with a 
preliminary outline for the requirements of a political theory of dissent.  

In chapter three, I will continue the investigation by determining what kind 
of conception of justice is most justified for a radical democratic theory which 
takes into account the centrality of dissent. I will argue that a view of justice that 
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is based on the norm of participatory parity is the one that has the strongest 
justification.   

This chapter on justice is approached through the recognition/redistribution 
debate between Axel Honneth and Nancy Fraser. The reason for this is that 
Fraser and Honneth can legitimately be viewed as two of the foremost 
philosophers, besides Habermas, on justice within radical democratic theory.  

The debate between Fraser and Honneth is about the fundamental categories 
of justice. Honneth defends a position where recognition is seen as the 
fundamental category of justice from which all other forms of injustices can be 
derived. Fraser, on the other hand, defends a view that one has simultaneously 
to take into account three different categories of justice that cannot be derived 
from one another. Thus, in her view a conception of justice has to take into 
account socio-economic inequalities, issues of identity (recognition) and the 
problem of political representation.  

I will argue that Nancy Fraser’s approach that is based on the normative 
ideal of participatory parity is more justified for a radical democratic political 
theory of dissent. One reason, I will argue, is that participatory parity meets one 
of the requirements for a political theory of dissent. Fraser’s framework also 
allows for justice to be defined from the point of view of dissent. This feature ties 
her idea of justice to social movements. Fraser’s conception of justice also has 
strong ties to institutional reality, which I view as a clear merit. 

The debate between Honneth and Fraser is also relevant as it captures a 
wider trend in political philosophy where matters of justice have been evolving 
from economic distribution into differing conceptions where identities and 
values have to be taken into account in one way or another. I will conclude this 
part by building further on Fraser’s framework in order to make it more suitable 
for a political theory of dissent.  

After the investigation on the conception of justice, I will continue, in chapter 
four, with an inquiry into what kind of conception of democracy is most justified 
for a radical democratic political theory of dissent. In this chapter I will argue 
that an agonistic conception of radical democracy is more justified than a 
deliberative democratic conception. The main reason is that deliberative 
democracy partially shares liberal democracies’ feature of internalizing and 
domesticating dissent. 

Within the scope of agonistic democracy the idea of hegemony is central. 
Hence, I will clarify in this part how dissent and hegemony is related. Later on I 
will argue for the view that Laclau’s concept of hegemony can be combined with 
Fraser’s framework in order to answer some deficiencies in it. 

At the beginning of the thesis I have argued that one of the requirements for 
a political theory of dissent is what I call a logic of change. In the chapter on 
democracy I will clarify what is meant by a logic of change and also argue for the 
view that a radical democratic political theory of dissent should employ an 
antagonistic logic of change.  
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Finally, I will, at the end of the fourth chapter, present some ideas that make 
the combination of Fraser’s theory of justice and Laclau’s political theory 
possible.  

In the fifth and final chapter, I present one possible way of achieving a 
radical democratic political theory of dissent. The theory that I am arguing for is 
based on the combination of Fraser’s theory of justice as participatory parity 
and Laclau’s political theory. Even though there may be other options in 
achieving a radical democratic political theory of dissent, I claim that this 
combination results in one of the better options.  
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2 A POLITICAL THEORY OF DISSENT: AN 
OUTLINE 

2.1 THE CONCEPT OF DISSENT: GENERAL REMARKS 

The aim of this chapter is to reach a preliminary outline of what is meant by the 
concept of dissent as viewed as a central feature of radical democracy. As this 
thesis is done within the framework of radical democracy I will first present and 
argue for my view on radical democracy. I will also present some arguments that 
liberal democracy contains dissent by internalizing it within the liberal 
democratic system, hereby domesticating it. This is also relevant as I will later 
argue that deliberative democracy partially shares this feature.  

By dissent I will within the context of this thesis mean the following. To 
dissent with something is to disagree with a specific feature in society and to 
articulate this disagreement. It is the articulation of dissent that makes it into a 
political matter. Viewed like this, dissent is a political and articulated 
disagreement directed towards a specific feature in society. On a general level 
the meaning of the concept of dissent is relatively unproblematic, and does not 
commonly give rise to any major philosophical debates. 1 

A guiding idea of my viewpoint is that dissent and the dissenters have 
something valuable to provide to society. Thus, the concept of dissent has both a 
descriptive and a normative character. 

The value of dissent is tied to the idea of viewing it as a positive contribution 
to society. In other words, one value of dissent lies in the idea that those who 
dissent in society do it based on demands to correct wrongs in society or to 
change the state of affairs that are conceived as oppressing.  

The feature of dissent as removing injustices shares a close tie to the idea of 
justice conceived through the normative idea of participatory parity and hence, 
also democratic participation. If dissent is conceived as a feature that is aimed 
towards oppressive institutions, it should also be viewed as a way of 
democratically justified participation in society.  

                                                
1 There are some works are closely related to dissent that warrant mentioning even though they mostly 

treat dissent in relation to some other feature of society. For example in Democracy and Disagreement, 

Gutman and Thompson treats disagreement in a way that can be interpreted similarly as my description of 

dissent. They however frame the question of disagreement within the context of deliberative democracy. 

Their goal is to overcome moral disagreement through deliberative democracy (Gutman & Thompson, 

1996, p. 1).  Another related book is Larsen’s The Right to Dissent. Larsen frames his book in the context of 

Habermas’ theory of communicative action and relates it to some classical philosophers and some modern 

ones like Rawls (Larsen, 2009).  Even though there are many more similar works, most of them share the 

feature of treating dissent as secondary in relation to another social feature such as rights, moral 

obligation, civil disobedience etc. The bearing idea behind my thesis is to treat dissent as a central feature 

in radical democratic political theory.  
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I claim that dissent is a fundamental feature in democratic society. This is a 
very unproblematic claim because democracy by itself always implies differing 
views. As democracy is a way of either managing or living with this conflict of 
views, dissent becomes a necessity. One can conclude in line with Balibar that 
democratic citizenship as such is necessarily conflictual (Balibar, 2014, p. 284). 
The main question is not if dissent exists or not but how we should approach it 
in democratic society.  

Dissent within the democratic framework challenges the idea of democracy 
as being merely a system of representation. Any system of representation 
necessarily implies exclusion (Benhabib, 2007, pp. 450-451). Exclusion, by 
definition, denies a part of the people voice in matters being decided within the 
body of representation. Hence, there remain voices that are not being 
represented and that are silenced. In other words, no democratic system can 
encompass all possible divergent views. Dissent allows for a channel of 
expression for the silenced voices. Dissent, thus, has an inclusionary aspect. 
This feature ties the concept of dissent strongly to the idea of participatory 
democracy.   

Dissent should be seen as a positive feature in democratic society. It is 
targeted to correct wrongs in society and it furthers participatory democracy. On 
these grounds alone one can justify the view that we should allow and even 
foster dissent in democratic society. In other words, by guaranteeing a right to 
dissent it is possible to further democracy and democratic citizenship in society. 
In other words, dissent should not be viewed as a pathology in democracy which 
can be quenched in the name of stability but as a central feature of democratic 
society and political life.  

Dissent is tied to the institutional arrangement of society. One possible target 
for dissent is oppressive institutions. Hence, besides furthering democracy and 
participation dissent has a feature of improving society’s institutional 
framework. Dissent that is targeting institutions can from this point of view be 
interpreted as claims for institutional improvement. This interpretation of 
dissent views it as being targeted, amongst others, against exclusionary and 
oppressive institutional practices.  

The idea that dissent is tied to the institutional framework and strives to 
remove oppressive practices ties the concept of dissent to what I call the logic of 
change. The logic of change is the underlying logic that makes change in society 
intelligible.  

A general thought experiment that can show how dissent can facilitate 
change in society depending on how it is conceived is by examining a specific 
form of oppressive majority rule.  

If the conditions of the majority are good, the majority in a representative 
democracy can be interpreted as having an interest to uphold its own position. 
Under such conditions majority rule may lead to the interest to uphold the 
status quo. Such an interest may lead to exclusionary practices as claims against 
the status quo are not properly heard and perhaps even excluded within the 
representative body. This kind of majority tyranny rejects new ideas and change 
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as they challenge the current status quo. If we view the representative system as 
the main facilitator of dissent in society, then change in society happens 
according to the will of the majority.  

On the other hand dissent can be viewed as a feature that belongs to 
participatory democracy and it is viewed as a way of participating in society that 
has a strong democratic justification. If dissent is viewed like this, then change 
in society has a strong source in the minorities that are excluded or oppressed.  

Of the two examples above I view the second one as the more democratic way 
of theorizing dissent in democratic theory.  Hence, dissent and the dissenters 
should be viewed as making justified claims to be included or heard.  

In the political theory developed in this thesis, dissent is viewed as a vehicle 
of societal change in democracy in line with for example Laclau or Mouffe. The 
dissenters are viewed as being able to bring forth new ideas, and thus furthering 
the development of democratic society.   

One reason for depoliticization in modern capitalist society follows from the 
growing impact of the economic sphere which in turn leads to the wider usage of 
an economic or instrumental rationality. In other words, matters of politics 
become economic matters of how to tweak the bureaucratic machine that is the 
state (Young, 1990, p. 71) (Habermas, 1987, pp. 343-356).  

The economization of society reduces social conflict to distributive matters 
and by extension value pluralism is reduced to mere interest group pluralism 
(Young, 1990). Claims of justice are translated to clever rhetorical slogans in the 
attempt to win and play the game. Hence, politics loses its dimension of justice 
or liberation. This reduces political matters to competing interests. The 
reduction distances the political decision makers from the citizens because those 
who should represent the people are concentrating on playing a game where the 
only victories are different economical configurations of the state machine.  

The claims of the disaffected in society that all the political parties are the 
same and nothing will change by voting becomes true. It is true in the sense that 
when all political agents operate within the sphere of economics, in the language 
of economics and under the instrumental rationality of economics, then change 
is not possible as the commitment to the economic rationale is demanded from 
all who wants to take part. Also this makes a mockery of democracy as a value as 
there is no real discussion or deliberation. Even though it is unclear if the 
economization of any society has gone this far, the effects of such a development 
are clear to be seen.  

I do not view the economization of society only as an effect of contemporary 
new liberalist policies but as a wider pathology of society that should be actively 
avoided in the name of value pluralism and democracy. A similar effect can be 
found, for example, in most forms of traditional Marxist theory where all 
matters political can be reduced to the relations of production, in other words 
economics. In this sense new liberalism and Marxism shares the effect of hiding 
politics behind economics (May, 2008, p. 45).  

The opposite is also possible, as we can learn from the debate between Axel 
Honneth and Nancy Fraser (Fraser & Honneth, 2003). The reduction of politics 
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to a matter of ethics may lead to a situation where objective claims of justice 
cannot be made as everything is reduced to an interpersonal level or to 
intersubjectivity.  

The possibility of dissent requires that a differing opinion can be voiced in a 
framework of the dissenters choosing. If the dissenter(s) are not allowed to 
define their claims on their own grounds and their claims are translated purely 
into the sphere of economics or ethics, their claims can become interpreted 
through hegemony. This entails that the claims can be hijacked in favor of 
claims that are differ from the original intention. In other words, philosophically 
the concept of dissent requires the rejection of reductionism.  

Under the regime of economic reductionism dissent introduces values into 
politics. In a regime of ethical reductionism dissent introduces a framework of 
objectivity. Dissent also challenges the idea of politics as a game and in such 
cases functions to remind the political elite of their position in society as 
subordinate to the people.  

In other words, the acceptance and fostering of dissent energizes political 
conflicts by reintroducing values to an otherwise self-interested driven 
pluralism. One aim of dissent is to get rid of the kind of politics that requires 
that political claims create interest groups around them. Hence, dissent 
reintroduces values into politics and challenges the view that politics is merely 
about bargaining and making deals.  

Most theories of modern capitalist society make presuppositions about 
human nature or the political agent. For example a liberal capitalist theory 
generally presupposes that humans are by nature, at least, somewhat egotistical 
creatures that tend to live to maximize their well-being. When this idea is tied to 
the idea of economic freedom, the political agent becomes a consumer instead of 
a citizen.  

In liberalism, the bearing idea is one of autonomy, in other words, to have as 
much freedom as possible as long as it does not interfere with anyone else’s 
similar freedom. More often than not, the main focus is on the idea that freedom 
is considered the absence of obstacles, in other words negative freedom. 
However, when this idea is connected to the idea of maximizing economic 
freedom the former idea of autonomy becomes obsolete. In other words, when 
freedom is considered as economic freedom, to retain the idea of autonomy 
economic freedom has to be limited as huge differences of wealth leads to 
different possibilities of everyone which ultimately leads to a situation where an 
increase in the freedom of some leads to the decrease of the freedom of others.  

To dissent against this idea does not necessarily limit itself to dissent on the 
distribution of wealth. Dissent may be directed amongst others, towards the 
idea of the political agent as a consumer, the idea of freedom or the centrality of 
economic freedom. In other words, the idea is that the power to define the target 
and content of dissent should be characterized by the dissenters.  

I do not claim that dissent by definition would reject only new liberalist 
policies, it only serves as an example. Dissent could equally well be directed 
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against a theoretical or real framework of state capitalism or some ideal of pure 
communist utopia.  

Dissent potentially challenges any set of prescribed definition of human 
nature or political agency. It is not that such a definition would necessarily be 
intrinsically false but the possibility of redefinition should always be open. In 
other words, any theory that takes freedom seriously requires that substantial 
definitions of human nature and political agency are left open. Freedom is 
considered as the removal of institutional limitations in the way of participatory 
parity.    
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2.2 RADICAL DEMOCRACY 

This thesis is done within the framework of radical democracy, hence, it is 
necessary to spell out what is meant by the concept. 

Within democratic theory there are differing conceptions of what we mean 
by radical democracy. Even though there are a lot of philosophers and political 
theorists who work on radical democracy, there are remarkably few thoughts on 
what is meant by radical democracy in itself.  

Regardless of our conception of democracy the foundational difference of 
pluralism is central. In other words, a multitude of values implies a potential 
conflict that democracy in its different forms tries to manage or answer. Thus, 
all accounts of democracy strive to answer the question of how this difference 
should be regulated or how it should play out.  

Liberal democracy regulates and domesticates the difference while the 
debate between deliberative democracy and agonist democracy treats this 
difference as foundational. Both deliberative democracy and agonist democracy 
share this to a certain point. Both share the idea that we need democracy 
because we have differences of opinions etc., the main opposition between them 
is whether or not it is possible to secure a ultimate common ground that 
everyone can consent to. The agonist would claim that it is impossible and the 
deliberative democrat would claim the contrary.  

Adrian Little and Moya Lloyd have made some clarifying distinctions with 
regard to the concept of radical democracy (Little & Lloyd, 2009, p. 1). Their 
work consists mainly in identifying different strands of radical democratic 
theory. According to Little and Lloyd, the concept of radical democracy emerged 
as a response to a crisis within Western left-wing thought: the disaffection with 
socialist and orthodox Marxist thought to explain developments in the industrial 
world. These include the rise of new social movements that do not rely on class 
as a central feature for their critique or struggle. They also include the fall of the 
Soviet bloc and the demise of Communism.  

On the question of radical democracy, Little and Lloyd provide some answers 
based on different approaches by theorists that either call themselves radical 
democrats or can on other grounds be counted as radical democrats (Little & 
Lloyd, 2009, pp. 2-3).  

First, Lloyd and Little identify a characterization of radical democracy that 
they call post-Marxist or critical theory. This strand is identified as theories that 
at the same time are critical of the capitalist economy and historical Marxism. 
The major part of these are counted as belonging to critical theory. At this point 
they rely on a definition by Iris Young where she states that:  
  

The radical anti-capitalist pursuit of justice is better thought of as a 
project of democratizing both the state, corporate economy, and civil 
society than bringing all the production and distribution of goods under 
democratic state direction.  (Young, 2000, p. 183)  
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In this definition the opposition between radical democracy and its opposite, 
for example a representative or aggregationist conception, would lie with the 
question where and how democracy should take place. The radical democratic 
view would claim that people should have their say not only through the 
representative institutions of the state but also in areas where the state has little 
or no say at all. An aggregationist view would claim that a society is democratic 
as long as the people would have their say in choosing the representatives in the 
state.  

According to Lloyd and Little, Iris Young counts works by Claus Offe, Jean 
Cohen, Andrew Arato, Jürgen Habermas, Nancy Fraser and herself as radical 
democrats. These thinkers are counted as the critical theorists. Lloyd and Little 
also identify another strand of post-structuralist post-Marxist thinkers. To this 
group they count Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe.  

The reason for the distinction between critical theorists and post-
structuralists is to highlight that they belong to different traditions of thought. 
The critical theorists have their roots in the Frankfurt school and the post-
structuralists trace their roots to French post-structuralism. Both strands are 
critical towards liberal democracy while at the same time being committed to 
some of the elements of it, namely freedom, equality and liberal human rights. 
They share the idea that radical democracy favors participation and self-
government over the institutionalization of difference in representative 
democracy.  

Both groups also place importance on power relations that undermine 
individuals or groups possibilities to exercise the formal citizenship rights of 
liberalism (Little & Lloyd, 2009, pp. 2-3). In other words, they do not reject 
liberalism but aim to reconstruct it and strengthen its democratic dimension. 
The difference between these groups lies according to Lloyd and Little in the 
view on dissensus or consensus. They claim that the critical theory radical 
democrats emphasize the possibility of a rational deliberative consensus where 
the post-structuralists emphasize dissensus and disagreement.  

On this point it becomes quite clear that this characterization of radical 
democracy is related to the contemporary debate between agonists and 
deliberative democrats. Quite often the agonist view is thought to represent 
radical democracy while the deliberate account does not.  

One of the main reasons for idea that agonism is equated with radical 
democracy has to do with the influence Mouffe and Laclau have had on radical 
democratic thought in Europe. It is common to refer to their work Hegemony 
and Socialist Strategy when referring to radical democracy.  

I think that it is a misconception to equate only the agonist stance with 
radical democracy. I hold that both the deliberative and the agonist standpoints 
are radical democratic conceptions. The categorization that Lloyd and Little 
make between critical theory radical democrats and post-structuralists supports 
this view. Especially from the point of view of Lloyd and Little it is possible to 
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view the debate between agonists and deliberative democrats as being part of 
the wider debate or theoretical project of radical democracy.  

I hold that it is false and also quite dubious to attempt to define away the 
deliberative democrats from the radical democratic accounts especially as a 
major part of them can be counted as critical theorists. It is dubious 
simultaneously counting theorists as radical democrats as long as they are doing 
critical theory and then suddenly assume that they have left the project of 
radical democracy when counted as deliberative democrats.  

This is especially true as they have not changed their theories in a way to 
merit the removal of the categorization of radical democracy. In other words, my 
stance is that for example Jürgen Habermas has as much claim to being 
categorized as being a radical democrat as for example Chantal Mouffe. The 
difference lies in the conception of what radical democracy entails where 
Habermas argues in favor of a deliberative consensus and Mouffe for an agonist 
dissensus. In short, both the agonistic and the deliberative conceptions are sub-
concepts of radical democracy.  

One can also identify two different strands of deliberative democracy. John 
Dryzek distinguishes liberal deliberative democracy from its ciritical theory 
counterpart (Dryzek, 2000, pp. 8-30). Hence, one can divide deliberative 
democracy in its liberal and radical versions. This does not change my 
categorization as my focus is specifically on radical democracy. Dryzek’s 
distinction serves to show different ways of approaching deliberative 
democracy.   

Another possible way to conceive radical democracy is as a political stance or 
as a leftist project (Little & Lloyd, 2009, p. 1). From this point of view radical 
democracy has taken the place that was earlier reserved for socialism. The idea 
is that the concept of radical democracy would encompass the heterogeneous 
movements of the left in a better way than socialism did. This characterization is 
in line with the difficulty of the political left of describing and providing a theory 
that could conceptualize contemporary struggles.  

Within the Marxist framework all struggles could be subsumed under the 
category of class-struggle. Contemporary movements define themselves as 
struggling towards a myriad of different goals and on the basis of as many 
different reasons. Hence, the project of radical democracy can be viewed as 
spelling out and conceptualizing left-wing movements that supports the 
movements as well as vice versa. Thus, as we cannot view contemporary struggle 
through a theory that can reduce all struggles under one master concept (class-
struggle) we need a theory that can conceptualize the myriad of struggles while 
not distorting the possibility of the movements to define themselves.     

On the question of what it is that makes radical democracy radical, I would 
be inclined to give three answers. First, radical democracy is radical because it 
breaks the boundaries of the process of democracy as conceived within the 
liberal framework. With this I mean that the liberalist framework sets specific 
boundaries for the legitimate usage of democratic decision making. For example 
if democracy governs only in the public sphere. To widen democracy one has to 
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show and argue for the transferring of matters from the private to the public 
sphere. In other words, the boundaries for democracy within the liberalist 
framework are very strict. Radical democracy is radical because it allows for 
democracy to govern or happen potentially everywhere.  

The other answer is that radical democracy is radical as it is an account in 
which one tries to encompass a multiplicity of different struggles within a 
conception of democracy while still being true to the multiple accounts on their 
own merits. In a sense this means that a radical democratic theory is radical 
because it is necessarily on the very edges of democracy. The edge of democracy 
entails the near impossible task of defining the potentially limitless. In other 
words, radical democracy has to give limits for democracy to be able to spell out 
an understandable conception of democracy at the same time as it has to give 
the ability to define democracy itself to the potentially unlimited different 
accounts of different movements. Hence, radical democracy entails taking 
democracy to its extreme by taking it to its limits. 

Further, a feature of radical democracy is also that it views the normative 
ideal of democracy as equally important as freedom, human rights and equality. 
This means that apart from freedom, human rights and equality, radical 
democracy requires the idea of participation and a constant reminder that the 
ultimate power in a democracy belongs to the people. In this sense there is a 
claim in radical democracy of being more democratic that the liberal 
constitutional regime.  

I will justify my conception of democracy by examining some of the radical 
democratic accounts and see how they fit in my perspective. This perspective 
entails, that radical democracy should be seen as a wider conception of 
democracy, whereas deliberative democracy and agonist democracy are sub-
categories. 

James Ingram has answered the question of what radical democracy is 
through his reading of Claude Lefort (Ingram, 2006, pp. 37-39) (Lefort, 1986). 
In his reading of Lefort, Ingram identifies two ways of politics that both are 
contrasted against totalitarianism.  

One of them is liberalism and the other is radical democracy. According to 
Ingram, Lefort sees totalitarianism as a way of fusing power with society in the 
symbolic order. To do this it would be necessary to fight indeterminism with 
repression (Ingram, 2006, pp. 37-39). Ingram’s account can be read as adding 
support to my account of radical democracy and to the conception that 
liberalism internalizes dissent. 

To avoid this totalitarian temptation in a democratic society one has to leave 
power, legitimacy, identity and unity open to question or conflict (Ingram, 
2006, pp. 37-39). The liberalist way would do this by institutionalizing politics-
as-conflict within a legal and institutional order. Radical democracy on the other 
hand posits conflict and dissent as the main constitutive features of democracy 
and leaves the symbolic place of power empty by avoiding to institutionalize any 
specific arrangement of power.  
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Hence, Lefort’s account of radical democracy as presented by Ingram adds to 
the idea that radical democracy and liberal democracy are two opposing ways of 
handling difference within democratic theory. This strengthens the conceptions 
and legitimizes the usage of radical democracy as being opposed to liberalism. 
Also, Lefort’s idea that the symbolic place of power should be left open add to 
the view that radical democracy always is on the edge of democracy in the sense 
that Lefort’s account presents the democratic struggle by not describing it or 
giving it any substance. In other words, the democratic struggle characterizes 
itself.   

Even though it may be best to leave the “radical” in radical democracy 
undefined or open to different interpretations, it is clear that the scholarly 
debate has gone further as one of the main things is now the debate between 
agonism and deliberation or deliberative democrats and decisionists (agonists) 
as Bonnie Honig calls them (Honig, 2007, pp. 1-4). For Honig the main 
differences are the different answers the deliberative democrats and the 
decisionists can give to solve three democratic paradoxes.  

The three paradoxes are the paradox of politics, of legitimation and of 
constitutional democracy (Honig, 2007, pp. 1-4, 8). Roughly the paradox of 
politics is a chicken or egg situation between universal foundations (deliberative 
democrats) and pure decision making (agonists) and how one can arrive to a 
general will from this. Honig relies on Seyla Benhabib for the characterization of 
the paradox of legitimation. Benhabib characterizes the paradox of legitimation 
by relying on Rousseu’s distinction between the ‘will of all’ and the ‘general will’ 
(Benhabib, 1994, pp. 28-29). The paradox of legitimation has its roots in the 
opposition between what individuals believe to be in their best interest in 
concrete situations, and what would be in their collective interest if they would 
be enlightened enough. In other words, there is a paradox between the idea that 
the legitimacy of democratic rule by a sovereign people refers to the ability to 
make choices that is in the collective interest of all and the idea that democratic 
rule should allow for the people to make their own choices according to their 
own individual will.  

Lastly the paradox of constitutional democracy is the paradox between 
constitutionalism and popular sovereignty. In other words, how can a 
constitution constrain the sovereignty of the people across the boundaries of 
time?  

Honig’s account of democracy also puts the agonists and the deliberative 
democrats within a single framework. She characterizes the debate between the 
agonists and the deliberative democrats as being a different attempt to solve the 
paradox of politics. Hence, this account adds to the idea that agonism and 
deliberative democracy is a subcategory of a wider theory of democracy.  

It is possible to view Honig as a radical democrat because she closely ties her 
idea of democracy to Rousseau’s idea of participation. The strong emphasis on 
participation highlights, and partially overcomes the problem that a democratic 
system runs into if legitimation is achieved only through representation. We can 
also see that the second and third paradox requires a concept of democracy that 
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always questions itself. In other words, Honig’s conception of democracy can be 
said to view democracy itself as being always in motion.  

Thus far it seems that my account of radical democracy can explain and 
categorize in a justified manner at least some conceptions of radical democracy 
and also the debate on agonism and deliberative democracy.  

There are differing categorizations of radical democracy that imply the taking 
of a stance in the debate on how we should view the agonist/deliberation debate. 
I will present some of the competing ideas and I will show why my conception is 
better suited as a categorization of radical democracy, agonism and deliberative 
democracy.  

In his book Agonistic Democracy - Constituent Power in the Era of 
Globalization, Mark Wenman views radical democracy as a distinct form of 
democracy apart from agonistic and deliberative democracy (Wenman, 2013, p. 
3). With regard to the distinctions of different models of democracy, Wenman 
refers to David Held.  

Held’s claim is that different models of democracy are complex networks of 
concepts and generalizations which in turn reveal chief elements of different 
conceptions of democracy (Held, 2006, p. 6). Held does not identify radical 
democracy as a distinct form of democracy, the only inclination is that radical 
democracy is a form of democracy that strives to expand or intensify 
deliberation in deliberative democracy (Held, 2006, p. 253).  

Because Held’s book is fairly old, the original is written 1997, it is 
understandable that he does not identify radical democracy in relation with 
agonistic democracy. Hence, the view that radical democracy, deliberative 
democracy and agonistic democracy are own distinct models of democracy is 
not supported by Held and as such should be counted as Wenman’s own 
distinction.  

I have pointed out earlier that I disagree with the categorization of radical 
democracy as a different form of democracy that is distinct from agonistic 
democracy and deliberative democracy. As I have pointed out, there are 
theorists within both groups that have justified claims for being counted as 
radical democrats. Wenman’s definition of radical democracy makes a 
categorization that cannot be accepted by the radical democratic theorists, and 
his categorization is counterintuitive as it defines their theories away from the 
scope of radical democracy.  

Wenman defines theorists that are quite often associated with the agonist 
stance in a way that is untenable. For example, Wenman defines Chantal Mouffe 
as an agonist which of course is correct but then continues to define Ernesto 
Laclau only as a radical democrat (Wenman, 2013, p. 5).  This is bewildering as 
Mouffe and Laclau have worked and published together Hegemony and 
Socialist Strategy, which is one of the quintessential works on radical and 
agonistic democracy.  

The shared concept of hegemony that they utilize is based on premises that 
can be identified as agonist. Hence, we can see the problem that Wenman’s 
definition runs into where he has to bracket theories as either radical or agonist. 
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In other words, he cannot coherently uphold the view that one can be both an 
agonist and a radical democrat. 

Wenman’s definition of Jaques Rancière as a radical democrat and not as an 
agonist philosopher is in my opinion somewhat mistaken. Rancière’s conception 
of politics is tied strongly to the idea of dissensus (Ranciére, 2004) (Rancière, 
2001). The idea of the political in Rancière is based on the idea of equality where 
politics happens when claims of equality are made by those who are not 
counted.  Thus, there cannot be a common principle of adjudication and politics 
itself is viewed as a clash between those that are counted and those who are not.  

I have no quarrel with viewing Rancière as both being a radical democrat and 
an agonist. He would be viewed as a radical democrat because of his critique of 
institutionalized politics and because he defines politics as occuring on the very 
edge of democracy. He would be counted as an agonist as his conception of 
democracy is based on fundamental disagreement.   

For Wenman radical democracy and agonistic democracy are differed by how 
they answer the question constituent power and on their perspective on 
augmentation and revolution (Wenman, 2013, pp. 5, 65-73).  

The radical democrats have according to Wenman an exclusive emphasis on 
revolution (Wenman, 2013, p. 60). With regard to Laclau, who Wenman counts 
as a radical democrat, this conception does not hold as Laclau views democratic 
revolution as simplistic (Laclau, 2005b, p. 260). 

Wenman counts Alain Badiou, Ernesto Laclau, Jaques Rancière and Slavoj 
Žižek as radical democrats (Wenman, 2013, p. 5). Wenman’s focus on 
augmentation and revolution as a definition of radical democrats may hold to a 
certain point if we only focus on these philosophers. As I have pointed out it is 
justified to count Jürgen Habermas (Habermas, 1996), Iris Marion Young 
(Young, 2000), Nancy Fraser (Fraser, 2003a), Axel Honneth (Honneth, 1995) 
Jean Cohen, Andrew Arato, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (Laclau & 
Mouffe, 2001 (1985)) as radical democrats.  

The latter group is recognized by the academic public as radical democrats. 
Some of them also make explicit claims of being radical democrats.  With this in 
mind it seems very odd to claim that we should suddenly focus on how these 
philosophers’ answer the questions of augmentation and revolution in order to 
count them as radical democrats or as something else. 

As a clarifying example we could take Habermas. He does not have an 
exclusive emphasis on revolution. However Habermas Between Facts and 
Norms can and should be counted as furthering of radical democracy 
(Habermas, 1996, pp. xlii, 471) (Grodnick, 2005).   

At this point it seems quite clear that Wenman’s categorization cannot 
answer the question of how it is possible to be both a radical democrat and an 
agonist or a radical deliberative democrat. His only option seems to undefine a 
group of radical democrats and redefine them as only being deliberative 
democrats or agonists. This move is counter-intuitive as this is a difficulty that 
arises from Wenman’s categorization not from the theories he sets out to 
categorize. Before Wenman’s definition there has not been any difficulty of 
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categorizing those who nowadays take part in the agonism/deliberation debate 
as being justly counted as radical democrats.  

To make it a bit more confusing, at least Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth can 
be read as agonists and as deliberative democrats. For an account on Axel 
Honneth as an agonist philosopher see (Deranty, 2004). I will later in this 
dissertation propose that one should give Fraser’s framework a agonist 
interpretation in order to make it more suited for a political theory of dissent. 2  

Wenman’s categorization cannot explain how it is possible to at the same 
time view someone as being in all the three categories at the same time. Under 
my categorization one would view both Honneth and Fraser as radical 
democrats while leaving open the interpretation if they should be counted as 
agonists or deliberative democrats.  

Wenman’s idea that radical democracy should be seen as a distinct model of 
democracy apart from agonist and deliberative democracy is in my opinion 
mistaken. It is mistaken because his definition is based on the necessity of being 
radical, deliberative or agonist. This in turn leads to a classification where 
earlier radical democrats cannot any longer be counted as radical democrats. A 
conception of radical democracy should be able to encompass all the different 
radical democratic theories and on this basis define radical democracy, not the 
other way around.   

Another quite common view is that radical democracy can be viewed as being 
the same thing as agonistic democracy.  

For example Lars Tønder and Lasse Thomassen seems to think that radical 
democracy is formed as a critique of both liberalism and communitarianism, 
which revives the Marxist critique of modern democratic thought while at the 
same time criticizing Marxism itself (Tønder & Thomassen, 2005, p. 4).  

The main idea is that radical democracy criticizes liberalism for viewing 
equality and liberty as rights that are not themselves questioned or politicized. 
Hence, they share the idea that radical democracy holds to the values of equality 
and liberty of liberalism but they disagree with liberalism’s feature of taking 
these values “beyond dispute”. Also radical democracy criticizes 
communitarianism because of its feature of holding communities as having solid 
boundaries which in turn lead to the idea that it is not true to the value of 
pluralism.  

This far I agree with Tønder and Thomassen, but they take the idea of radical 
democracy even further and claim that radical democrats “…also object to the 
deliberative model’s assumption that procedures can be rational and can 
produce rational decisions.” (Tønder & Thomassen, 2005, p. 4).  

Hence, they seem to equate radical democrats with the agonists. As a large 
part of the deliberative democrats count themselves or is counted by others as 

                                                
2 Further it is possible to read the term radical democracy as coined by John Dewey in his essay 

“Democracy is Radical”, an essay that predates all the contemporary conceptions of radical democracy 

(Dewey, 1987). For sake of clarity, we will hold to the contemporary debate and let scholars on Dewey 

investigate the merits of his thoughts.    
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radical democrats, this definition of radical democracy as being the same as 
agonistic democracy is clearly dubious.  

Actually deliberative democracy seems to criticize liberalism in quite a 
similar manner as Tønder and Thomassen claims, even though the deliberative 
democrats hold to the idea of rational discussion. I reject the idea that radical 
democracy should be seen as being the same as agonistic democracy and hold to 
the idea that agonistic democracy and deliberative democracy are both parts of 
the radical democratic critique of liberalism. 

My stance is that the discussion within the scope of radical democracy has 
evolved into the debate on agonism versus deliberation. Both groups are and 
should be counted as being radical democratic accounts. Radical democracy, I 
claim, is the historical backdrop of the deliberation/agonism debate.  

Radical democracy is not a model that can be developed as such, but it 
should be seen as a critique of liberal democracy and as an attempt to constantly 
widen democracy by challenging democracy itself. At the moment the focus 
within the project of radical democracy is how to answer questions of 
fundamental disagreement versus agreement and foundational questions on 
democracy itself.  

I do not claim that the radical democratic project is on hold but merely that 
the academic interest at the moment lies on the question of deliberation and 
agonism. In other words, the agonist/deliberation debate furthers the project of 
radical democracy.  

Further I do not view radical democracy as a model itself but more as a 
conception that is in constant motion. The conception is given meaning to by 
positioning it as a critique of other forms of democracy as for example liberal 
democracy. Hence, radical democracy is the necessary other that is required to 
further the questions of increased participation, politicization etc. in the wider 
scholarly debate on democracy. Radical democracy is a conception that claims 
to be more democratic than liberal democracy. The question of classification is 
related to the question of what makes radical democracy radical.  

Ernesto Laclau provides three ways of conceiving radicalism in radical 
democracy (Laclau, 2005b, p. 259). First, if we consider liberal democracy 
which according to Laclau entails conceiving politics as a regime. Laclau points 
out that it is possible to conceive of liberal institutions without citizen 
participation. In other words, there is no logical tie between liberalism and 
democracy.3 Hence, according to Laclau liberalism and democracy are always in 
tension as the regime (liberalist) part of liberal democracy is partially opposed 
to the idea of citizen participation (democracy). Within this framework or line of 
thought, radicalism within liberal democracy would entail the internal 
democratization of liberal institutions.  

The second idea is that the purely formal conception of universality is unable 
to constitute democratic subjectivity (Laclau, 2005b, pp. 259-260). Democracy 
as a system of institutional rules is only possible if the idea of democratic 

                                                
3 This argument is also found in Mouffe (2000). 
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subjectivity is systemically ignored. It has to be ignored because democratic 
subjectivity requires partiality which is in opposition to universality. Radicalism 
within this line of thought presupposes the constitution of an underdog as a 
political actor while the moment of universality is still present. This entails an 
acceptance of the universal as theoretically justified while denying it in practice. 
This idea constitutes the mass of people as a new political actor. It is a populist 
conception as it leaves the pejorative function of the term intact.  

The third way continues from the previous. The earlier versions take for 
granted that democratic demands of the underdog coalesce around a certain 
pole. This assumption is according to Laclau excessive. Democratic demands4 
have a variety of aims and nothing guarantees that they move in one specific 
direction (Laclau, 2005b, p. 260). It makes the democratic revolution simplistic 
especially if one conceives of making it as a unifying horizon dominated by the 
expansion of equalitarian logics to a wider sphere of social relations. To accept 
some popular demands is according to Laclau compatible with the exclusion of 
other demands from the equivalential chain. In this line of thought 
radicalization is linked to the idea of pluralism. The idea is that a populist 
democracy does not guarantee by itself the recognition of all democratic 
demands.  

Hence, first of all, we end up with the idea that the first form of democratic 
radicalism is identified with universalism and the fact that of its removal of 
differences and exceptions. The second is concerned with creating the popular 
subject which is less than the whole but strives to be identified with the latter. 
The third one is based on the idea of radical pluralism and puts the principle of 
universalization into question. In Laclau’s words “we are dealing with 
differentiality that which asserts itself as the only and irreducible principle.” 
(Laclau, 2005b, p. 261) 

According to Laclau, all of these ideas fail by themselves. The first one is 
compatible with undemocratic processes in civil society. The second identifies 
the community as a whole from some section of it. The third would lack any 
kind of common symbolic framework and would as such not be a society at all. 
Hence, all three conceptions are needed. This is however problematic as they 
seem incompatible with each other. This fact requires that they are conceived as 
a political articulation, not as a logical mediation. It is according to Laclau: 

 

 The undecidable character of this interaction, the impossibility of 
conceptually mastering the contingent forms in which it crystallizes, is 
exactly what we call radical democracy. (Laclau, 2005b, p. 261) 

  

                                                
4 A democratic demand has three features according to Laclau (Laclau, 2005a, p. 125). First of all, a 

democratic demand is a demand that is made by an underdog in society.  Second, a democratic demand is 

egalitarian. Third, it is a demand made against exclusion, deprivation and the construction of a person as a 

deficient being  
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it is the  

…the first strictly political form of social organization, because it is the 
first one in which the posing and the withdrawal of the social ground is 
entirely dependent on political interventions (Laclau, 2005b, p. 261). 

 

If we consider this characterization of radical democracy and how it fits the 
categorization that I have made, we’ll see that Laclau is not too keen on 
positioning himself in the debate between the agonists and the deliberative 
democrats. It is however possible to position him according to his thought on 
hegemony and his social logic of antagonism.  

However this is not necessary for my categorization as it is completely 
possible to further the project of radical democracy even though one does not 
want to take a stance in the debate on agonism vs. deliberative democracy. In 
other words, even though one could categorize Laclau as an agonist, it is not 
necessary because he is still part of the project of radical democracy as such. A 
similar idea also holds for Nancy Fraser. Even though it is possible to make the 
case for her being an agonist or a deliberative democrat, Fraser does not view 
the distinction as relevant because it does not concern real world problems. 5 

To sum up, I view radical democracy as a form of democracy that is more 
democratic than liberal democracy. This means that radical democracy posits 
the ideal of democracy as being equally important as freedom, human rights and 
equality in liberal democracy. Radical democracy is thus a critique of liberal 
democracy. Radical democracy is also always critical of itself and challenges 
itself as an attempt to constantly widen the scope of democracy. This means that 
the question of how democracy can be more democratic and where it should 
govern is always central.  

The agonism-deliberation debate should be seen as being about the 
fundamental categories of radical democracy. Hence, both agonist and 
deliberative democratic accounts are viewed as radical democratic accounts. 
This is the most justified way of viewing this categorization.  

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
5 A response by prof. Nancy Fraser to my paper An Agonist Fraser – A Reinterpretation of Reflexive 

Justice and Radical Democracy presented at a seminar that was chaired by prof. Fraser and organized by 

the University of Helsinki Collegium for Advanced Studies (30.5.2013) 
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2.3 LIBERALISM AND THE DOMESTICATION OF DISSENT 

2.3.1 REPRESENTATION  
When considering democracy as a system of representation the focus is shifted 
from the actual demands of the people to questions regarding the institutional 
process of finding out the will of the majority. Viewed like this, a theory of 
democracy is not concerned primarily about how the people can speak for 
themselves. The main concern is shifted to the question of how we can conceive 
of a legitimate way that a part of the people can speak in the name of the people 
as a whole. Hence, by considering how the aggregation of peoples will is 
conceptualized, it is possible to shed some light on the relation between 
representation and dissent.  

If we would agree that a parliament could completely represent the people’s 
will, the idea of aggregation is fairly simple. The few representatives in 
parliament would be considered to legitimately represent the people on a scale 
that is based on the amount of parliamentarians in relation to citizens. A 
legitimate majority opinion would be established easily as the number of 
representatives would be small but they would still represent the people as a 
whole in a justified way.  

In this kind of closed system the case could be made that everyone would be 
heard as every opinion would be represented. This kind of parliament clearly 
does not exist for real. There is no guarantee that the majority opinion that is 
voted through in parliament is represented amongst the citizens in equal 
proportion. This is especially the case in our modern democratic societies where 
everyone does not vote.  

The system of representation in our contemporary democracies is designed 
in a way that allows the silent votes to be counted in favor of status quo. In other 
words, unvoiced votes are counted as votes given to the representative body in 
the same relation as the given votes.  

The case could be made that in some kind of ideal democracy where the will 
of the citizen could only be expressed by the citizen himself/herself, unvoiced 
votes should be represented by empty chairs in parliament. In this case the will 
of the citizen as an individual would be viewed as inalienable and hence could 
never be counted in favor of any other idea than one that is voiced by the citizen 
himself/herself.  

One could even claim that it would be more democratic to fill the “empty 
chairs” via lottery in comparison to current practice. The process of voting has 
other dimensions that the example above does not take into account such as 
establishing legitimacy. The main point is to highlight the conclusion that the 
practice of counting ungiven voices as something else than ungiven voices is 
problematic in contemporary democracies. This is especially problematic for a 
political theory of dissent as the conception seems, at least partially, to be 
opposed to the practice of representation and the principle that someone can 
justifiably speak on behalf of another. 
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The practice of counting empty votes in favor of the system is problematic 
also because this practice legitimizes and upholds hegemony. To uphold 
hegemony delegitimizes dissent as the silent votes, which are potentially 
dissenting, are in a sense hijacked in favor of hegemony.  

Regardless of how one approaches the idea of dissent and democratic 
representation it seems that they follow different but closely related logics. The 
idea of dissent seems to, at least initially, make no assumptions on what the 
people actually wants. Dissent is always expressed by the dissenters themselves. 
The logic of representation does the opposite by assuming that one can make 
correct assumptions about the desires of the citizenry.6  

The problem that arises from the opposed logics is tied to the way a political 
theory treats this opposition and consequently dissent. As described earlier, the 
place of dissent can be viewed as being internal to the systemic framework itself. 
This is the way the liberal democratic framework and partially the deliberative 
democratic framework approaches dissent. Dissent, thus, is seen as a problem 
that can be managed by the political system. The other option is to conceive of 
dissent and conflict as one of the constitutive features of politics. In other words, 
dissent is viewed as a feature that gives birth to politics and treated as 
something that should not be managed, neutralized or internalized by a system. 

The basic idea that most democratic frameworks are founded in is the idea of 
a pluralism of values and the idea that in a democracy the people, whatever it 
may be, has the ultimately power in society. These values can come in conflict 
which leads to the fact that different theories of democracy gives us different 
ways to approach disagreement. Dissent is closely tied to the conflict of values. 
Hence, we can derive how the different theories of democracy treat dissent by 
viewing how they treat conflicts.  

The two main approaches are thus, the approach that internalizes the conflict 
within the system and its opposite, the approach that views the conflict as the 
main constitutive factor of democracy.  

The liberal democratic theories internalize conflict within the system 
(Ingram, 2006, pp. 37-39). This means that within liberalism the idea of politics 
as conflict is subsumed under a legal and institutional order. The other possible 

                                                
6 It may be that dissent may be in line with the idea of true democracy in the sense that Simon Critchley 

describes it. True democracy is true in the sense that it is true in relation to democracy. Critchley’s idea of 

true democracy is based on the Marxist notion of true democracy. The main idea is that governing should 

take place from where one stands and speaks. This is according to him an actual and actualizable feature 

of democracy (Critchley, 2005, pp. 227, 229). For a more thorough categorization of true democracy see 

Abensour, (1997, pp. 47-72). The concept of true democracy is strongly attached to Marx and carries with 

it quite heavy baggage. Thus when I say that the concept of dissent may be in line with the idea of true 

democracy I only mean the interpretation of Critchley where he states that governing should take place 

from where one stands and speaks.  
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approach would be the one that can be called the radical democratic approach 
where conflict is viewed as the main constitutive feature of democracy.  

Hence, dissent can be viewed as being internal to the democratic 
institutional configuration or external. If dissent is viewed as internal, the 
solution is to manage dissent and see what kind of institutions can contain and 
channel this conflict as a justified decision making process. On the other hand if 
dissent is viewed as external, it is part of what constitutes democratic society 
and also the demos.  
 
 

2.3.2 TOLERANCE AND CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE 
Within the liberal framework dissent is managed through rights and institutions 
that set the rules and boundaries for the management differing values and 
views. This however leads to problems when the conflicts challenge the systemic 
boundaries.  

Within the liberal framework challenges to the systemic boundaries are 
managed through the introduction of new concepts. Two examples are the 
concepts of tolerance and of civil disobedience.  

Both concepts share the function of exhaust-valves for conflicts that the 
liberal system cannot manage normally. For example in a liberal democracy 
different opinions are managed by dividing them in the public and private 
sphere.  The opinions that need managing are within the public sphere. The 
private sphere is where people can do almost whatever they please as long as it 
does not affect any else. When matters affect others, they are managed by 
politics. Politics is in this sense the administration of public conflicts.  

There are public conflicts that cannot be managed by the system. There are 
also values that put the entire system into question. These values are managed 
through the introduction of the liberal concept of tolerance.  

The concept of tolerance has its roots as an instrument that promotes civic 
peace and an alternative to violent exclusions of religious dissidents. (Brown, 
2008, pp. 1-2) The original meaning of tolerance can be described through the 
usage of tolerance in other areas than political theory (Brown, 2008, pp. 26-27). 
For example with regard to plants, drought tolerance explains how much 
drought a plant can resist until it withers and dies. Also one could approach 
tolerance through biology and how much foreign substance a cell can absorb 
before it collapses.  

Hence, tolerance manages how far one should accept the excesses that are 
harmful to society or its basic values. In other words, the requirement of 
toleration stretches until the values tolerated goes from being manageable to 
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being dangerous for society. 7 This is a very shallow description of the concept of 
tolerance and its contemporary usage. However most of the conceptualization of 
tolerance shares a similar idea. It is possible that this excludes Anna Galeotti’s 
attempt to translate toleration into recognition (Galeotti, 2006).  

My claim is that tolerance within the liberal system is introduced in order to 
contain such differences that that cannot be managed by the liberal system. A 
more thorough account of how tolerance contains politics can be found in 
Schaap (2005). Schaap views tolerance as an adequate policy for the 
management of conflict that seeks to contain them by depoliticizing the conflict 
over ultimate ends (Schaap, 2005, pp. 27,28,35). According to Schaap, liberal 
tolerance overcomes conflict by referring to the common interest to security 
(Schaap, 2005, p. 38). With regard to dissent, this means that tolerance 
forecloses the possibility to dissent by referring to reason and security. 
Toleration is according to Schaap, blind towards its political nature and 
exclusions. Further Schaap points out that an ethic of toleration domesticates 
antagonistic relations by limiting politics by referring to the public good of 
security (Schaap, 2005, p. 41).  

Schaap’s account of the domestication of tolerance adds to my claim that 
such dissent that cannot be managed by the liberal system requires the 
introduction of another managing conception such as tolerance. Liberal 
tolerance manages justified dissent by referring to reason and security. This can 
be seen as a limiting the boundaries of democratically justified dissent.  

Legitimate dissent, within liberalism, would in this sense be dissent that is 
either administered through the liberal framework or not harmful enough to 
challenge the entire system. Hence, in the same way as the requirement of 
tolerance extends as far as the tolerated does not threaten the system, dissent is 
justified as long as it does not challenge the system as such.  

A similar case as for toleration can be made with regard to civil disobedience 
within the scope of liberal theory. Civil disobedience within the liberal 
framework mainly functions as a corrective mechanism for such injustices that 
are excessive and are not corrected through normal means. Normal means refer 
to such means that liberal democracy provides. The main idea is that severe 
injustices can arise through the fallibility of the system and its creators. These 
injustices can be so severe that it may be justified to break laws in order to 
challenge them. In Rawls theory one should only target excessive injustices and 
only when all other means are exhausted (Rawls, 1978 (1972)).  

Even though Rawls definition of civil disobedience is very narrow and that 
the presentation given here is superficial8, we can see that civil disobedience as a 
concept is introduced in order to manage the challenges to the laws of liberal 
society that cannot be managed by the system. Hence, dissent towards unjust 

                                                
7 In contemporary discussion toleration is usually presented as a positive value and quite often its 

feature of despising the tolerated is neglected.  
8 For a better description and analysis of Rawls’ conception of civil disobedience see (Leppänen, 2008). 

For a wider definition of civil disobedience within liberal theory see for example (Bedau, 1991) 
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laws is managed through the introduction of civil disobedience in liberal theory. 
Thus, the liberal framework seems to require the internalization and 
domestication of conflict and all such conflicts that are not internalized are 
excluded as illegitimate. With regard to civil disobedience it is only potentially 
legitimate as one cannot be given a clear right to not obey laws. The legitimacy 
of civil disobedience is always evaluated afterwards.   

However there are some ideas within the theories of civil disobedience that 
are similar to dissent. The similarities are found in Habermas theory of civil 
disobedience. For Habermas one feature of civil disobedience is that civil 
disobedience is required to remind us where the power in a democracy lies. For 
Habermas, civil disobedience is paradoxical in the sense that it requires the 
state to foster a healthy suspicion towards the state while the state is not able to 
give any institutional guarantees for disobedience (Habermas, 1985, pp. 
103,105).  Hence, civil disobedience in Habermas can be interpreted as a feature 
of society that fosters democratic citizenship in the same way as dissent.  

For Habermas civil disobedience functions as a litmus test for democratic 
society (Habermas, 1985, p. 101). Even though one can claim that Rawls theory 
also functions as a litmus test, the opposite can also be claimed. The role of civil 
disobedience in Rawls is more about showing to what extent a constitutional 
democracy is liberal than about fostering democratic citizenship (Cohen & 
Arato, 1995, pp. 568-569) (Leppänen, 2008, p. 74). Hence, Habermas view of 
civil disobedience is not as narrow as Rawls’.  

The reason for comparing Rawls and Habermas lies in the fact that 
Habermas refers to Rawls definition. However with regard to dissent and its 
place within different theories of democracy one can see some clear differences 
that are relevant with regard to dissent. Habermas posits a clearly stronger 
focus on the function of civil disobedience as fostering the opposition against 
the state by the state. Hence, Habermas positions civil disobedience in a way 
that allows it to foster democratic citizenship. The main difference of how the 
concept of civil disobedience is positioned arises from the different theoretical 
approaches. Rawls furthers the liberal democratic framework where Habermas 
belongs to the tradition of radical democracy. The radical democratic 
frameworks focus more on participatory democracy. Liberal frameworks focus 
on achieving a wide space of autonomy through rights and freedom. 9  

                                                
9 It is possible to give other more radical democratic interpretations of civil disobedience. One such example is 

Robin Celikates (Celikates, 2014, pp. 215, 220-221). For Celikates, one of the problems with the strictly liberal 
definition of civil disobedience is that practical forms of civil disobedience or resistance seem to avoid the Rawlsian 

definition. In his work, Celikates attempts to give civil disobedience a more radical reinterpretation. In my opinion it 
seems that Celikates needs to redefine civil disobedience in order to understand different forms of contemporary 

struggles. My aim is to show that civil disobedience within the liberal framework can be seen as an example of liberal 
domestication. Hence I agree with Celikates on the problems on civil disobedience within the liberal framework. 

However my aim is not to develop either civil disobedience or liberalism as such. My aim is to use the example civil 
disobedience as an example of liberalisms domestication of dissent. Hence, Celikates work may add to my account by 
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Within the scope of liberal theory there has also emerged some attempts to 
internalize the conflict between the underdog and the elite. Stuart White refers 
to Pettit (1997) and McCormick (2011) in order to describe some possibilities to 
institutionalize the contestatory functions in democracy that ensures electoral 
accountability in order to avoid majoritarian tyranny. The main idea is that, 
through an analysis of different forms of democracy, White raises the question if 
we should need to introduce new contestatory institutions in order to hinder the 
elites to use the electoral systems in their favor (White, 2014, pp. 24-26).  

Again, there is a similar idea as earlier where a problem with regard to 
democracy is identified and the solution is to internalize and institutionalize the 
problem.  

If we compare with other forms of democracy, especially the contemporary 
agonistic forms, these can approach the dynamics of elite and the people as the 
underdog when by positing conflict and power at the very center of their 
theories. One can assume that White is aware of this as he refers to some of such 
philosophers such as Mouffe and Young.  

The mechanic of internalizing dissent in liberal theories leads to the 
eradication of dissent as a positive feature because dissent becomes by 
definition part of the existing system. Also all possibilities of transcending the 
boundaries of the liberal framework are either solved by introducing a new 
feature into the system to manage the transgression or if this is not possible 
through exclusion.  

The exclusion of features that the liberal democratic system cannot 
internalize is justified from the point of view of the liberal democratic system. 
This delegitimizes dissent because dissent, as I view it, arises, at least partially, 
from being excluded. The impossibility of challenging liberalisms justified 
exclusions delegitimizes dissent. Hence, the liberal political theories seem to 
have a problem to take into account dissent as a positive feature. I assume that 
this has to do with the general focus on the distribution of rights and freedoms 
where the radical democratic frameworks focus on participatory democracy.  
 

 

2.3.3 TACIT CONSENT  
The case can and has been made that the disaffection with politics and the 
widening distance between the people and politicians leads to a general 
disinterest to participate (White, 2014). According to White these phenomena 
put together can lead to a tyranny where powerful elites can control the majority 
in our parliaments.  

                                                                                                                                          
pointing out the problems within the liberal definition of civil disobedience. His solution to redefine civil 
disobedience does not change that liberalisms treatment of civil disobedience domesticates dissent. 
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Conceptually I will claim that one of the reasons for such tyrannical effect is 
that the “silent majority” sides through passivity or design with the ruling ideas. 
Such siding or consent is not active; it is consent by inactivity, in other words 
tacit consent.  

Those who tacitly consent are occupying the conceptual space between active 
dissent and active consent. In other words, dissent and dissensus are seen as 
active concepts of disagreement; their counterparts, consent and consensus are 
counted as active concepts of agreement.  

The case has been made, for example by Mouffe, that the drive for consensus 
is one of the roots for depoliticization. I do not view consent or consensus 
themselves as the roots of depoliticization or disaffection. On the contrary, as 
dissent is an immanent manifestation of disagreement, consent as its 
counterpart is an immanent and active manifestation of agreement with 
hegemony.  

I claim that the problem of depoliticization arises from the grey area of tacit 
consent that occupies the conceptual space between dissent and consent. Hence, 
conceptually speaking, depoliticization cannot intrinsically be derived from 
either of the concepts of dissensus or consensus.  

I claim that one of the reasons for criticizing consent and consensus as 
depoliticizing has its roots in the liberal practice of counting unexpressed votes 
in favor of hegemony. With regard to depoliticization, my claim is that to 
actively consent or actively dissent with hegemony should conceptually 
speaking, be viewed as being as politically invigorating as the other.  

However when the tacit consenters are counted on the side of those who 
consent we are making a false interpretation of reality. In other words, one of 
the features of hegemony is that it produces a picture of reality that viewed as 
objective in the sense that it is the unquestioned idea that one generally can 
refer to when making social claims in society. For those who consent, this view 
of reality is justified if consent is based on sufficient knowledge.  

However those in the grey area of tacit consent are not making any claims 
about agreement or disagreement with regard to the view of reality. Thus, 
objectivity is imposed on them because they have not taken any stance in the 
matter. This leads to a situation where the dominant opinion is forced upon 
them regardless of their real opinions if any. This produces a widespread 
hegemonic view of reality.   

Viewed like this, tacit consent is not viewed as a phenomenon that can be 
observed. On the contrary, tacit consent is viewed as a specific way in which 
liberalism represents political inactivity.  Thus my claim is that, tacit consent 
can be viewed as a liberal strategy of producing consent and domesticating 
dissent. 

In a democracy the ideal that everyone should have the right to voice ones 
opinion and have the right to formulate a stance in political matters is central. 
When this ideal is connected to the above mentioned phenomena where the 
hegemonic view is forced upon the individual one can see how this imposition of 
a picture of reality is illegitimate from a democratic point of view. 
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If this is true, then the critique of consensus as depoliticizing should not be 
directed at consensus itself as the problem lies with the mechanism of 
illegitimately hijacking the consent of those whose only expression is inactivity. 
In a sense the critique should be directed towards the misunderstanding of the 
inalienable right of the political agent in a democracy to express ones will and if 
not expressed to only be interpreted as not being expressed.  

Of course, if the hegemonic picture of reality would be objectively true and 
everyone that consents to it would do so on the basis of sufficient knowledge 
there would not be any problems.  The problem is that unexpressed voices are 
counted in favor of consensus even if they by right do not belong to either those 
who dissent or those who consent. Unexpressed voices in a democracy should 
not be counted as anything else than voices that cannot be counted in favor of 
anything else than being unexpressed.  

Thus, the reason that tacit consent manifests as a “silent agreement” has its 
roots in how liberal democracy represents inactivity in order to “hijack” consent. 
From a radical democratic point of view, this view entails a misunderstanding of 
one’s inalienable right to express ones will. Further this practice removes the 
possibility and power of the agent himself/herself to shift this will in favor or 
against anything else. If this is true, then, the disaffection with consensus-based 
politics lies partially in how liberal democracy domesticates dissent. The radical 
democratic critique starts from the critique of a conceptual misunderstanding of 
the agent of democracy and of the hegemonic struggle in liberal democracy. 

 This misunderstanding of the inalienable right to express ones opinion in a 
democracy is a central feature for practical effects of illusory democracy such as 
“majority tyranny”, “aristocracy of orators” and the hijacking of parliaments by 
powerful elites. Also the claim to speak in the name of the people is similarly 
based on the same mechanism of hijacking tacit consent. However, the claim 
that one speaks in the name of the people, is not a feature that only would exist 
in liberal democracy. It is a strategy that is employed by, amongst others, social 
movements and populist movements.  

By giving dissent and consent a radical democratic interpretation, it is 
possible to view both consent and dissent as political concepts, which are 
politically invigorating. Dissent does this by challenging the state of affairs and 
consent by defending the status quo and thus invigorating our democracy 
through politicization. In other words, consent can also be interpreted as the 
position where one is struggling to uphold or maintain a hegemonic 
configuration in society. In a sense, dissent and consent describe the opposites 
of the hegemonic struggle where consent sides with hegemony and dissent the 
opinions that challenges the hegemonic view.  

Tacit consent and the idea of the silent majority hides differing opinions in 
society as all the different opinions within the group of tacit consent is 
unknown. This fortifies existing hegemony. Tacit consent is the opposite of 
dissent in two ways. First, it is the opposite of dissent in the sense that tacit 
consent is partisan towards the hegemonic configuration. However this 
agreement is not an active agreement but an agreement through passivity and 
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inaction. Thus, tacit consent is the opposite of dissent also through its passivity 
which itself leads to taking the stance of the hegemonic view.  

Because this tacit consent in principle could be awakened, there is the 
potential for a democratic upheaval or sudden change in dissent. In other words, 
if those who tacitly consent would become active and side with the dissenters 
the possibility of an upheaval arises. Hence, the idea of revolution is intrinsic to 
the concept of dissent.  

Even though there is a potential for revolution or widespread chaos in 
dissent, it does not lead to a right to “quench” this resistance or for the 
requirement that the dissenters abstain in the name of stability.10  

As a metaphor one could equate this with the public transportation system in 
a city. Let’s consider the situation where all citizens should use the system at the 
same time. This would probably lead to the collapse of the transportation 
system. However one could not claim on these grounds that any specific group 
of people should not have the right to use the system at a particular time. In the 
same way, one cannot claim that people should abstain from dissenting and 
possible chaos in the name of general stability.   

On the contrary I claim that the potential for sudden change and upheaval 
leads to the duty for the state to listen and take into account the claims of the 
dissenters. In other words, because dissent can lead to chaos, and a democratic 
state does not have a right to quench dissent, the state is required to hear the 
dissenters on the grounds of justice, democracy and also in order to maintain a 
stable democratic society. Instability is hence interpreted as having its ground in 
the failure of the state not listening and attributing voice. In other words, 
dissent leads to a duty for the state to listen and take into account the dissenters 
claims. A similar idea can also be found in (Machiavelli, 1996, p. 16) 

In general, dissent should allow any agenda as it does not violate a groups or 
an individual’s possibility to participate on par in society or diminish the 
possibility to dissent. This is similar to the ideal of liberal autonomy where one 
is free to do anything as long as one does not violate any others similar right. 
However if dissent is seen as articulated discontent and social movements are 
seen as the agents of dissent, it follows that only the movements that functions 
around a articulated agenda can be defined as social movements. In other 
words, a movement with a hidden agenda is not a social movement. It is a 
movement but cannot be counted as having ties to society as its demands and 
goals remain hidden.  

The requirement that a social movement has to articulate its agenda to be 
counted as social movements is derived from its social character. It is a 
movement seeking to change, challenge or “discuss” issues that arises from 
society itself. Thus the social character of the movement implies that it has to 
have an articulated agenda as it is a group of interacting people working for a 
common cause, a cause which has its roots in democratic society. Thus, the 

                                                
10 Rawls states this as an requirement for Civil Disobedience (Rawls, 1978 (1972)) 
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group interacts with society as a whole. This interaction is impossible if the 
agenda is not articulated.  
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2.4 CENTRAL ASPECTS OF A POLITICAL THEORY OF 
DISSENT 

2.4.1 ARTICULATION 
One requirement of dissent is that it is articulated or voiced. I make this 
assumption on the basis of using dissent as a political concept and that dissent 
should be a concept that is positively tied to active societal change. To highlight 
the active features I will characterize unvoiced dissent as discontent. This 
characterization is analytical in the sense that it serves to highlight the active 
feature of dissent.  

The passive form of dissent does not necessarily constitute discontent, the 
assumption is merely done in order to highlight that dissent as a positive 
concept with ties to social change necessarily has to be voiced. In other words, I 
do not make any claims of a definition of a possible passive counterpart of 
dissent. This categorization is instrumental for the definition of dissent.  

The idea that dissent has to be articulated or voiced ties dissent to action. 
This tie is established by the fact that voiced dissent constitutes dissent as a 
medium of social change. The idea goes roughly as follows. In order to agree or 
disagree with social change the people in a democratic society has to be aware of 
this possibility. Hence, it has to be articulated.  

The coupling of dissent and action ties the idea of dissent to the theory of 
social movements. Social movements are viewed as constituted by dissent and 
one of their functions is to gather dissenters. In a sense, social movements 
gather and channels dissent in society. A similar idea can be found in Laclau 
(2005, pp. 72-74).  

The idea that dissent constitutes social movements is established through the 
feature of dissent as voiced. When dissenting people gather around specific 
demands and organize, they constitute a social movement.    

What is important in this description of how a social movement is 
constituted is that they form around demands which in turn are done on the 
basis of dissent. The claim is that demands are made on the basis of dissent. 

It seems that dissent is a fundamental feature in a democratic society. The 
whole idea of democracy is to answer the question of how we should approach 
the plurality of values and opinions in society.   

A political theory of democracy is thus viewed as a political theory that 
attempts to answer the question of how we should cope with pluralism and 
differences of opinion politically. If this is true, then we can conclude that 
democracy is ontologically based on the idea of difference. One way of 
explaining how we can have a shared view of society even though the idea of 
democratic society is constituted around difference is through the idea of 
hegemonic power. This idea relies on the notion that a shared view of society is a 
partially imposed hegemonic view.  
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2.4.2 HEGEMONY, DEMOCRATIC AND UNDEMOCRATIC DEMANDS 
I view hegemony in a similar way as Mouffe and Laclau. Hegemony is according 
to them when objectivity and power meets. Their definition of hegemony is 
detached from the Marxist conception.  A common sense definition is that 
hegemony is the dominant political view. 

The idea that commonality is created through hegemony is fairly common. 
However if we take the idea a bit further we can also establish that this 
commonality is based on difference. First, as the democracy is constituted 
around difference then it also follows that the mechanism of creating a 
commonality can be traced to this foundational difference. When hegemony is 
established hegemony itself creates dissent by imposing a unified view that 
cannot be shared by everyone. The hegemonic view cannot be shared by 
everyone because it universalizes a particular view. This necessarily creates 
those who are counted and taken into account and those who are left outside. 
Hence, hegemony itself functions as a cause of dissent.   

This line of thought can also tie the idea of dissent to the idea of equality. The 
hegemonic view creates unity through the universalization of a particular. If the 
society that hegemony is imposed upon is constituted on foundational 
difference then those claims that are made against hegemony can be viewed as 
claims made on the basis of not agreeing with the hegemonic view. In a sense 
these claims are made as critical claims of not being taken into account in the 
hegemonic view. Hence, those being left “outside” are created as different and 
deviant in relation to the unified hegemonic view in power. This leads to the 
interpretation that the demands are made on the basis of being identified as 
different. The opposite of difference is similarity. With regard to institutions this 
translates to similar or equal institutional treatment. Hence, dissent that has its 
roots in the exclusion from the common world can be interpreted as demands 
that are made on the basis of equality. Thus, dissent is at least partially 
constituted by the value of equality.11  

The justification for dissent has its grounds in the foundations of democratic 
society. If dissent arises from the fundaments of democratic society, then it 
follows that the claims and demands made on that basis are also at least 
partially democratic. Because the democratic nature of dissent can be 
established through the link to the foundations of democratic society it is 
required by society as such to engage with dissent with proper seriousness. 
Hence, dissent cannot just be put aside as an annoying or harmful feature in 
society.  

The above mentioned idea is similar to Ernesto Laclau’s idea that the making 
of demands requires identification with community which in turn establishes a 

                                                
11 A similar idea can be found in Ranciére’s theory of politics. The idea for Rancière is 

that political demands are constituted by equality is the same while the starting point is 

different.  
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link to existing society. I am only taking the same idea one step further to show 
that all claims made on this basis are democratically justified. Laclau defines 
democratic demands as being formulated to the system by an underdog and that 
there is an egalitarian dimension implicit in these demands and that their 
emergence presupposes an exclusion or deprivation of some kind (Laclau, 
2005a, p. 125).  

I do not claim that all demands or all dissent in society is democratic or 
justified. I propose that we can identify undemocratic demands in two different 
ways. Both ways presuppose the acceptance of the centrality of dissent within a 
radical democratic framework.  

The first one is such dissent or demands that would narrow the boundaries of 
dissent itself. Thus, societal demands that would narrow the possibilities of 
dissent are undemocratic because, they would entail the potential exclusion of 
justified values and opinions.  

Hegemonic plurality refers to the idea that the unifying factor of society, 
hegemony, is always viewed as a provisional but necessary feature. Hegemonic 
plurality can be viewed as an interpretation of hegemony as a regime. Demands 
that do not accept hegemonic plurality are undemocratic.  Hegemonic 
imposition is undemocratic if one does not accept the idea that any hegemonic 
configuration can be legitimately altered. Hegemony as being provisional refers 
to the idea that the contents of the current hegemonic view could always have 
been different. Hence, hegemonic plurality is the view that there are always 
multiple conceivable hegemonic configurations at once in society. This is the 
second way of identifying undemocratic demands. Demands that do not accept 
hegemonic plurality are undemocratic as they attempt to impose a specific view 
that is seen as eternal.   

For example fundamentalist or fascist claims cannot be seen to be grounded 
in any idea of hegemonic plurality. As I claimed earlier dissent arises from being 
excluded, oppressed, silenced or treated unequally by the institutions in society. 
This has its roots in the imposition of the hegemonic particular view. 
Fundamentalist, totalitarian or even neo-liberal demands can be seen as 
attempts to impose a particular hegemonic view. In other words, the grounds for 
these kinds of claims are not in the acceptance of democratic foundational 
difference but in a totalitarian hegemonic unity. Thus, such claims reject the 
idea of provisional hegemony. They also reject the idea that the unifying 
commonality of society is merely a provisional hegemonic construction. This 
leads to the necessity of upholding unity through an oppressing system of 
exclusion. In other words, these kinds of views cannot view accept a hegemonic 
pluralism that is necessary for democracy.  

The idea of undemocratic and democratic claims can also be extended to 
social movements in a similar manner as democratic and undemocratic 
demands. To justify the evaluation of movements of this axis it should be 
possible to make it in practice.  

If we take the text book case of movements oriented towards Nazism, the 
argument against the accepting of such movements would go as follows. If the 
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movement has articulated its agenda, it would become clear that the movement 
strives to impose a view of societal unity that categorically excludes a part from 
society such as immigrants, Jews ethnic minorities etc. It would also be clear 
that the movement aims to quench the possibility to dissent against its views in 
order to uphold unity.  

However more often than not, such movements do not openly articulate their 
agenda. At this point however their claims are not by definition democratic as 
one of the requirements of such claims is that they are articulated. Hence, for 
claims to be democratic it is necessary that they are articulated. This also means 
that unspoken claims and goals can be viewed as undemocratic. To articulate 
ones demands does not necessarily make the demands themselves democratic. 
The articulation gives the demands the required democratic form that allows the 
public to evaluate their content.  

Democratic social movements are constituted around democratic demands. 
It is unclear what a nazi-oriented movement would constitute. In a sense they 
are not by definition even social movements as they are not taking part in 
society by articulating their demands. Such movements cannot be seen as being 
constituted by democratic dissent.  

As a nazi-oriented movement cannot trace its justification to the democratic 
foundations of society, it will be categorized as something else than a social 
movement and will fall within the scope of tolerance in society. In other words, 
the Nazi-oriented movement is tolerated as long as it is not perceived as a threat 
in society. Thus, as such a movement gains influence its agenda will be 
necessarily be made clear. When its agenda is clear, such a movement can be 
justly excluded and marginalized because it cannot trace its claims the 
democratic and participatory societal foundation that democratic social 
movements can.     

The idea that social movements necessarily have articulated agendas ties 
them to conceptions of justice and democracy with institutional ties. Hence, 
viewed like this, the conceptions of democracy and justice only make sense 
when they can be applied in reality.  

The idea can be illustrated through the idea that democracy necessarily 
requires undemocratic principles to uphold. I claim that this is false. The idea 
goes roughly as follows. Normally when we make the claim that democracy 
requires undemocratic principles to survive one often refers to means that 
ensure that democracy is not voted away or hinders the rise to power by 
undemocratic groups. The fallacy arises when we think of democracy on an ideal 
level and make claims that refer to reality. In other words, so long as we only 
speak on a level of democratic principle the idea that democracy requires 
undemocratic principles makes sense. When we think of democracy in practice 
we require a situated concept of democracy. This distorts the meaning of the 
divide between ideal and real.  

What we need is a concept of democracy that has some substantive content 
when situating it in reality. This does not mean that the concept of democracy is 
not contested or up for redefinition. On the contrary the concept of democracy 
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necessarily has to be a concept that can be contested and redefined. However we 
still require some content for the conception when situating it in reality.  

It seems that we require a concept that at the same time has substantive 
content but at the same time is open for redefinition. One way of illustrating the 
benefits of a situated conception is through an example. This will also highlight 
why I view the idea that democracy requires undemocratic practices as 
meaningless.  

I will later argue that a conception of radical democracy requires a 
conception of justice that is based on participatory parity. This idea consists of 
the idea that that a just society is based on the norm that everyone should be 
able to participate on par in matters that concern themselves (Fraser, 2003a, 
pp. 35-36).  

Some of the undemocratic practices that democracy supposedly requires are 
tied to the idea that we should not be able to vote away democracy and that 
democracy should be able to protect itself from the rise of undemocratic 
movements. The idea of participatory parity can answer both of these challenges 
by showing that the proposed actions are inherently undemocratic and, hence 
by referring to participatory parity, it is possible to exclude or discard such 
challenges. Hence, we will not need any undemocratic principles.  

Let’s first consider the idea of voting away democracy.  Voting away 
democracy lessens the ability of people to participate on par in society. Thus, 
voting away democracy is inherently undemocratic because it refers to the real 
possibility to participate in society as peers. Hence, one cannot claim on this 
ground that democracy requires undemocratic principles to be sustained.  

When we take the other example with the undemocratic movement we can 
make a similar evaluation. One cannot justify the rise to power by an 
undemocratic movement with an articulated agenda by referring to the real 
possibility of people to participate on par in society. The undemocratic 
movement would hinder the possibility of participation for all. Hence, such a 
movement can legitimately be excluded on the grounds that the practical 
realization of its agenda would be undemocratic because it weakens the ability 
to participate on par in society.   

The idea of democracy as a practical concept ties it to institutional reality. In 
other words, we need to refer the concepts of justice and democracy to societal 
practices in order to make sense of both the concepts and the institutions. This 
also allows the concepts of democracy and justice to be constantly contested as 
their meaning is derived from real struggles between social groups and 
institutions. Because the concepts are directed at institutional reality they are by 
definition normative.   

Now if we return to the idea of social movements we can see that the 
institutional ties leads to the requirement that movements have an articulated 
agenda. Democracy and justice are what movements struggle for.  The 
movements justify their struggles by referring them to institutional reality. 
Under this interpretation, social movements are formed around ideas of 
dissension with the institutional arrangements of society. If we combine the 
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notion that everyone should have a voice in democratic society with the idea that 
a movement has an agenda that is directed towards the institutional 
arrangements in society, then it is required that the agenda is articulated. If the 
agenda is not articulated there is the danger that a movement lose the 
democratic justification on which they are initially constituted.  

To have a voice and a possibility of being heard requires that the criticism is 
articulated. The requirement of operating with an articulated agenda also comes 
from the idea that in a democracy the only one who can legitimately define and 
speak for oneself is oneself. This also applies to movements. Thus, it is required 
that a movement has an articulated agenda as it is the only agent that can define 
what it is about.  

The idea that everyone should have a voice and be able to define themselves 
is derived from the concept of democracy. If we would allow for someone else to 
define ourselves in a meaningful way, then we would not have to allocate voice 
to everyone. If someone else could speak for us and in our name then for 
example the agenda of movements could be given a justified description by 
someone else. Hence, democracy would not require people to have a voice but a 
group of good interpreters. In a sense it would entail the outsourcing of the 
spirit of democracy. From this it follows that in order to be heard a movement 
and also an individual has to have the power of self-characterization. 

With regard to democracy the inclusion/exclusion of undemocratic 
movements goes as follows. Justice is defined as the thing that movements are 
struggling for in a particular historical time. In this struggle even undemocratic 
movements are taken into account. A social movement is defined as a movement 
that has an articulated agenda with regard to the institutional arrangements of 
society.  

When movements are being heard, we can make the evaluation if the claims 
of the movement are democratic or undemocratic against the background of 
participatory parity. Thus, democracy requires us to choose the option that 
promotes participatory parity. This can be seen as one example of how the view 
of justice as participatory parity sets limits for democracy.  

It is possible to have movements that have hidden agendas or articulates 
their claims falsely. Democracy requires us to “hear” their claims and make our 
evaluation on that basis even if there is a suspicion that they may be false. This 
is required because the right to characterize a movement’s agenda should belong 
to the movement. The requirement for the characterization of the agenda by the 
movement is based on dissent. If the characterization of a movement would be 
given by someone else than from the movement itself, then one possible source 
for dissent would be the characterization. Hence, the power to characterize 
dissent and also movements that are based on dissent should belong to the 
movements themselves.    

From the point of view of democracy this is not harmful as we still should 
operate on the axis of making our decisions on the basis what kind of 
institutional arrangements are required to promote participatory parity. For 
example, a fascist movement can hide its agenda and for example pose as a 
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movement furthering free speech. As this particular movement’s impact on 
societal institutions is made as institutional claims based on the idea of free 
speech, the fascist agenda is not that harmful. However if the true agenda is 
articulated or identified, then the movement is excluded as undemocratic. 

The evaluation of the democratic or undemocratic character of a movement 
is done in two stages. First, every movement is counted as they are perceived to 
arise from society. At this stage even movements that clearly are perceived as 
undemocratic are counted. In the second stage we can refer to the goals of the 
movements when they are articulated. At this stage we can make the evaluation 
of the undemocratic or democratic nature of a social movement. 
 

 

2.4.3 INSTITUTIONS 
I will argue for the view that dissent and especially dissenting social movements 
should be seen as targeting institutional reality. I do not think that a radical 
democratic view should defend a view of institutional withdrawal. Institutional 
reality can be a cause for dissent. Hence, any reaction towards it should take this 
institutional framework into account. Further, it may be that withdrawal can be 
interpreted as a strategy of institutional engagement.  

Dissent is directed against different forms of injustice that produces 
unwanted effects. As an example we can conceive of the dissenters as people 
that are suffering from material, cultural or identity-based injustices. These 
would be cases where dissent is directed towards injustices that arise from the 
institutional configuration of society. Dissent can also simply arise from 
disagreement with certain policies and hence the role of dissent would be to 
change them. In other words, any idea that seeks to change the current state of 
affairs in society can be when voiced counted as dissent. Dissenters belong by 
definition to the subaltern as they are in opposition to influence.  

One of the aims of dissent as a positive feature is to remove institutional 
injustices in society. In such cases dissent is directed towards the oppressive 
feature in society. This can entail that the people that disagree with some feature 
of our society form a social movement around the cause. Iris Young defines one 
function of social movements as an attempt to encompass the unrealized 
possibilities of emancipation that is latent in institutions (Young, 1990, pp. 66-
67). In other words, the social movements seek to remove institutional injustices 
and hence further the cause of freedom and equality. The centrality of conflict is 
present as the movements are in a conflictual relation to the institutions that are 
vehicles of oppression. The latent possibilities of emancipation are thus 
unmasked through the medium of social conflict. 

Through the institutional linkage and the democratic nature of dissent, the 
concept of dissent is tied to reality. However dissent and the social movements 
based upon it should not be interpreted as interest driven activities. On the 
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contrary dissent and the social movements should be interpreted as movements 
that further value-based discussion. This is because of the central goal of 
democratizing undemocratic publics. According to Young, such movements 
attempt to break out beyond the limits of interest group pluralism with the goal 
of producing new and democratized participatory publics (Young, 1990, p. 67).  

One of the problems in contemporary capitalist societies is what Habermas 
calls the colonization of our lifeworld (Habermas, 1987). The main idea is that if 
we allow instrumental reason to govern in areas that should be governed by 
communicative rationality we start making politics and political claims on the 
basis of interest. If interest is the basis of politics we reduce and set aside the 
plurality of values and replace them with the plurality of interests.  In other 
words, we substitute value pluralism for interest pluralism. I claim that as 
dissent seems to democratize publics it can be viewed as an attempt to 
reintroduce values to already instrumentalized publics and politics.  

In Habermasian terms, dissent could be interpreted as an attempt to turn 
around the invasion of our lifeworld (Habermas, 1987, pp. 305-396). Within the 
Habermasian framework dissent belongs to the sphere of communicative 
reason. According to Young's interpretation of social movements they capture 
the insurgent demands of new social movements that cannot be managed within 
the limits of interest group pluralism. This idea is similar to my interpretation of 
Habermas’ life world thesis.  

 I would add to Young’s idea that dissent is the feature that captures the 
insurgent demands; the movements are the agent that furthers them through 
the medium of social conflict. Interpreted like this, social conflict is based on 
dissent. 

Oppression is, according to Young, embedded in unquestioned norms and 
symbols that can be found in the assumptions underlying institutional rules and 
the collective consequences of following them (Young, 1990, pp. 39-42). Hence, 
oppression is not something that has to be consciously imposed by someone.  

One feature of dissent and consequently social movements is to remove 
oppressing and subordinating practices from institutions. This feature shows us 
two things about dissent and social movements. First, it clearly shows the 
emancipatory potential of dissent and the new social movements. Consequently, 
social conflict can also be viewed as having the potential for emancipation as it 
is one medium that dissent can be communicated through.  

Society can be viewed as a division between a political community and the 
political order. The idea is that the political community is the legitimating factor 
for the political order that governs it. The idea of dissent belongs to the political 
community as dissent has its roots in a disagreement with the order (Laclau, 
2005a). If this is true then dissent and the movements can also be viewed as a 
legitimating factor for the political order in a democratic society. The order is in 
a sense legitimated through how it treats dissent. A democracy should accept 
and guarantee dissent in society.  

Dissent can thus be viewed as factor on which one can measure how 
democratic a society is. In other words, it functions as grounds for justification 
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as dissent functions as a litmus test for democracy where the deciding factor is 
how well society can accept dissent and potential subversive activity against the 
order.  

One of dissent’s features can be seen as the removal of institutional 
injustices. Oppression itself does not need a clear agent of oppression. Systemic 
injustices or the power of the oppressor is one of education and practices. 
Interpreted in Foucauldian terms the power of the oppressor is 
governmentality. If we combine this idea with the idea that dissent has its roots 
in the legitimating part of society, a new feature of dissent is revealed. Because 
dissent is grounded in the legitimating factor of society and oppression at least 
partially is a practice of governmentality, dissent can be interpreted as a feature 
that unmasks unwanted practices of governmentality.  
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2.5 A PRELIMINARY OUTLINE AND THE REQUIREMENTS 
FOR A POLITICAL THEORY OF DISSENT  

A political theory of dissent should take dissent seriously in the sense that 
dissent is not wholly internalized within any systemic framework. Such a theory 
should allow for the self-characterization of dissent. This means that the power 
of characterizing the substance of any particular dissent should remain with the 
dissenter. Hence a political theory of dissent should avoid using a framework 
that characterizes dissent in a way that goes against the principle of giving the 
power of characterization to the dissenters. Because the main flaw in liberal 
democratic theories institutionalize and contains dissent the requirement of the 
self-characterization of dissent requires a political theory of dissent to be framed 
within a radical democratic framework.  

I treat dissent as a way of participating in society. Because dissent is viewed 
as participation it is tied to the concepts of democracy and justice. Hence, a 
political theory of dissent requires a justified combination of justice and 
democracy in order to promote participation, and also dissent, while still being 
able to give dissent limits that can be conceived as just and democratic. 

Because the boundaries of dissent are limited and dissent should be able to 
challenge almost every feature of society, dissent requires a concept of 
democracy that is continuously in motion and challenges its own boundaries. 
This can also be taken as an additional argument for framing a political theory 
of dissent within the scope of radical democracy.  

The possibility to dissent should be viewed as a right. This is required by 
value pluralism and the plurality of differing opinions that it is based on. In 
other words, because there are different values there will be disagreement. As 
long as there is disagreement in society there will also be dissent. Hence, as 
dissent is always present in a value pluralist democratic society and when it is 
viewed as a way of participation, it gets the same character of being a right as 
any other way of participation. Further, the articulation of dissent should be 
viewed as an expression of voice in democratic society. This adds to the right-
like nature of dissent.  

The right to dissent promotes individual participatory freedom. It does this 
by guaranteeing the possibility and right to dissent and the power to 
characterize it from where one stands. Because dissent may stretch the 
boundaries for participation and democracy, it will also widen the individuals 
means of participation. It is, however, impossible to institutionalize dissent fully 
as the potential for dissent is limited only by dissent and the norm of 
participatory parity. In other words, any rules for dissent may delimit dissent 
itself. Hence, institutionalization is impossible because it may exclude forms of 
dissent with strong democratic justification.   

A political theory of dissent views dissent as a positive contribution to 
society. The positive contributions are at least that dissent fosters democratic 
citizenship, it removes injustices and diminishes depoliticization, it aims to 
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improve society’s institutional framework and it strengthens participatory parity 
in society.  

A political theory of dissent needs to use a justified logic of change in order to 
explain how society changes. This logic should not be a logic which sets 
unnecessary limits for dissent. In other words the logic of change in a political 
theory should be one that is compatible with dissent, its self-characterization 
and participatory parity.  

Dissent is a legitimate form of activity in democratic society. Social 
movements come into being around democratic demands that are based on 
dissent. Hence, the democratic legitimacy of dissent and social movements is 
established through the link between dissent and democratic demands.  

Social movements can be conceived as the agents or vehicles of dissent in 
society. They movements are constituted around a cause which can be 
interpreted as articulated dissent. A political theory of dissent should also be 
able to provide a possibility to make the distinction between democratic and 
undemocratic dissent and demands.  

The right to dissent and the feature that social movements channel dissent in 
society may lead to widespread chaos. This feature only strengthens the 
requirement of the state to listen and take dissent into account properly. Hence, 
dissent requires the state take seriously into account the claims of the 
dissenters. Hence, a radical democratic theory of dissent puts the burden of 
stability on the state by ascribing it the duty to take democratic dissent into 
account. 

The preliminary requirements for a radical democratic political theory of 
dissent are: 

(1) A framework that enables dissent, in other words does not                              
institutionalize or contain dissent  

(2) A framework that allows for the self-characterization of dissent 

(3) A framework that is based on a logic of change that does not 
constrain dissent  

(4) A conception of democracy as being in constant motion;  

(5) A conception of justice that recognizes democracy as a primary good 
and enables us to distinguish between democratic and undemocratic 
demands.   

(6) A view that dissent is a positive feature in society 
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3 DISSENT AND JUSTICE 

3.1 RADICAL DEMOCRACY AND JUSTICE 

The main aim of this part is to investigate what kind of conception of justice is 
most suited for a radical democratic political theory of dissent. I will argue for 
the view that one of the most justified views on radical democratic justice within 
radical democratic theory is one that is based on the norm of participatory 
parity.   

I view the concepts of justice and democracy as equally important. In other 
words, justice and democracy are closely related and one cannot give 
precedence to either of the concepts.  

Many radical democratic theories focus primarily on democracy and lack a 
concept of justice. For example Mouffe and Ranciére create theories of 
democracy and contestatory politics but lack a concept of justice. One of the few 
radical democratic theorists with an articulated concept of justice is Nancy 
Fraser.  

Radical democratic theories of deliberation focus on justice within the space 
of the deliberative moment. This means that the concept of justice employed 
does not surpass the boundaries for deliberation. I claim that a radical 
democratic theory requires a wide concept of justice that transcends the 
deliberative moment but does not limit dissent.  

Central features of dissent are to foster participatory freedom and also to 
remove institutional injustices. An interpretation of justice that takes into 
account the centrality of dissent should be able to enable dissent. Further, it is 
important that the content of justice is such that the dissenters could define 
their dissension themselves, at least to a certain extent. I will argue that a view 
of justice that is based on the norm of participatory parity is the one that has the 
strongest justification.  

The justification of this view is that it sets limits for democracy at the same 
time as the conception is very wide. The conception of justice as participatory 
parity is wider than a concept of deliberative justice as it transcends the 
deliberative moment.  

With this I mean that is a wider principle than for example the all-affected 
principle. The all affected principle is an important part of participatory parity 
but the principle of participatory parity can cover a wider array of social 
injustices.  

As Fraser points out, the all-affected principle has two main problems 
(Fraser, 2008b, p. 64). The first one is that, the all-affected principle is prone to 
what Fraser calls “…the reductio ad absurdum of the butterfly effect…”  This 
means that the all-affected principle fails because potentially everyone is 
affected by every decision in a globalized world. The other problem is that the 
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all-affected treats relations in an objectivistic manner and hence, relegates the 
question of who justice should affect to social science.  

As a part of Fraser’s norm of participatory parity she treats the question of 
who the subject of justice should be, through the idea that all those who are 
subject to any given governance structure has a moral standing as subjects of 
justice towards it. She claims that her stance is better than the all-affected 
principle because, in her view: 

 

…what turns a collection of people into fellow subjects of justice is 
neither shared citizenship or nationality, nor common possession of 
abstract personhood, nor the sheer fact of causal interdependence, but 
rather their joint subjection to a structure of governance that sets the 
ground rules that govern their interaction. (Fraser, 2008b, p. 65) 

 
The discussion on justice will initially focus on the 

Recognition/Redistribution debate between Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth.  
Both Fraser and Honneth can arguably be counted as two of the most important 
philosophers on justice within the scope of radical democratic theory besides 
Habermas.  

One central feature of the Recognition/Redistribution debate is that it 
focuses on the normative core of justice. Hence, the debate is partially about the 
concept of justice a radical democratic theory should employ.  

One important aspect of the debate is to notice that Honneth does not claim 
that his theory of recognition is a complete theory of justice for a modern 
capitalist society. He restricts his theory to the recognition order. Nancy Fraser 
on the other hand strives to create a theory of justice that takes into account a 
modern capitalist society as a whole. With regard to Fraser’s theory it is 
important to notice that it is precisely her wider scope that allows her to create 
one of the few radical democratic theories that connects the concepts of 
democracy and justice.   

The debate between Honneth and Fraser highlights some philosophical 
challenges that Fraser’s theory of radical democratic justice needs to overcome 
in order to answer in order to be philosophically justified. Later in this work I 
will argue that the incorporation of Laclau’s theory of democracy with Fraser’s 
theory of justice as participatory parity creates one possible radical democratic 
theory that is founded on dissent.  

As I mentioned one of the main disputes in the Recognition/Redistribution 
debate is on the normative core of justice. Despite this, the debate can be read as 
a debate on how strong philosophical foundations a political concept of justice 
should have. It is quite obvious that Honneth can claim to have a stronger 
philosophical foundation for his theory.  

Fraser’s goal on the other hand is to achieve a usable theory of justice. In this 
sense the weaker philosophical foundations may be tied to the practical usability 
of a theory of justice.  
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The different take on foundations is also tied to the different projects of the 
respective philosophers. Honneth strives to find the roots for feelings of 
injustice and seeks to secure a stronger way to tie the Habermasian theory in 
reality while Fraser has a more practical approach and ties the concept of justice 
to existing institutional reality and the possibility for emancipation that lies 
within them. 

It is true that there are some clear philosophical problems in Fraser’s theory. 
As I mentioned one possible solution can be found in Laclau’s theories of 
hegemony and populist democracy.    
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3.2 FRASER’S THEORY OF JUSTICE AS PARTICIPATORY 
PARITY 

3.2.1 INTRODUCTION 
In this chapter I will present Nancy Fraser’s conception of justice as 
participatory parity. One of the main sources that I rely on is her articles in the 
joint book Redistribution or Recognition (2003) with Axel Honneth. In the 
article Social Justice in the Age of Identity Politics (2003a), which is also 
published elsewhere, Fraser defends a view where justice should be approached 
through two spheres of justice. Later in Scales of Justice (2008) Fraser 
introduces a third political sphere of justice. In other words, Fraser’s theory of 
justice evolves from a dualist perspective into a perspective based on three 
spheres of justice. The way that I present Fraser’s theory of justice follows this 
evolution which means that my presentation will cover both the dualist 
perspective and then the introduction of the third political sphere.  

Fraser’s general view is that justice should hold the position of the most 
important virtue in society. Justice is according to Fraser the first social virtue 
and it is required in order for other virtues to flourish (Fraser, 2012, p. 42).   

Nancy Fraser divides her framework of justice in spheres which each 
corresponds to a different kind of remedy for a different structural injustice. 
These remedies are redistribution, which corresponds to the injustices of socio-
economic inequality, recognition which corresponds with status inequalities of 
cultural identity, and representation which corresponds to political 
misrepresentation or misframing.  

In this chapter the focus is more on the sphere of recognition than the other 
two spheres. There are a couple of reasons for this. First, the debate between 
Honneth and Fraser is mainly a debate if one should view recognition as a 
matter of self-realization or political justice. The second reason is that questions 
that relate to distributive justice are treated extensively by other philosophers. 
In this thesis, representation is treated partially later in the chapter on 
democracy. My view is that representation is better treated in terms related to 
democracy. Hence, my interpretation is that one can give more substance to 
Fraser’s sphere of representation by treating it through concepts such as 
hegemony.  

Fraser’s framework is an attempt to mediate between the decline of the 
socialist imaginary and the shift to identity politics. It is be worth to note that 
Fraser’s division of injustices should be taken as an analytic distinction, and that 
real world injustices usually overlap in the different spheres. She writes that 
“…virtually every struggle against injustice, when properly understood, implies 
demands for both redistribution and recognition.” (Fraser, 1997, p. 12). To this 
quote one could also add the third sphere of representation.   

Even though this distinction is an analytical distinction it is according to 
Fraser historically determined (Fraser, 2003a, p. 9). This means that the 
historical evolution of capitalism determines the concepts we use, thus also 
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determining the analytic divisions we make.12 It may be that Fraser views this 
distinction according to the Marxist dialectic of base and superstructure. If the 
distinction is interpreted this way, Fraser would open for Laclau’s critique of 
dialectical logic as being too deterministic. However it may be that this analytic 
distinction merely implies a quite standard view from critical theory where the 
historical evolution of society is connected to the conceptual frameworks we 
employ. Regardless of the interpretation given to Fraser’s framework, my 
interpretation of hegemony can describe the evolutions of different 
coneptualizations through hegemonic struggle. 

The different spheres of justice have two points of reference, a political and a 
philosophical (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 9-11). Philosophically they refer to the 
normative paradigms developed by a theorist and politically they refer to the 
claims that social movements make in the public sphere. 

The normative core of Fraser multi-partite framework of justice is 
participatory parity. Within Fraser’s framework, this means that injustices are 
unjust because they hinder the possibility and means for adult members of our 
society to interact with one another as peers.  

The overall goal of Fraser’s project is to analyze, and to identify an 
overarching emancipatory political project (Fraser, 1997, p. 3). Her 
understanding of justice is made for and derives from the development of the 
“new social” movements and from her diagnosis of our times.  

Fraser strives to avoid framing her conception of justice either as class-
struggle or identity politics (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 11-12). She claims that instead 
her conception of justice is a distinctive perspective of social justice that can be 
applied to the situation of any social movement. Her understanding of justice is 
understood through from the perspective of social movements. Fraser’s concept 
of justice refers to folk paradigms of injustice.  

Folk paradigms of justice mean that her understanding of justice is tied to 
what the social movements struggle for in any given historical time. Thus, 
justice is the essence of the struggles of the movements regardless of what kind 
of conceptual framework the movements frame the struggles within. The idea is 
thus to try to provide a conceptual framework that one can use to theorize any 
given social movement without imposing a specific theory on the movement. 
Thus, the idea is to allow the movements themselves to retain their freedom to 
define their struggle while still being able to tie them to the larger emancipatory 
project of promoting participatory parity. 
 

 

                                                
12 This idea is very similar to the idea of hegemony. Another way of reading this would thus be that any 

current hegemonic configuration determines the conceptual framework we use. In order to avoid historical 

determinism, it is necessary to understand hegemony in a similar way as Mouffe and Laclau. (more on this 

in chapter 4.6.2) 
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3.2.2 REDISTRIBUTION, RECOGNITION AND REPRESENTATION 
If we first consider the redistribution part and imagine a division that has its 
roots in the economic system of society. The injustice could then by definition be 
traced to the political economy of society. Any cultural injustices that derive 
from the current division would also have its core in the political economy, thus 
the division requires redistribution as opposed to recognition.  

One example of such a division could be, for example, class differentiation in 
orthodox economist Marxism (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 16-17). Here the working class 
is the group of workers who sell their labor power under arrangements that 
authorize the capitalist class to appropriate surplus production for their own 
benefit. Thus, the core injustice here is exploitation of the working class. The 
working class may also suffer from cultural injustices, but they are not rooted in 
an autonomously unjust status order, but are derived from the economic 
structure. The remedy thus is redistribution. Class exploitation requires 
restructuring of the political economy to alter the benefits and burdens of class 
distribution to be overcome. In Marxism the task is to abolish the working class 
as such. What is important to notice here is that recognition of the 
distinctiveness of the working class is not needed when the point is to abolish 
class altogether.  

At the other end of the imagined conceptual spectrum Fraser identifies a 
social division that has its roots in the status order of society. All structural 
injustices attached to it would be traceable to the institutional patterns of 
cultural value. The core of this kind of injustice would be misrecognition and the 
remedy recognition.  

An example of this kind of injustice could be sexual differentiation (Fraser, 
2003a, pp. 17-19). Here the social division between heterosexuals and 
homosexuals is not grounded in the political economy as homosexuals are 
distributed throughout the entire class structure and as such do not constitute 
an exploited class. The sexual division is rooted in the status order as 
institutional patterns of cultural value construct heterosexuality as normal and 
homosexuality as perverse and despised.  

The effect is to construct homosexuals as a despised sexuality subject to 
status subordination. Of course homosexuals suffer also from economic 
disadvantages, but these are not rooted in the economic structure. Rather they 
derive, according to Fraser, from the status order “…as the institutionalization of 
heterosexist norms produces a category of despised persons who incur economic 
disadvantages as a consequence of their subordination status” (Fraser, 2003a, p. 
18). Thus, the remedy of this kind of injustice is recognition, not redistribution. 
(Fraser, 2003a, pp. 17-19)  

The division of redistribution and recognition can also be seen from the 
viewpoint of the “equality/difference” problem. This is a common thematic in 
feminist thought where the problem is what the goal of the feminist struggles 
should be. Those striving for equality are seen as trying to treat all in the same 
way and thus try to steer away from highlighting the specific nature of 
femininity. On the other hand there are those who strive to advance the feminist 
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cause by promoting specificity and thus end up in a position that is antithetical 
with regard to equality. Within Fraser’s framework, the equality point of view 
would be attributed to the sphere of redistribution while specificity refers to 
recognition.  

Even though Fraser claims that the fall of the Soviet Union and the decline of 
the socialist imaginary are at the core of her theory, I view the 
equality/specificity problem as central. This reading is based on the idea that 
Fraser’s norm of participatory parity can subsume equality and freedom in one 
norm. In other words, Fraser’s framework is based on a norm that can treat the 
different logics of equality and specificity simultaneously. This reading is also 
strengthened by the fact that Fraser’s theory does not require the acceptance of 
her zeitdiagnose to be justified.  

One important thing to notice is that Fraser’s status model of recognition is 
about justice, not self-realization. The concept of recognition is commonly taken 
as a matter of self-realization as Charles Taylor and Axel Honneth do. For Taylor 
and Honneth recognition by another is a necessary condition for attaining full 
and undistorted personhood. Thus, denying someone recognition in this sense is 
according to Fraser to “deprive her or him of a basic prerequisite for human 
flourishing (Fraser, 2003a, p. 28).”  In other words, Taylor and Honneth 
understand recognition in ethical terms as a matter a “good life”. Fraser defends 
a view that sees recognition as a matter of justice. On the question of why 
misrecognition is unjust she answers: 

 

…that it is unjust that some individuals and groups are denied the status 
of full partners in social interaction simply as a consequence of 
institutionalized patterns of cultural value in whose construction they 
have not equally participated and which disparage their distinctive 
characteristics or the distinctive characteristics assigned to them. 
(Fraser, 2003a, p. 29) 

 
According to Fraser varieties of recognition politics that fail to respect 

human rights are intrinsically unacceptable even though they may promote 
social equality (Fraser, 1997, p. 12). Thus, for example neo-nazi group’s claims 
for recognition would be precluded.  

Fraser claims that the ways we are arguing about justice have changed with 
the decline of the Keynesian-Westphalian framework (Fraser, 2008, p. 12). 
Hence, many assumptions that were taken for granted within that framework 
are no longer self-evident. One such assumption is that regardless of the matter 
of justice it was a general assumption that the unit of justice was the modern 
territorial state.  

The Keynesian-westphalian framework also gave, according to Fraser, a 
distinctive shape to arguments about justice (Fraser, 2008, p. 13). The 
arguments where mostly about what the citizens in a national state owed each 
other. Thus, it went without saying, who the subject of justice was. Nowadays 
the situation is different as social processes that impact our lives overflow 
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national boundaries, some examples one could mention are transnational 
corporations, international currency speculators, large institutional investors 
and governmental and nongovernmental public opinion. 

With the political dimension of justice, Fraser tries to establish social criteria 
for belonging. That is, she tries to conceptualize who should be included or 
excluded from those who are entitled to just redistribution and reciprocal 
recognition. By establishing decision rules the political dimension also sets the 
procedures for staging and resolving contests in the other two spheres. Thus, the 
political dimensions tell us who can make legitimate claims and how these 
claims can be adjudicated (Fraser, 2008, p. 17). Because the political dimension 
is focused on procedure and belonging, the prime concern of this sphere is 
representation. Fraser identifies two different forms of political injustices 
against participatory parity on this political level. The injustices are 
misrepresentation and misframing.  

Within the scope of misrepresentation we have the injustice that occurs 
when political boundaries or decision making rules deny some people parity of 
participation (Fraser, 2008, pp. 18-19). Fraser calls this ordinary political 
misrepresentation. The issue here is “intra-framework representation. 
Questions related to this are for example ones that debates merits of different 
electoral systems etc. 

The other injustice, misframing, concerns the boundary-setting aspect of the 
political dimension. The injustice arises when the community’s boundaries are 
drawn in such a way as to wrongly exclude some people from the chance to 
participate at all in its contest over justice.  

The aspect of framing is according to Fraser crucial to every question of 
social justice (Fraser, 2008, pp. 19-20). Frame-setting is according to Fraser one 
of the most consequential political decisions. Misframing is a serious injustice 
that can in one stroke deny some people the right to even have rights. People 
that are subject to misframing, thus articulated, cannot make first-order claims 
of justice and are thus reduced to non-persons with respect to justice. 

As the political dimension of representation is used to signify the stage 
setting where struggles over redistribution and recognition plays out, the 
political in Fraser’s philosophy should be seen as an attempt to establish criteria 
of who should be included and who should be excluded from those who are 
entitled to just recognition or redistribution (Fraser, 2008, p. 17).  

Hence, the political dimension should not be confused with a view of “the 
political” that highlights the contestatory and power-laden aspects in society. 
Fraser’s distinct usage of the concept of political should not be seen as a denial 
of the contestatory or conflictual aspects in society. 

As I mentioned earlier, the normative core of Fraser’s framework is 
participatory parity. Thus, all claims for redistribution or recognition should 
seek their justification in whether the injustice in question functions as a barrier 
to participatory parity or not (Fraser, 2003a, p. 35). Fraser distinguishes two 
conditions for participatory parity that correspond to the two remedies of 
injustice. These are the objective and the intersubjective condition of 
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participatory parity. The objective condition corresponds to redistribution and 
the intersubjective to recognition. The objective condition states that 
distribution of material resources should ensure independence and “voice”. The 
intersubjective condition states that institutional patterns of cultural value 
express equal opportunity for achieving social esteem. Neither one of the 
conditions are sufficient alone, both are necessary.  

Thus, the conditions for participatory parity is, according to Fraser that 
institutionalized patterns of cultural values should express equal respect for all 
participants and ensure equal opportunities for achieving social esteem and the 
distribution of material resources should be such that it ensures participants 
independence and voice (Fraser, 2003a, p. 36).  

The introduction of the political sphere in her framework also lets question 
who and how people should be taken into account when furthering participatory 
parity in society. 

The core of Fraser’s multi-partite framework of justice is the radical 
democratic norm of participatory parity. Within Fraser’s framework, this means 
that injustices are unjust because they hinder the possibility and means for adult 
members of our society to interact with one another as peers (Fraser, 2003a, p. 
36).  

As I see it, the main merit with Fraser’s approach is that it ties strongly 
together the idea of democracy and justice. In a sense what she claims is that a 
matter is just as long as it is democratic in the sense of an idea of self-rule. More 
specifically Fraser’s idea of justice refers to the institutions, in other words, 
participatory parity is what we should want to achieve through our institutions. 
Fraser’s conception of justice sets the limits for a radical theory of democracy. 
What should be pointed out is that Fraser’s theory is grounded towards practical 
use. Her project can be read as a project of creating a usable concept of justice 
instead of focusing on giving strong philosophical grounds.  

 
 

3.2.3 ABNORMAL JUSTICE 
Fraser frames her conception of justice according to the way she sees 
contemporary political life (Fraser, 1997, pp. 11-13). That is, in the socialist era 
before the fall of the Soviet Union, social movements and injustices where often 
framed as class-based struggles for socio economic equality.  

After the fall of the Soviet Union and with it the decentering of class the new 
social movements started to mobilize around and contest cultural differences. 
With this development, questions of cultural identity started to dominate and 
thus redistributive claims started to recede. Thus, the struggle for recognition 
was quickly becoming the paradigmatic form of political conflict. Group identity 
replaced socio-economic class as the medium for political mobilization. Thus, 
cultural recognition became the chief goal of struggle. This all happens in a time 
when material inequalities are on the rise, especially globally between north and 
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south, but also within the nation states. The result is according to Fraser a 
“complex political field with little programmatic coherence”. It is against this 
backdrop that Fraser proposes to integrate recognition and redistribution in a 
single framework. 

Another characteristic of our times is also according to Fraser that the self-
evident frameworks behind our understandings of justice are declining (Fraser, 
2008b, p. 49). That is, in “normal” times there is an unspoken widely shared 
consensus on how we should frame our claims of justice, who the subjects of 
justice are and how justice claims should be adjudicated. Fraser claims that we 
now live in “abnormal times” where cold-war paradigms of justice are no longer 
self-evident. Globalization and the decline of U.S hegemony is also making it 
harder for us to frame our justice claims in intelligible ways.   

Fraser identifies three nodes of abnormality in abnormal times, the what, the 
who and the how of justice. The first node concerns the matter that justice 
should concern itself with (Fraser, 2008b, p. 53). For example, justice as a 
comparative relation must answer, what is it that it compares? In normal times 
it would be clear and self-evident what the object of justice would be. Everyone 
could for example take it for granted that justice should focus on divisible 
material goods. Another question that concerns abnormal times is who should 
be taken as a subject of justice; who’s interests should be taken into 
consideration (Fraser, 2008b, pp. 53-54)? It is no longer self-evident that the 
subject of justice should be the citizen within a nation-state. Finally the third 
node of abnormality concerns the how of justice. This is chiefly a procedural 
node. That is, the how of justice concerns itself with identifying or giving criteria 
for the procedure and the grammar of justice (Fraser, 2008b, pp. 55-56).  

For example in a debate on global economy one could easily imagine as 
many, in some way justified, different appeals to different institutions as there 
are debaters. In this debate a proponent of some kind of conservative neo-
liberalism could for example appeal to the WTO or the Davos-summit when an 
activist critical of current trends in globalization could justify his or her claims 
to the process of the World Social Forum. To adjudicate the claims we would 
have to solve to what kind of grammar of justice we would refer to in order to 
solve this issue. The problem is that in the before-mentioned debate the 
grammar of justice is what is at stake even if it is not articulated (Fraser, 2008b, 
p. 63).  

These three nodes represent according to Fraser the destabilization of the 
previous hegemonic13 grammar of justice. The destabilization of the what 
reflects our uncertainty of the substance of justice, for example socio-economic 
reform or cultural identification. The who destabilizes the previous grammars 
frame. That is previously claims of justice would have been made within a 
westphalian nation-state. The how reflects according to Fraser a hegemonic 
feature that was previously hidden and has become visible when the justice 

                                                
13 This refers to Fraser’s interpretation of hegemony. She views hegemony similarly as Thomas Kuhn 

views paradigmatic change in science. In other words, Hegemony is viewed as the current paradigm. 
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discourse is not any more framed within the distributivist paradigm of the 
westphalian state. (Fraser, 2008b, p. 56)     

Fraser grounds her framework of justice in the contemporary struggles of the 
social movements. In her words “dimensions of justice are historically disclosed 
through the medium of social struggle” (Fraser, 2008b, p. 56). Thus, justice is 
always defined historically by what is contested at that particular time. In this 
sense we always have to rely on a diagnostics of our times (zeitdiagnose) when 
we wish to speak on matters relating to justice. Her conception of justice relies 
on what she calls folk-paradigms of justice (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 11-12).  Abnormal 
times, such as we live in, this consensus does not exist and almost every aspect 
of justice is “up for grabs”. Thus, we can no longer refer to self-evident 
conceptions of justice. As an example of self-evident frameworks she uses the 
cold-war paradigms of justice. (Fraser, 2008, pp. 71-73) 
 

 

3.2.4 REFLEXIVE JUSTICE 
Fraser presents the two concepts in relation to her idea of abnormal times. 
Abnormal times refer to the notion that our time is characterized by our 
inability to refer to self-evident frameworks of justice to adjudicate claims for 
justice. According to Fraser we have two possibilities.  One is to try to establish 
such a framework and develop a “new normal”. This however would, according 
to Fraser, be a premature closing of the venues of contestation at a time that 
demands flexibility. On the other hand leaving every framework open would be 
to” revel in abnormality” and leave our claims of justice more or less unsolvable.  

Fraser associates discourse ethics with the closing or establishing a new 
normal and agonism with keeping the framework open and revel in 
abnormality. Her solution would be to go both ways and establish provisional 
frameworks that always are subject to question. This would, according to her, 
cultivate responsiveness to emergent exclusions and invite us to reflexive self-
problematization through concepts such as misframing. Fraser calls this 
approach reflexive justice. She claims that her framework of justice scrambles 
this opposition between a “normalizing” discourse ethics and agonism that 
irresponsibly revels in abnormality. Reflexive justice valorizes openings that 
breach the exclusions of normal justice and at the same time it valorizes the 
closure that enables political argument and collective decision making. From a 
point of view of reflexive justice the opposition between discourse ethics and 
agonism is, according to Fraser, a false antithesis. She refuses to absolutize 
either model to exclude the insights from the other and tries to incorporate both 
to establish a new genre of theorizing for abnormal times (Fraser, 2008b, pp. 
72-73).  

The idea of reflexive justice is, for Fraser, akin to the Kuhnian theory of 
scientific revolution where you have a normal (paradigm) and then the violent 
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upheaval (revolution) where after a new normal is established (new paradigm) 
(Fraser, 2008b, p. 49). The idea is also presented as the idea of hegemony 
theory where hegemony would be the same as normal discourse and counter 
hegemony abnormal. (Fraser, 2008b, pp. 74-75)  

Fraser’s idea was to prove that the contradiction between agonism and 
discourse ethics is a false antithesis. However because Fraser is using the 
Kuhnian framework to describe the opposition, her point of view does neither 
serve to overcome the opposition between agonism and discrourse nor does it 
add any value for the analysis of modern capitalist society. Fraser’s Kuhnian 
approach merely provides a superficial description of hegemony.  

I claim that it is possible to give a different interpretation that can add to the 
means of social analysis. This reinterpretation is, in my opinion an agonist one. 
The main goal is to allow for an analysis where modern capitalist society can be 
simultaneously viewed from the point of view of abnormal and normal. This 
requires that the idea of paradigm change is discarded. Hence, the value added 
would be that one could be able to view matters of justice in society at the same 
time from the point of view of hegemony and counter hegemony. In other 
words, I propose that reflexive justice should not be interpreted as an attempt to 
overcome the contradiction between discourse and agonism but as an approach 
to justice that includes a strong element of social analysis. The reason that this 
dynamic should be interpreted as an agonist point of view has to do with the 
deliberative approach’s necessity of relying on some form of background 
consensus. This approach would entail the possibility of viewing society through 
the “lenses” of abnormality, which in turn is incompatible with the idea of a 
common reference point. Thus, if interpreted as an ongoing dynamic, from an 
agonist perspective, it is possible to avoid the reliance on paradigm, ruling 
hegemony or closed frameworks in social analysis. This reinterpretation is 
required because Fraser’s perspective does noe by definition allow for the 
possibility to simultaneously view society from the point of view of closed and 
open frameworks..  

For Fraser the closed framework is viewed as hegemony. This entails that a 
movement that strives for the opening of a hegemonic framework will be 
ascribed as one of counter-hegemony. If this is true, then, one could conclude 
that the idea of an open framework is not open, in a strict sense, because the 
open framework will actually be one derived from the closed framework in the 
same way as counter-hegemony is tied to hegemony. Hence, her idea is that 
agonism (open frameworks) and discourse (closed frameworks) are actually 
derived from one another.  Agonism and discourse ethics are thus related to 
each other dialectically. This differs to my point of view of radical democracy 
because I view agonism and discourse as two distinct points of view of radical 
democracy. Fraser’s point of view requires the deriving of agonism from 
deliberation whereas while I view them as sub-categories of radical democracy.  

Regarded in this way the idea of reflexive justice does not transcend the 
opposition of agonism and discourse but constructs agonism as being derived 
from discourse. Hence, for Fraser, agonism and discourse does not refer to 
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different ways of conceptualizing democracy or radical democracy. In this thesis 
I have presented agonism and deliberative democracy (discourse) as two 
different approaches within radical democracy. The approaches differ on how 
they attempt to overcome difference, either by reason and deliberation or 
through hegemonic struggle. If one follows Fraser’s line of thought this becomes 
difficult, if not impossible, to view reflexive justice as a mechanism of social 
analysis because open and closed frameworks ends up referring to each other. 
One cannot view society from the point of view of hegemony and counter-
hegemony because they are conceptually derived from each other.  

On these grounds I reject Fraser’s interpretation and propose to reinterpret 
the framework as an agonist framework that has its grounds in the difficulty of 
capturing ontological assumptions. In other words, reflexive justice would not 
refer to paradigm change but with the difficulties of capturing social reality and 
framing political claims, demands and questions.  

This entails that we accept the division between agonism and discourse as an 
opposition that cannot be conceptually overcome. Hence, they are viewed as two 
conceptually different and detached perspectives. Interpreted this way reflexive 
justice as a method, requires us to view society at the same time through the 
lenses of discourse and as an agonist view. When I claim that this view is an 
agonist perspective I merely assert that in politics one cannot understand reason 
as the ultimate adjudicator of conflicts.   

Reflexive justice cannot be viewed as a discoursive method as this would 
entail accepting the idea of a rational consensus and hence would render the 
agonist perspective less valued than the discoursive one from the beginning. Of 
course, it is not necessarily required that one should view reflexive justice as one 
or another if viewed as a method because a method does not need to be viewed 
as either agonist or discoursive. Despite this, I would argue for the view that one 
should view Fraser’s framework as an agonist one in order to highlight the 
critique of a common conception of reason as ultimate adjudicator of conflicts. 
In a sense, this only serves as a clarification of what is meant when one claims 
that Fraser’s framework is radical democratic.  

In Fraser’s defense, her idea of reflexive justice should be seen as an attempt 
to historically encompass the idea of abnormal/normal, not take part in the 
agonist debate. In a sense this can be seen as an attempt to reject the relevance 
of the whole debate.14  
 

 

                                                
14 This is roughly a statement of Fraser’s take on my idea of reflexive justice presented as a  response by 

her in a seminar at the Collegium for Advanced Studies at the University of Helsinki 
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3.2.5 FOLK-PARADIGMS AND THE SUBALTERN 
Fraser’s understanding of justice is understood through the lenses of social 
movements (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 11, 12). This is what she means when she claims 
that her understanding of justice refers to folk paradigms of injustice.  

Justice in Fraser is understood to be historically determined by the struggles 
of social movements. The struggles of the social movements are where Fraser 
anchors her philosophy in really existing society. Hence, Fraser’s claim that her 
theory is written “from the social movements to the social movements”. In her 
words dimensions of justice are historically disclosed through the medium of 
social struggle. Thus, justice is always defined historically by what is contested 
at that particular time. In this sense we always have to rely on a diagnostics of 
our times (zeitdiagnose) when we wish to speak on matters relating to justice. 
Her conception of justice relies on what she calls folk-paradigms of justice 
(Fraser, 2003a, pp. 11-12). This entails that instead of giving a substance to 
justice other than what is required by participatory parity, justice is defined in 
struggle, hence all struggles are struggles for justice.  

As I pointed out in the chapter on participatory parity that one of the merits 
of Fraser’s idea is that it ties together justice and democracy as an unified 
democratic conception of justice. Where most theories focus solely on either 
justice or democracy, Fraser’s idea of justice as participatory parity provides a 
conception of justice that can limit the conception of democracy. In other words, 
Fraser’s theory provides the possibility of not having to accept all kinds of claims 
in the name of democracy. In other words, this provides the possibility of 
making the distinction between democratic and undemocratic claims. Fraser’s 
idea of folk-paradigms does a similar thing in the opposite direction. This is a 
democratic conception of justice. To this we arrive from the idea that as the 
concept of justice is determined in a struggle and all struggles are in a sense 
struggles for justice. Hence, justice is something that social movements struggle 
for when they struggle to achieve participatory parity. Thus, justice is 
adjudicated in reference to participatory parity and it is defined trough 
contemporary struggles for justice. Another way of describing this dynamic 
would be that initially all struggles for justice are accepted because they give 
meaning to the concept of justice in this specific era. After this meaning is 
established one can make the evaluation of the democratic legitimacy of 
movements and claims by referring to the norm of participatory parity.   

In one of her earlier essays, “Rethinking the Public Sphere”, Fraser 
introduces the concept of subaltern counterpublics. The background of the 
concept is a critique of the Habermasian liberal public sphere where the 
assumption is that one overarching public sphere would be desirable from the 
point of view of democracy and that multiple spheres would be a step away from 
democracy.  

Fraser’s argument against a single public sphere in egalitarian multicultural 
societies goes roughly as follows. A truly egalitarian society would be a classless 
society without gendered or racial division of labor. It would not have to be 
culturally homogenous. These societies permit free expression and association 
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and are thus likely to be inhabited by social groups with diverse values identities 
and cultural styles. Here Fraser asks if “…a single, comprehensive public sphere 
[would] be preferable to multiple publics?” (Fraser, 1997, p. 83).  

Fraser claims that public spheres are not only a place the formation of 
discursive opinion but also a venue for the formation of social identities. Thus, 
participation is not only about being able to state propositional contents but also 
to “simultaneously constructing and expressing ones cultural identity in idiom 
and style”. The spheres are also situated in culturally specific institutions and 
social geographies e.g. various journals, newspapers, internet, parks and 
cafeterias and so on. As these institutions are “culturally specific rhetorical 
lenses” that filter and alter utterances the can accommodate some expressive 
modes and not others. Thus, because no such lens can be neutral public life in 
egalitarian, multicultural societies cannot consist in a single comprehensive 
public sphere (Fraser, 1997, pp. 82-84).  

Thus, according to Fraser, her framework acknowledges the historical and 
power-laden character of justice discourse but adds an interest in emancipation 
which is an, “insistence that the grammar of justice be reconstituted so as to 
enable the subaltern to speak in authorative terms.” (Fraser, 2008, p. 75).  

Again, Fraser’s point of departure is participatory parity whereas her analysis 
of the public sphere is done against the backdrop of how to narrow the gap 
between dominant and subordinate groups in social life. Fraser defends a view 
that a plurality of contesting publics does better at ensuring participatory parity 
than a single overarching one. The reason for this is that Fraser claims that in a 
single public sphere subordinated groups would not have any venues to 
undertake communicative processes that are not under the supervision of 
dominant groups. She also bases her argument in history which she claims 
shows that members of subordinated groups have repeatedly found it fruitful to 
constitute alternative publics, these alternative publics are what Fraser calls 
subaltern counterpublics. (Fraser, 1997, p. 80) 

The subaltern counterpublics are discursive arenas where members of 
subordinated social groups can invent and circulate counterdiscourses that in 
turn can form oppositional identities, interests and needs. One example of such 
a counterpublic is according to Fraser the feminist movement the United States 
where the variety of “own” bookstores, publishers academic programs etc. 
allowed the movement to invent new concepts for describing reality such as 
sexism, sexual harassment and marital, date and acquaintance rape. This again 
allowed the reinterpretation of women’s identities in official public spheres. 
Fraser claims that widening and emphasizing the contestatory function of 
publics is a good thing in stratified societies. (Fraser, 1997, pp. 81-82)  

The idea of contestatory public spheres adds to the idea that democratic 
citizenship is contestatory in nature.  
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3.3 HONNETH AND JUSTICE AS SELF-REALIZATION 

3.3.1 INTRODUCTION 
The main aim of Fraser’s theory is to create and defend the political conception 
of justice based on participatory parity. This led to her view that recognition 
should be viewed from the perspective of institutions and how they hinder or 
promote participatory parity in society. Axel Honneth’s social theory of 
recognition is an attempt to reconstruct historical materialism in a way that 
fuses theory to practice in a way that retains its emancipatory intent (Deranty, 
2009, p. 51).  Thus, Honneth, as Fraser, are true to critical theory’s bearing idea 
of transcending the immanent.  Honneth social theory is based on the Hegelian 
notion of struggle for recognition. An idea he has been able to bring to 
completion through the social psychology of G.H.Mead.  

For this part of the thesis I rely, in addition to Honneth’s work, on Simon 
Thompson’s The Political Theory of Recognition and Jean-Philippe Deranty’s 
Beyond Communication. The main reason for this is that in Thompson one can 
find one of the better descriptions of Fraser’s, Honneth’s and Taylor’s theories of 
recognition and their critique of each other. Deranty’s work on Honneth is one 
of the most thorough works on the mature version of Honneth’s theory of 
recognition and its foundations. 

Honneth’s theory of recognition has three stages that each relate to the 
development of the individual. The name “Struggle for Recognition” derives 
from the idea that a failure in the development of the individual constitutes a 
threat or injury. This injury leads to a struggle to overcome it which in turn 
brings about a development of the individual.  

Honneth grounds his theory empirically through the social psychology of 
G.H.Mead (Deranty, 2009, p. 241). It is through the social psychology of Mead 
that Honneth finds the tools to fulfill Hegel’s uncompleted stages of recognition. 
Honneth’s and Hegel’s theory shares the idea that there are three stages of 
development of the individual. They are mind, self and society. For Honneth 
these are love, rights and esteem.  

Honneth finds in the theory of Mead the tools to reconstruct the 
intersubjectivist intentions of Hegel in a post-metaphysical framework 
(Deranty, 2009, pp. 241-242,245). The basis of Mead’s theory lies in the 
dialectic of the I and the Me. This link between Honneth’s normative social 
theory and social psychology is the most characteristic feature of his philosophy 
as a whole. This is also the feature that annoys his critics the most.  

In the center of Honneth’s theory one can find conflict. Both behavior and 
norms are changed through struggles. Social and historical struggles are seen as 
group interests and moral struggles that generate new needs and norms. 
(Deranty, 2009, p. 241). 
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Honneth’s three spheres of recognition designate the tree fundamental types 
of normative interaction which are necessary for modern subjects to develop 
their full anatomy (Deranty, 2009, p. 271). In this one can deduce the 
implication that subjects are dependent on their fellow beings for their self-
realisation. The sphere of love is the one in which the subjects affective life is 
secured, in other words recognition through the intimate sphere. The sphere of 
rights is the one through which the subject is able to see himself as equal to all 
as full subject of rights, in other words the sphere of legal, universalistic 
recognition. The last sphere of esteem is the one through which the subject is 
able to see her contribution to societal life validated, recognition through 
individual performance. In the negative the three spheres forms the foundation 
for social critique.  In Honneth’s words: 

  

The reproduction of social life is governed by the imperative of mutual 
recognition, because one can develop practical relation-to-self only 
when one has learned to view oneself from the normative perspectives of 
one’s partners in interaction as their social addressee.  (Honneth, 1995, 
p. 92) 

 
According to Deranty, Honneth’s concept of self-realisation is wider than the 
common usage of it (Deranty, 2009, p. 275). The common usage is the 
fulfillment of capacities and desires of an already complete identity. Honneth’s 
usage of the concept is about the formation of identity and the formation of the 
self. One is not a self at all if one is not a full self. Self-realization refers to the 
ontological possibility of subjective identity before an ethical notion of the good 
life. Even if rights are granted it is abstract to speak of freedom in a world that 
makes the full development of subjectivity structurally impossible. To have no 
self that exercises autonomy is to not be recognized.  

In other words, demands for recognition are not only a psychological thing 
but they point to the conditions of a possibility of normative practical life in 
general (Deranty, 2009, p. 276).  
 

 

3.3.2 LOVE, RIGHTS AND ESTEEM 
To experience love is to feel the” affectionate attention of concrete others”. Love 
consists of a strong emotional attachment between a small number of people 
(Honneth, 1995, pp. 87,95-96). It marks our primary affectional relationship 
with each other. According to Thompson these descriptions highlights two 
important characteristics (Thompson, 2006, p. 25).   

The first characteristic is love as affect, as emotion (Honneth, 1995, p. 107).  
According to Thompson, Honneth sees this as a positive affect, it becomes a 
matter of love, care or friendship, not hate, cruelty or enmity. The second 
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character is the limited scope of love. Honneth sees, according to Thompson, 
love as being necessarily limited which means that there is room only for a few 
important people that have a significant impact on ones sense of self.  Love 
cannot according to Honneth be extended at will.  

Love can thus only be shown to our “significant others”; children, lovers and 
friends (Thompson, 2006, p. 25). Even though, for example, romantic love is 
different from care for one’s children, they still have in common the 
characteristic of being positive emotional attachments to a necessarily limited 
group of people.   

Love, according to Honneth, is the first mode of recognition. It is 
conceptually and genetically prior to respect and esteem (Honneth, 1995, p. 
107). Conceptual priority refers to the idea that we cannot, according to 
Honneth conceive of the other modes of recognition if we do not first know love. 
Love is according to Honneth the basic prerequisite for other forms of 
recognition (Honneth, 1995, p. 107).  

Love for Honneth is not only a relationship between subjects but also a 
practical relation-to-self (Honneth, 1995, pp. 107,129) (Honneth, 2003a, p. 139). 
This means that each form of recognition leads subjects to relate to themselves 
in a distinct way. Esteem leads to self-esteem, respect to self-respect. Being 
loved by ones primary care-giver leads to a body-related self-confidence. 
Honneth uses self-confidence to signify the idea that when we develop such self-
confidence we believe that our needs and feelings have value and can also 
express them without shame or embarrassment. This positive self-relation is the 
prerequisite of all further positive relations to oneself (Honneth, 1995, pp. 107, 
176).  

According to Honneth other individuals are regarded as morally responsible. 
Honneth regards moral responsibility as the core of a person that is worthy 
respect (Honneth, 1995, pp. 114, 119).  

This means that people deserve respect as people that can be held 
accountable for their actions (Honneth, 1995, p. 114). According to Honneth it is 
because of our capacity for rational autonomy that we can be attributed moral 
responsibility. Thus, when we say that we respect others we say that we regard 
each other as capable of acting autonomously on the basis of rational insight.  

To fail to respect someone is to not accord them the same degree of moral 
responsibility as to others thus allowing us to restrict their personal autonomy 
(Honneth, 1995, p. 133).  

According to Honneth this mode of recognition is necessarily mutual and 
reciprocal (Honneth, 1995, p. 108). Ones attitude of respect for another is thus 
tied to the others respect for oneself. On this point Honneth follows Hegel and 
Mead contending that we can only see ourselves as right-bearers (worthy of 
respect) once we understand our own obligations towards others. For us to get 
this understanding we have to adopt a generalized view of the other  

In other words, one should adopt the viewpoint of no particular person in 
society.  Legal systems in modern society help us to realize Honneth’s idea of 
reciprocal respect. According to Honneth it is “in obeying the law, legal subjects 
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recognize each other as persons capable of autonomously making reasonable 
decisions about moral norms (Honneth, 1995, p. 109). Thus, when they obey the 
same rules, they acknowledge my rights and their obligations towards me, they 
show me respect. 

Respect is shown to others only by treating them as bearers of rights 
(Honneth, 1995, p. 116). If rights do not exist, no respect is possible. Thus, 
Honneth establishes a very close connection between rights and respect.  This is 
not something that should be seen as static in society but this mode has a 
developmental potential. In other words, we can always strive for a more 
complete realization of our system of rights. Honneth contends that to get 
recognition as a citizen it is necessary to possess all of the three types of rights, 
civil, political and social (Honneth, 1995, p. 117).  

Esteem is the third and final mode of recognition that Axel Honneth 
identifies. Honneth argues that individuals deserve esteem in virtue of their 
concrete characteristics or traits or abilities (Honneth, 1995, pp. 121, 125, 129).  
Thus, they are not esteemed only because they are associated with a particular 
culture or social identity, but because they possess specific features that 
distinguish them as unique individuals (Honneth, 1995, p. 122). Certain physical 
characteristics are not something worth of esteem because they have no ethical 
significance. According to Honneth individuals deserve esteem for attributes 
that contribute to the achievement of societal goals.  

Esteem is thus a reward for persons that help their society to achieve 
particular goals. Thus, “the social standing of subjects is … measured in terms of 
what they can accomplish for society within the context of their particular forms 
of self-realization” (Honneth, 1995, p. 127).  

Hence, according to Honneth, each society has certain goals or values that 
help to define its identity. In his words a society has a set of ethical goals and 
values that comprises its cultural self-understanding (Honneth, 1995, p. 122).  It 
is a sort of intersubjectively shared value-horizon (Honneth, 1995, p. 121).  

Honneth does not, however, contend that a society would share a single set 
of values but we have after the “collapse” of traditional hierarchies of values 
seen the emergence of a condition of value pluralism (Honneth, 1995, p. 125). 

In this value pluralism, many values compete against each other for social 
precedence (Honneth, 1995, p. 127). These are struggles for esteem. Thus, value 
systems are in a constant flux as some values wane and others wax. Thus, there 
is a permanent struggle to control the means of symbolic force and to shape the 
climate of public attention.  

Thus, groups that share certain values strive to raise the profile of their own 
value-system and if they succeed they gain esteem (Honneth, 1995, p. 122). 
Thus, contemporary societies are not characterized by a consensus of values but 
rather by a temporarily stabilized agreement on societal goals.  In modern 
society we have witnessed what Honneth calls the equalization of esteem 
(Honneth, 1995, p. 130). This means that we share the same chance of acquiring 
esteem in contrast to for example medieval society where one could have esteem 
because of being born into a particular status group.  
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3.3.3 THE STRUGGLE FOR RECOGNITION 
The idea that recognition is something that we have to struggle for is an idea 
that has its roots in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit in the master/slave 
dialectic.  For Honneth the idea is that societal conflicts can be explained and 
normatively assessed by using the idea of recognition.  

In general Honneth assumes that social conflicts occur when people demand 
recognition that they feel that they are denied. At the same time as we can 
analyze and describe conflicts through the concept of recognition we can also 
according to Honneth do it the other way around, which is to analyze the 
concept of recognition through social conflicts.   

By analyzing the directions of the conflicts we could see what the realization 
of undistorted relations of recognition would look like (Thompson, 2006, pp. 
161, 162). Thus, according to Tompson, Honneth ties his theory of social 
development to a theory of moral progress.  In other words, Honneth’s theory 
explains why social conflicts occur at the same time as we can see how an ideal 
society would look like that would be achieved through these conflicts.  

To get a clear picture of how this dynamic works it is necessary to explain 
how Honneth gets from the feeling of injustice to the struggle and from the 
struggle to recognition. For Honneth, we can find the root for our struggles in 
the negative emotional reactions of for example anger, rage, shame and 
indignation (Honneth, 1995, pp. 132-135). Honneth uses an empirically 
grounded phenomenology as the foundation of his theory. In other words, he 
thinks that he can find evidence for his theory from the above mentioned hurt 
feelings. Thus, having these feelings amounts, according to Honneth, to that the 
rules of recognition are violated. Honneth identifies three ways we can be 
denied recognition (Honneth, 1995, pp. 143,162-163). If we are being 
maltreated, we will feel humiliated and thus our self-confidence is damaged. If 
we are excluded from citizenship, thus denied our rights I will lose self-respect. 
If the way of life which we are associated with is being denigrated, self-esteem 
will be lost. In other words, Honneth tries to establish the connection between 
the hurt feelings as an evidence of injustice.  

After Honneth has established the link between our feelings of hurt and 
injustice, the link between injustice and struggle should be established.   

To get from the feeling of personal hurt to struggle we have to first see the 
hurt as an injustice and then come to the conclusion that it is not only about 
personal injustice but an injustice made to all people in a relevantly similar 
position.  In other words, we have to bridge the gap between private experiences 
of injury and impersonal aspirations of social movements. In Honneth’s theory 
this gap is bridged by an intersubjective framework of interpretation (Honneth, 
1995, pp. 132, 163). This framework helps people to see that their feelings of 
hurt are tied to social processes that deny them recognition. Thus, it is the 
collective feelings of injustice that motivate our struggles against a certain kind 
of oppression.  Thus, disrespect (lack of recognition), is the motivational force 
behind social resistance. Hence, the realization that a feeling of hurt is not only 
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a personal feeling, but a collective one, gives us reason to join with each other 
and struggle against this injustice.  

After the link is made between injustice and struggle, it still remains to 
establish the link between struggle and recognition.  The dynamics described 
above, show how Honneth’s theory of recognition can explain social conflicts. If 
we turn this dynamic around, the social conflicts can also shed some light on 
recognition. According to Honneth the struggles move society in a direction 
towards a full realization of undistorted recognition. Thus, if we analyze the 
direction in which the relations of directions are moving, we can understand the 
idea of recognition that is emerging. Honneth claims that this direction is also a 
story about the moral progress of society.    

One explanation of the development of relations of recognition can be found 
in Thompson, (2006, p. 164), Thompson interprets Honneth in a way that sheds 
light on the concept of recognition by describing the development of rights in 
Britain. Thompson, and also Honneth, follows the work of T.H. Marshall on this 
point. According to this account, rights developed in Britain in a series of 
historical stages in the order of civil, political and lastly social rights. This can be 
interpreted as a result of the unfolding of the developmental possibilities 
inherent in relations of recognition. Thus, as a principle of equality was 
introduced, it created a developmental pressure towards further expansion of 
these relations. For example once it is established that all men are equal, we 
have no grounds to consider women to be unequal. Thus, this dynamic is the 
ground for the successive expansion of rights. Thus, recognition is present in a 
way in every struggle for recognition as an embryo which then is realized 
through the struggle itself.   

This framework also provides, according to Honneth, an interpretive 
framework for a process of moral formation (Honneth, 1995, pp. 115-118, 168-
170). Thus, to study social struggles enables us to understand how a society 
makes moral progress. To do this a framework must be able to answer the 
question if a struggle is seen as reactionary or progressive. According to 
Honneth we can use as a normative standard a hypothetical anticipation of an 
approximate end state to determine if a struggle is taking us in the right 
direction or not.  After we can identify this hypothetical end state we can also 
identify an idealized sequence of social struggles which would ensure a process 
of moral development in which the potential of mutual recognition is unfolded. 
After this we can determine if a particular struggle is part of this idealized 
sequence. According to Honneth if a society would experience this particular 
series of struggles of recognition a society would also have established moral 
progress.  

For Honneth the link between social theory and practice is the feeling of 
injustice.  
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the motives for social resistance and rebellion are formed in the context 
of moral experiences stemming from the violation of deeply rooted 
expectations of recognition.  (Honneth, 1995, p. 163) 

 

Thus, Honneth relies on the idea that the fundamental motivations for social 
movements are moral, not utilitarian (Deranty, 2009, p. 312).  

Honneth’s theory does not only designate group/class specific symbolic 
expressions but also the symbolic, cognitive and normative resources that can 
be mobilized by dominated subjects to transform their individualized negative 
social experience into a collective representation (Deranty, 2009, p. 317). They 
form the basis of social action aiming at overcoming existing social injustice.  

Honneth reinterprets class struggle as a struggle for symbolic power. With 
this interpretation the theory is sensitive to all forms of domination and 
oppression, it is not only restricted to proletarian movements (Deranty, 2009, p. 
325). 

For Honneth it is important that critical theory should not restrict social 
suffering to the kind of suffering that is visibly present in the public sphere 
(Deranty, 2009, p. 328).  
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3.4 FRASER’S CRITIQUE OF HONNETH 

3.4.1 THE REDISTRIBUTION RECOGNITION DEBATE 
One of the main questions for my thesis is what kind of institutional 
arrangements are required to enhance dissent as a positive contribution to 
society. Hence, I hold to the idea that dissent and the concept of justice should 
retain a tie to institutional reality. My view is based partially on the idea that one 
should focus on what is changeable in society to be able to provide a concept of 
dissent that retains its connection with societal pathologies that emerge through 
institutions as oppression that can at least partially be approached objectively. 
Hence, I agree with Fraser that there seems to be a problem with Honneth’s 
move to anchor justice primarily to the feeling of injustice.  

The main problem is that this is a feature that removes the possibility to 
approach injustice and domination without actually asking the person or group 
if it is feeling dominated. For example, one could conceive that a person that 
lives on an economic minimum in society would be perfectly content with 
his/hers situation. Under a strict interpretation this would not entail an 
injustice if the person would not acknowledge that he/she is suffering from 
injustice. On the other hand one could also conceive of a wealthy person that 
claims that taxation of wealth is injust and that he/she is suffering from 
injustice. This would entail that the feeling of injustice could be present even 
though one could objectively show that no injustice has taken place. Taken to its 
extreme the reliance on the feeling of injustice, leads to the possibility that the 
feeling of injustice could be cured by going to a psychologist and not by 
reconfiguring institutional reality.  

Of course Honneth does not go this far nor does he claim that the feeling of 
injustice is the only thing we should focus on but despite this he leaves the 
possibility open for this interpretation.  

Another problem with regard to Honneth’s theory is that every injustice in 
society is framed as misrecognition. With regard to a political theory of dissent, 
this would mean that dissent would be derived from the obstacles in the way of 
self-determination, in other words, misrecognition. My idea is that the 
institutional reality is a central ground for the feelings of injustice which further 
can be articulated into dissent.  

Hence, to remedy injustices one should reconfigure societal institutions. Also 
when interpreted this way dissent is viewed as positive because it has its roots 
both in changing institutional arrangements to better society at the same time as 
it strives to remedy the roots of the feeling of injustice which may or may not 
prove to be a hindrance to a person’s ability to flourish as a person. Hence, I 
view the strong ties to institutional reality in Fraser’s framework as a clear 
merit. This however requires at least partially the acceptance of the idea that 
injustices are rooted in institutional reality.  

Both Honneth and Fraser share the same goal, which is the attempt to secure 
a normative foundation for critical theory.  For them it is important that the 
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foundation should needs to be anchored in reality and through an analysis be 
able to transcend the immanent pathologies of society. 

Fraser’s theory can be read as an attempt to create a complete theory of 
democratic justice for contemporary capitalist society. She claims that her 
division of justice into redistribution, recognition and representation can 
encompass every aspect of justice in contemporary capitalist society. Her theory 
is founded on the idea that one has to view justice through all of these different 
spheres as none of the spheres by itself enables the possibility of overcoming 
injustices.  

Fraser’s theory can also be read as a theory that attempts to incorporate the 
democratic ideals of equality and difference in one single framework (Fraser, 
2003a, pp. 7-9).  

With regard to the sphere of recognition Fraser defends a status model of 
recognition which entails that recognition should be seen as a matter of justice, 
not self-realization. Honneth argues for the view that recognition should be 
viewed as the possibility to attain full personhood in society. It is thus a 
prerequisite for human flourishing. For Fraser recognition is a matter of justice, 
not ethics. In order to treat recognition as justice she treats it as an issue of 
social status.  

Fraser’s status model of recognition does neither treat misrecognition as a 
matter of psychical deformation nor a hinder for ethical self-realization. It is “to 
be constituted by institutionalized patterns of cultural value in ways that 
prevent one from participating as a peer in social life.” (Fraser, 2003a, p. 29). 
This reframes the question of recognition so that it is not conveyed through 
belittling attitudes but rather through social institutions (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 28-
29).   

Fraser characterizes four advantages of her own status model of recognition 
over the model of self-realization furthered by Honneth (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 30-
33).  

The first advantage is, according to Fraser, that her model allows one to 
justify claims for recognition as morally binding under modern conditions of 
value pluralism. Fraser’s claim is that her model of recognition avoids 
sectarianism as it does not appeal to a distinct conception of self-realization or 
account of good life that can be universally shared or established as 
authoritative. According to Fraser an attempt to justify claims for recognition 
that appeals to an account of self-realization or good life is necessarily sectarian. 
Thus, she claims that no such claims can be established as normatively binding 
if one does not share the theorist’s conception of values.  

Fraser claims that her model is deontological and nonsectarian and that it 
embraces the spirit of subjective freedom. With this she means that subjects 
themselves define what is important to them and how to further their respective 
cause within the limits that ensures similar freedom for all. According to Fraser 
her model is nonsectarian as it appeals to a conception of justice that can and 
should be accepted by people with differing conceptions of the good. The moral 
wrong in Fraser’s scheme is that misrecognition denies the possibility of 
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participation on par with each other in society. Her norm of participatory parity 
is according to her nonsectarian and can “justify claims for recognition as 
normatively binding on all who agree to abide by fair terms of interaction under 
conditions of value pluralism.” (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 30-31). 

The second advantage of the status model is that under the conception of 
status subordination the wrong is located in social relations, not interpersonal 
psychology. According to Fraser to locate misrecognition in internal distortions 
or interpersonal psychology is a short step from blaming the victim, or adding 
insult to injury (Fraser, 2003a, p. 31). 

On the other hand when misrecognition is equated with, for example, 
prejudice in the minds of the oppressors, the overcoming of them requires the 
policing of people’s, minds which is an authoritative and illiberal approach. The 
status model avoids these both problems as it is sees misrecognition as a matter 
of externally verifiable impediments by social institutions to some peoples 
standing as full members of society. Thus, to overcome this kind of status 
subordination change is required in social institutions and practices.  

For Fraser this means that her conception of recognition acknowledges that 
misrecognition can have the types of ethical effects that Honneth and Taylor 
propose but maintains that the wrongness of misrecognition does not depend on 
such effects (Taylor, 1992). Thus, she claims that her model decouples the 
normativity of recognition claims from psychology and that this move 
strengthens the normative force of her models. She holds that when recognition 
claims are premised on a psychological theory of undistorted identity formation 
it remains vulnerable to the fact that if the psychological theory of identity 
formation turns out to be false, the whole theory of justice goes with it. What 
Fraser tries to do is to is to avoid being “hostage” to matters of psychological 
facts. Within her framework one can show that a society that impedes the parity 
of participation is morally indefensible “…whether or not they distort the 
subjectivity of the oppressed.” (Fraser, 2003a, p. 32). 

The third advantage is according to Fraser that the status model avoids a 
view that everyone has an equal right to social esteem. According to Fraser 
Honneth’s conception of recognition views social esteem as one of the 
conditions for intersubjective conditions for undistorted identity-formation. 
According to Fraser viewing esteem as a right for all makes it meaningless as it 
becomes a reduction ad absurdum argument. Her own model avoid this 
according to her by entailing that everyone has an equal right to pursue social 
esteem under conditions of equal opportunity (Fraser, 2003a, p. 33).   

The fourth advantage of her model is that by construing misrecognition as a 
violation of justice it integrates the claims for recognition with claims for 
redistribution of resources (Fraser, 2003a, p. 33).  According to Fraser 
recognition is assigned to a universally binding domain of deontological 
morality as distributive justice.  When both categories exist within the same 
normative conception, they become potentially subsumable under a common 
framework.  The self-realization view, in contrast have not the possibility of 
conceptual integration and makes it incommensurable with distributive justice. 
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According to Fraser the result is that if one holds to the self-realization view and 
wants to endorse both recognition and redistribution, one risks philosophical 
schizophrenia.  

Fraser’s model also overcomes a traditional view of conceptional 
incompatibility between the Anglo-American liberal tradition and the 
phenomenological tradition (Fraser, 2003a, p. 33). This is so because the roots 
to the redistribution paradigm are associated with Kantian Moralität and 
Recognition has its roots in the phenomenological tradition associated with 
Hegel and Sittlichkeit. Normally these conceptions are held to be conceptually 
incompatible, but according to Fraser her status model overcomes this by 
treating both redistribution and recognition as a matter of justice. Thus, Fraser’s 
framework can accommodate both conceptual views in a single framework 
without succumbing to philosophical schizophrenia.  

Fraser sees that the reductionism of the conceptions of justice into one 
overarching conceptions is an impossibility. She holds that it is neither possible 
to subsume matters of recognition under a conception of redistributive justice 
nor is it possible to subsume a conception of redistributive justice under a 
conception of recognition. Even though many of the redistributive theorists, 
such as Amartya Sen (Sen, 2009), are sensitive to questions of status 
subordination, they are still according to Fraser bound by the measures of 
distribution of rights and resources and cannot adequately handle cases outside 
of maldistribution and legal discrimination.  On the other hand Fraser also 
rejects that theories of recognition can adequately handle questions of 
recognition. Here she claims that for example Honneth assumes a reductive 
culturalist view of distribution.  

According to Fraser, Honneth supposes that all economic inequalities are 
rooted in the cultural order that privileges some kinds of labor over others, thus 
to remedy these kinds of injustices it is enough to change the cultural order 
(Fraser, 2003a, pp. 34-35). Fraser uses an example of a skilled white male 
industrial worker who becomes unemployed due to a factory closing because of 
a speculative corporate merger. According to Fraser the injustice of 
maldistribution in this case has little to do with misrecognition. It is according 
to Fraser a consequence of imperatives to a specific economic order whose 
existence is based on the accumulation of capital. Consequently a theory of 
justice should in this case reach out beyond the sphere of recognition and ask 
whether the structural economic mechanism inherent to capitalism impedes 
parity of participation in social life.   

According to Fraser Honneth’s conception of recognition runs into 
difficulties when trying to distinguish whose claims for recognition are 
justifiable. As Honneth’s model is based on the idea of self-realization it follows, 
according to Fraser that claims for recognition that enhance the claimants self-
esteem are justified while those who diminish it are not (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 32-
33). According to Fraser this means that racist identities would merit some 
recognition as they enable “poor” white Europeans end Euro-Americans to 
maintain their sense of self-worth by contrasting themselves with their 
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supposed inferiors. Thus, it is doubtful if enhanced self-esteem should function 
as a justificatory standard for recognition claims.  

Honneth comments on a general level on Fraser’s project. A reason, 
according to Honneth, to be doubtful of Fraser’s project and to engage with it 
critically is that Fraser is fearful that the tradition of critical theory is shifting to 
far from its traditional key concept with the recognition-theoretical turn 
(Honneth, 2003a, p. 111). Even though Honneth agrees with Fraser that there is 
an urgency to solve problems regarding an ever-growing lower class as a result 
of unrestrained capitalism, he thinks that this is best done within a normative 
framework of recognition as it establishes a link between the widespread 
feelings of injustice and the objectives of the emancipatory movements 
(Honneth, 2003a, pp. 111, 123-124). Also he thinks in contrast with Fraser that 
the shift to identity politics is not a new phenomenon even though he also 
shares the view that many of the contemporary social movements frame their 
struggles as related to identity politics.  

For Honneth the debate between him and Fraser is about the categorical 
tools critical theory should use in its attempt to “articulate and morally justify 
the normative claims of social movements” (Honneth, 2003a, p. 113).  Honneth 
also points out that there is a problem with anchoring critical theory to the 
normative claims that have already been articulated in the public sphere and 
gained public notice as social movements as this position neglects the everyday 
struggles that has not been articulated in the public sphere. According to 
Honneth the orienting of critical theory towards the publicly displayed demands 
of the social movements has the unintended consequence of reproducing 
exclusions.  

Also a problem arises as Fraser defines justice through the struggles of social 
movements; the concept of justice is derived from a small part of politically 
recognized claims (Honneth, 2003a, pp. 113, 123-125). Honneth even goes so far 
as to claim that Fraser lacks the tools for hypothesizing about the causes of 
injustice. (Honneth, 2003a, p. 128) According to Honneth, his own work is 
made as an answer to flaws in theory where Fraser’s work can be seen as an 
answer to flaws in societal development (Honneth, 2003a, p. 126).  

Honneth concludes by claiming that: 
 

…a satisfactory conception of the capitalist social order requires not 
only including the three spheres of social recognition, to whose 
normative principles subjects can connect their legitimate expectations 
of reciprocal recognition. Rather, we must also consider the cultural 
values involved in the institutional constitution of the economic sphere 
through interpretations of the achievement principle, which give it a 
particular shape in the form of a division of labor and a distribution of 
status. (Honneth, 2003a, pp. 155-156) 
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Honneth continues by criticizing Fraser on the point of methodology on the 
point that Fraser does not adequately explain the reasons why the capitalist 
order should suddenly be investigated through the spheres of economy and 
culture.  

He points out that for example in Habermas one can find a methodological 
dualism, but the two complementary perspectives of social integration and 
system integration are justified by referring to the object domain itself. They are 
understood according to Honneth “…as aspects of coordination of social action 
that are essential to or constitutive of the reproduction of late-capitalist 
societies.” (Honneth, 2003a, p. 156).  

The overall point however is that Honneth does not find anything analogous 
to this in Fraser’s reflections, thus he claims that it is completely unclear why 
her methodological dualism should be justified. Honneth concludes by claiming 
that any sort of methodological perspectivism that is not anchored in a social-
theoretical view of how social reproduction in capitalist societies is lacking. 
Honneth claims that his own view is a moral-theoretical monism that can be 
justified   
 

Since the central institutions of even capitalist societies require a 
rational legitimation through generalizable principles of reciprocal 
recognition, their reproduction remains dependent on a basis of moral 
consensus – which thus possesses real primacy vis-à-vis other 
integration mechanisms, since it is the basis of the normative 
expectations of members of society as well as their readiness for conflict. 
(Honneth, 2003a, p. 157) 

  

Thus, Honneth’s attempts to show that the struggles and conflicts in capitalist 
societies refer to principles of mutual recognition that are considered legitimate 
by members of society itself. Thus, Honneth posits contra Fraser that a moral 
experience of disrespect is regarded as the motivational basis for all social 
conflicts. He sees that Fraser’s opposition between economic and cultural 
conflicts at most can have secondary significance since it only specifies different 
ways in which disrespect is experienced. 

The main difference according to Honneth is that Fraser first establishes 
autonomy and equality and then continues towards social participation whereas 
Honneth is oriented towards towards unobstructed identity formation 
(Honneth, 2003a, p. 176).  

With regard to Fraser’s criticism where she claims that Honneth treats self-
esteem as a right which can valorize racist identities, Honneth answers by giving 
a thorough account of why one cannot make “demands” for social esteem 
(Honneth, 2003a, pp. 168-169). Esteem can, according to Honneth, “…only be 
the result of a process of judgment that escapes our control, just as sympathy or 
affection does. (Honneth, 2003a, p. 168)” In a sense, this entails that according 
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to Fraser’s interpretation of esteem her criticism is valid whereas if esteem is 
framed as Honneth understands it will not valorize racist identities. 

 Either way, Fraser raises an important question as the dynamic where 
disaffected groups attempt to raise their own status by diminishing others is 
quite common, especially for racist or xenophobic movements. Hence, I am 
inclined to agree with Fraser and treat esteem through the status model and 
hence be able to point out the dynamic of making claims for esteem that 
diminish other’s status as claims against participatory parity. 

Fraser agrees with Honneth that both of their frameworks position critique 
in relations to contemporary social struggles. She also agrees that both 
frameworks are able to theorize culture in present day capitalism and that both 
frameworks promises to provide standards of justice that can adjudicate current 
claims for justice (Fraser, 2003b, p. 199). She concludes that for both of them, 
recognition is central to the effort to reconstruct critical theory.  

The question for Fraser is which framework is more suitable for the task of 
renewing critical theory.  For Fraser the suitability of the framework is decided 
on the grounds of how it meets three issues (Fraser, 2003b, pp. 199-200). The 
first issue concerns itself with the empirical reference point of critical theory.  
She claims that there can be no metaphysically decided agent of change or a 
prioristically identified addressee of critique at a time where the Marxian 
metanarratives have lost their credibility. Thus, the question arises how critical 
theory should position itself in relation to the current political situation 
especially as lots of the contemporary social movements seek recognition. The 
second issue is the place of culture in the new phase of capitalist society, for 
example, post-fordist, globalized or the phase of the information age. The third 
issue concerns itself with the normative standards that inform the critique.  

Both Fraser’s and Honneth’s frameworks embrace the dialectic of 
immanence and transcendence that has traditionally been the guiding idea in 
critical theory. This is the reason why Fraser stresses the first issue of the 
empirical reference point of critical theory. This is done in contrast to theories of 
justice that adopt a god’s eye view that is totally independent of actual society.  

For Fraser, the empirical reference points are found in the actual struggles of 
the social movements while for Honneth it is anchored in a moral psychology of 
pre-political suffering (Fraser, 2003b, pp. 202,203,205). Fraser claims that her 
view based on the social movements are more plausible as they struggle for 
something that “really” merits injustice instead of an untested pre-political 
discontent or merely a “feeling of injustice”.   

For Fraser, the starting point is the decentered discourses of social criticism. 
It is a critique connected with social context by folk paradigms that constitute a 
hegemonic grammar of contestation and deliberation. Folk paradigms are not 
any specific grammar but “transpersonal discourses that are widely diffused 
throughout democratic societies” (Fraser, 2003b, p. 207). They do not only exist 
in the public sphere but also in workplaces, households and civil society 
associations. For Fraser these folk paradigms functions as the empirical 
reference point (Fraser, 2003b, p. 208).  



 

83 

The second issue for Fraser is the place of culture and widely one should 
understand its scope in capitalist society (Fraser, 2003b, p. 217). In other words, 
how far down should one understand that the cultural order extends and what is 
its relation to market mechanisms and distributive outcomes?  Can 
misrecognition be seen as the root of all subordination in society? With regard 
to critical theory, Fraser asks if critical theory should unreservedly embrace the 
“cultural turn” and if one should replace an economistic paradigm with a 
culturalistic one (Fraser, 2003b, p. 218)?  

Fraser agrees with Honneth that culture should not be seen as a mere 
reflection of political economy but it should be seen as a vehicle of political 
ordering at its own (Fraser, 2003b, pp. 217-218). Also both maintain that 
culture often serves as a medium of domination, in other words that society 
harbors injustices that does not have their roots in the political economy.  Both 
also theorize culture in terms of recognition to highlight the social weight and 
moral significance of culture in contemporary capitalism. At this point however 
the agreement ends.  

According to Fraser, Honneth subordinates social theory to his moral 
psychology. Hence, what Honneth does according to Fraser is to view all social 
processes in capitalist society as being directly regulated by cultural evaluation. 
Also all injustices can be remedied by a cultural change.  

Fraser points out that one feature of contemporary capitalism, is that it 
creates a quasi-objective, anonymous and impersonal market that follows its 
own logic (Fraser, 2003b, pp. 217, 218). This logic creates class-relations that 
are not merely reflections of status hierarchies. They created through a 
complicated process that sometimes instrumentalizes, dissolves or circumvents 
status distinctions.  

On this ground Fraser proposes that one cannot theorize capitalist society in 
a monistic way but that one has to take into account the distinctive dynamics of 
the capitalist economy and theorize its interaction with the status order (Fraser, 
2003b, pp. 217-218).  For example, today’s struggles against neo-liberal global 
capitalism cannot be rooted in ideologies about achievement but in system 
imperatives and governance structures of globalizing capitalism.  

Deprivation does not occur as an under-valuing of labor contribution but 
because of economic system-mechanisms that excludes many completely from 
labor markets (Fraser, 2003b, pp. 217, 218). Naturally many of these 
imperatives have its grounds in Eurocentric racism but they cannot simply be 
changed by cultural measures. They require a wholesale restructuring of global 
system of finance, trade and production. These kinds of issues escapes according 
to Fraser recognition monism and require a two-dimensional framework to be 
properly analyzed.  

Fraser also claims that the status order of society is too complex to divide it 
only into love, esteem and rights. Fraser holds that the recognition should be 
understood as status equality and not in terms of an intact identity (Fraser, 
2003b, pp. 219-221). Also for Fraser the status order institutional expression is 
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the status order as a whole, in other words it is not divided a priori in three 
spheres with three corresponding psychological injuries.  

The third issue was the normative component of critical theory, its 
understanding of justice and its moral criteria for adjudicating claims. Fraser 
proposes that critical theory cannot rely on a sectarian view of justice at the 
same time as it is determinate enough to clearly have a standpoint on what is 
right and what is wrong (Fraser, 2003b, pp. 223-233).  Fraser claims that 
Honneths approach cannot meet both requirements at the same time. To avoid 
sectarianism, Honneth must adopt an anything goes approach with regard to 
determinacy as any form of human flourishing would be counted as good. On 
the other hand if Honneth wants to have a determinate view on how to 
adjudicate claims he has to adopt a moral psychology that is restrictive, in other 
words sectarian. According to Fraser, her own approach manages both claims at 
the same time as it assumes both the reasonableness of ethical disagreement 
and the equal moral worth of human beings. It is compatible with all accounts of 
a good life that respects equal autonomy.  Her norm of participatory parity 
articulates specific interpretation of what participatory parity requires. It rejects 
formal notions of equality as insufficient and maintains that to respect equal 
autonomous and moral worth of others one has to accord them the status of full 
partners in social interaction.  

The dialectic of immanence and transcendence represents the legacy of 
critical theory’s left Hegelian tradition. Historically the Frankfurt school tied 
this problematic to the seeking or identification of the revolutionary subject. 
According to Honneth this is one reason why the earlier theorists did not see the 
need to problematize the methodological structure as an individual problem 
(Honneth, 2003b, pp. 238, 239). Thus, as long as one could regard the 
proletariat as the pretheoretical class with an inherent interest of overthrowing 
capitalist relations one did not have the need to explain which experiences or 
practices could guarantee a transcendency of the social order.  

According to Honneth the talk of transcendence and immanence designates a 
normative potential that reemerges in every new social reality because it is 
attached to forms of practice or experiences that are on one hand indispensable 
for societal reproduction and on the other hand points beyond all other forms of 
societal organization (Honneth, 2003b, p. 244). Thus, according to Honneth the 
connection between transcendence and immanence is stronger than Fraser sees. 
Transcendence should be a property of immanence itself so that the facticity of 
social relations always contains a dimension of transcending claims. Honneth 
states that even if such a connection seems a bit high-flown under present 
conditions, there are some approaches that follow this program such as 
Castoriadis, Marcuse, Habermas and Foucalt. The approaches should be seen as 
attempts to fill the gap left by the disintegration of the production paradigm.  

The difference with regard to the empirical reference point between Fraser 
and Honneth are guided by two completely different sets of ideas. Fraser starts 
with the folk-paradigms of justice and pursues the aim of anchoring theory in 
present-day society. Honneth’s moral-psychological reflections seek according 
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to him quasi-transcendental justification of critique in the structure of social 
reality. His idea is the hypothesis that all social integration depends on reliable 
forms of mutual recognition whose insufficiencies are tied to feelings of 
misrecognition (Honneth, 2003b, p. 245). This is regarded as the engine of 
social change.  Thus, the same instance that is in principle to guarantee the 
possibility of transcending the given order must also be able to explain 
historically how normative changes and improvements in form of social 
organization have come about. 

To answer the question of sociologically explaining current developmental 
processes of capitalism is according to Honneth a too big question, especially as 
Fraser understands the disagreement between her and Honneth only in terms of 
the cultural turn.  Honneth does not try to establish a categorical framework for 
adequately describing a modern capitalist society (Honneth, 2003b, p. 249).  
According to himself he only tried to reveal the moral constraints underlying 
social interaction on different levels in society. The guiding idea is that mutual 
recognition guides the inclusion in society. The mutual recognition or how we 
intersubjectively learn to affirm one another in particular respects amounts 
according to Honneth to social integration.  

According to Honneth Fraser overdramatizes the moral psychology that 
Honneth uses. Honneth claims that moral-psychological considerations about 
the function of recognition plays a role in the conception of justice only insofar 
as they support the social-theoretical thesis that social integration works 
through forms of mutual recognition. (Honneth, 2003b, p. 258)  

Honneth also criticizes Fraser for claiming that he incorporates a 
particularist idea at the same time as she introduces participatory parity, an idea 
that seems to be quite particular in itself (Honneth, 2003b, p. 259). Both Fraser 
and Honneth seem according to Honneth to agree that the most important good 
is the creation of social relations in which subjects are included as full members 
in the sense that they can publicly uphold and practice their lifestyles without 
shame or humiliation. In a sense Honneth’s recognition is the same as 
participatory parity as the development and realization of individual autonomy 
is only possible when subjects have the social preconditions for realizing their 
life goals without unjustifiable disadvantages and with greatest possible 
freedom.   

 
 

3.4.2 COMMENTS ON THE DEBATE  
The main theme of this thesis is to focus on radical democracy founded on 
dissent, I will assess the debate between Honneth and Fraser with this in mind. 
In other words, the question is which of the frameworks is most justified for a 
radical democratic theory founded on dissent. I will argue for the view that 
Fraser’s framework based on participatory parity has the stronger justification.  
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First of all let’s consider the roots of injustices in both Fraser’s and 
Honneth’s frameworks.  Fraser grounds her framework in the idea of 
participatory parity and in the removal of institutional obstacles that lies in the 
way of its realization. She defines justice as the stuff that social movements 
struggle for in a specific historical time (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 11-12). These folk-
paradigms of justice are not philosophical paradigms per se but paradigms that 
inform present day struggles in society which leads to a view centered on social 
movements.  

For Honneth the idea of recognition and justice is tied to the pre-political 
feeling of hurt and injustice. This feeling is that is derived from obstacles in the 
way of self-determination. Honneth’s theory is also tied to the social movements 
with the difference that in his theory the struggles of social movements are 
grounded in morality.  

To make the case for one framework over the other with regard to a radical 
democratic theory based in dissent is tied to Honneth’s and Fraser’s respective 
views on theory and philosophy.  

Fraser seems to be content with weaker philosophical grounding for her 
framework. One could claim that she ends up doing more political theory than 
political philosophy. With political theory in this case I mean that Fraser strives 
to formulate a better and more applicable theory of justice instead of focusing 
on stronger justification. In other words the justification of Fraser’s theory 
refers to the practical usability instead of solid philosophical grounds.  

Honneth seeks to secure stronger philosophical justification for his theory 
than Fraser. He strives to investigate and clarify the underlying philosophical 
grounds for our feeling of injustice and what social phenomena hinder us to 
flourish as persons.   

One of the reasons why the arguments in the debate between Honneth and 
Fraser seem to go past each other is tied to the different justificatory principles 
and perspective on philosophical grounds.   

With regard to justice and dissent the most important factor is how a theory 
can encompass the idea of self-characterization of dissent. This self-determinacy 
refers to the idea that the dissenters themselves can formulate dissent. In other 
words, the dissenters themselves should define the causes and the roots for their 
dissent.  

The idea of justice as participatory parity allows for dissent to be defined by 
the dissenters as dissent and also political struggles are viewed as means of 
participation. In other words, participatory parity requires that dissent is 
accepted as a way of participating in society. The idea of participatory parity also 
strengthens the view that the only limit of dissent, apart from participatory 
parity, is dissent itself. In other words, all dissent is allowed as long as it does 
not hinder anyone else’s possibility to dissent. The claim can be made that 
Honneth’s theory of recognition provides for the stronger self-characterization 
of dissent because he derives justice from the feeling of injustice. However what 
I attempt to describe with the self-characterization of dissent is not if dissent 
can be traced to subjective feelings of hurt. My aim is analyze such dissent that 
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is articulated. The power of this articulation is what I attempt to capture with 
the idea of the self-characterization of dissent. This articulation can be based on 
subjective feelings of hurt but also on an understanding of, for example, 
objective conditions of domination. Because Fraser’s participatory parity allows 
for the self-characterization either way, it is more suitable that Honneth’s theory 
which emphasize subjective feelings of hurt. 

Fraser’s folk-paradigmatic idea of justice starts out from the notion that 
justice is the stuff that social movements struggle for. She states that we should 
exclude movements that are against human rights from this consideration 
(Fraser, 2003a, pp. 11-12). I would disagree with this despite being in favor of 
human rights as such.  

As I proposed one should approach this question in two stages. First one 
should allow everyone to be considered in what the struggles are about. As all 
struggles rise from society, everyone is counted. In the second stage one should 
take into consideration the goals of the movement. It is at this second stage we 
can evaluate whether a movement is democratic or not.  

Hence, Fraser’s view is somewhat incoherent when she claims that 
movements that do not respect human rights should be excluded from a priori 
especially as she does not give any argument in favor of her view. Without such 
an argument this is an arbitrary division that has the same strength as claiming 
the opposite. Her argument seems to rest on the idea that human rights as such 
should not be contested at all.   

My assumption is that Fraser merely attempts to introduce a principle which 
allows us to exclude movements that are against human rights from decision 
making in actual society. In order to achieve this it is unnecessary to refer to an 
uncontestable view of human rights. It is enough to show that some movements 
are working against participatory parity and are hence anti-democratic or 
oppressive. Thus, participatory parity itself is a sufficient principle to exclude 
anti-democratic movements.  

The idea of justice as participatory parity seems to be a way of securing a 
view of justice that has enough substance to allow for normative evaluations 
while still leaving the content sufficiently open to allow for its definition by the 
dissenters.  

In Honneth’s framework every struggle for justice is tied to the moral 
psychological hurt of not being able to flourish as an individual. Honneth does 
not claim to make a theory that could explain contemporary capitalist society as 
such, only the recognition order.  

It is noteworthy that Fraser’s theory allows for the interpretation that 
recognition as a phenomenon works in the manner that Honneth claims. The 
difference lies in where the injustice of misrecognition is. Justice as 
participatory parity allows for a wider view of justice than the possibility for self-
determination.  

The framework of participatory parity allows the dissenters to frame dissent 
as a struggle for justice regardless of where its roots are. Hence, it may be that 
dissent could be tied to self-determination, but it is not a necessity. Hence, 
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justice as participatory parity allows for the interpretation that one cause for 
dissent may be tied to Honneth’s theory of recognition but others are equally 
possible.  

If we return to the question of giving philosophical grounds Fraser and 
Honneth seems to have a quite different view on them. As I have pointed out, 
Honneth justifies his theory by giving it strong philosophical grounds. I did 
claim that this is one of the reasons Fraser and Honneth seems to be 
misunderstanding each other constantly.  

Honneth starts from the pre-political idea of the feeling of injustice and 
continues a solid and coherent argumentation which is based on the theory of 
Hegel. His goal is to give stronger ties to reality to the Habermasian framework.  
Honneth does not refer to political grounds in his theory. Fraser on the other 
hands starts out by claiming that the different spheres of justice have two points 
of reference, a political and a philosophical.  

She continues by claiming that philosophically they refer to the normative 
paradigms developed by a theorist and politically they refer to the claims that 
social movements make in the public sphere. Hence, it is completely viable to 
claim that Fraser is more tied to the project of creating a working framework of 
justice whereas Honneth is interested in its philosophical grounds. It may be 
that a conception of justice in a modern capitalist society requires a kind of 
minimal justification in order to retain usability.  

It is also viable to interpret the different views on philosophical foundations 
as having its ground in different justificatory principles. Honneth justifies his 
theory with strong and coherent philosophical argumentation. Fraser on the 
other hand uses the practical usability of her framework as a justificatory 
principle. To make the case for the view that stronger philosophical grounding 
could at some point become a negative feature for a theory would require a 
thorough investigation in itself.  

Regardless of how the view one has on philosophical foundations, I claim 
that it is possible to make some practical improvements to Fraser’s framework, 
by introducing some of Laclau’s ideas. This can be done without sacrificing the 
practical usability of the framework.  

The case could be made that within the sphere of recognition one should 
adopt Honneth’s theory of recognition. Because of this it is necessary to answer 
the question of whether the status model of recognition or recognition as self-
realization is more viable from a point of view of dissent. One problem is that 
Fraser states that it may be that her model of recognition is actually 
presupposing Honneth’s idea but she is inclined to not letting the moral 
psychological feature govern her framework as it would be to introduce 
Honneth’s intersubjective ethical model in a political framework of justice.  

Fraser claims that one of the advantages of her model is that it allows us to 
justify claims for recognition as binding for all who agree to abide by fair terms 
of interaction under conditions of value pluralism. One of her claims is that this 
entails that Fraser’s model would be non-sectarian. However Honneth argues 
rightly that Fraser’s idea of participatory parity is a sectarian idea itself. It is true 
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that the norm of participatory parity is sectarian, but it only requires that one is 
a democrat.  

As I already pointed out, I would favor the status model on the grounds that 
it does not need to locate injustices in psychology, even if it probably is true that 
the feelings related or derived from injustices hinders us to flourish as persons.  

In my opinion it is a clear merit of the status model that it can show that 
injustices are unjust whether or not misrecognition has the effects that Honneth 
argues for. It also makes the ties stronger to institutional reality. The objective 
nature of Fraser’s framework does not diminish the requirement of self-
characterization, on the contrary, it strengthens it because the ability for self-
characterization is not restricted to subjective feelings of hurt but allows for the 
consideration of objective causes for injustice.  

One problem with Honneth’s framework is one can make the case that 
Honneth’s idea of recognition may lead to the right to have self-esteem. A right 
to self-esteem may again lead to a position where one has to accept the such 
self-esteem that relies on oppressing others. 

Esteem is the third mode of recognition that Honneth identifies. Honneth 
argues that individuals deserve esteem in virtue of their concrete characteristics 
or traits or abilities (Honneth, 1995, pp. 121, 125, 129).   

Thus, they are not esteemed only because they are associated with a 
particular culture or social identity but because they possess specific features 
that distinguish them as unique individuals. According to Honneth individuals 
deserve esteem for attributes that contribute to the achievement of societal goals 
(Honneth, 1995, p. 122).  

Esteem is thus a reward for persons that help their society to achieve 
particular goals. Thus, “the social standing of subjects is … measured in terms of 
what they can accomplish for society within the context of their particular forms 
of self-realization” (Honneth, 1995, p. 127).  

Hence, according to Honneth, each society has certain goals or values that 
help to define its identity. According to him, society has a set of ethical goals and 
values that comprises its cultural self-understanding (Honneth, 1995, p. 122).   

Honneth does not however contend that a society would share a single set of 
values but we have after the “collapse” of traditional hierarchies of values seen 
the emergence of a condition of value pluralism (Honneth, 1995, p. 125).  

In this value pluralism many values compete against each other for social 
precedence. These are struggles for esteem. Thus, value systems are in a 
constant flux as some values wane and other waxes. There is a permanent 
struggle to control the means of symbolic force and to shape the climate of 
public attention (Honneth, 1995, p. 127).  

Thus, groups that share certain values strive to raise the profile of their own 
value-system and if they succeed they gain esteem. Honneth’s view on esteem 
has been criticized by Fraser as self-esteem may be interpreted as a right as it is 
seen as a necessity for undistorted identity formation (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 32-
33). Social-esteem is an intersubjective condition for undistorted identity 
formation.  
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As morality is supposed to protect this, it follows that everyone is morally 
entitled to self-esteem. According to Fraser viewing esteem as a right for all 
makes it meaningless as it becomes a reduction ad absurdum argument (Fraser, 
2003a, pp. 32-33).  

Fraser relies on a distinction in moral philosophy where respect is owed 
universally on the grounds of a shared humanity, esteem however is given 
differentially on the grounds of specific accomplishments or contribution 
(Fraser, 2003a, pp. 32-33). Thus, giving respect equally to everyone is sensible, 
while according esteem equally to everyone becomes an oxymoron.  

Her own model avoids this according to her by entailing that everyone has an 
equal right to pursue social esteem under conditions of equal opportunity 
(Fraser, 2003a, pp. 32-33).  According to Fraser, Honneth’s conception of 
recognition runs into difficulties when trying to distinguish whose claims for 
recognition are justifiable.  

As Honneth’s model is based on the idea of self-realization it follows, 
according to Fraser, that such claims for recognition that enhances the 
claimant’s self-esteem are justified while those who diminish it are not (Fraser, 
2003a, pp. 37-38).  

Thus, it is, according to Fraser, doubtful if enhanced self-esteem should 
function as a justificatory standard for recognition claims (Fraser, 2003a, pp. 
37-38). On the other hand, anti-racist claims could be seen as illegitimate as 
they could threaten the self-esteem of the racist. Here one of the problems is 
that prejudice can give the bearer psychological benefits.  

Hence, it is possible to view Honneth’s idea of esteem and self-esteem as 
something that one should have right-like claim to attain.  Fraser’s framework 
only states that everyone should have an equal right to pursue social esteem 
under conditions of equal opportunity.  

The status model makes it easier to combine the idea of recognition to a 
political theory of dissent. A view of justice that leaves a major part of its 
definition to the dissenters can be combined with the idea of dissent as the limit 
of itself. This view also entails the viewpoint that there are multiple spheres of 
justice that all can be governed by an idea of justice that is specific to that 
sphere.  

Honneth’s idea treats the idea of flourishing as a person as a primary idea 
that should govern other spheres of justice. Fraser makes the claim that 
Honneth attempts to interpret all forms of justice through his idea of 
recognition. This is understandably not compatible with a perspective that 
allows for multiple frameworks of justice.  

However it is also clear that the Fraserian framework lacks philosophical 
coherence and justifications at some points. The main points are Fraser’s ideas 
on abnormality, agonism, discourse and hegemony.  I have attempted to give 
reinterpretations of her framework where needed to make the framework as a 
whole more philosophically sound. Many of the insights that add philosophical 
justification to Fraser’s framework can be derived from Ernesto Laclau’s 
theories of hegemony and democracy.  
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3.4.3 HOW MANY SPHERES OF JUSTICE? 
Fraser’s framework as it is presented in (Fraser & Honneth, 2003) is clearly 
lacking with its perspectival dualism. Perspectival dualism refers to the division 
of justice into the spheres of recognition and redistribution. The main problem 
in my opinion is not that Fraser’s dualism lacks justification as Honneth thinks, 
but mostly that the sphere of politics is left out. Fraser corrects this by later in 
(Fraser, 2008a) introducing the sphere of representation which can be seen as 
the political sphere that was left out initially.  

There is however a point to Honneth’s critique. If one is only interested in 
making a functioning theory of justice the question of justification can be 
avoided, but the framework would be left open for a philosophical critique at 
this point.  

Honneth refers as an example to Habermas perspectival dualism as justified 
while Fraser leaves completely open the question of why society should 
suddenly be viewed through the dualist framework or later through the three 
spheres that she proposes. I agree with Honneth that there does not seem in 
Fraser’s work any justification except that it leads to a clever and working theory 
of justice.  

I claim that this problem can be overcome by giving Fraser’s framework a 
reinterpretation that would be compatible with my dissent-perspectival idea at 
the same time as introducing the central idea of Michael Walzer in his book 
Spheres of Justice.  

If we assume that the perspectives in Fraser’s framework of justice would not 
refer to an all-encompassing view of all existing spheres of justice, then the 
problem of justification would look a bit different.  

The problem of justification would be removed as one would not have justify 
the specific two or later three spheres of justice but to justify the idea that there 
are many spheres of justice that while related with each other has own specific 
features that shows that justice works a bit differently in different spheres. 
Fraser seems to have a similar dynamic in mind as she points out that a social 
movement may open up new spheres of justice through contestation (Fraser, 
2008, p. 59). 

Hence, this would require that the Fraserian framework would be 
interpreted as a framework where there are potentially more spheres of justice 
that what she claims. Hence, according to this interpretation Fraser would only 
have given us interpretations of three spheres of justice that alone would not 
explain all features of contemporary capitalist society. Walzer’s idea is roughly 
that there are different spheres of justice that all functions a bit differently in the 
different spheres (Walzer, 1983, pp. 3-10). Also one should avoid to monopolize 
what is distributed in one sphere and also that this monopoly should not be 
used to dominate other spheres (Walzer, 1983, pp. 10-11,19).  

However Walzer treats all justice through the idea of distributive justice even 
though he uses his theory to approach matters of justice such as affects, family, 
women and also recognition (Walzer, 1983, pp. 227-229, 239-242, 249-258).  
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Hence, to make use of Walzers idea in this case implies that one would use 
only his idea of different spheres of justice and decouple it from being subsumed 
under the distributive paradigm. Hence, the idea framed this way could be read 
as a critique of for example the Marxian or new liberalist idea where the sphere 
of economy and hence the view of justice within it is falsely used to define all 
forms of justice. This would also entail a critique of any view that would see 
ethics or only the recognition order as the defining feature of all of justice.  

In a sense the critique is quite similar as Fraser’s idea that one should not 
view justice only as a question of redistributing wealth or identity political 
ordering, but at the same time through lenses that are true to the specific forms 
of justice at hand. Hence, if reinterpreted by adopting a decoupled version of 
Walzer’s idea of justice it is possible to justify the multiple perspectives from the 
point of view that different areas of justice should be investigated through a 
conception of justice that is in line with that specific area of justice.  

The connection with a political theory of dissent is made through the idea 
that the amount of spheres of justice should be left open. One of the features of 
dissent can be to show that our existing ideas of justice are not applicable in a 
specific case. Hence, this would warrant the introduction of a different sphere 
such a case.  

On the level of theory this entails the introducing of a new sphere of justice to 
our framework of justice. Hence, the framework of justice can be justified by 
reinterpreting the Fraserian framework so that it leaves open the amount of 
spheres or perspective on justice and through the idea that such a 
reinterpretation is also justified by the idea that it allows for new spheres to be 
introduced through contestation and dissent.   

One can find arguments in favor of from Fraser’s own theory. The sphere of 
representation in Fraser’s framework should encompass both representation in 
the sense of who gets to speak in matters at hand but also in the sense of how a 
question of justice is framed (Fraser, 2008, p. 17). The only argment that I can 
find in Fraser’s theory is that the sphere of representation fits with recognition 
and redistribution in order to make three key concepts that start with re-. To 
have three concepts is more a question of style than any theoretical 
requirement. In other words, under my interpretation, Fraser already has at 
least four spheres of justice in her framework. Walzer’s analyzes similar aspect 
that Fraser analyzes through the spheres of misrepresentation and misframing 
through the spheres membership and procedure.  
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3.5 JUSTICE AS PARTICIPATORY PARITY  

The idea of participatory parity is central for Fraser’s theory of justice. However 
there are not a lot of philosophical arguments for participatory parity as such. In 
other words, it remains a bit unclear why we should accept the idea as 
participatory parity as the normative core of a theory of justice. I also agree with 
Honneth that Fraser’s claim that Honneth’s theory is sectarian is a bit dubious 
as the idea of participatory parity as such is a quite sectarian ideal.  The 
sectarian nature of participatory parity is not a problem as the only requirement 
is that one is a democrat.  

Fraser’s idea of participatory parity can be viewed as an attempt to capture 
liberty and equality under a single framework. This seems to entail that Fraser 
first seems to establish the space of autonomy through the concept of 
participatory parity and then builds her framework on that.  

She does not provide too many arguments for accepting the idea or an 
explanation of how we can assume that everyone should accept participatory 
parity as the core of a theory. One possibility would, of course, be to assume, as 
Rawls does, that we could agree to participatory parity, at least in the case of 
ideal theory.  

Hence, we would assume that participatory parity could be agreed upon 
rational grounds and under conditions that rule out partisan interests. Another 
possibility would be to approach the concept through empirical practice and 
assume that Fraser merely attempts to provide a working concept of justice that 
is possible to utilize for empirical purposes. I assume that this latter 
interpretation is the case. 

 However the philosophical grounds to accept this kind of interpretation are 
rather weak. Also the first possibility seems dubious from the point of view of 
dissent as I keep stressing that we should not force a specific interpretation on 
justice that forces dissent to be framed in a similar manner. For example, if we 
approach the idea of participatory parity as an idea of ideal theory we also at the 
same time can infer that matters of justice could be inferred in a similar manner 
and hence we would accept a substantive view of justice. Hence, if participatory 
parity should be accepted as the normative core of our framework we should be 
able to argue for it without referring to ideal theory.   

The main argument for accepting participatory parity for me is through the 
requirements of dissent. As I pointed out the main idea is to view dissent as a 
positive feature in society and as a feature that is oriented towards betterment of 
society despite not being necessarily tied to discourse theory. A discourse 
theoretical view could accept participatory parity on the grounds of ideal 
discourse.  

When participatory parity is viewed from the point of view of dissent, it is 
accepted because it allows for the possibility and creates a “right” for everyone 
to dissent. The key idea is that if we claim that everyone should be able to 
participate on par in society we also have to accept that one way of participation 
is through articulated non-agreement with society, in other words dissent. This 
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idea, however, does not necessarily establish the idea of autonomy as such but 
actually widens the possibility of participation as any form of dissent within the 
limits of democracy is accepted. Hence, participatory parity is viewed as central 
for any conception of radical democracy that is based on a political theory of 
dissent. The idea of justice as participatory parity also sets limits for the concept 
of democracy in a radical democratic theory. With this I mean that the limit 
between what is considered democratic or undemocratic can be assessed using 
the norm of participatory parity. Hence, in a democracy most claims can be 
accepted as being democratic as long as they promote participatory parity.  

I view Fraser’s idea of establishing the idea of liberty and equality as the clear 
merit of her framework as it also allows for tying together different traditions of 
political philosophy, especially its continental strands that focuses more on 
power and conflict and the liberal ones that focus on establishing as wide a field 
of liberty and equality as possible.     

In my opinion the idea of participatory parity can also be viewed as an 
argument for the idea that very strong philosophical or ontological grounds for a 
theory of justice can be a negative feature. In other words, some part of the 
strength of Fraser’s framework, namely those concerning the core of her 
framework, lies inadvertently in her philosophical argumentation for a weak 
basis.  

This idea however rests on the idea that when giving stronger philosophical 
justifications one gives at the same times arguments from which it is possible to 
infer substantive conceptions of political action and that the power to define 
political action lies with the political actors themselves. 
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3.6 SUMMARY  

At this stage I think we are ready to make some initial assumptions on what 
kind of framework of justice would be best suited for a radical democratic 
political theory of dissent.  

From the debate between Honneth and Fraser, I have concluded that 
Fraser’s framework of justice has stronger justification, mainly because it leaves 
a larger part of the substantial question to be defined by the dissenters 
themselves. While Honneth’s theory may, initially, seem to, in a better way, 
allow for the self-characterization of dissent, I claim that Fraser’s theory is 
stronger because it allows for the wider possibility of articulation of dissent. In 
other words, Fraser’s theory is not restricted by subjective feelings of hurt or 
obstacles in the way of self-realization. The ideas of justice defined through 
social struggle combined with the norm of participatory parity allows for any 
form of dissent while still being able to provide the means of distinguishing 
between the democratic or undemocratic nature of such claims. This is done in 
two stages where the first stage allows for any claims to enter the picture in 
order to allow for maximum participation and also gives meaning to the concept 
of justice. In the second stage the articulated demands can be distinguished as 
either democratic or undemocratic by referring to the norm of participatory 
parity.     

I also think that, overall, Honneth’s theory as such has a stronger 
philosophical justification. This, however, is something of a problem with regard 
to dissent as it seems that a strong philosophical foundation may lead to giving 
substantive and somewhat binding views on justice that lessen the self-
characterization of the dissenters.  

Even though Fraser’s framework functions as a basis, it needs some 
reinterpretations partially because of the requirements of dissent and partially 
because it lacks philosophical strength where needed. Hence, from this point on 
I will refer to the political theory of dissent instead of Fraser’s framework to 
clarify when I am talking about my reinterpreted framework and when I am 
referring to Fraser’s original framework. 

Fraser’s framework was divided into three spheres that refer to remedies for 
different injustices, redistribution, recognition and representation. A political 
theory of dissent requires that the number of spheres be left open to allow for 
the possibility of introducing new contestations of justice through the idea of 
dissent.  

This also makes the framework stronger as it does not have to justify why 
justice should suddenly be viewed from the point of view of three perspectives as 
Honneth has rightly criticized Fraser for. I claim that political theory of dissent 
should avoid this. One way to illustrate how one could leave the number of 
spheres open is through Walzer’s idea that there are different forms of justice 
that merit different forms of remedies. In other words, it is not necessary to 
specify the amount of spheres. On the contrary, the amount of spheres should be 
left open in order to allow for different perspectives of justice when needed.  
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This holds especially as “spheres” are merely analytic distinctions which opens 
the way for more thorough social analysis. With regard to Fraser’s theory I have 
argued that she already has introduced four spheres by giving the sphere of 
representation a double meaning.   

The concept of justice is defined in Fraser’s framework through 
contemporary struggles of our time. However, Fraser rules out struggles that are 
against human rights. A political theory of dissent should view the ruling out as 
an arbitrary boundary and hence view justice as defined through every 
contemporary struggles.  

The boundaries are set by the idea of democracy, which is incorporated 
through the norm of participatory parity. For example with regard to claims that 
against the idea of human rights one could assess their democratic nature as 
following. First of all, the claims are accepted as claims which are potentially 
democratic. It is the claims-making that gives them this nature. On this level 
they are included in assessments on, for example, justice is. However when the 
claims are articulated and thus made political one can assess if they promote or 
hinders participatory parity in society. As violations against human rights can be 
seen as violating the possibility to participate on par in society, such claims can 
be viewed as being undemocratic and on this basis legitimately be excluded.  

The merit of Fraser’s framework is that it does not require a substantive view 
of justice. The substantive view of justice is rejected by the requirements of 
dissent to allow for the self-determination and self-characterization of the 
dissenters.  

However, the contestation in the open aspects of Fraser’s framework seems 
to be solved at least partially through rational discussion, while the dissent-
perspectival framework views the “filling” of concept through hegemonic 
contestation. This also introduces the question of political power. This idea is 
also more in line with the idea of a theory that is written from and for social 
movements.  
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4 RADICAL DEMOCRACY AND DISSENT 

4.1 GENERAL CLAIMS 

I have proposed that the best conception of justice for a radical democratic 
theory of dissent is based on the norm of participatory parity. A central 
argument is that the idea of justice as participatory parity allows for the self-
characterization of dissent. In addition, participatory parity both sets limits for 
democracy and makes alterations possible in institutional frameworks.  

The main objectives of this chapter are to clarify what kind of conception of 
radical democracy is best suited for such a theory and to combine Fraser’s 
conception of justice with Laclau’s political theory. This move will finalize the 
construction of a political theory of dissent.  

I first clarify some central ideas and concepts that a radical democratic 
political theory of dissent should take into account and after that I show how a 
political theory of dissent can be modified to incorporate these concepts.   

I start by presenting some thoughts on how we should conceptualize societal 
change and democratic struggle. One of the reasons for this is to further 
highlight the idea that conflicts can and should be seen as a positive feature in 
society. In other words, this is done in order to clarify why and how dissent 
should be represented in a democracy. 

A radical democratic view implies a conception of democracy as being in 
constant motion. In order to explain this development conceptually and socially 
we need what I shall call a logic of change. The logic of change conceptualizes 
and makes democratic change in society intelligible. On the conceptual level, 
following the ideas of Ernesto Laclau, we have two main alternatives. These are 
dialectic and an antagonistic logic. I argue with Laclau that an antagonistic logic 
of change is more suited for a radical democratic political theory of dissent. 

One of the main debates within radical democratic theory is the debate 
between the deliberative democrats and the agonists. I will argue in favour of 
the view that a political theory of dissent is more justified when viewed as an 
agonist theory. One of the reasons is that deliberative democracy partially 
shares liberal democracy’s feature of internalizing conflicts and thus hides many 
important forms of dissent.  

After the investigation into some of the key concepts for a radical democratic 
political theory of dissent, I present some of Ernesto Laclau’s ideas that can add 
strength to Nancy Fraser’s theory of participatory parity. These ideas are 
Laclau’s and also Mouffe’s15 insights on hegemony and populist politics. I show 
how Fraser’s theory can be strengthened by incorporating some of Laclau’s 

                                                
15 Even though I focus primarily on Laclau in this dissertation, the theory of hegemony is largely 

adopted jointly between Laclau and Mouffe in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. 
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ideas. Laclau’s theory of politics can also further explain how political 
movements arise, which is a feature that Fraser’s current theory cannot.   

Fraser’s theory of justice as participatory parity employs the concept of 
reflexive justice in order to explain the difference between open and closed 
frameworks. Further, she argues for the view that we need to have closed 
frameworks in order to make decisions and thus also change institutional 
configurations. In order to explain change from one social configuration into 
another, she employs the idea of open frameworks. I claim that a theory of 
hegemony is better suited to this. Chantal Mouffe’s and Ernesto Laclau’s theory 
of hegemony struggle can explain a similar dynamic as Fraser strives for with 
her notion of reflexive justice.  

It is also possible to interpret Laclau’s theory as one that is tied to the idea of 
participatory parity. I will argue for the view that Laclau’s idea of democratic 
demands can be interpreted as enhancing participatory parity.  

The question of viewing politics as institutional versus anti-institutional 
engagement is central in contemporary radical democratic theory. I have earlier 
argued that a radical democratic theory of dissent should be tied to institutional 
reality. I will elaborate on this conception a little further in order to achieve a 
more justified view of the concept of democracy and democratic politics.  

After the key concepts have been straightened out, I will provide an 
argument about how these key concepts should be incorporated into a radical 
democratic political theory of dissent. The overall claim is that one possible 
radical democratic political theory of dissent can be achieved by integrating 
Nancy Fraser’s theory of justice and Ernesto Laclau’s theory of democracy. 
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4.2 DEMOCRACY AND THE LOGIC OF CHANGE 

The logic of change explains how democracy changes both conceptually and 
socially. For a political theory of dissent the logic of change explains how social 
change, based on dissent, can be achieved. As dissent is directed disagreement 
towards some feature of society it implies conflict.  

The logic of change can be approached through Laclau’s ideas of different 
social logics. In this conception we can identify at least three ways of 
conceptualizing social logic. The first one is the liberalist conceptualization. The 
second with its root in Hegelian thought is to view change and struggle from the 
perspective of dialectical contradiction. The third one is to view opposition as 
antagonistic. 

Within the liberalist framework all social matters are reduced to a system 
where rules and movement are internal to themselves (Laclau, 1990, pp. 11-12). 
All possibilities for social change are hence viewed as being systemic 
possibilities. In liberalism, conflicts are internalized and carried out within the 
scope of the framework.  

Change that is not internal to the liberalist system is viewed as an anomaly 
and its legitimacy can be questioned. Hence, according to Laclau, antagonistic 
relations do not even exist in a liberalist system as all conflicts are internalized 
and hence play out neatly within the scope of the system itself. One can arrive at 
this idea through the realization that whatever an agent does within the 
liberalist system its identity as a maximizer of interest remains (Laclau, 1990, p. 
12).  

In Laclau’s view the liberalist interpretation where political agents are 
reduced to maximizers of interest cannot explain antagonistic relations in a 
sufficient manner. The liberalist system eliminates antagonistic relations by 
confining them to the margins.  

Because there are divergent interests in society they come into conflict. 
According to Laclau, the liberalist system manages this conflict by meeting 
interests in a sufficient way to ensure a stable society. Those interests that are 
completely against the liberalist idea are unaccepted and can be legitimately 
excluded. Change within the liberalist framework is contained in the liberal 
system. 

In the liberalist framework, common ground can be reached by an appeal to 
the basic principles of reason as seen by liberals. A conflictual relation that 
cannot be reconciled through reason becomes a blind spot. In a sense, this 
eliminates politics as conflict and can be viewed as a false interpretation of 
pluralist politics. Real political antagonism is reduced to technical questions of 
how to recognize divergent interest (Mouffe, 2013, pp. 3-4).  

A dialectical contradiction, again, implies a contradiction where the means to 
overcome the contradiction is found within the opposition itself. In other words, 
every current contradiction determines its subsequent forms. Hence, one can in 
principle track the evolution of certain social oppositions and determine their 
logical conclusion. With regard to social change, this means that social change 
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can be viewed as a logical evolution of current oppositions. The logic of 
dialectical change entails, according to Laclau, that change is logically 
determined through the transcending of the conflict in question. With regard to 
dissent, this entails that the possibility of change is intrinsic to dissent and its 
counterpart, for example institutional oppression.  

The idea of dialectical contradiction as the engine of change is closely tied to 
the idea of historical determinism. The most common examples would be the 
evolution of spirit in Hegel or class opposition in Marx.  

It is noteworthy that the logic of change within a dialectical framework is 
always determined from within the opposites themselves and oppositions are 
overcome in a way that follows a specific trajectory according to reason, spirit, 
and so on. The dialectical logic ascribes a privileged position to the agents that 
are opposing each other. Thus, other oppositions that may be relevant are ruled 
out. This reduces or rules out different real possibilities of dissent. In other 
words, dialectics conceptualizes oppositions in a way that does not take all 
possibilities of social conflicts into account.   

According to Laclau, another possible way of conceiving change is to view 
concepts and social forces as being in antagonistic relations to each other. The 
main difference is that this way of conceiving the logic of change is not 
historically determined and conceptual change is not a logical consequence that 
follows intrinsically from within the concepts themselves. In this view the 
oppositional relations in society depend entirely on factual and contingent 
history (Laclau 1990: 8).  

The difference can be clarified by presenting Laclau’s example of the 
opposition between worker and capital and viewing the conflict from the point 
of view of dialectics and antagonism. First we shall take the opposition between 
worker and capital and view it through the lenses of dialectical contradiction. In 
this opposition, the worker is in contradiction to capital because of the class 
structure of society. We have arrived at this moment in history through the 
evolution of the modes of production in society and through the overcoming of 
the oppositions that any given societal stage creates. In an industrial capitalist 
society the opposition between capital and worker is logically determined by the 
current societal stage and the mode of production which creates the opposition. 
Hence, the opposition between worker and capital is a necessity. The opposition 
is transcended by the revolution that this opposition necessarily creates at which 
point another societal stage is entered. Thus, resistance is a logical conclusion of 
this opposition.   

When the opposition between worker and capital is approached from an 
antagonistic point of view, antagonistic opposition exists only if the worker 
actually resists and in the form chosen by the worker (Laclau, 1990, p. 9). In 
other words, resistance in Laclau’s sense is not a logical conclusion of the 
contradiction between worker and capital. Hence, an antagonistic perspective 
does not accept the idea that resistance is a logical conclusion of any opposition. 

The reason why Laclau views the contradiction between worker and capital 
as an antagonistic relation is that the logic of dialectical contradiction 
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presupposes the idea of a determined historical movement. In such a saturated 
space there is no space for multiplicity. History could not have evolved in any 
other way and in a sense the future is already decided. All societal oppositions 
are viewed as necessities that arise from objective history.   

Laclau tries to show that one cannot and should not view social oppositions 
as objective relations. They should be seen as “the limit of all objectivity” 
(Laclau, 2014, pp. 161-165). In other words, one cannot deduce anything 
objectively from any given social opposition nor can one deduce any future 
societal configuration from such an opposition. An opposition exists only where 
it is created and articulated and the alterations that a conflict may lead to should 
not be viewed as logical conclusions but as contingent features interpreted in 
terms of a hegemonic power struggle. Hence, society should not, according to 
Laclau, be viewed in terms of a purely objective order (Laclau, 2014, pp. 161-
165). Thus, a society and social conflicts are only one possibility out of many. 
Everything could have played out in a different way.  

With regard to the self-characterization of dissent, this means that one 
cannot merely restrict oneself to one specific hegemonic social order. Such 
claims that refer to another hegemonic project have to be counted in order to 
allow for the self-characterization of dissent.  

With regard to the idea of history, the antagonistic perspective is opposed to 
the idea of historical determinism (Laclau, 1990, pp. 12-13). The antagonistic 
account treats history as a matter that is not necessarily coherent.  

The idea of the dialectical logic of contradiction views change as springing 
from within the objective relations of oppositional concepts and forces. 
Dialectical contradictions arise from an objective order in society which in turn 
is tied to the idea of historical determinism. An account of dialectical logic has to 
accept some form of determinism as there is only a limited possibility to 
overcome conceptual oppositions from within concepts themselves.  

This finitude leads to the necessity of viewing society as an objective order. 
The antagonistic perspective is not tied to any conceptual necessity nor is it tied 
to the idea of historical determinism. On the other hand, this leads to the idea 
that one cannot view society as being constructed around an objective order but 
as being tied to the idea of contingency. 

I claim that a radical democratic political theory based on dissent should 
frame its internal logic of change as an antagonistic logic. This is a requirement 
of dissent. I argued earlier for the self-characterization of dissent. This means 
that the dissenters themselves should retain the possibility of characterizing 
their dissent. To allow for the self-characterization of dissent, dissent should be 
limited only by participatory parity. Historical determinism and the idea that 
conflicts can be deduced from an objective order cannot be justified because 
they derive the characterization of dissent and dissenters from a 
conceptualization of society which characterizes dissent and conflict in society. 
In other words, historical determinism cannot be combined with the self-
characterization of dissent.  
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The problem with this idea when applied to political struggles is that it 
requires a view of political struggles that partially removes the question of 
power. The question of power is partially bypassed because contradictions are 
transcended through features intrinsic to the opposing concepts. A theory of 
hegemony is better suited for a political theory in order to explain political 
struggle in terms of power.  

I do not claim that the idea of dialectics as such is faulty. With regard to 
theory and theoretical reflection it is a useful tool, but as an idea that real 
conflicts should be transcended in this way it seems implausible. One of the 
problems with dialectics implemented on politics is that it may draw oneself 
into the quagmire of historical determination.  

For example, if we consider the Hegelian idea of history as the fulfilment of 
objective spirit or the Marxian idea of viewing history as determined by the 
modes of production, it is possible to view dialectics as not being completely 
historically determined if there are many possible ways to transcend 
contradictory relations.   

However, history seems to be at least partially determined if there is not an 
unlimited number of possible ways to transcend these conceptual 
contradictions. Another problem with dialectics, more specifically the forms that 
assume some kind of historical determinism, is that they seem to give a specific 
role to a specific political agent.  

For example, in Marxism it is the proletariat that is the privileged political 
agent. With regard to dissent, dialectics seems to at least in some forms force 
the idea of viewing political conflicts without taking into account relations of 
power other than opposites. Another problem is that there is the possibility of 
having to accept some form of historical determinism. 

With regard to the theories of justice that I have presented earlier, it is a bit 
problematic that both Honneth and Fraser seem at least partially to adhere to 
approaches that follow dialectical logic. For Honneth this is clear as he derives 
his theory from Hegel, especially the master-slave dialectics. For Fraser it is 
evident through her critique of other ideas of justice, such as Honneth’s and 
liberal theories, as being false antitheses.   

I assume that Fraser’s usage of the term antithesis relates to Hegel’s 
aufhebung, which Fraser quite often describes using the formula thesis – 
antithesis – synthesis. So when Fraser claims that some feature is a false 
antithesis she claims that the opposite of the contradiction is false. One example 
is when she claims that the idea of discourse and agonism is a false antithesis. 
Hence, what she claims is that discourse and agonism should not be viewed in 
terms of conceptual contradiction, instead they should be viewed as concepts 
that add to each other. In my opinion this view is false.   

However, it is possible to view the dialectics in Fraser’s theories as an 
approach that uses dialectics as a theoretical tool and not claim that the 
dynamics of struggle in society should be viewed as dialectical struggles. On this 
point I also assume that it is possible to detach the idea of dialectical struggle 
from Fraser’s framework, even if it was there from the beginning.  
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For Honneth, the detachment of dialectics seems to be somewhat more 
problematic as his whole theory of recognition presupposes the idea of 
dialectical struggles. However, Honneth does not, at least explicitly, adhere to 
any idea of historical determinism and he does not presuppose any specific 
political agent as being primary in any way.  

However, his idea of recognition does entail that at least in the recognition 
order society strives towards full recognition. This does not presuppose any kind 
of determinism as such, but as Honneth has such close ties to the Hegelian 
approach, the case can be made that there is at least the possibility of 
determinism with regard to recognition.  

One interpretation of dialectics in Honneth’s theory would go as follows. 
Initially there is the idea of a relation of power that creates misrecognition. This 
leads to the struggle for recognition. From these premises recognition happens 
when the power that creates misrecognition and its counterpart, the struggle for 
recognition, is transcended. The possibility for recognition is thus intrinsic to 
the opposition between the power that creates misrecognition and the struggle 
that aims for recognition. 

However, if one does not put as much weight on the Hegelian connection, 
then the same feature seems only to be a proof of a framework that is 
normatively strong. My critique is perhaps unfair, but it illustrates a problem 
that is present if one employs a too strict conception of dialectics in order to 
explain social change. 
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4.3 PROCEDURAL AND IDEAL DEMOCRACY 

The concept of democracy is commonly viewed as a dynamic concept where the 
real part and the ideal part of democracy interacts and sets boundaries for the 
final conception. The idea is that ideal democracy is the utopian view of 
democracy that is limited by the real or possible institutional arrangements of 
government. In a sense ideal democracy is the regulative ideal that ought to 
regulate the real configuration of democratic society.  

From this division one can conclude that democracy is attractive and 
something to strive for but that it is at the same time by definition unrealizable 
because of the boundaries set by reality. While it may, initially, seem like a good 
idea to operate with a utopian concept for purposes of regulating real world 
institutional arrangements, there are some serious issues with this idea.   

A main problem is that because there are different interpretations of the 
ideal, it is always unclear what kind of institutional configuration is acceptable 
as the best possible configuration. In other words, if we lack a common 
conception of what an ideal democracy would look like, it is hard to make any 
evaluations of what kind of arrangements are best. If we cannot do this we have 
to accept that every interpretation of the democratic ideal is at least partially 
valid. A regulative ideal where any interpretation of the ideal is valid can hardly 
be seen as a regulative ideal at all.  

To make sense of this confusion it is quite common to introduce the idea of 
democracy as a constant process, and I agree.  In other words, the institutional 
arrangements of democracy and the democratic ideal are both viewed from the 
perspective of constant betterment.  

To reach a coherent view of the division between real and ideal democracy 
one needs to introduce the idea of democracy as a process. Thus, we have the 
ideal of democracy that is always unattainable but has the function of eternally 
guiding the institutional configuration on the path towards ideal democracy.  

Because of the possibility of multiple interpretations, the ideal concept of 
democracy has to be very vague. Usually, it is sufficient to define ideal 
democracy as a societal configuration where societal power belongs to the 
people. This idea is compatible with a conception of pluralist liberal equality and 
also other conceptions of democracy.  

In this dissertation, participatory parity functions as the content for what is 
meant by the idea that the power in democratic society belongs to the people. 
The reason why it is sufficient to define the ideal in such minimal terms is 
because any definition of ideal democracy that would be more specific runs into 
the same problem of multiple interpretations that the idea of process was 
implemented to overcome. In other words, because one cannot provide a clear 
substantive content to the original ideal concept one needs the idea of 
democracy as a process. The idea of democracy as a process cannot be given a 
clear definition of the ideal as the idea of the process was implemented in order 
to avoid this problem. No ideal form of democracy can give this answer as an 
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eternal truth. It is from this chain of thought that the division of real and ideal 
democracy arises.  

For the process-based idea to be sensible, it is sufficient to accept that we do 
not know the best configuration but we have the inclination that we can always 
have a societal configuration that is a bit more democratic than the current one. 
In other words, we are always tweaking the societal configuration to make it a 
little more democratic. This is done through a process of trial and error.  

If we have, within this line of thought, a different idea of a democratic 
configuration, we should supposedly argue for its implementation and show that 
the configuration of democracy that we argue for is more in line with the ideal of 
democracy. Hence, we should start to implement it because it is more 
reasonable and more democratic.  

Different theories of democracy are argued for on the grounds that they are 
more democratic than our current or opposing configuration because they are 
more in line with the concept of ideal democracy. I point out again that the 
concept of ideal democracy retains its quite open or undefined nature.  

One could claim that we need a democratic procedure to decide on which 
societal configuration is more democratic and because we cannot have a 
substantive view of democracy. The substantive view is impossible because we 
cannot have an eternal truth about democracy.  

If it were possible to have a substantive concept of democracy as the ideal, it 
would make the real and ideal divide unnecessary. In other words, we would 
never have had the problem of how to decide between competing conceptions of 
democracy as the problem would be decided once and for all. Hence, we need a 
democratic procedure so that we can reach an outcome that we can call 
democratic when we have competing ideas of democracy. In other words, we 
cannot decide which configuration is more democratic by referring to a 
substantial concept as many competing conceptions would have a similar claim. 
Hence, we need to create a procedure that can be interpreted as democratic so 
that we can overcome the problem of deciding on a democratic configuration.  

The outcome of the democratic procedure is thought of as being democratic. 
This idea leads to the further idea that the struggle for the concept of democracy 
is incorporated into the procedures. Hence, the concept of democracy is left 
open by definition. We would not need the concept of procedures in order to 
arrive at the best configuration if we had a clearly defined concept of democracy.  

While I agree that the concept of democracy is open in the sense that it is 
always contested, I disagree with the introduction of the concept of procedure to 
aid us in overcoming the real and ideal democracy. I disagree on two accounts.  

First, we have the idea that as long as the procedure of arriving at a specific 
institutional configuration is democratic, we can conclude that the procedural 
outcome or institutional arrangement is also democratic.  

From this we can conclude that any current configuration is democratically 
acceptable to some extent as long as it has gone through the correct procedures. 
One can always argue that any current institutional arrangement is democratic 
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because it is part of the democratic process or trajectory towards the ideal of 
democracy.  

The configuration itself always refers to an interpretation of the ideal concept 
of democracy. However, the interpretation of the ideal concept of democracy 
does not have its origin in the ideal concept but in the interpretation of the ideal. 
Hence, the interpretation uses itself as a guideline for itself. If we have another 
conception of democracy we need to show why it is more democratic than the 
current configuration. This is, however, always done while referring to a 
conception of ideal democracy. From this we arrive at the second reason for my 
disagreement.  

As any current configuration has gone through the procedural process and by 
virtue of being “more” democratic than a former arrangement, any argument for 
a new configuration has to show that it is “more” democratic either by referring 
to the same concept of ideal democracy that the former arrangement did or by 
introducing a new ideal democracy and trying to show why it is better than the 
former. Both strategies are problematic.  

First, if we refer to the same concept of ideal democracy we would not in fact 
need the idea of procedural democracy as we would in a sense operate with a 
substantive concept of democracy. This would be satisfactory if everyone could 
agree upon the use of that interpretation, but we should remember that the 
concept of an ideal democracy has to be open and vague by definition.  

On the other hand, if we want to introduce a new concept of ideal democracy 
that the new institutional arrangement should refer to we have to introduce a 
new interpretation of what the ideal is either by referring to yet another newly 
introduced concept or by accepting that we cannot introduce new parts in this 
chain ad infinitum. Hence, we arrive to the idea that at some point one of the 
concepts of democracy is always conflicted in a way that cannot be reconciled 
through any process.  

Thus, the opposition that the procedural idea tries to overcome by 
introducing the idea of democratic procedure is not overcome, as the opposition 
will always and necessarily exist on a different level. The idea of procedure is 
useful only to strengthen the current status quo as the most democratic as it is 
by definition the currently most democratic alternative.  

Also, while operating with an idea of democratic process and democratic 
ideals, one always keeps referring to a higher order of democracy. In other 
words, democracy is democratic because it refers to the democratic ideal that is 
more democratic than any other because it in turn refers to yet another 
democratic ideal or thought.  

The procedural idea requires the premise of constant betterment of 
democratic practices. This idea of constant betterment is precisely the idea that 
leads to the requirement that one has to show why a certain idea of democracy is 
better than the earlier and then in turn creates the infinite chain of referring to 
democratic ideals. On these grounds I would reject both the divide of real and 
ideal democracy and the idea of democratic procedure as a means to arriving at 
the most democratic institutional configuration. Instead, the struggle for the 
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meaning of the concept of democracy must be interpreted as a struggle for the 
hegemonic interpretation of the concept. 

There are also other arguments against the procedural account of democracy. 
For example, in Wittgenstein’s interpretation in Mouffe (1999) one can find the 
argument that the procedural is actually substantial. The reason for this is that, 
according to Mouffe’s interpretation, Wittgenstein argues for an account where 
life-forms are prior to meanings (Mouffe, 1999, p. 749). In other words, 
identities are prior to speech. If this is true, then speech carries with itself 
substantial ethical commitments. In other words, speech is not free of 
substance, which leads to the idea that procedural democracy is substantial. If 
this is true, then there are ontological restrictions for procedural democracy. 

The relevance of the critique of procedural democracy as something that can 
solve the opposition between different forms of democracy is that dissent as 
such can and often has its roots in differing conceptions of democracy. The 
emphasis on dissent allows us to translate this opposition into the terms of 
hegemonic struggle.  

The procedural account seems to push away the opposition by always 
referring to something that is further away. Hence, differing conceptions of 
democracy are in a sense internalized in this chain in a very vague way that will 
never lead to a conclusion.  

On the other hand, if we follow Mouffe’s interpretation of Wittgenstein, we 
arrive at the conclusion that procedural democracy is actually substantive 
because life-forms or identities are prior to speech acts. Hence, we need to 
introduce the idea of hegemonic struggle to make sense of the unbridgeable 
opposition that different conceptions lead to. The different conceptions all share 
legitimacy especially in a political theory of dissent insofar as they do not 
destroy the possibility of dissent altogether. Hence, an account of dissent cannot 
work with a procedural account and can only work with a substantive concept 
under the premise that the substantive concepts are viewed as contingent or 
provisional.   

The idea of participatory parity can be viewed as a normative ideal that lies 
between a purely ideal and a procedural idea of democracy. As an example one 
can view Rawls as a proponent of a substantial idea and Habermas as defending 
a purely procedural theory. While Rawls spells out the principles for justice in 
society in A Theory of Justice, Habermas focuses more on the procedure (Rawls, 
1978 (1972), pp. 53-54) (Habermas, 1994, p. 6).  

Participatory parity can be viewed as being between these two accounts as it 
focuses on the possibilities and rights of participation. The difficulty of making 
sense of a purely ideal or procedural conceptualization of democracy leads to the 
idea that we need another concept to set limits for democracy. I propose that 
Nancy Fraser’s account of justice as participatory parity can set limits for 
democracy where needed.  

Further participatory parity as a regulative ideal is compatible with an 
antagonistic logic of change. Participatory parity only sets such limits on 
democracy that ensures that democracy does not change into something else. In 
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other words, participatory parity can be viewed as a safeguard for democracy 
while making democratic alterations possible. 
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4.4 DELIBERATIVE DEMOCRACY  

As this thesis is done within the scope of radical democracy it is necessary to 
take a stance in the debate between deliberative and agonistic democracy. This 
means taking a stance on the foundations of radical democracy itself. To achieve 
this it is relevant to present the main arguments for and against the deliberative 
and the agonist conception. Deliberative democracy holds the position of being 
the more widespread conception of democratic theory. One could even make the 
case for viewing deliberative democracy as the leading theory of democracy at 
the moment. Hence, it is justified to start our investigation there. 

While there is nothing wrong with deliberation as such, there are some 
arguments that force us to reconsider its leading position within radical 
democratic theories. For this dissertation, the different strands of democratic 
theory are considered against the background of which one of the theories is 
most capable of meeting the normative requirements of a political theory of 
dissent. In other words, the question is what kind of radical democratic theory is 
most suitable for a political theory of dissent.  I have already ruled out liberalism 
as being suitable for a political theory of dissent because liberalism internalizes 
dissent within the system which domesticates dissent itself.  

Along with Iris Young, I understand deliberative democracy to be a 
normative account of democratic legitimacy and of how citizens in a democracy 
should participate (Young, 2001, p. 672). The idea is that the best way to be 
politically active is through deliberation. The process of deliberation means that 
conflicts and disagreements in a pluralist society are overcome by different 
parties making proposals and arguing for and against them. The difference 
between deliberative democracy and other accounts is that deliberative 
democracy compels us to take into consideration others’ accounts, not merely 
our own. 

The general idea is that the aim of the deliberative democrat is to create more 
and better spaces for deliberation so that we can arrive at conclusions that can 
be accepted by all (Young, 2001, p. 672). The discussion is governed by the idea 
that participants argue for their own cause under the idea that the best 
argument wins. Thus, we should argue for our own position and at the same 
time take into consideration other accounts. This requires a common idea of 
adjudicating differences. Within the deliberative paradigm participants in 
deliberation are committed to changing their own positions on the tenets of 
reason.  

Hence, reason is the common idea that is used to determine which account 
and which positions are the ones that should be furthered and which should be 
discarded. This leads to the importance within deliberative democratic theory to 
achieve a process of deliberation that can take into account as many different 
voices as possible while still being able to uphold some idea of common ground. 
The requirement of common ground arises from the requirement that we should 
attempt to overcome political opposition through argumentative procedures.  
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Young points out a couple of points in the deliberative account which are 
open for criticism. First, the deliberative account pictures an ideal situation 
where everyone should be included and everyone would be heard on equal 
grounds. However, in the real world of politics, Young points out, we have 
powerful elites that represent structurally dominant groups that have a 
significant influence on the political process. She agrees that deliberation can 
happen in the real world in boardrooms, parliaments, etc. However, elite groups 
can control the deliberative settings by controlling entrance to deliberative 
organs. In her words, “Deliberation is primarily an activity of political elites who 
treat one another with cordial respect and try to work out their differences” 
(Young, 2001, p. 677).  

If the process of deliberation is controlled in this manner the justification for 
the deliberative conception diminishes. According to Young, we can justify 
resorting to protest and using non-deliberative means if the process of 
deliberation is exclusive (Young, 2001, pp. 677, 681, 683-686). Also, according 
to Young, formally inclusive processes of deliberation limit the access of 
structurally unequal groups. In other words, real world deliberation under 
structural inequality cannot be conceived of as democratic in the sense that 
deliberative theory proposes. Deliberative processes remain unjust as they 
reproduce and strengthen the structural injustices by only granting formal voice 
to the marginalized. The practical discourse appears “innocent” to the 
deliberative democrats while others see hegemonic powers and so on at play. 

Another convincing critique against deliberation is levelled by Lynn Sanders. 
She argues that the fact that some people are better at arguing than others tips 
the process of deliberation in favour of people who are versed in argumentation. 
Sanders adds that there are also people that we listen to more and those that we 
decide not to listen to. Hence, deliberation presupposes mutual respect which 
we mistakenly decide exists when we start the practice of deliberation. Sanders 
also points out that there are material restrictions on deliberation that are 
unequally distributed. In other words, we require equality of resources, a 
guarantee of equal opportunity to articulate persuasively and also what she calls 
epistemological authority, that is, “the capacity to evoke acknowledgement of 
one’s arguments” (Sanders, 1997, pp. 347-349). 

For Sanders, the main problem is how more of the people that do not speak 
up and are alienated from politics could be heard and how those who “normally” 
dominate political discourse could be forced to listen and take into account 
those who do not take part.  

There is a problem when democratic theorists make abstractions about the 
people who take part in deliberative practices. This has according to Sanders 
two effects (Sanders, 1997, p. 350). First, it has the positive effect of assisting the 
ending of discrimination based on ascriptive characteristics. 

On the other hand, it also deprives democratic theorists of tools to notice 
“systematic patterns of exclusion” (Sanders, 1997, pp. 350-351). This idealized 
speech situation may lead to a situation where those who discriminate and those 
who are discriminated against become blind to discriminatory practices. In a 
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practical situation all rational arguments may still be disregarded completely, a 
matter which deliberative democratic theory has difficulty in answering.  

Deliberation may prove to work against itself in trying to foster an 
autonomous spirit if the process is one that is discriminatory (Sanders, 1997, p. 
360). A discriminatory process may lead to a situation where participation leads 
to a sense of alienation instead of community.  

If deliberation cannot overcome structural inequalities and the problem of 
power, then injustices are reproduced through the process of deliberation itself. 

Against both of these critiques Kadlec and Friedman attempt to defend the 
deliberative democratic project. They frame the answer as a challenge to the 
question of control, design and change (Kadlec & Friedman, 2007, pp. 7, 9-11, 
15-18).   

The challenge to control is the challenge of who controls the deliberative 
process (Kadlec & Friedman, 2007, p. 7). They argue that it is possible to 
overcome the critiques of both Young and Sanders by deploying non-partisan 
intermediary organizations to oversee the process. 

There should also, according to them, be multi-partisan deliberative 
leadership coalitions (Kadlec & Friedman, 2007, pp. 7-8). The main idea with 
non-partisan intermediary organizations is that they could cultivate properly 
democratic opportunities for deliberation. These multi-partisan leadership 
coalitions would be formed to ensure that all involved parties would have a stake 
in becoming involved in the process of deliberation as that would be one way to 
further any cause. The agendas would be partially balanced as there would be 
different parties involved in the process. This idea is in principle the same as 
Rousseau’s idea of a non-partisan legislator. 

I fail to see how a non-partisan intermediary group would differ from having 
bureaucrats or involving NGOs in the process of deliberation. If one or some 
groups were given the task of ensuring that the deliberative process would be as 
fair as possible, then I assume that the partisan forces would start to attempt to 
influence the non-partisan intermediary groups.  

Hence, the problem would be reproduced merely in another venue. Also a 
multi-partisan coalition is no guarantee of a deliberative process as it makes 
sense for some parties that form a majority to form a coalition to dominate the 
decision process according to their respective interests where matters of politics 
are being haggled over rather than deliberated upon. 

Kadlec and Friedman also identify the problem of design, which is the 
process of framing the questions at hand. They identify two different ways of 
framing: “framing for deliberation” and “framing to persuade” (Kadlec & 
Friedman, 2007, pp. 9-11). Again, they partially argue for intermediary 
organizations, which I claim would become partisan when institutionalized. The 
problem of design is partially overcome by defining the two ways of framing and 
then implementing non-partisan guides to ensure that the process does not 
evolve into a framing to persuade.  

Kadlec and Friedman also identify the problem of striving towards a 
consensus as it presupposes a background agreement with one another. They 
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propose using the concept of confluence which means “gathering or flowing 
together at a juncture” (Kadlec & Friedman, 2007, p. 13).  

In my opinion, this is the same strategy as Rawls implements with his 
introduction of the notion of overlapping consensus (Rawls, 2005 ). The overall 
problem with their solution is that the solution is always to develop deliberation 
by instituting some kind of non-partisan agent to eliminate political conflict.  

Even though we could find actors that are completely non-partisan we have 
to remember that partisan forces are usually very experienced in politics while 
non-partisan guides would come from the outside and would be very susceptible 
to influence. In other words, the non-partisan actors would be either idealists 
that are unused to politicians or politicians themselves.  

Also, this does not answer the question of what should be done when a 
participant in the deliberative process simply does not accept another person’s 
arguments, however reasonable they may be. From personal experience this is 
more often than not the case in party politics.  

They also claim that the critique Sanders levelled based on the idea that 
deliberation requires mutual respect as a prerequisite for deliberation is false 
and that their process-based approach treats mutual respect as something that 
grows from the deliberative process (Kadlec & Friedman, 2007, p. 14). This may 
be the case, but one can use the same argument in support of the agonist 
perspective. The main idea seems to be that mutual respect grows from social 
interaction. This seems acceptable but is not in any specific way attached to the 
deliberative paradigm unless one claims that this only holds for interaction 
based on the tenets of reason within the deliberative paradigm. As there are 
many other ways of fostering mutual respect, it seems highly unlikely that this is 
what Kadlec and Friedman would have in mind.  

The last problem that Kadlec and Friedman identify is the problem of 
democratic change (Kadlec & Friedman, 2007, pp. 15-18). The main idea is that 
a democratic theory should be a vehicle of social change and that the theory of 
deliberation should be more strongly anchored to change. They argue that the 
development of deliberative norms provides contexts and opportunities for 
people to take part in and foster communicative inquiry on common concerns.  

They rely on Dewey’s account of social intelligence as one of the main 
characteristics that a well-designed process of deliberation stimulates (Kadlec & 
Friedman, 2007, pp. 15-18). However, they also point out that a process of 
deliberation should always be controlled outside the official channels to 
overcome the problems of reproducing the discriminatory practices that Young 
and Sanders warned about.  

If deliberation is conceived as a practice governed by reason, then one opens 
for the critique that we would not need more democracy but a government of 
elites (Lafont, 2006, pp. 8-9) For example, if the idea why we adhere to the 
principle of deliberation is that it leads to the best results and that this process is 
governed by reason, then it is plausible to claim that we should focus on getting 
an elite government. This claim would itself also be made on the basis of reason.  
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As Lafont points out, the principle of deliberation is also used as a 
justificatory principle.  Outcomes of political decision-making can be justified as 
if they would have been through the scrutiny of public argumentation (Lafont, 
2006, pp. 10-13). This goes for all decisions regardless of whether they have 
factually been through any deliberative process. Lafont argues that democracy is 
at the best a sort of epistocracy. This holds especially if we consider the idea that 
the point of deliberation is to achieve answers that are in everyone’s interests 
combined with the idea that everyone personally knows what is in their own 
interest.  Hence, Lafont argues that the main defence of deliberation does not 
come from its adherence to reason, but from its strength to justify and legitimize 
outcomes.   

Lafont also touches on the problem of why minorities should consent to a 
majority view (Lafont, 2006, p. 17). The minority does not consent because of 
substantive correctness but because the view after deliberation is more likely to 
reflect the force of the better argument at that specific time. 

Hence, despite deliberative democracy’s strength of legitimation and 
justification we still return to the question of reason. Lafont points out that the 
democratic commitment to public justification is not satisfied if a minority has 
not been given sensible reasons that they can accept. In other words, the process 
is justified only insofar as it is mutually justifiable. From this arises the further 
problem of how mutual justifiability can be adhered to under conditions of 
deliberative disagreement. What follows from this is that we should commit to a 
“permanent possibility of effective contestation of collective decisions” (Lafont, 
2006, p. 22).  

This means that the mutual justification is not undermined but the minority 
should accept that they have not been able to give reasons for their claims that 
most people in the community can accept (Lafont, 2006, pp. 20-23).  However, 
if they succeed in giving reasons then the majority should by parity of argument 
have to accept the claims of the minority.  

According to an epistemic view, deliberative democracy is justified and 
decisions made through the process of deliberation are legitimate because 
democratic deliberative values have more epistemic value that any other 
democratic alternative (Marti, 2006, pp. 31-33). In other words, decisions made 
through such a process are more likely to be right than other democratic 
processes, even though other processes may be more correct in certain 
particular cases. This view is attributed to philosophers such as David Estlund 
(Estlund, 1997) and Joshua Cohen (Cohen J. , 1986).  

This ideal has to adopt a “standard of rightness” that is in a sense objective 
and not dependent on the deliberative process. In other words, through 
deliberation we will arrive at, or at least be closer to, objective truth. This idea is 
based on what Marti calls the ontological and the epistemological theses: 
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One or several standards of rightness of political decisions exist as 
something at least partially independent both from the decision-making 
procedure and from the participants’ beliefs, preferences and desires. 
And this standard is knowable. (Marti, 2006, p. 34) 

 

Democratic deliberation is in general the most reliable democratic 
procedure in order to identify which are the right political decisions, and 
therefore it is the adequate method to make legitimate political 
decisions. (Marti, 2006, p. 35) 

 

From this Marti arrives at the conclusion that we have two ways of justifying 
deliberative democracy, the intrinsic justification and the instrumental 
justification (Marti, 2006, pp. 35-36). The intrinsic justification is when 
justification is based on the intrinsic feature of the process itself. Instrumental 
justification is when justification refers to the outcome of the process. The 
different justifications are not mutually exclusive.  

David Estlund conceives of the ideal speech act as something broader than 
merely a regulative ideal that in an ideal situation should mirror society 
(Estlund, 2006, pp. 86-87, 90). He claims that his view is supported by 
Habermas. Estlund conceives of the ideal speech situation as a breakdown 
theory, based on Marcuse. This means that the role of deliberative democracy is 
to identify deviations from the deliberative ideal so that we can decide what to 
do with them later.  

This idea is based on the reinterpretation of the Habermasian public sphere 
in the sense that there should be an informal public sphere that is unruly 
(Estlund, 2006, pp. 86-87, 90). This means that the informal sphere should not 
be governed by any principles of deliberation. In such a public sphere conflicts 
could play out and arguments based on emotions could be given in order to 
provide new insights for political deliberation. It seems that Estlund attempts to 
introduce an agonist public sphere in order to avoid some of the criticism 
against deliberative democracy. The introduction of the agonist public sphere 
can be viewed as agreeing with the agonist critique of deliberative democracy. I 
would claim that such an introduction would turn Estlund’s conception into an 
agonist conception of democracy.  

If deliberative democracy is about striving for truth, the question will always 
return to the question of whose truth we are striving for, as the conception of 
reason and the rules of the deliberative process define the outcome. Hence, if 
the speech act and the rules are not in reality defined together by everyone then 
the definer is the one holding the ultimate power in deliberative democracy.   

One of the main ideas in deliberative democracy is that through deliberation 
we can arrive at a view of the common good. According to Jane Mansbridge, no 
decision about the common good can be legitimate if it does not take into 
account conflicting interests (Mansbridge, 2006, pp. 107-108, 117-119, 128-129). 
Consequently, according to her, deliberation should also be judged on the basis 
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of how well it can command genuine consensus and how well the process can 
clarify the conflicts at play.  

She proposes a view of the deliberative process as a three-stage process to 
properly take into account conflicts in deliberation (Mansbridge, 2006, pp. 107-
108). At the first stage, different interest groups or the “like-minded” deliberate 
amongst themselves to clarify their own agenda, also allowing for suppressed 
groups to mobilize.  This idea is quite similar to Fraser’s subaltern 
counterpublics.  

At the second stage we would have full-scale deliberation where both 
conflicting and common interests would attempt to clarify both conflict and 
commonality in order to achieve mutual understanding (Mansbridge, 2006, pp. 
117-119). If this proves impossible there would be a third stage of negotiation to 
reach a decision in spite of disagreement. This three-stage model is partially 
proposed because, according to Mansbridge, deliberative processes that are 
aimed at understanding may suppress dissent.  

She points out that conflict in opinion has always been central for thinkers 
like Habermas, Arendt and Wolin (Mansbridge, 2006, pp. 128-129). The main 
problem is when self-interest plays a bigger role in political decision-making. 
However, this kind of thinking, according to Mansbridge, undermines well-
reasoned and fair decisions in conditions that reflect closely the equality and 
freedom of each individual.  

In other words, such deliberation, which attempts to force conflict of 
interests within procedures, does not respect freedom and equality. One is 
forced to accept something that is not acceptable, at least partially. 
Mansbridge’s three-stage deliberative process may actually provide a solution to 
this. However, it is unclear if her theory strictly speaking should be conceived of 
as a deliberative democratic theory.  

This is, as I see it, also one of the pitfalls of the classification of agonist as 
opposed to deliberative democracy. As long as we hold strictly to one view and 
attempt to define clearly different standpoints, we forget the bigger picture of 
how radical democracy could evolve into something better.  

We tend to miss different points of view and that different paradigms do 
better in comparison to one another. Hence, the reaction should not try to 
define Mansbridge as either deliberative or agonist but to ask the question if her 
point of view differs on some relevant points from valuable aspects of agonistic 
democracy. On this point I would claim that even though I agree with her on the 
feasibility of her model and that it is probably also applicable in reality, the main 
difference with agonists is the constitution of identity. For many of agonists, 
identity is constituted through conflict. Pluralism is not merely a fact of 
pluralism (Rawls, 2005 ) but refers to the circumstances that constitute identity.  

Thus, even though the question of whether Mansbridge is an agonist or a 
deliberative democrat is at least partially irrelevant, her model should be 
expanded to take into account the wider implication on identity if one wants to 
view her theory as one that could overcome the opposition between deliberation 
and agonism.  
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4.5 CHARACTERIZATION OF AGONISTIC DEMOCRACY 

At the moment there are not many overall works on what agonistic democracy 
entails. One of the first comprehensive works is Mark Wenman’s book Agonistic 
Democracy: Constituent Power in the Era of Globalization. Even though I 
disagree with Wenman on many points, I will follow his work in order to paint a 
clearer picture of what the unifying factors of agonistic democracy are and also 
to show the differences between his and my characterization of radical 
democracy and agonistic democracy.  

To begin with, Wenman identifies deliberative democracy, agonistic 
democracy, cosmopolitan democracy and radical democracy as new models of 
democracy (Wenman, 2013, pp. 3, 18, 28). These are all different forms of 
democracy and mark different standpoints in contemporary debates.  He 
identifies three central components that mark agonistic democrats; they share 
an emphasis on constitutive pluralism, a tragic vision of the world and a belief 
that certain forms of conflict can be a political good.  

The parts that I mainly disagree with are the claims that radical democracy is 
a distinct form of democracy and that the “tragic vision” is a common feature.  

I agree that most agonists share an idea of pluralism as constitutive 
pluralism, in other words they usually hold to an idea of value pluralism. This is 
an idea of pluralism as opposed to, for example, Rawls’ idea of pluralism as a 
fact.16  

The main idea of pluralism as a fact is that the world is factually such that 
there are different political values and hence we are required to take this into 
account when creating theories of society. In other words, theories based on the 
idea of pluralism as a fact are based on the idea of how we should manage the 
diversity of values. As Wenman also points out, agonists usually do not agree to 
this conception but “…reject the idea that pluralism can be mediated by a 
determinant set of rational principles” (Wenman, 2013, p. 29).  

Agonists focus on how different identities are created and conditioned and 
on how plurality itself can be distorted and manipulated (Wenman, 2013, pp. 
29-31). Hence, pluralism is not something that is characterized by managing a 
conflict of values but it shares the idea that identities, values and moralities are 
actually created and formed in and by the conflict. Agonists share the idea that 
there is no common measure or principle according to which one can adjudicate 
between competing values. 

Wenman also distinguishes the tragic vision as one characteristic that all 
agonists share. According to Wenman, one characteristic of both ancient and 
post-modern times is the “…idea that conflict, suffering and strife are endemic 
in social and political life and not a temporary condition on a journey towards 
reconciliation or redemption” (Wenman, 2013, p. 35).  

This should not, according to him, be understood as a mere conflict between 
good or evil but as “… an impossible contest between incommensurate 

                                                
16 See, for example, Rawls (2005).  
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conceptions of the good, where neither has unqualified right on their side.” 
(Wenman, 2013, p. 35) . 

Thus far I agree with Wenman. However, I disagree with the idea that 
tragedy or tragic vision should be a necessary feature of agonism. 

Wenman ascribes the idea or the resurrection of the idea of tragedy to 
Nietzsche through Connolly (Wenman, 2013, pp. 36-37,39). He cites Derek 
Barker to show that tragedies are open to interpretation and that they do not 
decisively resolve the questions that they raise and as such are open to 
interpretation and discussion. Inherent in the idea of tragedy can also be found 
the idea that suffering and despair is involved. Even though we can find the 
ideas of tragedy, as Wenman does, in Connolly’s, Honig’s and Foucalt’s writings 
it still remains unclear why tragic vision is counted as something that all 
agonists should share.  

Where Wenman identifies conflict, suffering and strife as necessary 
prerequisites for agonism, I would agree wholly only with the idea of conflict. I 
do not think that the concept of tragedy is a necessary feature of agonism. 
Clearly, some agonist philosophers do share the idea of tragedy and utilize it in a 
fruitful manner, but postulating it as a necessary feature only confuses matters 
by bringing in the whole discussion of different interpretations of the tragedies 
of antiquity into the contemporary discussion of the foundations of democracy. 

 Wenman’s requirement of tragic vision seems to be connected to his 
distinction of agonistic democracy as being different from radical democracy.  

The idea of tragedy in connection with agonism is derived from the 
Nietzschean idea of tragedy as opposed to optimism. Here the tragic view 
accepts conflict as inevitable and the optimist as dissolving conflicts. 17  

This idea as such is similar to the division between agonistic and deliberative 
democracy, where reason dissolves the conflicts in deliberative democracy and 
agonistic democracy embraces conflicts as inevitable.  

As a feature that characterizes agonistic democracy, the idea of tragic vision 
merely serves to bracket all agonists as being related to Nietzsche and Greek 
antiquity. This characterization does not provide any new insight into the 
contemporary debate between agonists and deliberative democrats. In other 
words, relying on the idea of tragic vision merely narrows down the number of 
agonist philosophers.  Not many agonists utilize or take part in the scholarly 
discussions on tragedy.  

The idea of tragedy is inherently related to the idea of things going wrong. In 
a tragic story; the hero usually loses or at least does not achieve what he was set 
out to do. In relation to contemporary democratic politics this idea seems 
somewhat out of place. I claim that even though agonists highlight and embrace 
conflict and struggle, there are not many tragic elements in the sense of 
suffering or misery. On the contrary, agonistic democracy should be seen as a 
strand of democratic theory which sees conflict as something positive.  

                                                
17 On this I am indebted to Sanna Tirkkonen. For an article where the topic is discussed, see Tirkkonen 

(2015) 
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By putting more weight on the idea of the tragic vision than the idea that 
irreducible conflict characterizes agonism, Wenman opens agonistic democracy 
up for the critique that it is inherently tied to the idea of misery and suffering. 
This only serves to heighten the misunderstanding between agonists and 
deliberative democrats. 

The third feature Wenman identifies is the idea of conflict as a political good 
(Wenman, 2013, pp. 45-46). This idea is, according to him, the part that is often 
misunderstood with regard to agonism. He claims, rightly, that agonists are 
often criticized for not being able to give a conception of the political good and 
thus that agonists are also criticized for not being able to give a normative 
position. What is misunderstood, according to Wenman, is that agonism is itself 
a political value. In other words, it is conflict as a positive value that is 
emphasized.  

 
 

4.5.1 AGONIST ALTERNATIVES 
The agonistic critique of deliberative democracy is traditionally a critique of 
consensus and the insistence that the democratic contest or struggle should go 
all the way to include the principles and procedures that regulate political life 
(Schaap A., 2009, pp.1-3).  

One of the most influential theories of agonism is Chantal Mouffe’s idea of 
agonistic pluralism. Mouffe’s thesis is that a consensus-based approach can 
lead to a moral distinction between those involved in the presumed consensus 
and those that are not (Mouffe, 1999, p. 754). In other words, this leads to a 
distinction between good and evil which in turn leads to a relation between 
friend and enemy which can only play out as a societal pathology of antagonism 
or the destruction of the enemy.  

Mouffe assumes that the we/they relation is fundamental for us to 
understand the sphere of the political (Mouffe, 2005, p. 52). In Mouffe’s 
scheme, conflicts should play out as agonism between adversaries, that is, 
within the democratic system so that they do not evolve into antagonistic 
relations between friends and enemies. An enemy is one whose demands are not 
recognized, an adversary is one who shares some common ground. The common 
ground in Mouffe’s case refers to adherence to democracy.  

According to Mouffe, collective identities always entail a we/they distinction. 
We should not try to overcome these distinctions through consensus, instead the 
divisions should be energized through confrontation (Mouffe, 2005, pp. 5-6).  

The reason for this is that, according to Mouffe, consensus leads to no-
difference policies which in turn lead to growing disaffection with politics and 
thus the decline of democracy (Mouffe, 2005, pp. 62-63).  
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When politics is played out in the register of morality antagonism cannot 
play out as agonism, that is, a legitimate conflict of plurality of interest that can 
never be completely reconciled (Mouffe, 2005, p. 76).  

Consensus silences this plurality through a conceived unity of interest. 
Hence, what is at stake in Mouffe’s theory is what to do in order to achieve a 
situation where conflicts play out as agonism and not as destructive antagonism. 
In other words, politics should be conducted within the sphere of democracy, 
that is, within the field where conflicts play out agonistically. In short, Mouffe’s 
idea of agonism is that pluralism is defined as many competing values and 
empirical restrictions for unlimited deliberations lead to non-rational consensus 
plus hegemonic practices (Mouffe, 2013, pp. 3-4). What should be noticed is 
that Mouffe actually defines common and shared boundaries for democratic 
agonism. 

Mouffe presupposes that liberty and equality are central values that we could 
all agree upon (Mouffe, 2013, p. 7).  A similar idea where emancipatory politics 
requires liberty and equality can be found in Balibar (2002, p. 2). The idea of the 
centrality of equality and freedom can also be found in Laclau’s idea of 
democratic demands and Fraser’s idea of participatory parity. However, Mouffe 
does not provide us with an idea why, how and where we have agreed upon this 
principle. One way of doing this is by referring to a postulated or idealized 
discourse, but that would go against the principle of agonism.  

However, this is only the case if one views agonism as a value that has 
priority over democracy. Wenman seems to see agonistic democracy in this way. 
However it is justified to set democratic boundaries for agonism, even if it would 
merely serve to make sense of the concept. Hence, if democracy and agonism 
are both viewed as values as such, then one can conclude that democracy has 
priority in Mouffe’s theory. My characterization of agonism as a sub-category of 
radical democracy defines all the agonist alternatives as being secondary to 
democracy. Hence, under my categorization there is no problem with the idea 
that Mouffe gives priority to the idea of democracy. 

Mouffe argues for an agonistic public sphere where passions can be played 
out politically (Mouffe, 2005b, p. 124). The idea is that passions are central for 
the democratic struggle. This would be a way to get away from the striving for 
consensus in the political centre. Her argument is that the movement towards 
the political centre gives grounds for the rise of fundamentalist movements.  

The problem with deliberative democracy is that every political question 
acquires a moral nature and is hence subsumed under rational discourse 
(Mouffe, 2005b, p. 124).  

Thus, we arrive at the problems with liberalism and deliberative democracy, 
namely that they cannot approach and think about conflicts in political terms 
(Mouffe, 2005b, p. 125). Conflicts are solved through other mediums such as 
economics or morality. A well-functioning democracy requires adversarial 
positions to function properly. The democratic struggle mobilizes the passions 
towards democratic design (Mouffe, 2005b, p. 127).  
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The problem with the public sphere in liberal and deliberative democracy is 
that when political conflicts are translated into moral terms, the conflicts lead to 
enemy relations (Mouffe, 2005b, pp. 126, 129-130). The idea is to have the 
political played out between adversaries. The main idea is that adversaries fight 
for hegemonization of their viewpoint. Enemies fight to destroy. The hegemonic 
struggle constitutes the democratic struggle. For Mouffe, hegemony is when 
objectivity and power meet (Mouffe, 1999, pp. 752-753). 

Another agonist alternative is William Connolly’s. His idea of agonistic 
democracy is based on the importance of genealogy as a key to undermining 
claims to normality and the fostering of agonistic respect as a feature to dampen 
agonistic contest (Wenman, 2013, p. 109). In Connolly (2002), agonistic 
democracy is a model where no positive vision can be enunciated and 
contestation takes priority over every other aspect of politics. Agonistic respect 
is a civic virtue that allows people to honour different final sources. “Agonistic 
respect is a reciprocal virtue appropriate to a world in which partisans find 
themselves in intensive relations of political interdependence.” (Connolly, 2002 
(1991), pp. xxv-xxvi).  

Connolly investigates the identity/difference dilemma and analyses how 
democratic identity can either become oppressive or configured to foster 
diversity. One task is thus to avoid the translation of difference into a threat in 
order that a certain collective identity is not “dogmatized”. According to 
Connolly, democracy is the key practice that should be nourished. A democracy 
“infused with agonism” is a democracy where different and divergent 
orientations can flourish in public life (Connolly, 2002 (1991), pp. 200, 210-
211).  

Connolly also states that agonal democracy presupposes a reduction in 
economic inequalities that require a mobilization of public energies to promote 
it (Connolly, 2002 (1991), p. 212). Hence, for Connolly democracy requires some 
kind of material equality. This idea is very similar to Fraser’s idea. Connolly’s 
strategy of mobilizing public energies also seems to be similar to Fraser’s 
subaltern counterpublics. The mobilizing is done against hegemony, which in 
Connolly’s theory is described as a predominance of will in public life (Connolly, 
2002 (1991), p. 212).  

What should also be noticed is that Connolly’s agonal democracy requires 
equality. The case that one of agonistic democracy’s features is equality becomes 
somewhat stronger. Moreover, with the idea of politics as a “politics of 
becoming” Connolly also shows how pluralism is in a sense pluralized. The 
politics of becoming is a paradoxical politics where new things surge into being, 
such as new identities and new moral inspirations that upset older and stratified 
conceptions of these things (Connolly, Pluralism, 2005, p. 121).  

Another agonistic theory that also focuses on equality is Jacques Rancière’s 
theory. For Rancière the concept of equality is essential for his conception of 
democratic politics.  

Rancière contrasts the idea of police with politics (Rancière, 1995, pp. 39-61). 
The police is for Rancière the governing functions that belong to the social 
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order. The sphere of politics is when claims of equality interrupt the police order 
and reintroduce the principle of equality as opposed to a naturally conceived 
social order. Even though Rancière holds that politics is in a sense pure and 
always directed towards the social order, he is not an anarchist (Klockars, 2010, 
pp. 285-290). For Rancière there are no natural grounds for a social order and 
he strives to conceive politics as the challenging of existing power structures.  

The democratic element in Rancière is connected with his view of equality 
(Rancière, 1995, pp. 39-61). Equality, according to Rancière, is not a positive 
evaluation. Equality exists on a pre-evaluative level where no values as such 
exist. It is when an evaluation is made that we can start speaking of equality and 
inequality. Hence, everyone is potentially equal as no one has any natural or 
given right to evaluate him- or herself above another. Thus, on the level when 
we start to conceive of justice and stability, questions of equality come into play 
(Klockars, 2010, pp. 285-290).  

For Rancière, democracy does not entail a specific social system but an 
activity that is closely related to politics in its “original” meaning (Rancière, 
1995, pp. 39-61). Hence, democratic politics for Rancière can be conceived of as 
the returning of politics to its original level of equal diversity (Klockars, 2010, 
pp. 285-290). Hence, Rancière creates an opposition where on one side is 
democracy and politics, and on the other order and different social structures.  

Democracy is thus not a government or model for a state but a 
reintroduction of the foundations of politics, in other words the dismantling of 
order (Klockars, 2010, pp. 285-290). Thus, we should not focus on politics as a 
question of how power is legitimately exercised. Instead we should focus on the 
disruption of current configurations of power and ruling ideas (Rancière, 1995, 
pp. 39-61). Hence, politics is grounded in difference not power. The reason for 
me to count Rancière as an agonist is tied to the idea that, for Rancière, 
disagreement is a fundamental factor of politics.  

With regard to the debate on recognition, there are some works that 
approach the idea of recognition from an agonist point of view. These are 
amongst others James Tully18 and Patchen Markell.19 Also there is the 
possibility of reading Axel Honneth and Nancy Fraser as agonists. James Tully’s 
approach, which is heavily influenced by Foucault, can also be read as an agonist 
account of recognition (Owen, 2012, p. 133).  

Overall agonistic democracy in my opinion should be seen as theories of 
democracy that are constructed on the basis of disagreement and conflict. They 
are opposed to deliberative democratic theories with which they often are 
contrasted and together with deliberative democratic theories they are usually 
also opposed to liberal democratic theories. Hence, agonistic theories of 
democracy assume the priority of the value of radical democracy and approach 
it from the point of view of agonism.  

                                                
18 see for example (Tully, 1995), (Tully, 2008) and (Tully, 2009) 
19 see for example (Markell, 2003) 
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One can conceive of agonistic theories that are not democratic at all. On this 
point Wenman’s identification of agonistic democracy is misleading as it seems 
that he first establishes agonism and after that its relation to democracy.  This 
has to do with the conception that all models of democracy are seen as distinct 
models and not as an evolution of a wider debate on democracy. In other words, 
the categorization of radical democracy as the umbrella concept establishes the 
priority of democracy in a way that does not lead to unnecessary criticism later 
on. 
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4.6 LACLAU’S RADICAL DEMOCRATIC POPULISM 

4.6.1 DEMOCRATIC DEMANDS AND PARTICIPATORY PARITY 
The main aim of this chapter is to present some of Laclau’s political theories. 
Through this integration it is possible to achieve a more justified radical 
democratic framework that is based on the ideas of dissent and participatory 
parity.  

One of the reasons for utilizing the insights of Laclau is that his idea of 
politics that arises from democratic demands can be interpreted as participatory 
parity. As I have mentioned earlier, democratic demands are demands that 1) 
are made by the underdog in society, 2) have an egalitarian dimension and 3) 
have their roots in exclusion, deprivation and society’s creation of others as 
deficient beings (Laclau, 2005a, p. 125).  

In Fraser’s terms, Laclau’s first feature would coincide with her idea of 
subaltern counterpublics and a strong connection to new social movements. The 
second feature coincides primarily with the sphere of distribution but also with 
the sphere of recognition. Lastly, Laclau’s third feature can be seen as similar to 
Fraser’s sphere of recognition and the sphere of representation.  

Laclau’s insights into populist democracy can add strength to Fraser’s 
framework by giving a better interpretation of democratic politics. The key 
concept for this understanding is Laclau’s concept of hegemony.  

From the point of view of dissent, Laclau’s theory can show how the idea of 
the people is created through dissent. Laclau’s theory is also strongly tied to the 
idea of actually occurring dissent as he views the struggles of society as 
contingent antagonisms. This means that social conflicts should be interpreted 
as conflicts when they actually happen and are created, and not seen as logical 
necessities.  

Laclau’s theory is a radical democratic alternative that encompasses the 
antagonistic logic of change. In my interpretation, he is also an agonist 
philosopher. One of the strongest arguments for this is when he claims that 
reason cannot function as a common adjudicator for political conflicts as reason 
itself is dependent on hegemony (Laclau, 1990, p. 31).  

Even though Laclau’s reinterpretation of populism is innovative and also 
useful, I hold that the use of the concept of populism is bad. In other words, 
even though Laclau’s theory is based on many ideas of populism he has a strong 
commitment to democracy. The common usage of populism views it more or 
less as a social pathology. With the common usage I refer to, for example, how 
populism is used to describe far-right anti-immigrant movements in Europe. I 
would be inclined to view populism as a social feature that is bad for democracy 
even though Laclau gives us the possibility of distinguishing between 
democratic and undemocratic populism. Hence, I agree with the substance that 
Laclau gives to the concept of populism. My disagreement is with the usage of 
the concept of populism for this description. In my view, giving a democratic 
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reinterpretation of the concept of populism is an attempt to hijack the concept 
by giving it a new interpretation.  

 
  

4.6.2 HEGEMONY  
As mentioned earlier, I follow Mouffe and Laclau’s views on the concept of 
hegemony. Roughly stated the view is that hegemony is the place where power 
and objectivity meet. To arrive at this, they have partially rewritten Marx’s 
concept of hegemony as found in Gramsci’s work (Norval, 2005, p. 86). One of 
the main reasons for me to follow this interpretation of hegemony is that 
Laclau’s work on hegemony shows convincingly that no analysis of politics can 
be done without understanding hegemony and the hegemonic struggle.  

The underlying idea behind this concept of hegemony is that it highlights 
both politics and society as contingent features. In other words, the political and 
the social are created through power and decisions. Hegemony temporarily fixes 
the meanings of social relations (Critchley, 2006, p. 114).   

Both Laclau’s and Mouffe’s concepts of hegemony are detached from the 
Marxian idea of historic necessity (Laclau, 1990, pp. 27-28).  It has to be 
detached in order to avoid the totalizing effects of “objective structures”.  Fixed 
objective structures are an impossibility as no hegemonic configuration can fully 
totalize itself into society.  

Hence, from the point of view of Laclau’s concept of hegemony, the Marxian 
concept of hegemony is impossible because it has strong ties to historical 
necessity and hence to objective structures.   

Laclau operates with “open signifiers”, meaning that a concept is left open to 
different interpretations and will be filled with different content depending from 
what point of view the concept is used (Laclau, 1990, pp. 27-30). In other words, 
a left-wing and a right-wing politician would mean different things when 
referring to, for example, the concept of justice.  

The hegemonic struggle is a struggle about whose definition fixes the 
meaning of concepts for a wider audience (Laclau, 1990, pp. 27-30). The 
hegemonic struggle is thus translated into a struggle on hegemonizing the 
contents of concepts and fixing them according to a specific configuration.  

According to Laclau, the field of the social could be likened to a “trench war” 
where different political projects attempt to hijack as many of these signifiers 
around themselves (Laclau, 1990, pp. 27-30). Necessity and objectivity in this 
case would be grounded in “stable hegemony” and in between we would have 
times of “organic crisis” when hegemonic articulations weaken. A complete 
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hegemonic totality would, according to Laclau, be impossible because it is not 
empirically possible for a social force to impose its supremacy completely.20   

The hegemonic structure as a whole is always in question (Laclau, 1990, pp. 
27-30). A social structure cannot, according to Laclau, be seen as the realization 
of a project or of rationality which has its foundations in a preceding 
configuration. A social structure has to be seen as an act of construction. 
According to Laclau, all the rules that govern coherence in society are grounded 
in hegemony and are thus dependent on who is in command. This does not 
mean that every new configuration would be founded completely apart from any 
current hegemonic configuration. It only means that the new configuration 
would not be determined by the preceding configuration. There would still be a 
partial relation as the preceding structure makes new structures possible.  

Political agents in society share a similar relation to societal structures as 
they actualize some structural possibilities while rejecting others. In other 
words, the identities of political agents change when the structures of society 
change (Laclau, 1990, pp. 27-30). Laclau uses as an example the trade union’s 
relationship with society. When society changes we are not left with the same 
trade unions in a new configuration but with trade unions who have also 
changed their identity.  

Any structural objectivity that is formed is based on a power relationship. 
This is also true for any decision made on this basis. We can arrive at this insight 
by examining how a decision is made in Laclau’s theory.  

First, an agent is autonomous but not completely detached from social 
structures.  A social structure as such is ultimately undecidable as any other 
configuration could have been possible. Hence, according to Laclau, this means 
that a political subject is determined by the distance between an undecidable 
structure and any decision made on the basis of it (Laclau, 1990, pp. 27-30). 
When determining grounds for the decision the social structures are actually as 
primary as the decision itself because the structures are undecidable. If different 
possible decisions refer to different undecidable structures, then such a decision 
means repressing the possible alternative. Hence, any conception of structural 
objectivity is formed as a power relationship.  

Laclau points out that a decision taken on the grounds of undecidable 
structures may seem unreasonable as it cannot refer to any solid grounds 
(Laclau, 1990, p. 31). This is, however, only the case if the undecidability is only 
attributed to the social structures. Undecidability, according to Laclau, can be 
viewed as a factor that is located within reason itself. Hence, reason and 
undecidable structures are not opposites but something that supplements and 
highlights reason’s deficiencies.  

This means that when two groups make decisions on the basis of undecidable 
structures the relation between them will be one of antagonism and power 

                                                
20 One can see the similarity to Mouffe’s idea, where democratic society is characterized as something that 

cannot be realized fully because democracy is constituted by the fact that no factor can control the totality (Mouffe, 
1999, p. 752). 
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(Laclau, 1990, p. 31). Both decisions are made on the basis of reason but there 
cannot be any ultimate rational ground for deciding which of the decisions 
would be correct. This undecidability is transcended on the basis of power.  

Hegemony as such can be associated with political domination (Howarth, 
2008) (Connolly, 2002 (1991)). I pointed out earlier that any established 
hegemony is undemocratic as it always entails the imposition of a specific point 
of view as being universal. Hence, from this point of view the struggle for 
hegemony may be democratic but any set hegemonic configuration is at least 
potentially undemocratic. This holds even if hegemony is constructed in a 
manner where “empty signifiers” should be filled with democratic content. 
Hegemony’s undemocratic nature comes from the imposition of a set of ideas as 
universal.  

 
 

4.6.3 REMARKS ON HEGEMONY 
Laclau’s and Mouffe’s idea of hegemony is a reworked version of the Gramscian 
idea.  

The Gramscian idea is roughly that hegemony is a political mechanism 
through which a group establishes its intellectual and moral leadership 
(Gramsci, 2000, pp. 249-250, 306). The hegemonic group uses a combination of 
coercion and consent to forge together a new hegemonic bloc that is based on 
the universalization of the group’s own interests (Khan, 2008, p. 196).  

In the Marxian framework the proletariat has to establish its counter-
hegemony by achieving the consent of subordinated groups (Gramsci, 2000, pp. 
249-250, 306). For Gramsci, domination and hegemony are decoupled in the 
sense that domination is the power that is used through the state while 
hegemonic power is the wider societal power.  

What Laclau and Mouffe did in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy was to 
detach the idea of hegemony from its class essentialism (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001 
(1985), pp. 137-138) (Khan, 2008, p. 196). In other words, there is no privileged 
class agent. Thus, any group in society can construct a “hegemonic bloc”, not 
only the proletariat.  

According to Khan, in Laclau’s view the stability of society exists in a 
paradoxical tension with the social (Khan, 2008, p. 196 ), and the social is 
identified with the infinite play of differences. Society, on the other hand, exists 
to limit that play by containing it within the finitude of an order. Even though 
there is an attempt to institute this totality by society, it is impossible as society 
is always exceeded by the social.   
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The social is governed by the political logics of difference and equivalence, 
where difference refers to expansion and complexity and equivalence to 
simplification (Laclau, 2005a, p. 82) (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001 (1985), p. 130). 21   

Laclau’s view is that hegemony is the political relation of power that is 
temporarily able to bring together the fragmented and particularistic moments 
of the social into the ordering of social relations (Khan, 2008, p. 196). Hence, no 
hegemonic agent can ever achieve full hegemony as Laclau rejects an idea of 
universal history moving in the direction of a specific telos.  

According to Khan, Laclau’s theory of hegemony is  
 

“dubious” insofar as it is a “notion of hegemony (understood as a 
conception of the social bond in which there will always be a leader) is a 
monistic form of power relation that precludes the very possibility of 
more egalitarian forms of power. (Khan, 2008, p. 201) 

 
I agree with Khan that it seems that Laclau views politics as the perpetual 
replacement of one hegemony with another (Khan, 2008, p. 201).  

This may be problematic if hegemony itself is found to be undemocratic. In a 
sense, Laclau could probably agree that the idea of hegemony as such, that is, 
the filling of empty signifiers according to a specific configuration, could be 
undemocratic. However, it is problematic only if one holds to the idea that any 
configuration of hegemony is supposedly eternally final.  

Laclau’s theory rests on the idea that the democratic populus is based on 
democratic claims. From this it follows that any hegemony that is built on 
democratic claims should also be democratic. Hence, when a hegemonic 
position is “won”, it would be a democratic configuration.  

However, this only means that the content would be democratic; hegemony 
as such would still have its undemocratic nature.  

Hegemony and difference are compatible in Laclau’s and Mouffe’s work, 
according to Howarth, if one takes Marx’s idea that “the free development of 
each is the condition for the free development of all” seriously (Marx & Engels, 
2005, p. 71) (Howarth, 2008, p. 187). Hence, in order to secure the 
compatibility of hegemony and difference it has to be understood that freedom 
and equality are not self-sufficient values but a balanced tension of mutually 
constitutive logics.  

The logic of hegemony is interpreted as the political practice of linking 
different demands and identities into a common project that recognizes and 
respects difference (Howarth, 2008, p. 187). This presupposes the move from a 
closed system of social relations in which all identities and interests are fixed to 
an open-textured social ontology that is marked by radical contingency and a 
plurality of heterogenous social spaces.  
 

                                                
21 In Khan (2008), the logic of equivalence refers to complexity and difference to simplification. It is 

probable that this is the author’s error rather than a different interpretation. 
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4.6.4 DEMOCRATIC POPULISM  
A political theory of dissent needs a theory that can explain how dissent arises 
and how it is channeled in society. Ernesto Laclau’s theory of populist 
democracy can explain this dynamic. This, however, requires an understanding 
of populism as something else than the traditional view which, for example, 
explains right-wing populist movements in Europe. Laclau’s conception of 
populist politics creates a new and innovative way to understand populism. His 
view also opens up the possibility of making an evaluation between democratic 
and undemocratic populism.  

According to Laclau, political identities are necessarily popular (Laclau, 
2014, p. 176). Political identity and the populus are created through chains of 
equivalences, in other words through similarities of demands that are connected 
to each other. For example a populus can be created on the basis of a group of 
people whose demands are not met. The similarity or equivalence then would be 
the unanswered demand. Political identity is formed at the same time as the 
populus is formed. In other words, political identities are created on the basis of 
equivalence of demands. This is what Laclau refers to when he speaks about a 
populist logic. From this conception it follows that all political identities are 
popular because they are formed on the basis of a populist logic.  

One should not confuse Laclau’s interpretation of populism with the 
common definition that is used to describe, for example, the far right 
movements in Europe. Laclau’s interpretation provides a novel way of analysing 
how popular identities are formed. Further, it is possible to evaluate democratic 
and undemocratic populism on the basis of this. 

 For Laclau, populism is necessarily tied to politics and also to all democracy. 
The idea of creating popular identities through chains of equivalences resonates 
well with a political theory of dissent. This holds especially in the case where the 
connecting of unanswered demands creates the populus. In this case the 
populist movement is created through dissent.  

In order to make the distinction between democratic and undemocratic 
populism, one needs to take a look at the boundaries of populism.  

Laclau is sympathetic to Mouffe’s logic on agonism/antagonism (Laclau, 
2014, p. 176). For Mouffe, this distinction establishes the boundaries between 
democratic and undemocratic politics. In Laclau’s scheme, the democratic 
boundaries of politics arise from the idea that the populus is based on the idea of 
democratic demands. In other words, a populus that is created on the basis of 
democratic demands is also democratic. When a populus is created though the 
equivalence of unanswered demands one should notice that it is created around 
unanswered democratic demands.  

 For Laclau, it is important that the demands arise from society even though 
they can be created so that they are partially from the outside (Laclau, 2014, p. 
176). Hence, the demands should be such that they have a link with society 
which gives them their nature of being democratic while also being open to the 
opportunity of introducing features that do not necessarily follow from current 
society.  
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Democratic demands are made with one foot in society (Laclau, 2014, p. 
176). It follows that the antagonisms that Laclau speaks about are democratic. 
However, there is the possibility of making claims and building populist agendas 
around claims from the outside; these are considered undemocratic because 
they are claims that strive to eradicate democratic politics as such.  

I interpret Laclau’s conception of claims that are based on the “outside” as 
claims that are against democratic politics. The idea is that when one makes 
claims that accept democratic politics as such but are highly critical of society, 
one makes claims that are partially based on society. An easier way to 
conceptualize this is by thinking of outside claims as anti-democratic claims, in 
other words, claims that strive to eradicate democratic politics as such. 

Hence, the political is the arena for democratic claims making. If we use the 
Mouffean distinction of agonism/antagonism, those claims that are partially 
interior to the system could be rewritten as agonistic claims while claims that 
are made completely on the basis of exteriority could be considered 
antagonistic. Mouffe also employs this kind of distinction as she speaks for a 
democratic agonistic politics that does not turn into undemocratic antagonism. 
Hence, Laclau and Mouffe share the idea that one should be able to make a 
distinction between anti-democratic claims and democratic claims.22 It serves to 
remind ourselves that Laclau defines political logic as antagonistic as opposed to 
contradictory.  Hence, when Laclau refers to antagonism he refers to the 
underlying political logic, whereas Mouffe refers to the boundaries of 
democratic politics.  

Simon Critchely seems to have a view of the political project that sounds 
somewhat similar to Laclau’s. He starts from the idea that we are stuck with 
both capitalism and with the state. However, it is possible to be distant from the 
state within the state (Critchley, 2005, p. 226). The idea is to work within the 
state against the state to open up places of opposition. Thus, an oppositional 
political project creates political subjectivity by gluing together cells of 
opposition. This idea seems very similar to Laclau’s interpretation of populist 
reason, where political identities are formed around unmet demands.  

The people in a democracy should have the power in a society. However, 
people have very different values and views on political reality. Thus, the 
concept of democracy should be eternally left open to contestation. If democracy 
is always open to contestation, we cannot have a consensus on the content of 
democracy. Hence, the question for us is how to deal with the varying concepts 
of democracy and still be able to have a concept that can be used for guiding 
institutional arrangements. This struggle should be interpreted as a hegemonic 
struggle where the current concept of democracy is the hegemonic one.  

This does not mean that the current conception is the best one in any way, 
nor does it assume that the following view would be more democratic than the 

                                                
22 Democratic demands are demands that 1) are made by the underdog in society, 2) have an egalitarian 

dimension and 3) have their roots in exclusion, deprivation and society’s creation of others as deficient beings 
(Laclau, 2005a, p. 125). 
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last one. Hence, a view of democracy cannot be said to be more or less 
democratic by referring to a hegemonic conception of democracy because all 
such conceptions are interpretations on how we can realize the idea of power to 
the people.23 This is because any common source is also created through 
hegemonic struggle. In order to transcend this contest we need a minimal 
substantial conception of what the power of the people entails. In this 
dissertation I have claimed that the norm of participatory parity can be 
interpreted as such a conception. This does not change the undemocratic nature 
of the imposition of hegemony.  

If hegemony is undemocratic because it imposes its view of democracy on 
others we can also conclude that any institutional configuration is undemocratic 
as it is based on a view that does not take into account the whole populus. The 
only conception of democracy that would take into account the whole populus is 
one that would take into account every possible conception of democracy. Such 
a concept is clearly impossible and highlights the necessity to operate with an 
open concept of democracy.  

Dissent in a radical democratic theory highlights this idea. It reminds us that 
all of our institutions are constantly contested and that a specific hegemonic 
view can never be counted as the whole truth. Similar ideas can be found in 
Laclau’s and Mouffe’s theories. For example, in Mouffe what constitutes 
democratic politics is the clash of irreconcilable hegemonic views (Mouffe, 2013, 
p. 17).  

On the basis of Laclau’s theory of populism it is possible to distinguish two 
kinds of undemocratic populism. The first one is when the populist claims and 
hence also the populist agenda are created on the basis of exteriority or from the 
outside of society. In other words, they are anti-democratic claims which aim to 
destroy the field of the political as such. Hence, democratic claims have to 
accept the democratic contestation to be counted as democratic claims. This 
means that democratic claims are such claims that take into account hegemonic 
plurality and hence can be internal and partially external claims. The main 
requirement is that they can accommodate the idea of such democratic claims 
that are based in another hegemonic construction which do not aim to 
undermine the field of the political. 

The other form of undemocratic populism is when the populist cause 
imposes its own particular view as universal. Hence, the populist cause should 
take into account hegemonic plurality in order to retain its democratic nature. If 
movements attempt to impose its particular claims in a way that excludes other 
formations of identity, one can also speak of an undemocratic populism.  

A similar idea to Laclau’s can be found in Balibar’s work where he claims that 
the demos in democracy is a schismatic notion that is divided against itself while 
reinterpreted in a rhetoric of the universal (Balibar, 2014, p. 195).  

                                                
23 This is but one node that one should investigate to achieve a measurable conception of what a 

possible idea of good democracy vs. bad democracy could entail. 
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Balibar further suggests that it would be better if Laclau had concentrated on 
how the demands in Laclau’s theory could be democratized in order to serve 
emancipation (Balibar, 2014, p. 195).   

I do not see this as necessary since the demands in Laclau’s theory are 
defined according to both democracy and emancipation. Laclau’s definition of 
democratic demands can, as I have shown, be interpreted as participatory 
parity. Participatory parity is a normative ideal that is democratic and also 
serves emancipation as participatory parity requires institutions to secure parity 
for all. I would claim that Laclau’s definition of democratic demands would be 
sufficient in order to answer Balibar’s claim. I consider that my interpretation of 
Laclau’s democratic claims as participatory parity make this matter even clearer.  

 

 

4.6.5 INCLUSION AND THE LIMITS OF DEMOCRATIC POPULISM 
In a globalized world the question of who should be taken into account and how 
they should do it is central and usually quite problematic with regard to 
democracy. The main problem is who should be able to take part and have a say 
in democratic decisions.  

The easy answer is that everyone who is affected by the decision should be 
taken into account, but in a globalized world there are severe empirical 
restrictions as many decisions cut cross traditional boundaries. This leads to the 
idea that while democracy is necessarily dependent on the people, the notion of 
the people is also one of the most problematic ideas in democracy. Bonnie 
Honig seems to make a similar conclusion in her article “Between Decision and 
Deliberation: Political Paradox in Democratic Theory” (Honig, 2007).   

The question at hand is how we should establish the demos in particular 
cases. The question is obviously tied to how we frame political goals and 
questions. The general question is who should have a say in particular decisions. 
There are a lot of different answers to the questions. Because political questions 
may transcend national borders a strict interpretation of the all-affected 
principle is problematic as those affected can be outside of a national border and 
hence, can be interpreted as legitimately excluded.  Hence, the construction of 
the demos is related to how we conceive of the body of representation as a body 
that is responsible mainly to the people that elected it.  

In other words, the all-affected principle is viable when talking about the 
democratic process as a whole. The idea of restriction or exclusion has closer 
ties with the idea of representation. The logic behind the idea of representation 
necessarily carries with it the idea of exclusion. In other words, when the 
decision of who should be represented is made someone necessarily has to be 
excluded. The logic of representation as an exclusionary logic becomes a wider 
problem of politics if one founds politics on the idea of discourse. According to 
Seyla Benhabib, the idea of discourse as an ethical principle requires that 
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everyone is able to take part in the discourse. At the same time we have the logic 
of representation that requires exclusionary principles (Benhabib, 2007, pp. 
450-451).  

In other words, the idea of representation necessarily requires borders, or at 
least some kind of limits. Otherwise we could not establish who is represented 
as otherwise “everyone” should be represented.  

Hence, representation itself is intrinsically exclusionary (Benhabib, 2007, p. 
448). On the other hand, the idea of democracy as a principle where inclusion is 
seen as one main factor only functions to highlight the contradictory nature of 
democracy itself.  Benhabib’s solution is her idea of porous borders, which is the 
idea that while representational democracy requires set and perhaps strict 
borders they should be such that anyone can potentially cross them and take 
part as part of the represented body.  

One interpretation of this is that the definition of who constitutes the demos 
in democracy is necessarily both defined and undefined at the same time. This 
contradiction arises from the inherently conflicting logic of democracy.  

For Benhabib, demarcation does not amount to injustice, injustices arise 
from the allocation of membership and voice (Benhabib, 2007, p. 449). Hence, 
for Benhabib the people are constructed as those who are within the borders of 
the represented.  

As we saw, the people for Benhabib are more or less established within the 
borders of a geographic location. Or at least this is true in the case of nations as 
the body being represented is also based on geographical location.  

Naturally, it is possible to conceive of representative bodies that are not 
based on geography but there are few existing democratic bodies that are not 
connected at some point to the idea of geographic location. One alternative way 
of constructing the people is Laclau’s idea of populism, where the people are 
constructed around political demands.  

However Laclau’s idea runs into some problems as his idea at an initial 
glance seems to be lacking any principle of inclusion or an idea of attempting to 
establish some limits to democracy. However, on closer inspection, we can find 
both in his theory.  

In a way, Laclau’s idea is very similar to Mouffe’s idea where she establishes 
the limits for agonism as being democratic conflicts. The way Laclau arrive at 
this is a little different. For Laclau the idea is that we have articulated demands 
that the people are constructed around. The people are also constructed as those 
whose demands are not met. These people then enter the hegemonic struggle 
and attempt to “fill” or “hijack” the empty signifiers and arrange the 
configuration of them according to their own idea. 

If we go back a bit, we can see that for Laclau the important demands are 
democratic demands. Hence, if we start from the idea of democratic demands, 
which are demands made on the basis of equality, freedom, etc., we can 
conclude that the people constructed around the demands not being met are a 
democratic people. This idea of the people is quite different as we see because 
the people that are constructed comes into being through conflict.  
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It is possible to interpret that the people created through the populist logic 
cease to exist when hegemony is established. This is only if we require the 
democratic populus to be specified for a longer amount of time. The people as 
such remain, the identities and the different struggling populus remain.  

Hence, one can conclude that the idea that the people in a sense vanishes 
actually gives room to further democratic and also undemocratic demands in an 
ongoing process of political struggle.  
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4.7 FRASER AND LACLAU 

I have mentioned earlier, that one can conceive of Fraser’s framework as an 
agonist conception or a deliberative conception of radical democracy. I claim 
that it is most justified to conceive of Fraser’s conception as an agonist 
conception. This will allow us to better be able to combine Fraser’s theory with 
Laclau’s theory. In order to arrive at this, I will first present Fraser’s conception 
of radical democracy, and then make the case for viewing her theory as an 
agonist conception.  

The concept “radical” has a central role in Fraser’s thought. She places what 
she calls the radical democratic norm of participatory parity at the core of her 
framework (Fraser, 2003a, p. 36). What she does not do, at least in a clear way, 
is to elaborate on the meaning of “radical” in the norm. This is in my opinion 
problematic because she ends up relying on a norm that is not sufficiently 
clearly defined.  

In Fraser’s early work she explicitly states that a conception of radical 
democracy must be able to provide answers to the question of what is required 
to ensure that everyone can participate as peers. She claims that a conception of 
radical democracy is distinguished from rival conceptions of democracy by the 
answers it gives to the questions if democracy requires social equality, 
recognition of difference and absence of systemic dominance or subordination. 
She states that to be a radical democrat is to appreciate and eliminate two 
obstacles of democratic participation. These are social inequalities and 
misrecognition of difference. (Fraser, 1997, pp. 173-175) Her interpretation is 
that radical democracy “...is the view that democracy today requires both 
economic redistribution and multicultural recognition” (Fraser, 1997, p. 174). To 
this one could add the sphere of representation that Fraser introduces in her 
later works.   

As it turns out with regard to Fraser, she defines radical democracy in a way 
that perfectly fits her own conceptions of justice. In other words, she claims that 
her norm of participatory parity is a radical democratic norm and she then 
defines radical democracy as an idea which implies a view of justice that takes 
into account both the spheres of redistribution and recognition.  

Hence, participatory parity is a radical democratic norm in Fraser’s theory 
because it takes into account redistribution and recognition. To follow this 
definition would allow most contemporary theories of justice to be characterized 
as radical democratic because they take into account redistributive justice and 
also some form of identity-based justice claims. 

It is however possible to read Fraser’s theory in a way where she takes radical 
democracy as a given. In this sense when Fraser states that radical democracy 
should take into account recognition and redistribution, what she means is that 
radical democratic theories should focus on these matters. The conception of 
radical democracy itself is left open.  

The first way of defining radical democracy is problematic with regard to 
dissent. She defines radical democracy in a way that fits her theory perfectly but 
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this definition may effectively exclude other conceptions of radical democracy. 
With regard to dissent, this is problematic with regard to the self-
characterization of dissent and the idea of democracy as being in constant 
motion.  

My definition of radical democracy as the umbrella concept for the debate 
between agonism and deliberative democracy is compatible with Fraser’s 
theory. However this may require that Fraser’s theory should also be positioned 
on the agonist deliberation axis. To define Fraser’s theory according to my 
conception of radical democracy would provide Fraser’s theory with an 
explanation for what it is that makes her norm of participatory parity radical. 
With regard to a political theory of dissent I will claim that it is most justified to 
conceive of Fraser’s theory as an agonist theory.   

Fraser attempts to define her theory somewhere between agonism and 
deliberative democracy through the concept of reflexive justice (Fraser, 2008b, 
pp. 72-73). With regard to agonism she claims that it “revels in openings” and 
opposes the kind of closure that Fraser strives to encompass with the idea of 
closed frameworks. The idea of closed frameworks in Fraser’s theory refers to 
such frameworks which are widely accepted and referred to without question. I 
claimed earlier that this dynamic is best conceived of through the idea of 
hegemonic struggle.  

Agonism does not necessarily have to “revel in openings” or oppose a closure 
of the kind that Fraser seems to have in mind. I do agree with Fraser that a 
conception of society should be sensitive to the dynamics she tries to encompass 
with the closing and opening of frameworks.  

A practical example of Fraser’s conception could be the following. First if we 
conceive of the agonist part, or the part that utilizes an open framework. A social 
movement that is not averse to conflict utilizes the openness of a framework to 
challenge existing conceptions and attempting to introduce new political 
conceptions and ideas. Fraser would conceive of this as agonism.  

When similar claims are negotiated within an institutional body, say 
parliament, the rules and regulations that govern this process requires a 
framework of closure, in other words a set conception that promotes decision-
making. This would be conceived as deliberation (discourse).  

Fraser attempts to solve the opposition between agonism and discourse by 
overcoming the opposition between them. I disagree with the fact that Fraser is 
trying to frame this as a question of agonism contra deliberation (discourse) and 
that the solution would require an overcoming of this opposition. If one 
conceives of Fraser’s theory as an agonist theory one can both retain the 
dynamic that Fraser attempts to encompass and further give an account of what 
is meant by radical democracy in her theory.  

The agonism deliberation debate is a debate on the foundations of 
democracy. It is a debate on if democracy has a common ground on which to 
adjudicate conflicts or if disagreement is fundamental. In Abnormal Justice 
Fraser proposes that a central feature of our times is that almost all aspects of 
justice are up for grabs.  
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Abnormality in Fraser refers to the open framework. This is completely in 
line with an agonist conception. The difficulty in Fraser’s definition is when she 
claims that that we can move from agonism to discourse in a manner that is 
similar to Kuhnian paradigm shifts. As I have pointed out the deliberation 
versus agonism debate requires the taking of one of the positions. One cannot be 
held to the deliberative account and the agonist account at the same time.  

Abnormal justice is not compatible with the deliberative account because 
then every aspect of the frameworks would not be up for grabs. In other words, 
abnormal justice requires that one has to reject any notion of fixed and shared 
similarities if one holds to the idea that all aspects of justice is up for grabs.  

The agonist conception obviously can meet the requirements of the open 
framework and I claim that it is also possible to have closed frameworks within 
the agonist conception. I have earlier proposed that this dynamic is better 
conceived of through Laclau’s theory of hegemony. The closed frameworks 
would be the hegemonic idea to which one can refer to when making claims of 
justice.  

Another agonist feature in Fraser’s theory is her conception of the subaltern 
counterpublics. The subaltern counterpublics are smaller sheltered public 
spheres that exist in order to mobilize ideas so that they are stronger or more 
widely accepted when they enter the public sphere (Fraser, 1997a, pp. 81-82). In 
other words the subaltern counterpublics exist as arenas where ideas are 
mobilized against the hegemonic view.  

The subaltern counterpublics are similar to Laclau’s idea of democratic 
demands that arise from the excluded or deficient in society.  The subaltern 
counterpublics are also similar to the idea that one can find in Mouffe’s work; 
mainly that she thinks that political mobilization cannot exist without a 
production of conflictual representation of the world (Mouffe, 2005, pp. 24-25). 
Without the disagreement with the representation of the world, Fraser would 
not need the subaltern counterpublics at all.  

I would claim that the idea that one has venues where oppositional identities 
are made and that these venues exist to mobilize against hegemonic views, 
require an understanding of a we/they opposition that is usually equated with 
an agonist conception.  

Hence, Fraser identifies the requirement for the oppositional setting in 
politics. A similar oppositional setting is most often found within the agonist 
theories as they usually are based in the idea that societal conflicts have their 
roots in insurmountable disagreements and that political power allows conflicts 
to be “decided”.   

Thus, Fraser’s conception can be interpreted as an agonist one. It would not 
be possible to go the other way and interpret her framework as deliberative as a 
framework that assumes a background consensus cannot incorporate the “open” 
framework where everything is up for question. 

Fraser’s own position in this debate is that she does not want to position 
herself in either group as she views the debate as not being directly about real 
problems. It is in a sense understandable if one is focused on how to change 
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institutional arrangements but as she also is an academic and is working on 
democratic theory one could counter with the argument that it is a real problem 
that one cannot ground ones theory solidly or coherently. Hence, as an activist 
her answer is completely feasible but as an academic it is lacking.  

Fraser’s dynamic of opening and closing is philosophically more sound when 
interpreted in accordance with Laclau’s theory of hegemony. Further this allows 
us to frame Fraser’s framework as an agonist theory of radical democracy. This 
also adds meaning to radical democracy and to Fraser’s governing norm of 
participatory parity. This however requires the framing of Fraser’s framework as 
an agonist framework of radical democracy.  

The interpretation of Fraser’s theory as an agonist theory is however a 
plausible interpretation because of the agonist elements that already exist in 
Fraser’s theory. This interpretation also adds to the possibility to combine 
Fraser’s framework with Laclau’s political theory.    

I mentioned that it is better to conceive of the dynamic that Fraser attempts 
to encompass with the concept of abnormal justice though Laclau’s theory of 
hegemony.  

One reason for the need for such a move is that one should be able to explain 
how political concepts, such as of justice, gets their meaning if one claims that 
they are “up for grabs” or open.  

I propose that in this case one should utilize insights from Laclau in order to 
explain how the struggle to “fill” the concepts should unfold and also thus to add 
philosophical strength on the part of Fraser’s framework. The theory of 
hegemonic struggle also adds the element of political power to Fraser’s 
framework.  

One could also describe the dynamic that Fraser attempts to encompass 
through Laclau’s idea of hegemony. The claim is that the filling of the signifiers 
or hegemonic configuration is equated with the closed frameworks and Fraser’s 
idea of open frameworks is equated with Laclau’s idea that no configuration can 
ever be totalized. Hence, we could have the dynamic of opening and closing in 
one single framework that is an agonist one. This is according to me the most 
plausible explanation.    

With regard to the question of political power, I do not claim that Fraser 
would not have taken into account power relations, especially as her earlier 
writings focus on power and takes into account Foucault’s work. Also, her work 
on feminist theory is closely tied to the question of power. However, the only 
explicit reference to a dynamic of political power, in her framework of justice, is 
through the subaltern counterpublics.  

Hence, Laclau’s theory of hegemony and populist reason would add strength 
to Fraser’s theory by introducing a way to theorize power and also the struggle 
for the conceptualization of political life.  

With regard to dissent this allows for the self-characterization of dissent. 
This move is also compatible with regard to Fraser because she claims she 
makes theory from and for the social movements. Hence, to provide a more 
justified way of characterizing democratic politics that allows the movements 
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themselves to characterize their struggles should be a welcome reinterpretation 
to Fraser’s theory.  
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4.8 DISSENT, RADICAL DEMOCRACY AND POPULISM 

With regard to the concept of radical democracy I hold that both deliberative 
democracy and agonistic forms of democracy should be counted as being sub-
categories of radical democracy.  

Radical democracy as such is a form of critique of liberal democracy where 
the idea is loosely to widen the scope of democracy in different ways. With 
regard to dissent the main task is to consider what kind of democratic approach 
it fits better. It is quite clear that dissent as defined in this dissertation, does not 
fit into the liberal paradigm as liberalism strives to institutionalize the conflict 
and in this sense also institutionalizes dissent.  

What this leads to is that liberalism cannot encompass dissent that comes 
from outside of the system and hence needs to rely on exhaustive valve 
mechanisms like theories of civil disobedience etc. Thus, the question arises 
which of the two radical democratic frameworks are more plausible for an 
approach based on dissent. 

One of the main problems, in some cases merit, with regard to the 
deliberative approach is that it relies heavily on the idea of reason to overcome 
conflicts. If it ultimately can fall back on reason to resolve differences, we need 
to accept that there is an underlying mechanism on which basis one can 
adjudicate conflicts on.  

Hence, we arrive at a similar problem that the liberal paradigm runs into 
where conflicts get internalized into the system. Those differences that cannot 
be adjudicated by reason’s decree lose their legitimation as they become 
branded as unreasonable. Hence, differences that stem from the outside and 
that reject our conception of reason are excluded in a way that seems legitimate. 
Thus, one can interpret deliberation as domesticating dissent. 

As pointed out by Laclau a conception of radical democracy should avoid any 
institutionalization of any singular configuration of democracy. In part, it is 
because of the impossibility of such an institutionalization and in part because 
such an institutionalization would in itself constitute a regime that is anti-
democratic by nature.  

With regard to the foundations of democracy one can read Laclau’s approach 
as a critique of both liberal and deliberative democracy. Both frameworks rely 
on the idea of a common signifier to make sense of the framework. Also both 
frameworks attempt to secure a neutral procedure to govern society in a neutral 
and proper way.  

As Mouffe pointed out through her interpretation of Wittgenstein, life-form 
precludes speech acts. Hence, identity is prior to speech which leads to the idea 
that there are ontological restrictions for adjudicating conflicts through 
procedures or deliberation. In other words, procedures contain ethical 
commitments and are as such themselves substantive conceptions.  

Hence, as dissent requires a non-substantive view on society, because 
anything could potentially be a target for dissent, a dissent-perspectival view on 
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democracy should avoid foundations that restrict or carry substantive baggage 
with them.  

Also if it is so that identity or way of life is prior to language, then one cannot 
choose only rational discussion as the proper medium of politics as for some this 
is not at all the most suitable form of participation.  

Hence, the framework of democracy should be able to encompass the idea 
that not all clashes between different life worlds can be bridged or adjudicated 
through the medium of rational discussion.  

Thus, if one sees participatory parity as one of the core features of 
democracy, then it seems that the framework cannot be one that relies primarily 
on rational discussion. At this point it seems that the agonist framework is the 
more suitable one for a dissent perspectival framework.  

It should be pointed out that Wittgenstein’s idea of the priority of life-world 
is not an uncontested view. However it seems a plausible idea if we compare it to 
real life political discussions where it is for example very hard to see any 
possibilities for equal deliberation between someone at the top of the socio-
economic ladder and someone from the bottom.  

Hence, there is also an agonistic relation between different positions in 
society. This may be a quite self-evident idea but it adds support to the 
Mouffean interpretation of Wittgenstein. This interpretation does not prove 
deliberative democracy wrong as such but it sets ontological constraints for the 
deliberation process in the sense that one has to show how and why language 
can bridge the gap and adjudicate conflicts between life worlds.  

Also it shows quite clearly that deliberative democracy is a substantive form 
of democracy. This is in the sense the more grave critique as one of the main 
pillars of deliberative democracy is to strive for a procedure in that everyone can 
take part in equally. The procedure itself should be as neutral as possible. The 
Mouffean/Wittgensteinian critique also highlights that the conflicts are based in 
identity. Hence, with regard to dissent, and if we hold to the idea that dissenters 
themselves should hold the power to decide on the means of participation, it 
seems that one should reject the framework of deliberative democracy. 

If a radical democratic political theory of dissent requires the rejection of the 
deliberative framework then we should investigate if the agonist frameworks 
can better answer the requirements of dissent.  

First of all the idea of hegemony is a central concept in the agonist theories, 
especially Mouffes and Laclau’s theories. With regard to dissent and the 
problems deliberative democracy runs into, the idea that one should be able to 
decide on the means of participation and that one cannot have any set form of 
adjudicatory principle (reason) that everyone should adhere to, the idea of 
hegemony provides some solutions.  

Hegemony, as presented by Laclau, is the main factor that also determines 
the rules of coherency. Hence, hegemony in Laclau occupies the same 
significant place that reason occupies in deliberative democracy. The difference 
is that a hegemonic configuration is never “eternal”. This also leads to the idea 
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that rules of coherence are changing and that from an “eternal” point of view 
they are undecidable.  

This should not be seen as a rejection of reason as such but as a feature that 
shows where reason is lacking, or as Laclau puts it, it highlights a deficiency of 
reason itself. This idea also highlights the centrality of antagonism and power in 
politics over reason. Hence, the idea of the centrality of hegemony seems to be 
in line with the idea of the self-characterization of dissent. 

The struggle for hegemony, which in Laclau translates to the struggle for the 
“filling” of the empty signifiers according to ones owns view is also in line with 
the idea of dissent. This is so because struggle as Laclau describes it becomes a 
struggle where rhetoric is central as we cannot ground our political claims in 
any strong ontological foundation. This idea is compatible with Fraser’s theory 
because, as I have shown, she avoids strong ontological foundations and stresses 
that her theory is derived from and for the social movements. Further for Fraser 
the concept of justice is “filled” through the struggle of the new social 
movements. Hence the dynamic of “filling” empty signifiers is arguably present 
in Fraser’s theory.  

The idea of hegemony, though, retains its feature of being at least partially 
undemocratic when set while the struggle for hegemony is democratic by 
nature.  

It is partially undemocratic because if we follow Laclau’s definition 
hegemonic totality is impossible as no social force can totalize it completely. It 
would be completely undemocratic if any hegemonic configuration would be 
totalized. However hegemony still “forces” a certain view with its set rules of 
coherence upon us whether we agree to it or not, hence there is an undemocratic 
character in hegemony itself.  

Under this interpretation the struggle for hegemony retains the character of 
being more democratic than the current configuration as the struggle itself 
highlights or unmasks the “oppressive” power of hegemony. What this entails in 
a larger picture is that democratic society should allow and foster the struggle 
against hegemony in order to keep itself democratic.  

In this sense the outcome or the victor of a hegemonic struggle creates an 
elite which loses a part of its legitimacy when winning. From this we can 
conclude that society should foster the struggle between political adversaries on 
the grounds of democracy itself. With regard to dissent, this legitimizes the 
subaltern as the subaltern will per definition have a stronger democratic 
legitimation than any existing power.      

Laclau’s and Mouffe’s reinterpretation of hegemony which detaches the 
privileged role of the proletariat also allows for the idea that the democratic 
legitimation of dissent is available for any dissenting group. It also allows for the 
detachment of the potentially historical determinism of the dialectical logic. 
However if we follow the idea that any dissenting group has a stronger 
democratic legitimation than any existing configuration we still have to answer 
the question of how we can ensure the boundaries of democracy as there exists 
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claims that attempts to overthrow hegemony that in themselves are 
undemocratic.   

On this point we can also rely on Laclau’s framework as it treats all claims 
that come completely from the outside as anti-democratic claims that are aimed 
to destroy politics as such. This is precisely the dynamic that allows for the 
understanding of democratic claims in a way that does not domesticate dissent. 
In other words, the possibility of treating claims that are partially from the 
outside as democratic, and still retain the possibility to make a distinction 
between democratic and anti-democratic claims, allows for a radical democratic 
theory that does not domesticate dissent within itself.  

Hence, accepted claims fall within the boundary of having at least some ties 
to the existing systemic logic. Having roots inside the current configuration does 
not determine claims but makes them dependent on current politics. This allows 
for new introductions because of the possibility of making claims that are 
partially from the outside.  

Hence, the boundaries of democratic claims are set to ensure that democratic 
politics as such is not destroyed. This is an important factor with regard to 
dissent as we can on this point make a categorization of what entails democratic 
dissent with strong legitimacy versus hegemony and what kinds of claims can be 
excluded as undemocratic. Also the detachment of the privileged position of the 
proletariat makes it possible for anyone to dissent and have strong and 
legitimate claims. The strong privileged position of the proletariat in the earlier 
Marxist traditions makes the claims of the proletariat against capital privileged 
in relation to other democratic claims in society.  

Laclau’s reinterpretation of populism as not merely a pathology of 
democracy but as one of its core principles can be linked to the idea of dissent.  

One of the main ideas is that the populus of populism is constituted through 
chains of equivalence between groups or actors whose demands are not met. In 
other words, the populus is constituted through those who dissent and whose 
dissent is not taken into account.   

For this interpretation to be valid one has to answer the question of how we 
can identify the kind of populism that Laclau talks about and the negative kind 
of populism that for example Mouffe refers to in her analysis of the 
depoliticizing  effects of consensus.  

As we have seen, Laclau thinks that the claims are undemocratic if they are 
made completely from the “outside” which means that they strive to eradicate 
the field of the political. When this idea is viewed through the perspective of 
dissent, the eradication of the field of the political is similar to eradicating 
dissent. Hence, the boundaries of democracy are set as the boundary that keeps 
the field of the political intact.  

In other words, the boundaries of democracy should guarantee dissent as 
long as dissent does not turn against itself in a way that eliminates its own 
possibility. In a sense, the boundaries of democracy could be seen to maximize 
dissent as long as it is not incompatible with the possibility of itself. Thus, the 
boundary of dissent is set by the actual possibility to dissent itself.  
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The function of dissent as a core principle also highlights the provisionary 
nature of democratic configurations and the fact that no democratic 
configuration can ever encompasses the whole full truth. Hence, democracy 
exists only as long as it does not exist completely. Hence, any claim of a full and 
true description of democracy is impossible.  
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4.9 DISSENT, INSTITUTIONS AND THE QUESTION OF 
ENGAGEMENT 

A very common question within democratic theory is if one should seek change 
by engaging with existing institutions or should one choose a strategy of 
withdrawal. Mouffe argues for a radical politics of engagement with institutions 
rather than one of withdrawal (Mouffe, 2013, p. 71). 

I agree with Mouffe’s idea, also Fraser and Young seems to be adherents to 
the idea of institutional engagement, Fraser’s framework of justice is tied to the 
possibility of institutions to guarantee participatory parity and Young tries to 
unmask latent possibilities of emancipation in our existing institutions.  

However from this we cannot yet conclude how this engagement should be 
played out. For example it is possible to engage with institutions, both 
deliberatively and agonistically. Mouffe clearly favors the agonistic approach 
with the claim of attempting to make the institutions a vehicle for democratic 
change (Mouffe, 2013, pp. 75-76). In order to facilitate this change we should be 
able to articulate a common world (Mouffe, 2013, p. 81). The common world in 
Mouffe’s and also Laclau’s theories are constituted through the hegemonic 
struggle.  

For example Laclau argues for the idea that identities are created through the 
antagonistic relations, hence a common world can also be constructed only on a 
similar basis.  

For Mouffe the common world is constructed in opposition to opposed to our 
adversaries. Also for example Fraser and also Benhabib seems to favor an 
approach where the idea of conflict and decision making can be separated so 
that we can have a conflictual discussion and reach a decisional closure 
(Benhabib, 2007, p. 452) (Fraser, 2008a, pp. 72-73). The idea that we can have 
agonistic politics and reasonable decision making is also that can also be found 
in for example Mouffe’s idea of conflictual consensus (Mouffe, 2013, p. 15).  For 
Laclau the inherently antagonistic nature does not disqualify reason, it only 
highlights the fact that reason cannot alone function as an adjudicating principle 
in politics.  

Generally what these philosophers share is the idea that there is something 
valuable in conflicts, democratic discussion and also in reasonable decision 
making.  

This is something that probably most of us can agree with. However a theory 
of radical democracy has to be able to accommodate all the above mentioned 
features in order to be justified. The question is tied to the question of justifiable 
grounds for democratic politics. For this thesis it is especially relevant because it 
is tied to the question how radical democracy should be conceived of if the idea 
of dissent is counted as a central feature.  

With regard to the question of institutional engagement I would claim that 
institutional engagement is a necessity. The main question is not whether one 
should engage with institutions or not, but how one should do it.  
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As I claimed earlier, dissent arises from lack of voice or exclusion. Lack of 
voice and exclusion are effects of institutional arrangements in society. If this is 
true then dissent necessarily arises as an effect of institutional arrangements. 

With regard to non-institutional engagement there are two main ways to 
conceive of it.  

First if we consider dissent as having arisen from the institutional 
configuration of society one option is to leave the institutions and society 
behind. If one would be able to leave society completely behind this would entail 
some kind of complete exit strategy. In practice this would entail leaving 
everything behind. If one relates this strategy to the idea of dissent, it entails the 
complete dissolution of dissent as there would remain no one and nothing to 
dissent with. This would also entail leaving society completely. As a wider 
phenomenon this would be an impossibility because such a withdrawal would 
dissolve society completely.  

The other possibility of withdrawal would be a withdrawal from the 
institutional configuration in order to undermine the legitimacy. This however 
cannot be viewed as a practice that would be non-institutional as the aim of 
withdrawal is to change the institutions as such. Hence, withdrawal in this sense 
should always be seen as an attempt to influence existing institutions. This is 
true especially if one conceives of politics based on dissent. Politics as 
withdrawal without the attempt to influence anything is not politics. It is 
something else, perhaps a party or a social gathering.  

As we have institutions, we already also imply membership. Membership in 
democratic institutions also implies representation. And if we have membership 
and representation we also get their logical counterpart which is exclusion. 
Hence, if we have representation we have exclusion, as exclusion can potentially 
affect everyone, it leads to dissent.  

Also as everyone cannot be represented, that same everyone can dissent. Be 
it for reasons of getting membership or any other feature. Even if we follows 
Benhabib’s idea where representation has set boundaries while membership is 
potentially given to everyone, dissent arises on the principle that we cannot, at 
any given time, guarantee representation and voice to everyone.  

 Hence, on the question of who can dissent, or whose dissent should be taken 
into account, we would have to answer that potentially everyone on both 
questions. It is only potentially as there are limits to dissent as we have seen. 
Mainly this would include such dissent that destroys the future possibilities for 
dissent. 

As Laclau pointed out, the idea of injustices arise from the idea of 
membership and voice. Hence, dissent arises from an already existing populous 
or those who are connected to it through ties or partial ties.  

Hence, if we return to the question of engagement or withdrawal and we 
remember that the idea of dissent being directed towards institutions we can 
conclude that the people in a democracy is constructed from those whose 
demands are not met in relation to existing institutions.  
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If we use the principle in relation to a representative model we could 
conclude that we need an open system because dissent is by definition not tied 
to any substantive claims, hence all models that are based on dissent are 
provisionary.  

This highlights the nature and the feature of democracy of its own widening. 
In other words, dissent is tied to the idea of widening democracy to areas where 
it is nonexistent. The common world in a democracy is articulated through 
dissent and through the conflict that arises from it. Also dissent as a strand of 
agonist democracy which highlights the deficiency of reason makes reasonable 
decision making possible while it does not force any specific conception of 
rationality on everyone. 
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5 A POLITICAL THEORY OF DISSENT 

5.1 GENERAL REMARKS 

The main research question for this thesis was to investigate what a radical 
democratic theory that is based on dissent would look like. I set out to 
investigate dissent within the framework of radical democracy. I have defined 
dissent in general terms, where to dissent with something is to disagree with a 
specific feature in society and to articulate this disagreement. The claim is that a 
radical democratic theory should feature a political theory of dissent at its core.  

The political theory of dissent developed is a theory of society that embraces 
dissent and values pluralism as core values. Such a theory should be able to 
enable as much dissent as possible while still not removing or diminishing the 
possibility of dissent for others. Hence, dissent is tied to parity of participation. I 
frame this theory of dissent within the framework of radical democracy. I 
believe that radical democratic accounts are the best democratic theories to 
embrace the centrality of dissent. A radical democratic theory enables dissent 
and does not neutralize it as liberal democratic theories may do.  

I argued that radical democracy should be seen as an umbrella concept of 
agonist and deliberative democracy. The agonist and the deliberative account 
should be seen as radical democratic accounts. The discussion on agonism 
versus deliberation should thus be seen as a discussion on the foundations of 
radical democracy. I claimed that radical democracy is more democratic than 
the constitutional liberal regime because it puts equal weight on the normative 
ideal of democracy, freedom, human rights and equality.  

With regard to a political theory of dissent I claimed that the radical 
democratic theory that has the strongest justification is the agonist version. The 
main problem with the deliberative account is that it shares some of liberalism’s 
attempt to internalize or contain dissent within a systemic framework. 
Deliberative democracy does this by adhering to an account of commonly shared 
reason.  

In the first part on justice I argued that a political theory of dissent should 
not have too many substantive claims on justice. A too specific or substantive 
conception of justice may contain dissent by not enabling it, amongst other 
things, towards itself. My claim is that participatory parity is a sufficient 
minimal conception of justice that enables dissent and still brackets dissent 
within democratic limits.  

Hence, I argued for the view that Nancy Fraser’s framework of justice as 
participatory parity proved to be the most justifiable for a political theory of 
dissent. The main reason is that the framework enables dissent and allows for 
the self-characterization of dissent. Another reason is that it is not burdened by 
as strong philosophical foundations as Axel Honneth’s framework is. To 
investigate the relation between strong philosophical foundations and practical 
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application of theories of justice in political theory on a general level would be 
an interesting question to further delve into.   

However, the lack of philosophical grounds in Fraser’s framework can, in 
some cases, be seen as a weakness in her theory. I have argued that one can view 
Laclau’s account of democratic demands as a version of Fraser’s account of 
participatory parity. Partially based on this I have claimed that one can arrive at 
a more better radical democratic account that asserts dissent as one of its core 
features by combining Fraser’s account of justice as participatory parity with 
Laclau’s account of populist democracy and hegemony.   

The normative core of dissent, within democracy, lies in its ties to 
participatory democracy. This means that dissent is viewed as a way of 
participating in democratic society. Hence, if we guarantee participatory parity 
in society we should also enable dissent as a way of participation. In other 
words, the norm that guarantees rights to participate also guarantees the right 
to dissent. Because dissent can be targeted towards almost any feature in society 
and we are required to guarantee parity of participation, we are required to 
allow for the self-characterization of dissent.  

I claim that a political theory that takes dissent seriously has to utilize 
partially open concepts of democracy and justice in order to allow for definition 
through dissent. The contents of the concepts of justice and democracy are 
decided temporarily through hegemonic struggle. This does not entail the 
legitimation of undemocratic movements. I proposed that the evaluation of the 
democratic nature of movements should be made in two stages. First, every 
movement is accepted when a substance is given to the concept of justice and 
democracy. In this I follow Fraser when she states that the concept of justice is 
determined by the struggles of contemporary social movements. This 
interpretation means that the hegemonic struggle for justice determines the 
contents of justice.24 In the second stage we can evaluate if the demands of the 
social movement are in line with participatory parity. Hence, an undemocratic 
movement is accepted in the definition of justice and democracy. Undemocratic 
movements are, however, legitimately excluded when they make articulated and 
concrete undemocratic demands. 

The hegemonic configuration of power in society may impose identities upon 
us. For example, a citizen or a consumer can be viewed as examples of identities 
that are labelled upon a political actor. Both identities are carried through by the 
conception of democracy and justice. The political actor conceived as a 
consumer is carried through by a liberal conception that is strongly based on 
economics. This conception has been criticized as employing an 
instrumentalizing conception of justice.  

The citizen is carried through the idea of the democratic national state as 
signifying the member of the political community that has a say and voice in 
political matters. Both identities are political identities that can be and often are 
criticized through dissent. Hence, a political theory of dissent requires an idea of 

                                                
24 This interpretation relies on Laclau’s definition of hegemony. 
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political agency that is in movement in the sense that it can be specified at any 
given moment while also having the potential of being something else.  

An account of radical democracy is tied to the idea of democracy as being in 
constant motion and widening its scope in order to create democratic 
possibilities where they are not available. A political theory of dissent is most 
justified when framed as an agonist account because the agonist perspective 
retains the possibility for self-characterization of one’s struggle, means and 
goals. The deliberative view constrains self-characterization through its reliance 
on reason and such rules for deliberation that domesticate dissent.  

Following Laclau, reason should not be thought of as being outside of politics 
but as being governed by it. The agonism that I am advocating rejects any single 
governing principle as grounds for adjudicating conflicts. Also, the agonist 
account of identity formation through conflict allows for self-characterization. 
In other words, dissenters should be able to define themselves. The agonist 
perspective makes it possible to be identified politically through dissent.   

A political theory of dissent is tied to the idea of liberty and equality through 
the idea of participatory parity. Participatory parity is not arrived at on the basis 
of some “ideal theory” but one can justify it on the basis of the requirements of 
dissent itself. In other words, dissent requires the widest possibility to dissent 
which does not contradict others’ equal possibility. Hence, dissent is also a 
regulative principle because of the before-mentioned requirement. Even though 
the way through which we arrive at this distinction is similar to liberalism’s 
distinction between unreasonable and reasonable, my account differs from it 
because dissent as such is not bound by reason. In other words, while the 
account of reasonable/unreasonable refers to a form of reason to make 
distinctions, the account of dissent refers to every aspect that one can question, 
even itself. One could argue that there is some aspect or hidden claim which 
refers to reason. This is, however, only partially true. My account, like Laclau’s, 
treats reason as referring to hegemony. Further, the notion of hegemonic 
plurality requires the accepting of a plurality of hegemonic projects and hence 
also a plurality of accounts for reason. Thus, my claim is that the liberal 
distinction between reasonable/unreasonable refers to one specific account of 
reason. My account based on dissent does not do this as it can refer to a plurality 
of different accounts of reason.  

Dissent can be justified through the idea of the hegemonic struggle. As 
mentioned at the beginning, hegemony itself is always potentially undemocratic 
as it imposes a particular view on society. Hegemony also dictates the 
requirements of reason. The hegemonic struggle itself is democratic as it is the 
place where views and identities are vetted against each other. Because the 
struggle is democratic and hegemony itself is potentially undemocratic, 
dissenters always have stronger democratic legitimacy. This idea also leads to 
the idea that a democratic state is required to listen to its dissenters as they 
have, by definition, stronger claims of legitimacy than the state itself. The 
potential for wider unrest that is intrinsic in dissent leads to the requirement 
that the state takes dissent seriously. The responsibility for unrest lies on the 
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state, not the dissenters. Dissent limits itself in the sense that any view that 
would destroy the possibility to dissent can be viewed as illegitimate. 

A political theory of dissent is tied to the struggles of social movements. The 
introduction of Laclau’s theory of populist democracy leads to the requirement 
of a plurality of populisms. I, however, proposed that the concept of populism 
should not be hijacked. Nor should it be associated with a simplified politics of 
blame, where, for example, complex political questions are reduced to the fault 
of, say, immigrants or other minorities. Hence, the logic that Laclau describes is 
viable and provides important insights into democracy, but it should not be 
called populism.  

Laclau’s theory raises the question that society itself may be an impossibility. 
The impossibility is arrived at from the idea that the people are created through 
dissent, in Laclau’s theory, by the chains of equivalence of unanswered 
demands. The idea of society requires the idea of a people. Hence, a populist 
agenda creates society as it imposes its own view as the hegemonic view. 
However this destroys the idea of the people for those whose demands are not 
met. The establishment of a hegemonic view is continuously challenged in 
hegemonic struggle. This means that there are also more demands that are 
connected in different ways. From this one can conclude that democracy 
requires a pluralism of populisms or conceptions of “the people”. The problem is 
that if society requires the idea of a people then the pluralism of “peoples” does 
not constitute society. Or more specifically the requirement of a pluralism of 
populisms requires the pluralism of societies which can be interpreted as no 
society at all.  

If society is conceived through a specific view of the people, then the only 
way to constitute society is by fully totalizing a hegemonic view. This would 
entail a totalitarian society that imposes a specific view on everyone while 
rejecting others. As Laclau claimed, a full totalization of hegemony is 
impossible. Hence, a radical democratic theory of dissent has to accept to some 
extent the provisional nature of society itself.  

I argued that a concept of democracy should be open within the limits of 
participatory parity in order to enable dissent. One possible radical democratic 
theory that has dissent at its core can be achieved by combining the theories of 
Nancy Fraser and Ernesto Laclau. This combination results in an agonist theory 
of radical democracy which is based on the norm of participatory parity. I view 
Laclau’s account of democratic demands as his version of participatory parity. 
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5.2 THE FRAMEWORK OF THE POLITICAL THEORY OF 
DISSENT  

Because of the possibility of interpreting Laclau’s democratic demands as a 
version of participatory parity both Laclau’s and Fraser’s theories enable dissent 
by not giving too strong a substantive content to justice. In other words, it is 
possible to interpret both theories as allowing for the maximal amount of 
dissent but still not hindering the equal possibility of dissent for others. This 
means that the combined theory adheres to the principle of participatory parity 
in a way that guarantees maximal participatory freedom for all.  

A radical democratic account of dissent guarantees the right to dissent 
because it is viewed as a form of participation. Because dissent is often targeted 
against current affairs in society that are deemed unjust or exclusionary, this 
right enables the underdogs in society to voice their grievances. Both Fraser’s 
and Laclau’s frameworks share the feature of being based on the idea of 
underdogs in society. Laclau states this explicitly as a feature of democratic 
demands. In Fraser’s framework the strong position of the underdog is clear 
partially because of her critical approach in which she starts with injustices in 
society. Further, Fraser introduces the conception of subaltern counterpublics, 
which is a mechanism that allows divergent opinions to be mobilized against 
public opinion so that the people and their opinions can take part on equal 
grounds in the public sphere. This means that the possibility of mobilizing is 
recognized and partially guaranteed. It is only partially guaranteed as the 
mobilization of anti-democratic demands can be excluded according to the two-
stage evaluation I have presented earlier. Hence, it is safe to claim that the 
combined theory fosters and guarantees dissent in society.  

The two-stage evaluation is central for meeting the requirement for a 
political theory of dissent. Here one should employ a conception of justice that 
recognizes democracy as a primary good and enables us to distinguish between 
democratic and undemocratic demands.  

The right to dissent and value pluralism leads to an account of radical 
democracy that promotes individual participatory freedom. Because of the 
possibility of contradictory values in a value pluralist society, the right to dissent 
becomes a necessity. This necessity arises from the hegemonic position of 
certain values and the necessity of divergent values in society. Hence, the right 
to dissent becomes a necessity. Because society should guarantee participatory 
parity for every individual and it is possible to conceive of individual dissent, 
this account of radical democracy guarantees individual participatory freedom 
for all.  

Both value pluralism and an account of participatory freedom are central 
features in Laclau and Fraser. Hence, the radical democratic theory of dissent 
that is built on Laclau’s and Fraser’s theories meets the requirement of 
promoting individual participatory freedom for all.  

In order to be able to make an interpretation based on dissent of Fraser’s 
theory one has to make some modifications. The main modifications are that 
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Fraser’s framework should be seen as an agonist account of democracy and that 
the division of justice into three spheres should be revised. I have argued for the 
view that Fraser’s framework is philosophically stronger when conceived as an 
agonist conception of radical democracy. I have also shown that it is possible not 
to conceive of Fraser’s framework through three spheres of justice. This is 
especially the case as Fraser divides the spheres of representation into two 
different spheres. Hence, it is justified to claim that Fraser divides her 
framework of justice into four spheres. If one introduces the insights of Michael 
Walzer’s in Spheres of Justice one can further argue for the view that the 
number of spheres of justice should be left open as we cannot beforehand decide 
how justice should work in every instance.  

I have argued for the view that the dissent that a radical democratic theory 
should take into account is actually occurring dissent and not merely dissenting 
thoughts. In other words, dissent that is not articulated into actual demands is 
politically irrelevant. It may be that dissent that is not actually articulated is 
impossible. The idea of dissent as actually occurring dissent establishes its ties 
to social movements. I have proposed that social movements should be 
conceived of as being constituted on the basis of demands. Leaning on Laclau, I 
propose that social movements should be viewed as entering the hegemonic 
struggle by unifying different demands on the basis of equivalence.  

Laclau’s theory of hegemony and populist democracy explains how social 
movements arise and how the hegemonic struggle should be conceived. Fraser’s 
theory has a stronger tie to institutional reality. Hence, the combination of the 
two theories strengthens each other by allowing for a description of how 
movements are established (Laclau) and ties them strongly to institutional 
reality (Fraser).  

I have proposed that a radical democratic theory based on dissent requires a 
logic of change to explain change in democratic society. This logic of change is 
most justifiably conceived of as an agonist logic in order not to domesticate 
dissent. A dialectical or historical determinist logic may internalize and 
domesticate dissent. The problem with dialectical logic is that the possibility of 
change is intrinsic to a dialectical opposition. Antagonistic logic views change as 
a contingent feature. Hence, Laclau’s account of an antagonistic social logic can 
be integrated with a radical democratic theory based on dissent. Antagonistic 
logic also has the descriptive feature of being able to sufficiently describe change 
in democratic society.  

It may be that Fraser is tied to a dialectic logic, although not necessarily so. If 
one conceives of Fraser’s framework as an agonistic framework this detachment 
of dialectics becomes stronger. Fraser may presuppose an antagonistic logic as 
she does not presuppose any metaphysically decided agent of change and she 
employs a “hegemonic grammar of contestation”. Hence, it is possible to 
interpret Fraser’s framework on the basis of Laclau’s antagonistic logic of 
change.  

A radical democratic political theory based on dissent views dissent as a 
positive contribution to society. Some positive features of dissent are that it 
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fosters democratic citizenship, removes injustices, improves our institutional 
framework and strengthens participatory parity in society. The combined 
framework of Fraser and Laclau shows how dissent is positive by showing a 
strong tie to institutional reality and guaranteeing the right to dissent in society.  

The close tie to social movements and demands based upon dissent 
combined with the idea of participatory parity explains how democratic 
citizenship is fostered in a radical democratic theory based on dissent. To voice 
demands and to be heard is a requirement of participatory parity. Hence, a 
theory of dissent fosters democratic citizenship by guaranteeing the 
introduction of ways of participation that are based on the needs and means of 
the dissenters themselves, in other words on the self-characterization of dissent.  

The removal of injustices is explained through the emphasis on dissent and 
its ties to institutions. When institutions are oppressive they can be the basis of 
dissent, which in turn leads to demands and movements against them. This 
again leads to a requirement for the state to listen and meet the demands. If the 
demands are not met they may lead to mass movements that are aimed at 
overthrowing current hegemonic configurations. Hence, dissent should be 
viewed as a feature that improves the institutional framework. The possibility of 
cataclysmic change in society does not lead to the legitimation of lessening 
dissent in society. On the contrary, I have argued that this possibility leads to 
the requirement that the state listens to and takes dissenting voices seriously in 
society.   

The improvement of institutional frameworks is tied to the idea of the 
removal of institutional oppression. When oppression or any other feature that 
dissent is targeted at is removed, the frameworks are at least potentially 
improved. This is viewed as a continual process since a completely unoppressive 
framework is probably impossible.  

Another positive contribution is that dissent strengthens participatory parity. 
This is quite self-evident in a framework that sets the norm of parity of 
participatory parity as a guiding norm. I have proposed that Laclau’s conception 
of democratic demands can be seen as a conception of participatory parity. 
Hence, it is justified to claim that Fraser’s and Laclau’s frameworks share the 
central idea of participatory parity. This in turn adds to the possibility of 
combining their theories.  

Fraser’s account of recognition can also be explained using Laclau’s 
framework. Fraser states that it may be that her account of recognition 
presupposes a mechanism that Honneth describes. This also leaves us the 
possible interpretation that recognition should not be viewed in a similar way as 
Honneth does.  

Honneth follows a Hegelian framework where social concepts follow from 
each other according to the dialectics of the struggle for recognition. As I have 
pointed out, social change that is based on antagonistic relations does not 
ground itself in the conceptual logic of contradiction and their transcendence.   

Laclau conceives of identity as formed through antagonistic relations. 
Recognition in both Fraser’s and Honneth’s theories are conceived of as a 
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struggle. It is also possible to view both Fraser’s and Honneth’s theories as 
agonist accounts of radical democracy. Hence, it may be that the struggle for 
recognition could be conceived of as one that is based on antagonistic relations. 
This opens up the possibility of viewing recognition politically through Fraser’s 
status model and combining it with Laclau’s account of hegemonic struggle. 
Honneth’s theory could probably be viewed as a struggle for recognition where 
the dialectical other is hegemony. Hence, it would seem as if one can retain the 
substance of Honneth’s theory of recognition within the combined framework of 
Laclau and Fraser.  

Even though one would retain Honneth’s dialectical account within the 
framework it would not change the fact that society should be viewed through 
antagonistic logic. Antagonistic logic governs the hegemonic configuration of 
society. Honneth’s dialectical account only explains how individuals and groups 
relate to hegemony. Hence, Honneth’s dialectics can be viewed as being internal 
to the larger framework.  

Fraser conceives of justice through her conception of our times as being 
abnormal. This means that almost every part of our conceptions of justice can be 
contested. Laclau’s account of hegemonic struggles and the filling of open 
signifiers describe the same dynamic that Fraser attempts to encompass. 
Fraser’s theory is, however, tied to the idea of viewing hegemonic struggle in 
terms of Kuhnian paradigm change. Laclau’s and Mouffe’s account of 
hegemonic struggle is better as it actually explains how hegemony is created on 
a conceptual and practical level.   

Misrecognition is for Fraser when the cultural structures of value create an 
identity that is despised. Within Laclau’s framework the same idea is interpreted 
as having its grounds in the hegemonic configuration. More specifically, the 
open signifiers that hegemony “fills” are filled in a way that makes certain 
identities despised. Hence, one effect of hegemony is that it constructs certain 
identities as despised.   
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5.3 CONCLUDING REMARKS  

In this dissertation I have defended a radical democratic political theory of 
dissent that is arrived at by integrating the ideas of hegemonic and democratic 
populist struggles of Laclau with Fraser’s radical democratic theory of justice as 
participatory parity. The framework of the combined theory can answer the 
requirements of a political theory of dissent.  

The requirements were that a framework should enable dissent and not 
contain it in the manner of liberal democracy and some forms of deliberative 
democratic accounts. Another requirement that I argued for was that the 
framework should employ a conception of justice as participatory parity in order 
to set limits for democracy. Participatory parity is interpreted as a minimal 
definition of justice in order to allow the interpretation of democracy as being 
open and in constant motion. Because dissent is viewed as participation, it 
secures the participatory freedom for all. Dissent, thus, strengthens 
participatory parity and also improves the institutional framework in society. It 
is thus justified to view dissent as a positive contribution in society. 

There are probably many possible radical democratic frameworks that can 
answer these requirements. However, there are very few radical democratic 
frameworks that integrate the conceptions of justice and democracy under a 
single framework. It is common to focus only on justice or democracy as single 
features. My view is that a conception of justice requires a justifiable conception 
of democracy and vice versa. To combine justice and democracy is a clear merit 
of Fraser’s framework. This also improves Laclau’s theory as Fraser’s conception 
of justice sets necessary limits for democracy. With regard to the framework of 
justice, the combination of Laclau and Fraser is considered an improvement 
over the philosophers’ own theory in isolation.  

Hence, the investigation of the political theory of dissent proved to be fruitful 
in the sense that it led to a way of creating a better framework of radical 
democracy by integrating the insights of two thinkers that initially seemed to be 
quite different. The investigation also leads to the characterization of radical 
democracy as an umbrella concept which in my opinion is the most justified way 
of approaching the discussion on agonism and deliberative democracy.  

Overall, I have defended the view that dissent, the plurality of values and the 
necessary conflict that arises from them are and should be taken as a basis in 
radical democracy. This means that a radical democratic theory should start out 
from the idea that the necessary divergent values, opinions and conceptions of 
society are the basis of democracy. In a sense this means that when we talk 
about democratic society we talk about the possibility of having different views 
about what society means and how it should function. If society is viewed as a 
single unified conception shared by agents in society, then a democratic society 
becomes an oxymoron. In other words, democratic society would not be a 
society at all. However, it is more justified to view society as being constituted by 
the hegemonic struggle of different conceptions of society. In this sense 
democratic society’s foundations show their provisionary character.  
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If the constitution of society is viewed on the basis of hegemonic struggle, 
then it is justified to claim that society is constituted on the basis of dissent. 
Hence, a political theory that attempts to understand such a society should also 
be based on the idea of the centrality of dissent.  

My main aim in this thesis was to investigate what it would entail to base a 
radical democratic theory on dissent. I have given a suitable definition for 
dissent and argued for a specific conception of radical democratic justice. 
Further, I have shown that we need a logic of change in radical democratic 
theory. Lastly, I have argued for the centrality of the conception of hegemonic 
struggle and have suggested that it is possible to build a radical democratic 
theory of dissent by combining the theories of Nancy Fraser and Ernesto Laclau. 
Even though it is possible to conceive of other possible theories I consider that 
Fraser’s and Laclau’s combined theories provide the best current radical 
democratic alternative. 
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Abstract 
 
Michael Oakeshott, one of the most influential theoreticians of the 

twentieth century, has been brought to the forefront surprisingly by a strand in 
democratic theory that advocates the radicalization of democracy. What is 
interesting is that Chantal Mouffe, the leading theoretician of the project of 
radical democracy argues that Oakeshott, who is known as one of the symbolic 
names of the conservative thought, could make an important contribution to their 
project. In doing that Mouffe is aware of the incongruence between their 
approaches but nevertheless she insists that Oakeshott’s conceptual and 
theoretical framework can be incorporated into radical democracy. As this article 
shows, the most important parallelism between the two approaches is their 
concern with individual and his/her life choices and with the danger and/or 
impossibility of politics of uniformity as well as their focus on the general rules 
that are supposed to regulate the intersection between the public and private. But 
they seriously diverge in their approach to the processes through which these 
rules emerge, in short, to the concept of politics: while Oakeshott has a 
consensus-oriented conception of politics which has no particular reference to 
the conflicts, antagonisms, unequal power relations or hegemony Mouffe’s 
conceptualization of politics is built completely on these phenomena. This in 
turn leads us to argue that these two approaches are indeed too different to be 
brought together or that the effort to bridge them is far from being persuading, 
since this pair seems artificial.  

 
Keywords: Oakeshott, Mouffe, radical democracy, pluralism, difference, 

democratic politics. 
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haline getirildi. İlgi çekici olan, demokrasinin radikal bir yorumunu yapma 
iddiasındaki bir yaklaşımın en önde gelen temsilcisi Chantal Mouffe’un 
muhafazakar düşüncenin önde gelen temsilcilerinden biri olan Oakeshott’un 
kendi projeleri açısında açımlayıcı bir rol oynayabileceğini iddia etmesidir. Bunu 
yaparken Mouffe, kendi görüşleri ve Oakeshott’un bakış açısı arasındaki 
farklılığın ayırdındadır; ancak yine de Oakeshott’un kavramsal ve kuramsal 
çerçevesini radikal demokrasi projesine entegre edilebileceğini önermektedir. Bu 
çalışmanın da gösterdiği üzere iki yaklaşımın en önemli ortak noktası siyasal 
topluluk kavramıyla ilişkili olarak yazdıklarında siyasal topluluğu çerçeveleyen 
kuralların önemini, bu kuralların içeriğiyle ilgili olarak bireyi ve bireyin yaptığı 
seçimlerin önceliğini, bireyleri bütüncül toplumsal projelerde biraraya getirmeye 
çalışmanın imkansızlığını ve hatta tehlikesini vurgulamalarıdır. Ancak bu 
kuralların oluşum süreçlerine, yani aslında bir anlamda siyaset kavramına 
yaklaşımları neredeyse birbirine tamamen zıt kutupları yansıtmaktadır: 
Oakeshott uzlaşma kavramını esas alan, toplumun kendi dinamikleriyle 
şekillenen bir siyaset algısından söz eder ve çatışma, antagonizma, eşitsiz güç 
ilişkileri ve hegemonya gibi kavramlara hiç atıfta bulunmazken Mouffe tümüyle 
bu kavramlar üzerinde şekillenen bir siyaset anlayışını savunmaktadır. Bu ise 
aslında iki yaklaşımın biraraya gelemeyecek kadar farklı olduklarını ya da onları 
biraraya getirme çabalarının ikna edicilikten uzak ve yapay olduklarını 
düşünmemize yol açmaktadır.  

 
Anahtar Sözcükler: Oakeshott, Mouffe, radikal demokrasi, çoğulculuk, 

farklılık, demokratik siyaset. 
 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Michael J. Oakeshott is considered as one of the most significant political 

theorists of the twentieth century. His views have been usually evaluated in 
terms of their contribution to conservative thought in the Western world. 
Recently, however, there was a change in the interpretative debate about 
Oakeshott, in the sense that his works began to constitute an important reference 
point in the discussions revolving around the concept of democracy. In 
Gerencser’s (1999: 845) words, certain features of Michael Oakeshott’s 
political thought have attracted interest from “an unexpected source, those who 
are advocates of radical democratic theory and practice.” As is well known, at 
the core of such discussions concerning democracy, we see the questions 
associated with equality in the context of difference. All of those involved in the 
debate tries to find an answer to a very crucial question that Mouffe (1992a: 3) 
formulates as follows:  
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How can the maximum of pluralism can be defended –in 
order to respect the rights of the widest possible groups- without 
destroying the very framework of the political community as 
constituted by the institutions and practices that constitute modern 
democracy and define our identity as citizens? 

 
It deserves attention that in such a context there has been a revived 

interest in Oakeshott’s political philosophy. For instance, Mouffe, as a central 
figure in the debates about democracy, has given a central place to Oakeshott’s 
views in her influential works that advocates radical democracy. She has built 
her basic arguments upon central themes of Oakeshott’s political thought on the 
grounds that she has found a theoretical potential in his work. At this point, one 
is tended to ask, why this is the case, that is to say, why look to Oakeshott while 
there are a number of political theorists to draw upon for a democratic theory? 
More specifically, why an advocate of a “radicalization” of democracy draws 
upon a figure who is well known for his conservative disposition? Actually, the 
starting point of this study is this question and hence it will, to a great extent, be 
based upon an analysis of the ways in which an important strand in 
contemporary democratic theory tries to come to terms with the question of 
plurality by incorporating Oakeshott’s framework into its own. Nevertheless, 
the main contention of this article is that although in some cases there is much 
to be gained from bridging different theoretical standpoints, the coupling 
between Oakeshott and radical democracy seems highly artificial.  

 
This article starts with an overview of the major themes and questions 

that Oakeshott dealt with in analyzing the relationship between individual and 
political community. Then, it will highlight the central themes of the debate 
about a radicalization of democracy, and the main criticisms directed by the 
advocates of this approach towards the dominant understanding of democracy 
(i.e. liberal democracy). After doing that it will try to delineate the essentials of 
the alternative vision that the project of radical democracy brings to the fore  
and discuss the place of Oakeshott’s views in this alternative vision.  

 
 
1. OAKESHOTT ON RATIONALITY, REASON, PLURALITY, 

AND THE POLITICAL COMMUNITY 
 
Oakeshott’s critique of rationalism lies at the centre of his thought. It is 

necessary; therefore, to grasp the essence of this critique in order to understand 
his views about experience, knowledge, human conduct, politics and the state. 
Before an analysis of his critique of rationalism, however, we should look at 
how he defines rationalism and its main characteristics. In a letter to Karl 
Popper Oakeshott (1948) says, “When I argue against rationalism I do not argue 
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against reason. Rationalism in my sense is, among other things, thoroughly 
unreasonable.”1 This is an interesting sentence that deserves attention. What 
does ‘rationality’ mean for Oakeshott and what does ‘reason’ refer to in his 
formulation? What constitutes the essence of his critique of rationalism and of 
his alternative understanding of reason? Oakeshott (1962a:1) characterizes 
rationalism as “the most remarkable intellectual fashion of post-Renaissance 
Europe.” According to him, although it is not the only or the most fruitful 
fashion in modern European political thinking, rationalism in politics is strong 
and it has come to colour the ideas of all political persuasions. He argues that 
“almost all politics today have become rationalist or near-Rationalist” (1962a: 
1). At this point we should point out that when we consider the time period 
during which Oakeshott’s major works appeared, we see that his position was 
that of an opposition to the mainstream politics of the time. As Eccleshall 
(1992: 173) points out, “what seems to have prompted Oakeshott to reflect more 
explicitly about the nature of politics was the penchant of post-war Europe for 
economic planning. Certainly, he was appalled by the reforming zeal of the 
British Labour government of 1945-1951.” When we look at his definition of 
“the general character and disposition of the rationalist” we see that the 
rationalist for Oakeshott stands for independence of mind on all occasions; he 
stands for thought free from obligation to any authority except the authority of 
‘reason’; he is the enemy of authority, of prejudice, of the merely traditional, 
customary or habitual (Oakeshott, 1962a: 1). He defines the Rationalist’s 
“mental attitude” as “at once sceptical and optimistic”:  

 
Skeptical because there is no opinion, no habit, no belief, 

nothing so firmly rooted or so widely believed that he hesitates to 
question it and to judge by what he calls his ‘reason’; optimistic 
because the Rationalist never doubts the power of his reason.... to 
determine the worth of a thing, the truth of an opinion or the 
propriety of an action. Moreover, he is fortified by a belief in a 
‘reason’ common to all mankind, a common power of rational 
consideration which is the ground and inspiration of argument 
(Oakeshott, 1962a: 1-2).  

 
According to the rationalist, “the unhindered human reason” is an 

“infallible guide in political activity: “Consequently, much of his political 
activity consists in bringing the social, political, legal and institutional 
inheritance of his society before the tribunal of his intellect; and the rest is 
rational administration, ‘reason’ exercising an uncontrolled jurisdiction over the 
circumstances of the case.” (Oakeshott, 1962a: 4). It becomes clear from those 
quotations that Oakeshott defines rationalism as a doctrine that takes reason to 
mean as the pipeline to the universal truth and certainty. It is the idea that 
through the guidance of reason, which is common to all humanity, it is possible 
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to reach general abstract principles about the ideal or about the best for all. 
Oakeshott strongly rejects this formulation of reason and the consequent 
understanding of rational politics. The main reason for his rejection is his claim 
that such an understanding results in “the assimilation of politics to 
engineering.” “The conduct of affairs for the Rationalist, is a matter of solving 
problems... political life is resolved into a succession of crises each to be 
surmounted by the application of ‘reason’ (Oakeshott, 1962a: 4). 

 
Oakeshott (1962a: 5) argues that rationalist politics has two components: 

one of them is the politics of perfection and the other is the politics of 

uniformity. For him, “the essence of rationalism is their combination”. For the 
Rationalist, politics can consist only in solving problems and there can be no 
problem without a ‘rational’ solution; besides, the rational solution of any 
problem is, in its nature, ‘the perfect solution’. There is no place in the 
rationalist scheme for a ‘best in circumstances’, only a place for ‘the best’; 
because the function of reason is precisely to surmount circumstances. In other 
words, in rationalism there is the belief that reason is supposed to point out “the 
best” irrespective of the circumstances, meaning irrespective of social, political, 
legal and institutional inheritance of any society. There is the view that “all 
rational preferences necessarily coincide”. This is how, in Oakeshott’s view, the 
politics of perfection leads to the politics of uniformity. As a result, “political 
activity is recognized as the imposition of a uniform condition of perfection 
upon human conduct.” 

 
After considering the way Oakeshott defines the main characteristics of 

rationalist politics we can now look at his objections to that disposition. 
According to Oakeshott, the rationalist politics, with its emphasis on reason, 
politics of perfection and politics of uniformity, has led to a certain 
understanding of the state, which is “state as an enterprise association”. This 
association is not the ideal condition in his view, but it has somehow (and 
unfortunately for Oakeshott) become the most widespread. Enterprise 
association denotes an understanding of the state as an association whose aim is 
to pursue a common goal. In the second essay of his book On Human Conduct 
Oakeshott deals extensively with that notion as well as the alternative that he 
proposes. He defines enterprise association as “...relationship in terms of the 
pursuit of some common purpose, some substantive condition of things to be 
jointly procured, or some common interest to be continuously satisfied” 
(Oakeshott, 1975: 114).  What is most important in such a scheme is the 
reduction of individuals to mere “role players” and hence Oakeshott strongly 
rejects the view that identifies enterprise association with civil relationship:  
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Some writers takes this view of the matter, because they 
mistakenly think there is no alternative to it... they find it impossible 
to imagine association except in terms of a common purpose... They 
are concerned to celebrate or to believe it to be of supreme worth, or, 
as they say, the only mode of relationship in which the ‘social’ 
nature of man is fully requited (Oakeshott, 1975: 118).  

 
Oakeshott, on the other hand, opposes the idea that enterprise association 

is the ideal condition and that there is no alternative to it. He proposes the 
concept of “civil association” as an alternative way of conceptualizing the state. 
Before going into the details of this alternative model, however, we should first 
grasp Oakeshott’s thought about reason and knowledge, individuality and 
contingency, all of which are central to his thoughts about politics. As Shirley 
Letwin (1978: 53) points out, rationalism takes it for granted “reason is the 
power to discover a system of laws... Reasoning is identified with starting from 
a universal truth and deducing from it a particular conclusion.” Our world, it is 
argued, presents us a picture of confusing variety and frequent, irregular 
change; it is difficult for us to cope with it. Only by using reason this ‘chaos’ 
can be reduced to order. Rationalism supposes to “allow us to hope that by 
exercising our reason we can put everything into a clearly defined place in a 
single system” (Letwin, 1978: 53).  Oakeshott opposes to such an understanding 
of the world around us and develops instead, “a thesis of the primacy of 
practice” (Gray, 1993: 202). As was mentioned before, rationalism insists that 
practice (practical life) should be governed comprehensively by a system of 
propositions and principles; otherwise practice is irrational. Oakeshott (1962a: 
7) thinks that such a claim is a result of a mistaken conception of knowledge 
and tries to show how mistaken it is by developing his own: “every human 
activity whatsoever involves knowledge. And universally, this knowledge is of 
two sorts” which are technical knowledge and practical knowledge. Technical 
knowledge is the knowledge that can be “formulated into rules which are or 
may be deliberately learned, remembered and... put into practice... its chief 
characteristic is that it is susceptible of precise formulation”. Therefore, it “can 
be learned from a book and “can be applied mechanically. The second sort of 
knowledge, practical knowledge, on the other hand, “exists only in use” and 
cannot be formulated in rules. Therefore, says Oakeshott, it can be called as 
“traditional knowledge.” According to him, these two sorts of knowledge are 
inseparable; they are “the twin components of the knowledge involved in every 
concrete human activity.” Oakeshott criticizes rationalism for underestimating 
practical or traditional knowledge; for considering only the technical knowledge 
as knowledge. He argues that these two are inseparable, they cannot be 
considered identical with one another; and none of them is able to take the place 
of the other (Oakeshott, 1962a: 7-13). This emphasis on practice (practical life, 
practical knowledge etc.) brings with it a radically different conception of 
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‘reason’ from the rationalist conception of the term. In this conception “reason 
has to be understood not as a pipeline to universal truths, but rather as a creative 
capacity to transform whatever is experienced into a variety of interpretations, 
responses, and reflections (Letwin, 1978: 56). 

 
It is at this point that the emphasis on circumstances comes into the 

scene. Human beings find themselves in a variety of experiences none of them 
reducible to one another. There are different modes of experience in human life. 
According to this second definition of reason, a human being is always 
interpreting his experience and responding in the manner he selects; hence he 
can give different meanings to events (Letwin, 1978: 57). Circumstances are 
important but not in the sense of automatically causing desires or determining 
the interests. “A man’s circumstances are only conditions which he interprets 
and takes into account in making choices.” So, the conception of reason as a 
creative capacity implies that human beings make sense of the world around 
themselves not only through technical knowledge, but also through practical 
knowledge that in turn is inseparable from the circumstances in which a human 
being finds himself. Here the importance of individuality and contingency 
comes out. In Letwin’s (1978: 59) terms, 

 
We are obliged to recognize that human beings may disagree 

for many reasons, not because some are less wise and good than 
others, but because being  rational they can always notice or 
emphasize different aspects of what they perceive, or pursue 
different purposes. We are obliged, in short, to renounce the dream 
of achieving unity by common recognition of one universal truth. 

 
Letwin (1978: 58) explains that, Oakeshott draws a picture of the human 

world “not as a chaos being reduced to systematic unity by reason but as a web 
of responses that are constantly being created by intelligent individuals.” In that 
picture, “each human being possesses individuality not in spite of but because of 
his rationality... to say that human beings possesses individuality means that 
each is the maker of his own thoughts, that he is capable of shaping a 
personality, and that he is responsible for what he becomes (1978: 59, emphasis 
added). Oakeshott (1962b: 184-185) also underlines this notion of individuality 
in his depiction of the “image of ourselves as we have come to be” according to 
which, 

 
[w]e are apt to entertain a multiplicity of opinions on every 

conceivable subject and are disposed to change these beliefs as we 
grow tired of them or as they prove serviceable. Each of us is 
pursuing a course of his own…We are all inclined to be passionate 
about our own concerns… Each of us has preferences of his own…  
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In sum, then, by evaluating their circumstances human beings reach 
different views about what is good, bad, true, false etc. besides, these 
considerations are not constant they are open to be reformulated; they are 
contingent upon the circumstances, they are constantly made and remade. Such 
a conception of rational human conduct is very different from the rationalist 
understanding. As I have mentioned before, rationalism assumed the possibility 
of a knowledge that is completely freed from the particular circumstances, 
prejudices, previous experiences, etc. As we have seen, Oakeshott rejects this; 
and in that respect he is in line with the subjectivism of the Austrian school, to 
use Dunleavy and O’Leary’s (1987: 89) terms. They define subjectivism as “the 
doctrine, which asserts that the private experience of each individual is the 
ultimate foundation of knowledge” according to which, From this perspective, 
social facts are what people think they are, and the proper subject matter of 
economics and politics consists of the expectations and evaluations of 
individuals... The process of verstehen (understanding from within) is 
distinctive to the social sciences (Dunleavy, O’Leary, 1987: 89). 

 
Oakeshott’s emphasis on reason as a creative power has important 

implications for his critique of enterprise association, and hence, for his 
alternative model, i.e. the civil association. Since he defines reason as a creative 
force leading to a variety of interpretations, reflections and responses whereby 
emphasizing the significance of individuality and contingency, it becomes 
impossible for him to accept the enterprise association as the ideal condition. 
The main reason for this is that enterprise association is built upon the idea of a 
collective good, common purpose. However, in Oakeshott’s formulation since 
we all have reason, we all have different goals, purposes, enterprises etc. none 
of us can impose these upon others, we choose them we formulate them out of 
our different interpretations of the world around us. As O’Sullivan (2002) puts 
it,  

What he is saying is that we always look at the world from a 
particular standpoint-scientific, historical or practical. We can become 
aware what that standpoint is, but we can never a view from 
nowhere… we always wear conceptual spectacles when we look at the 
world. Although we can never get rid of them, we can become aware 
of them and the assumptions they make.  

 
Moreover, again due to our reason as a creative power and/or as an 

intelligent capacity, we always tend to change or reformulate them on the face 
of our conditions. So, in short, there can be no common good to pursue, in 
Oakeshott’s own words there can be nothing common to all. Letwin (1978: 60-
61) uses the term “metaphysical skepticism” to denote this kind of approach: 
“Metaphysical skepticism rejects the possibility of achieving knowledge which 
will remove uncertainty and reveal the purpose and destiny of human life.” 
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What, then, is the main characteristic of a civil association, the ideal 
condition? What is the role of the government? What is the function of the state 
in the ideal condition? Letwin points out that the government, as a ruler of a 
civil association does not organize life for the members of the community. In 
other words, the object of the rules of the political community is not to 
overcome rifts, to give men a purpose in life, or to create national unity, but to 
allow individuals to make their own lives as they choose (Letwin, 1978: 66-67). 

 
Oakeshott deals with the general character of rules of a civil association 

in his On Human Conduct. It is a system of law (lex) “which prescribes not 
satisfactions to be sought or actions to be performed, but moral conditions to be 
subscribed to in seeking self chosen satisfactions and in performing self-chosen 
actions (1975: 158). His distinction between civil obedience and civil obligation 
is important to understand the role that he prescribes for the rules of conduct in 
civil association.2 Our obligation does not stem from a fear of penalty for not 
following those rules, and also it does not stem from a view that those rules 
should be obliged to because they serve some common purpose. We feel 
obliged to the rules of the civil association because we have the respect for their 
authority. We feel obliged to them even if we may have questions about their 
desirability. In other words, we have to acknowledge their authority no matter 
we approve or disapprove. However, what rules are most desirable cannot be 
decided in the abstract or for all times. It can be decided only by living through 
those rules, if there is a need for change it will be revealed by the practice, that 
is, in the course of the spontaneous development of the society.   

 
These points about the rules of a civil association are in direct 

relationship with Oakeshott’s conservatism. He attributes a special importance 
to the historical, political, legal and institutional heritage of a society, in short to 
the circumstances that human beings find themselves within. It is not possible, 
for him to ignore them by engaging in grand change programs shaped according 
to the some abstract generalizations or universal truth claims. He believes that 
we can only think of ‘a best in circumstances’ not ‘the best’. And what is best 
for a society cannot be determined only by technical knowledge; traditional 
practical knowledge is also required. Practical knowledge exists only in use, 
that knowledge can be acquired only through practice. So, if there is a need for 
change, it will be influenced by the direction of the movement of the society. 
Oakeshott is against radical change programs imposed upon society and rejects 
the presupposition that “some over-all scheme of mechanized control is 
possible” to administer the practice (1962a: 23). On the notion of change, he 
insists that “the politics of destruction and creation” is not better than “the 
politics of repair” and that “the consciously planned and deliberately executed” 
is not better than “what has grown up and established itself unselfconsciously 
over a period of time” (1962: 21). This is true, therefore, for the law of the ideal 
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condition. As was mentioned above, their desirability can be a matter of 
discussion among the cives. There is always room for such notions as 
desirability of laws (he defines politics around this notion) approval, 
disapproval. Oakeshott (1975: 165) states “where these conditions are 
understood to be alterable, and where there are known procedures in which they 
may be deliberately enacted, changed, or terminated, cives are invited to think 
of them in terms of approval or disapproval.” However, we should always 
remember that what is asked of the cives is their acknowledgement of the 
authority of these rules not their approval. Once those rules are in force they are 
considered to have an authority that is not open to be questioned and/or 
challenged.  

 
What can be said about the criterion of desirability is that “the rules 

should be such as to maintain the character of a civil association and not to 
convert it into an enterprise which will compel everyone to do what those in 
power consider desirable” (Letwin, 1978: 66). According to Oakeshott “the 
rules of civil association are not to be understood as demanding associates to 
take certain actions in order to achieve a particular, substantive common 
purpose. Instead, such rules are to be understood as formal considerations to be 
subscribed to in pursuing one’s own ends” (Gerencser, 2000: 132). In 
Oakeshoot’s (1962b: 187) terms, “the office of government is not to impose 
other beliefs and activities upon its subjects, nor to tutor or to educate them, not 
to make them happier in another way, not to direct them, to galvanize them into 
action, to lead them or to coordinate their activities... the office of government 
is merely to rule.” 

 
As this brief analysis shows, Oakeshott’s understanding of reason as a 

creative intellectual capacity, which transforms whatever experienced into a 
variety of interpretations, responses, and reflections, naturally results in his 
assertion that there can be nothing common to all and hence there is no way of 
eliminating plurality within the society. This is the basic principle an ideal type 
of political community (i.e. a civil association or societas) should be built upon. 
This, as we shall below, is at the same time the main point of convergence 
between Oakeshott and a certain group of the political theorists who advocate a 
radicalization of democracy. Before coming to an analysis of these convergence 
points, however, we should look at what prompted those students of democracy 
to urge for a radicalization of democracy. Thus, the next section of this study 
will deal with the question of pluralism in liberal democratic tradition.   
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2. THE QUESTION OF PLURALISM, IDENTITY AND 
DIFFERENCE 

 
In order to see how liberal democratic tradition deals with the question of 

plurality, it would be illuminating to look at the historical development of 
liberal democratic conception of citizenship and the constitution of public 
political life. One core principle, which constitutes the basis for the liberal 
democratic citizenship, is that of universality. The major questions that we 
referred above as ‘the questions associated with equality in the context of 
difference’ include such questions as:  

 
How are democracies to deal with divisions by gender or 

ethnicity or religion or race, and the way these impinge on political 
equality? What meaning can we give to the political community 
when so many groups feel themselves outside it? How can 
democracies deliver on equality while accommodating and indeed 
welcoming difference? (Phillips, 1993: 2)  

 
These questions that contemporary democracies face take us to the 

questions of justice, equality and freedom. Members of the nation-states have 
different personal identities as evidenced by their ethnic affiliations, religious 
beliefs, their views of personal morality etc. In all these areas there is a little 
possibility of convergence. At the same time, however, the individuals and 
groups having those particularities need to live together politically. This in turn 
means that there should be some common ground or reference point from which 
their claims on the state can be judged. In liberal democracy, the notion of 
citizenship is supposed to provide this reference point; but nowadays it is at the 
center of hot debates whether it can really meet such expectations. Liberal 
democratic notion of citizenship is grounded on the premise of universality. 
Universality implies that all individuals are given the same formal legal/legal 
rights regardless of gender, race, ethnicity, religion or class that result in an 
abstract notion of citizen-individual. The rationale behind this formula is that 
these latter categories are conceptualized and formulated as private matters. The 
real of politics, on the other hand, is defined in the public sphere and so is 
citizenship. Consequently, liberal democratic citizenship has taken the form of a 
legal status where everybody is equal and the possessor of the same political 
rights. The public sphere, so defined, has to be impartial with regard to the 
'private concerns'. However, both the intensity of the ongoing intellectual 
debates and the problems at the practical level show that this distinction has not 
been so successful in dealing with particularities. The notion of citizenship in its 
liberal democratic formulation has tried to solve the problem by creating a 
homogenous public by relegating all particularity and difference to the private 
(Mouffe, 1992a: 7). Liberal democracy has presumed that we can abstract some 
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essential human sameness in people and tried to structure the political public 
realm on this principle of universality. Within this framework, being a member 
of a political community has come to mean being the bearers of the same legal 
rights. As Hall and Held point out, “From the ancient world to the present day, 
citizenship has entailed a discussion of, and a struggle over, the meaning and 
scope of membership of the community in which one lives. Who belongs and 
what does belonging mean in practice? (Hall, Held, 1990: 144). In today's 
conditions, it has become increasingly difficult to answer this question largely 
due to the process that we call globalization. The latter has been going hand in 
hand with the tension between cultural homogenization and cultural 
heterogenization that is also known as the tension between universalism and 
particularism (Ronald Robertson quoted in Keyman, 1995: 100). If the deeply 
different perspectives on critical subjects are allowed to dominate political life 
(because such differences have important implications for collective life and 
consequently for political decisions), the result may become disunity; on the 
other hand, if citizens are told that in politics they should not use their most 
fundamental beliefs about what is true, that may seem both unreasonable and a 
serious infringement of full liberty; consequently "this conflict is the dilemma 
and it is a genuine one" (Greenawalt, 1999: 670). Various theorists respond to 
the above-mentioned questions and this dilemma in various ways. This study 
will try to show how an important strand in democratic theory (i.e. radical 
democracy) has been trying to respond them. While doing that we will pay a 
specific attention to the ways in which their proposed alternative draws upon 
Michael Oakeshott’s political thought.   

 
 

3. MICHAEL OAKESHOTT AND RADICAL DEMOCRACY  
 
Mouffe, the most prominent advocate of the project of radical democracy, 

builds her basic argument upon a critique of liberal pluralism and defines the 
project as a “strategy” to “pursue and deepen the democratic project of 
modernity” (1993:21). At the center of her critique of liberal democratic 
tradition lies a rejection of a perspective that tries to come to terms with 
pluralism through the presumption that via ‘rationality’, which is common to all 
human beings, it is possible to reach a consensus in the public realm. As we 
have seen in the previous section, liberal democratic tradition tries to get rid of 
antagonisms that stem from the radical plurality of views, beliefs, opinions, and 
experiences by  

 
“…relegating pluralism and dissent to the private sphere in order 

to secure consensus in the public realm. All controversial issues are taken 
off the agenda in order to create the conditions for a ‘rational’ consensus. 
As a result, the realm of politics becomes merely the terrain where 
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individuals, stripped of their ‘disruptive’ passions and beliefs and 
understood as rational agents in search of self-advantage within the 
constraints of morality, of course- submit to procedures for adjudicating 
between their claims that they consider ‘fair’ (Mouffe, 1993: 140). 
 
In the light of our analysis of Oakeshott’s views on rationalism and 

politics of uniformity we can say that there is an important parallelism between 
Mouffe and Oakeshott in their rejection of the possibility of reaching at a 
consensus through the use of reason that is common to all humanity. Although 
Mouffe does not refer directly to Okasehott in her criticism of a consensus 
based upon rationality, the parallelism between the two can be observed quite 
easily. The point where Mouffe directly draws upon Oakeshott is Oakeshott’s 
differentiation between two alternative interpretations of the modern state that is 
between civil association and enterprise association or between universitas and 
societas (Mouffe, 1992b: 232-235). As we have seen above, universitas 
indicates an engagement in an enterprise to pursue a common purpose or to 
promote a common interest. Contrary to that model of association of agents 
engaged in a common enterprise, defined by a purpose, societas designates a 
formal relationship in terms of rules, not a substantive relation in terms of 
common action. In Oakeshott’s (1975: 201) words: “The idea societas is that of 
agents who, by choice or circumstance, are related to one another so as to 
compose an identifiable association of a certain sort. The tie which joins them... 
is not that of an engagement in an enterprise to pursue a common substantive 
purpose or to promote a common interest, but that of loyalty to one another”. 

 
It is not a mode of relation, therefore, in terms of common action but a 

relation in which participants are related to one another in the acknowledgment 
of the authority of certain conditions of acting. To belong to the political 
community -societas- what is required is that we accept a specific language of 
civil intercourse. Oakeshott calls this res publica. Those rules prescribe norms 
of conduct to be subscribed to in seeking self-chosen satisfactions and in 
performing self-chosen actions. To recover citizenship as a strong form of 
political identification requires our loyalty to the res publica, to the political 
principles of modern democracy and the commitment to defend its key 
institutions. 'Equality and liberty for all' is the central political principle of 
modern liberal democracy. "The conditions to be subscribed to and taken into 
account in acting are to be understood as the exigency of treating the others as 
free and equal persons" (Mouffe, 1992b: 236). However, there is an important 
point that needs to be underlined here. She considers that if interpreted in a 

certain way, Oakeshott’s reflections on civil association views illuminating. She 
(1992b: 231) argues: 
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We need to conceive of a mode of political association, which, 
although it does not postulate the existence of a substantive common 
good, nevertheless implies the idea of commonality, of an ethico-political 
bond that creates a linkage among the participants in the association, 
allowing us to speak of a political ‘community’ even if it is not in the 
strong sense.  
 
So, she sees the model of a civil association can serve such a purpose by 

envisaging a common identity of persons who might be engaging in many 
different communities and who have different conceptions of good, but who 
accept submission to certain authoritative rules of conduct, and thereby linked 
to each other: 

 
It seems to me that Oakeshott’s idea of the civil association as 

societas is adequate to define political association under modern 
democratic conditions. Indeed it is a mode of human association that 
recognizes the disappearance of a single substantive idea of the common 
good and makes room for individual liberty. It is a form of association 
that can be enjoyed among relative strangers belonging to many 
purposive associations and whose allegiances to specific communities is 
not seen as conflicting with their membership in civil association. This 
would not be possible if such an association were conceived as 
universitas, as purposive association, because it would not allow for the 
existence of other genuine purposive associations in which individuals 
would be free to participate (Mouffe, 1992b: 233).  
 
What is required to belong to the political community is that we accept a 

specific language of civil intercourse, the respublica. Those rules only provide a 
framework of common practices to guide political activities of the citizens. The 
identification with those rules, in turn, creates a “common political identity”. 
So, it is in this sense that Mouffe finds Oakeshott’s views useful to a radical 
democratic project. She is attracted to Oakeshott’s elaboration of the concept of 
societas, because with it Oakeshott has portrayed a strong conception of 

political community (Gerencser, 1999: 847, emphasis added.) Moreover, she 
thinks that such an approach brings with it not abandonment but a reformulation 
of the public/private distinction and hence can help us to find an alternative to 
the limitations of liberalism: “In societas, every situation is an encounter 
between “private” and “public”… The wants, choices, and decisions are private 
because they are the responsibility of each individual but the performances are 
public because they are required to subscribe to the conditions specified in 
respublica” (Mouffe, 1992: 237-238). She finds this important because, in a 
similar vein, the project of radical democracy also proposes, as a major strategy 
to overcome this shortcoming of liberal understanding of pluralism, the 
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revitalization of the public sphere in the form of a new mode of articulation 
between the public and the private.  

 
Notwithstanding the common ground between Oakeshott and Mouffe, 

Mouffe has important rejections and criticisms regarding that model. At the 
heart of that criticism we see her claim that Okaeshott’s idea of politics is a 
flawed one “for his conception of politics as a shared language of civility is 
only adequate for one aspect of politics: the point of view of the ‘we’, the 
friend’s side… What is completely missing in Oakeshott is division and 
antagonism that is the aspect of the ‘enemy’.” (Mouffe, 1992b: 237-238). 
Indeed, this is the most distinguishing aspect of Mouffe’s interpretation of 
Oakeshott. She draws attention to the fact that “to introduce conflict and 
antagonism into Oakeshott’s model, it is necessary to recognize that the 

respublica is the product of a given hegemony, the expression of power 

relations, and that it can be challenged” (Mouffe, 1992b: 237-238). If we recall 
Oaksehott’s views about the unquestionable nature of the authority of the 
respublica we can grasp what Mouffe sees as absent in that approach. As we 
have seen, Okaeshott argues that even if we find those rules undesirable we 
have to acknowledge their authority. With his emphasis upon spontaneity he 
sees those rules of conduct as the expression of the spontaneous development of 
a particular society; they evolve and take shape in accordance with the 
particular path that the historical development of a society follows. They 
emerge as a result of the political, legal and cultural inheritance of that society. 
Oakeshott does not question, takes for granted, or simply ignores, the nature of 
the process through which those particular rules come to have that authority. In 
other words, he does not mention the power relations and its dynamics 
characterizing a particular social context and their influence in determining the 
rules of conduct whose authority has to be acknowledged by all in the society. 
He fails to see that those rules are an expression and/or reflection of the 
particular configuration of power relations. He does not tackle with the crucial 
question of how those groups who neither ‘desire’ nor ‘approve’ those rules 
come to accept their authority.  

 
Mouffe, tries to shed some light on these complex processes by insisting 

that “(p)olitics is to a great extent about the rules of the respublica and its many 
possible interpretations, it is about the constitution of the political community” 
(Mouffe, 1992b: 237-238). In order to grasp the essence of this argument we 
should be familiar with the definition of “politics” that she proposes. In this 
definition, Mouffe draws largely upon Carl Schmitt.3 In her words:  

 
… for Schmitt, the criterion of the political, its differentia specifica 

is the friend-enemy relation; this involves the creation of a ‘we’ as 
opposed to a ‘them’, and it is located, from the outset, in the realm of 
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collective identifications. The political always has to do with conflicts and 
antagonisms and cannot but be beyond liberal rationalism since it 
indicates the limits of any rational consensus and reveals that any 
consensus is based on acts of exclusion (1992b: 123). 

 
Mouffe maintains that the political can be defined only with reference to 

relations of power and antagonisms and that unless we do this we completely 
miss its nature. This is why she criticizes liberal democratic tradition for 
“conceiving the well-ordered society as one exempt from politics” (1992b: 139). 
As we have seen, in liberal understanding of pluralism the diversities that are 
viewed as the source of conflict are relegated to the private realm. Mouffe 
(1992b: 127) sees this kind of an approach as “a dangerous liberal illusion 
which renders us incapable of grasping the phenomenon of politics.” 

 
The definition of politics based upon antagonism is directly related to the 

notion of 'relational identity' which Mouffe develops with reference to Derrida’s 
concept of “constitutive outside”. Mouffe uses the concept by pointing out that 
it “cannot be reduced to a dialectical negation” and that it implies something 
more than saying simply that there is no ‘us’ without ‘them’ (Mouffe, 2000: 12-
13). According to this, “in order to be a true outside, the outside has to be 
incommensurable with the inside, and at the same time, the condition of 
emergence of the latter. This is only possible if what is ‘outside’ is not simply 
the outside of a concrete content but something which puts into question 
‘concreteness’ as such” (Mouffe, 2000: 12). 

 
This approach brings with it the perception of the us/them relation as one 

between friend and enemy instead of as simple difference. Hence, “(f)rom that 
on, it becomes the locus of an antagonism, that is, it becomes political” them’ 
(Mouffe, 2000: 13). This in turn means that antagonism can never be eliminated 
and it constitutes an ever-present possibility in politics. In addition to this, such 
a conception of requires a non-essentialist framework, which suggests that all 
identities are necessarily precarious and unstable (Mouffe, 1992a: 10). A 
corollary to that understanding of politics is the conceptualization of democracy 
as a continuous process rather than as an end point to be reached at. It is the 
precariousness of identities that makes democracy an endless process since, as 
was mentioned above, an identity can develop through its relation and, perhaps 
more importantly, on the face of the challenge posed by its constitutive outside.  

 
To sum up, the comparative analysis made above shows that there are 

both important divergences and convergences between the theoretical 
frameworks developed by two leading figures of the modern political thought. 
They share a common ground in regard to their concern with individual and 
his/her life choices and with the danger and/or impossibility of politics of 
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uniformity as well as in regard to their focus on the general rules that are 
supposed to regulate the intersection between the public and private. These can 
be considered as the essentials of their understanding of (democratic) political 
community. However, the points raised by Mouffe related with the 
conceptualization of politics with reference to conflict and antagonism, as well 
as the hegemonic configuration of unequal power relations seems to indicate an 
almost completely different understanding of political community.  

 
 
4. CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
The relation between the individual and the community has been at the 

heart of the political thought since the antiquity. The debate has always 
revolved around this central theme and all those involved have endeavoured to 
find the ideal way of relating the individual to the society. This article made a 
comparative analysis of two leading modern political theorists, who are well 
known for their concern to come to terms with this crucial question. The 
starting point of this study was a indeed a humble curiosity: how and why 
Chantal Mouffe, an advocate of the radicalization of democracy incorporates 
the ideas of Michael Oakeshott, a conservative (or conservative individualist), 
in her reflection on the notion of democratic political community. Although 
Mouffe writes about the points of divergence between Oakeshott and herself 
and revises the former in a significant manner, she nevertheless finds important 
parallelism between the two perspectives. However, her emphasis on the 
notions of conflict, antagonism and unequal power relations with reference to 
the concept of hegemony is the keystone of a distinct view on socio-political 
life, especially on the decision-making processes that end up with the 
formulation of the rules of the respublica. This is so because Oakeshott has a 
rather consensus-oriented perspective in this respect in that he does not go 
beyond suggesting that these rules are to emerge as part and parcel of the 
practical life of the society and they are to prioritize the self-chosen actions of 
inidivuals. So, it is a bit puzzling that Mouffe tries to bring together this 
approach with her antagonism and conflict-oriented perspective. These two 
approaches seem to be mutually exclusive rather than complementary and hence 
the attempt to bridge them seems to be destined to be unconvincing. 

 
 

NOTES 
                                                 
1  http://www.michael-oakeshott-association.com/pdfs/mo_letters_popper.pdf Emphasis 
in the original. 
2 As Gerencser rightly points out, Oakeshott uses a series of terms that carry with them 
similar meanings. The central theoretical distinction in On Human Conduct is between 
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civil association and enterprise assocation. However, Oakeshott uses a series of Latin 
terms to explore this distinction. Thus, discussing civil association , he uses civitas for 
this ideal condition, and respublica for the comprehensive conditions of association. 
However, in the third essay of On Human Conduct, he introduces the terms societas and 
universitas for the historical expressions of civil and enterprise associaition 
respectively. Thus, we see civil association, civitas, respublica and societas on the one 
side; and enterprise association and universitas on the other. See, Gerencser, 
“Oakeshott, Authority and Civil Disobedience”, footnote 3. I prefer civil and enterprise 
association in this paper, but when we come to a review of Chantal Mouffe’s 
elaboration on Oakeshott’s thought we will need to use the other terms that she prefers.  
3 Mouffe tries to make it clear that she does not accept Schmitt’s ideas in toto and 
especially his understanding of democracy “as a logic of identity between government 
and governed, between the law and popular will” which she thinks “perfectly 
compatible with an authoritarian form of government”; and also that she does not accept 
the consequences Schmitt draws from his critique of liberal democracy. She says “If 
Schmitt can help us understand the nature of modern democracy, it is, paradoxically, he 
must himself remain blind to it.” What she finds helpful in Schmitt’s thought in that 
sense is his definition of politics with reference to friend/enemy relation, antagonism 
and conflict. For a detailed analysis of Mouffe’s interpretation of Carl Schmitt see the 
eighth chapter of The Return of the Political titled “Pluralism and Modern Democracy: 
Around Carl Schmitt”. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

I explore whether recently formed indigenous political parties in Ecuador and Bolivia are 
fulfilling their promise to improve the quality of local government by establishing 
institutions that promote intercultural cooperation and the participation of individuals and 
civil society groups. To the extent that such improvements have occurred, I seek to 
identify the conditions under which they succeed. I argue that under certain conditions 
even "least-likely cases" for the establishment of radical democratic models can produce 
positive changes in relations among hostile ethnic groups, shift resources toward 
underserved populations, and create spaces for citizens and civil society groups to 
deliberate public spending priorities. Such models are most likely to work when 
indigenous parties and their social movement sponsors are able to (1) maintain internal 
unity and solidarity; (2) develop distinct, complementary roles; (3) attract charismatic, 
talented mayors who are willing and able to work across ethnic lines; (4) reelect 
successful mayors; and (5) attract resources and technical support from external donors.  
 
 

RESUMEN 
 
Exploro si los partidos políticos indígenas recientemente formados en Ecuador y Bolivia 
están cumpliendo su promesa de mejorar la calidad del gobierno local a través del 
establecimiento de instituciones que promuevan la cooperación intercultural y la 
participación de los individuos y los grupos de la sociedad civil. En la medida en que 
estas mejoras hayan ocurrido, busco identificar las condiciones bajo las cuales ellas han 
tenido éxito. Sostengo que bajo ciertas condiciones aún los “casos más improbables” para 
el establecimiento de modelos democráticos radicales pueden producir cambios positivos 
en las relaciones entre grupos étnicos hostiles, orientar recursos hacia poblaciones 
desatendidas y crear espacios para que los ciudadanos y los grupos de la sociedad civil 
deliberen acerca de las prioridades de gasto público. Es más probable que estos modelos 
funcionen cuando los partidos políticos indígenas y los movimientos sociales que los 
respaldan están en condiciones de: (1) mantener la unidad interna y la solidaridad; (2) 
desarrollar roles sociales distintos y complementarios; (3) atraer alcaldes carismáticos y 
talentosos que están dispuestos y capacitados para trabajar cruzando las divisiones 
étnicas; (4) reelegir a los alcaldes exitosos; y (5) atraer recursos y apoyo técnico de parte 
de  donantes externos. 



 



 In the 1990s, as South America’s party systems began to undergo serious crises, 

indigenous peoples’ social movement organizations formed electorally viable political 

parties for the first time. In Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, and Venezuela, 

candidates emphasizing an ethnically indigenous identity, representing parties affiliated 

with indigenous social movement organizations, gained a foothold in national legislatures 

and control of local and subnational governments. They have been most successful in 

Bolivia and Ecuador, where they not only dominate dozens of local governments but 

control significant blocs in Congress, and in 2005 and 2002, respectively, elected the 

country’s top executive. 

Much has been written about the implications for democratic quality of the recent 

decline of Latin America’s traditional parties (Coppedge 1998; Mainwaring 1999; 

Mainwaring and Scully 1995; K. Roberts 2002). The failure of parties to reduce poverty 

and inequality, to protect citizens from crime and violence, to raise levels of economic 

development, and to protect human rights in the two decades since the shift from military 

regimes to elected civilian democracy has generated declines in public support for parties 

and for democracy itself (O’Donnell 2004: 46–51; UNDP 2004: 62). But we have yet to 

learn much about the impact of the new indigenous parties on the quality of democracy. 

They certainly have fulfilled their promise to indigenous constituents to improve their 

“descriptive representation”—that is, electing representatives that share the same ethnic 

and cultural characteristics (Mansbridge 2000: 100–101). Some indigenous party 

candidates and platforms also promised voters that they would provide a more 

participatory, intercultural model of democracy, particularly at the local level where they 

have captured municipal government. And they proposed that their alternative models 

should serve as a model for the world. For example, the Ecuadorian indigenous-

movement-based party Pachakutik (Pachakutik Movement of Plurinational Unity) boasts 

that its goal is “the metamorphosis from utopia to reality” through the creation of 

“Alternative Local Governments” (Coordinadora de Gobiernos Locales Alternativos 

2004: 3). As one of its coordinators explained to me: 

We believe that we were the first, the pioneers. Now there are other experiences 
in Ecuador, but we were the pioneers with respect to what is a participatory, 
democratic government, and we defined various areas. This is not done as an 
experiment but rather as a real exercise of power in order to demonstrate to the 
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country and to the world what is possible, that it is possible to have other types of 
democracy, where the society is taken into consideration. (Interview, Benito 
Suarez, Quito, Ecuador, 21 June 2005) 
 

Similarly, at its Fifth Congress, the Bolivian indigenous-movement-based party 

Movimiento al Socialismo (Movement toward Socialism, or MAS) approved the 

following principles, among others: 

To postulate a true participatory democracy of consensus, respect and 
recognition of the diverse social organizations, where the Communities and the 
people find their liberation from all forms of poverty, misery and discrimination 
without being subordinated or exploited... 

To consider Bolivia to be a multinational and pluricultural State integrated 
by living and existing together in mutual respect.... 

The Movement toward Socialism, expresses its profound commitment to 
the development of a Communitarian Democracy, of consensus and Participation, 
of social and economic content. This democracy must contain political 
mechanisms that constitute channels for links between government and all 
popular sectors.1 

 
I seek to discover whether the new indigenous parties are fulfilling their promise to 

improve the quality of local government by establishing institutions that promote 

intercultural cooperation and the participation of individuals and civil society groups. To 

the extent that such improvements have occurred, I seek to understand the conditions in 

which indigenous party innovations succeed or fail.  

 

RESEARCH DESIGN 
 

My framework for evaluating the success of experiments in participatory, 

intercultural democracy is derived from the rich debate in democratic theory concerning 

alternative norms and processes that could significantly improve the quality of 

democratic life. These alternatives usually are grouped under the heading “radical 

democracy.” Although there is considerable variety among the proposals, most 

emphasize greater opportunities for participation in public life of individuals, voluntary 

associations, and social movements; institutions that promote public debate on public 

policy issues; opportunities for civil society organizations and individual citizens to 

participate in the monitoring of government activities; the creation of state or quasi-state 

institutions representing identity groups as a complement to territorially based 
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representative institutions; measures to ensure that disadvantaged individuals and groups 

have the resources necessary to participate on a basis of greater equality with more 

advantaged groups; and the promotion of a more lively and free civil society. For radical 

democrats, improvements in democratic quality are those that increase the availability of 

these properties; the more properties available, the greater the democratic quality. 

I apply the insights of this normative debate to comparative social science 

research of real-life cases in which Bolivian and Ecuadorian indigenous political parties 

attempted to realize some or all of the goals that radical democrats articulate. I combine 

the two approaches because traditional political science efforts to evaluate democratic 

quality (e.g., Dahl 1971; Coppedge, Alvarez, and Maldonado 2005; Altman and Pérez-

Liñán 2002; Munck and Verkuilen 2002; A. Roberts 2005), based on measurement of 

(mostly quantifiable) indicators of contestation and participation, are useful but 

insufficient. They typically fail to capture crucial information about diverse modes of 

participation beyond voting, to incorporate an assessment of the participation of civil 

society organizations/voluntary associations in public life, or to reveal and assess patterns 

of domination based on group membership. Despite the extensive amount of work 

produced on democratic quality, the literature lacks a consensus on an appropriate 

definition of democracy or the appropriate criteria for its assessment and measurement 

(Armony and Schamis 2005;Vargas Cullel 2004: 107). The insights of this literature tend 

to point to incremental institutional reforms, such as adjusting the formula for turning 

votes into seats or the relative power of executives and legislatures. However, given the 

profound problems with democracy in the ethnically divided, politically unstable, 

impoverished central Andean countries, improvements in democratic quality cannot rely 

on existing institutional designs and processes, which mainly have been copied from 

distinct contexts. We must look instead to radical, innovative alternatives that challenge 

the prevailing values and institutions that have consistently failed to provide conditions 

for meaningful citizenship. And we must expand our vision of democratization in 

developing regions like Latin America to encompass new possibilities. As Hagopian 

observes (2005: 321), existing paradigms of regime transition and democratization have 

failed to explain why democracies are doing so poorly—in Latin America, as well as in 

regions with longer democratic traditions. I concur with Leonardo Avritzer that our best 
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hope is to identify practices and institutions in society that have the potential for 

improving the quality of democracy, and  

…to transfer democratic potentials that emerge at the societal level to the political 
arena through participatory designs. Without this second step through which 
informal publics become deliberative, problem-solving publics, democratization 
in Latin America will not be able to bridge the gap between democratic societal 
practices and a hybrid political society that resists its full democratization. Thus, 
deliberative publics become the central arena for completing democratization due 
to the way they manage to connect renovations within the public culture to 
institutional designs capable of transforming non-public and hybrid practices into 
democratic forms of decision making. (Avritzer 2002: 9–10) 
 

 The social science literature on municipal innovation tends to focus on causal 

variables related to economic and social structure, the role of the state, and transnational 

influences.2 To date such studies have shed little light on the key role of political parties 

as catalysts and transmission belts for experiments in alternative local government. An 

important exception is the much-studied participatory budgeting in the Brazilian city of 

Porto Alegre, which the Workers Party (PT) instituted in 1989 (Avritzer 2002; Baiocchi 

2003, 2005). This fascinating case shares some similarities with the cases studied here: 

the leftist, anti-neoliberal orientation of the governing party and the focus on local 

government, particularly its budgeting process. Indeed, NGOs helping indigenous parties 

in Bolivia and Euador to design and implement participatory governance models 

explicitly offered the Porto Alegre case as a model. But there are significant differences 

that limit the relevance of comparisons, including the absence of a focus on intercultural 

participation in Porto Alegre; the size of the municipalities studied (Porto Alegre has a 

metropolitan area of almost 3 million people, whereas the Andean municipalities studied 

contain less than 100,000 persons); starkly different political and institutional 

environment (highly decentralized, federal Brazil, and unitary Bolivia and Ecuador); and 

the far higher level of economic and social development and greater availability of 

economic resources in Porto Alegre (Baiocchi 2001: 47, 65). Nevertheless, my agenda is 

similar to that of Gianpaolo Baiocchi, who applies Fung and Wright’s “empowered 

participatory government” model as a normative framework for evaluating the Workers’ 

Party’s radical democratic experiment in Porto Alegre (2003, 2005), and to that of 

Leonardo Avritzer, who constructs a theory of “participatory publics,” which he uses to 
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reveal the democratizing features of the Porto Alegre participatory budgeting experiment, 

as well as of citizen participation in electoral monitoring in Mexico (2002). I likewise 

draw from the radical democracy literature to construct an ideal-typical model of 

indigenous party goals and practices in the Andes that I use to evaluate the results of 

indigenous party experiments in participatory, intercultural democracy in local 

government in Bolivia and Ecuador. Like Baiocchi and Avritzer, I also use my cases to 

test the validity of normative democratic theory. 

The philosophical literature on radical democracy also has limitations. It tends to 

be abstract and usually fails to offer concrete models applicable to real-world cases 

(Johnson 1998: 175–6; Fung and Wright 2003a; James 2004: 15). The few real-world 

examples chosen usually are taken from advanced industrialized societies (e.g., Cohen 

and Rogers 1995, 2003; James 2004: 3; Warren 2001)3 and philosophers often ignore 

divided societies, writing them off as impossible cases (James 2004: 15). This is 

unfortunate because ethnically divided developing countries are more in need than stable, 

institutionalized democracies of innovative solutions to address democratic stagnation or 

reversal. Moreover, Western democracies (and other struggling democratizing societies) 

might learn from developing-country examples, just as developing countries have learned 

from advanced industrialized society models (Armony and Schamis 2005: 126).  

Because the quality of democracy in the central Andes is poor by any social 

science measure, the experiments studied are at most 10 years old, and the social and 

economic conditions are extremely adverse, we must keep our expectations for the results 

of these efforts modest. I define a “successful” experiment as one in which new 

participatory, deliberative, intercultural institutions are established and survive the 

transition from the founding administration to another, and in which these institutions are 

formally open to the participation of all citizens—individually, or collectively through 

membership in voluntary associations. This is, admittedly, a low standard for success, but 

it denotes an impressive achievement given the constraints on such reforms in the 

environment studied: high inequality and poverty, extreme party system fragmentation 

and electoral volatility, and longstanding interethnic hostility and mistrust. I concur with 

Abers, who avers, “[a]ny positive transformation will have contradictions, imperfections, 

and failures. The temptation is often either to focus on the inadequacies or to ignore them 
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altogether” (2000: 18). Thus, she urges us to “appreciate modest gains, understanding 

them as windows of insight into better possibilities” (2000: 19). Judith Tendler sets a 

comparably low standard for success in her study of municipal reform in Ceará, Brazil, 

arguing that this provides “a more realistic portrayal of the typical development success 

story” (1997: 17). Similarly, in his study of the quality of public life in Spain, Robert 

Fishman examines whether a political society “affords citizens an engaging public arena 

within which they may contemplate, discuss if they wish, and ultimately choose among 

competing views, alternatives, and proposals,” rather than measuring substantive 

improvements in public policy or social justice (2004: 3). In this study of the Andes, 

“successful” experiments should be considered promising and suggestive, rather than 

replicable models. Thus, the outcome of interest is improvements in democratic quality in 

particular municipalities owing to the establishment of participatory, intercultural, 

deliberative institutions. 

 The factors determining the outcome are the conditions that enabled or impeded 

an indigenous party from serving as catalyst, designer, and executor of democratic 

innovation. Political parties merit particularly close scrutiny in any study of democratic 

quality: as key links between citizens and the state, and as potential transmission belts for 

the diffusion of local innovations to higher levels of government. In the Andes, some 

indigenous political parties are at the forefront of offering new visions of democracy. The 

conditions I identify vary both among these parties and within them. For example, 

whereas Ecuador’s Pachakutik has been responsible for the most successful experiments, 

several of its efforts have failed or been reversed; meanwhile, Bolivia’s Movimiento 

Indígena Pachakuti (Pachakutik Indigenous Movement, or MIP) has produced no 

improvement in democratic quality. I argue that a significant part of the variation in the 

relative success of indigenous parties’ efforts to improve democratic quality can be 

explained by: (1) the degree of organizational unity and solidarity in the local party 

apparatus, and in the national party structure more generally; (2) the successful 

development of distinct roles and the maintenance of harmonious relations between the 

indigenous party and its parent social movement organization; (3) the party’s ability to 

attract and cultivate charismatic mayoral candidates who can communicate effectively 

across ethnic boundaries; (4) the party’s ability to reelect such mayors and, thus, provide 
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the necessary political continuity for innovations to become institutionalized; and (5) the 

party’s ability to attract financial resources from NGOs and international donors that 

augment tiny municipal budgets. 

 Bolivia and Ecuador were chosen for study because they are the Latin American 

countries with the most electorally successful indigenous political parties in terms of 

geographic scope and levels of government occupied. Thus, they were most likely to 

provide a range of examples of municipal government and to offer variation in terms of 

outcomes. Both have struggled with the challenge of national economic, political, and 

social integration, owing to the physical barriers to communication and transportation 

presented by high mountain ranges and dense Amazon jungle. These geographic enclaves 

facilitated the relative isolation, until the 20th century, of indigenous cultures. As a result, 

both countries have a significant population that retains and expresses a distinct, non-

nation-state identity, alternately expressed as originario, indígena, or campesino. An 

estimated 62.5% of Bolivians are indigenous and the national indigenous affairs office 

recognizes 37 distinct ethnic groups.4 Estimates of Ecuador’s indigenous population vary 

widely, ranging from 6.6 percent (from a 2001 census undertaken by the government’s 

statistical agency, SIISE) to 45 percent (estimated by the country’s main indigenous 

organizations and sympathetic anthropologists).5  

In both countries declining public support for democracy coincided with the 

emergence of viable ethnic parties, according to Latinobarometro surveys.6 Both 

countries provide a 10-year history of ethnic party activity and governance, beginning in 

1995 in Bolivia and 1996 in Ecuador. Both have an indigenous-peoples’-movement-

based political party with a consistent presence at the national level since 1997 and 1996, 

respectively. In Ecuador, this is the Movimiento Unido Plurinacional Pachakutik (United 

Plurinational Pachakutik Movement, or Pachakutik), which the Confederación de 

Nacionalidades Indígenas del Ecuador (Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of 

Ecuador, or CONAIE) formed in 1996 in association with a variety of weaker popular 

movements. In Bolivia, a branch of an indigenous-peasant movement, the coca growers 

of Cochabamba, formed the Asamblea para la Soberanía de los Pueblos (Assembly for 

the Sovereignty of the Peoples, or ASP) in 1995. The portion of the ASP that best 

survived a 1999 split currently competes as the MAS. Both countries have an additional, 
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smaller indigenous political party that formed to compete with the first, and which has a 

more circumscribed regional base. In Ecuador, evangelical indigenous organizations 

associated with the Federación Ecuatoriana de Indígenas Evangélicos (Ecuadorian 

Federation of Indigenous Evangelicals, or FEINE) formed the Movimiento Indígena 

Amauta Jatari (Amauta Jatari Indigenous Movement, or Amauta Jatari) in 1998 to 

compete with Pachakutik. In Bolivia, indigenous peasant leader Felipe Quispe, then 

secretary-general of a portion of the Confederación Sindical Única de Trabajadores 

Campesinos de Bolivia (Unitary Syndical Confederation of Peasant Workers of Bolivia, 

or CSUTCB), formed the Movimiento Indígena Pachakuti in 2002 to support his 

presidential aspirations. Both secondary indigenous parties have elected mayors and 

municipal council members; the MIP elected a handful of national legislators in 2002.  

 Notwithstanding many demographic, economic, geographic, and political 

similarities, the institutional context for municipal innovation varies between the two 

countries. In Bolivia, the Law of Popular Participation (LPP) created 311 municipal 

governments in 1995 (today 327), the majority in places that previously had not held local 

elections or received public spending. It created vigilance committees to allow 

representatives of some 13,000 “Territorial Base Organizations” (now called Community 

Organizations) to monitor local spending and public works management, and required local 

mayors and municipal councils to develop annual operating plans using a participatory 

planning methodology. Although, compared to Ecuador, Bolivian law provides a more rigid, 

mandatory municipal structure, there is room for the incorporation of traditional authorities 

and customs in decision-making processes (interviews, Filemon Choque, Antonio Iskandar, 

July 29, 2005). As José Blanes observes, some mayors have “appropriated the legal 

framework” of the LPP and initiated creative innovations that allow communities to stretch 

the scarce resources provided by “co-participation” revenues, and many of these are rooted 

in the strong socio-territorial identification that communities share (2003: 200). Traditional 

communities are redefining the LLP’s goals and using it “to strengthen the traditional 

roles of the communities and their leaders” (202). After protests from indigenous and other 

civil society groups, a 2004 Bolivian law allowed citizens’ groups (agrupaciones 

ciudadanos, or ACs) and indigenous peoples (pueblos indígenas, or PIs) to participate in 

local elections without registering as political parties, breaking the partisan monopoly on 
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local political power. In the department of La Paz alone, 60 ACs and PIs participated in the 

2004 municipal elections. Parties and groups representing indigenous constituencies are 

likely to incorporate local ethnic traditions into governance—for example, creating a role for 

traditional spiritual authorities in local decision making, or having traditional authorities 

(mallkus) serve a dual role as official representatives on vigilance committees (interview, 

Filemon Choque, July 26, 2005; Blanes 2000). 

 Municipal decentralization began in Ecuador after the transition to civilian elected 

rule in 1979 and accelerated in the 1980s and 1990s. Under the 1997 Special Law of 

Distribution, 15 percent of Ecuadorian state revenues are directed to Ecuador’s 219 cantons, 

compared to 20 percent under Bolivia’s 1994 LPP (Sánchez 2004: 83). Ecuador’s municipal 

regime is vague and flexible with respect to the budgetary process. The 2001 Law of 

Decentralization does not specify mechanisms for promoting citizen participation in 

decision making or oversight, allowing for greater innovation by local governments, as well 

as greater variation in experiences. Thus, participatory budgeting and citizen oversight 

institutions only exist in Ecuador where local authorities have taken the initiative to establish 

them, whereas (in theory) they exist in all Bolivian municipalities (Radcliffe 2001; Sánchez 

2004: 84; Van Cott 2000). Only 35 percent of Ecuadorian municipalities have developed 

local development plans (Ojeda Segovia 2004: 109). 

 Focusing on the local level illuminates variations in the quality of democracy 

within countries, notwithstanding the existence of identical legal and institutional 

structures. It is here that indigenous parties have the longest history of government 

experience and there are fewer impediments to institutional innovation. In order to make 

the project more manageable, I chose to examine the operation of indigenous parties 

within selected subnational regions in each country: in Bolivia, the departments of La Paz 

and Cochabamba; in Ecuador, the provinces of Bolívar, Chimborazo, and Imbabura. La 

Paz and Chimborazo are the only subnational regions in each country where two distinct 

indigenous-movement-based parties elected mayors in local elections between 1995 and 

2005.7 These are the regional strongholds of the weaker, more geographically 

circumscribed indigenous party. Choosing these two regions illuminates variations within 

and across indigenous parties within a relatively homogenous political space. Both 

subnational regions also possess high proportions of indigenous population: in Ecuador 
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Chimborazo has the highest in the country (49.3%) and La Paz has the second highest in 

Bolivia (77.5%). I included Cochabamba, another majority-indigenous department 

(74.31%), because it is the bastion of Bolivia’s most successful indigenous party, MAS, 

and the region where it has the longest experience controlling local government. Bolivia 

is a much larger country than Ecuador and its subnational regions contain many more 

municipalities (La Paz has 75, Cochabamba has 44). Therefore, I chose two additional 

Ecuadorian provinces in order to increase the number of municipalities in the data set. 

Bolívar and Imbabura both have relatively large indigenous populations (28.4% and 

39.6%, respectively) and Pachakutik has had considerable electoral success in both 

provinces, electing mayors and congressional representatives. This increases the total 

number of Ecuadorian municipalities in the data set to 23 (see figure 1).  

 I begin by demonstrating how indigenous political parties rooted in Andean 

indigenous cultural traditions are offering a vision of radical democracy that closely 

mirrors the central principles and institutional innovations of the radical democracy 

literature, while offering their own distinct interpretations. The remainder of the paper is 

organized around the conditions specified above that impede or promote indigenous party 

efforts to improve democratic quality. 
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Figure 1 
 
 

Geographic Scope of Research 
 

COUNTRY 
 

TOTAL POPULATION 
 

BOLIVIA 
 

8,274,325 

ECUADOR 
 

12,090,804 

TOTAL 
DEPARTMENTS/PROVINCES 
(2004) 
 
TOTAL MUNICIPALITIES (2004) 
 

9 
 
 
 

327 
 

22 
 
 
 

219 
 

SUBNATIONAL REGIONS 
COMPARED 

Department of La Paz 
total population: 2,350,466 
percent indigenous: 77.5  
municipalities: 75 
Indigenous parties in local 
government: MAS, MIP 
 
Department of Cochabamba 
total population: 1,455,711 
percent indigenous: 74.4  
municipalities: 44 
Indigenous parties in local 
government: MAS 

Province of Chimborazo 
total population: 403,185 
percent indigenous: 49.3 
municipalities: 10, parishes: 61 
urban/rural parishes: 16/45 
Indigenous parties in local 
government: MUPP, MIAJ 
 
Province of Bolivar 
total population: 168,874 
percent indigenous: 28.4  
municipalities: 7, parishes: 29 
urban/rural parishes: 10/19 
Indigenous parties in local 
government: MUPP 
 
Province of Imbabura 
total population: 345,781 
percent indigenous: 39.6 
municipalities: 10, parishes: 49 
urban/rural parishes: 13/36 
Indigenous parties in local 
government: MUPP 

 
 

RADICAL DEMOCRACY 
 
 Radical democrats reject the minimalist, procedural definitions of democracy 

offered by most political scientists. They seek not only to dramatically improve the 

quality of contestation and participation and the protection of civil liberties, but also to 

improve the nature of civic life and the lives of citizens in substantive ways. This implies 

both the greater equalization of power and resources within a society and the uplifting of 

human beings as autonomous moral actors. Finally, radical democrats are committed to 

expanding the sphere of democracy beyond the state and to root it more in social life (see, 

e.g., Cohen and Rogers 1995: 239, 262; Hirst 1994: 12; Warren 2001). Indigenous 
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political parties claim to share these goals. They are allied with leftist ideologies and 

movements that promote redistributive economic policies. They reject the sharp 

distinction between the public sphere of government decision making and administration, 

and the private sphere of family and voluntary organizations delineated by the Western, 

liberal model of representative democracy. These spheres traditionally have been fused in 

indigenous communities, where the same leaders often perform administrative, economic, 

law enforcement, and spiritual roles, and families are the basic unit of politics. Some 

indigenous parties even have adopted the jargon of radical democratic political theory. In 

the capital of Ecuador’s Bolívar province, Guaranda, the local Pachakutik affiliate 

included the following definition of “radical democracy” in its 2000 political platform: 

Where the people effectively exercise social control and taking of decisions 
concerning their history, present and future, guaranteeing thus the real 
participation of civil society in the decisions, management, and execution of the 
most important aspects of their own lives. (cited in Arevalo and Chela Amangandi 
2001: 21; my translation) 
 

Indigenous movements in South America over the past 25 years have developed a 

common ideology of intercultural, participatory, transparent government that infuses 

indigenous parties’ experiments in radical democracy. Most communities have legitimate 

structures of self-government and their own customary methods of justice, dispute 

resolution, leadership rotation, and collective decision making. According to the 

indigenous ex-mayor of Guamote, “these forms of participation, apparently new, are 

nothing more than the recuperation of ancestral forms of democratic practice among 

indigenous peoples” (Pachakutik 1999: 66). Although such statements must be examined 

critically, owing to the tendency of some indigenous leaders and their advocates to 

essentialize, romanticize, and reinvent cultural histories for external consumption, 

indigenous organizations and communities practice traditions rooted in indigenous 

culture that may facilitate radical democratic experiments. 

Scholarship on radical democracy can be divided loosely into work on 

participatory democracy, associative democracy, and deliberative democracy, although 

overlap exists among those categories. Participatory democrats seek to expand 

opportunities for common citizens to take part in a variety of government decision-

making processes, particularly at the local level where it is more feasible for individuals 
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to play an active role.8 Thus, they share with Andean indigenous political parties the goal 

of making existing representative institutions, in which citizens participate mainly by 

voting, more open to opportunities for collective decision making involving individuals 

and civil society organizations, particularly those representing disadvantaged and 

excluded groups. Although political theorists working in the Liberal tradition usually 

define participation in terms of individuals, it is important to expand the definition 

because in the Andes indigenous peoples seek collective citizenship rights—alongside 

liberal individual rights, such as voting and free speech—and consider the autonomous 

participation of their community organizations to constitute effective participation. Such 

organizations have a high level of legitimacy and accountability to members and are 

crucial to the maintenance of ethnic identity.  

The insights of associative democrats are important to an analysis of indigenous 

parties in Latin America because most are the electoral vehicles of social movement 

organizations or community associations. The indigenous vision of citizenship 

encompasses the participation of representatives of the indigenous community and 

higher-tier ethnic and political organizations in all aspects of government decision 

making, alongside individual participation as voters and through membership in these 

organizations. Associative democrats emphasize the failure of the state in advanced 

democracies to satisfy human needs, resolve political conflicts and social problems, and 

participate in global cooperative activities (Hirst 1994: 9; Warren 2001: 6). To fill this 

vacuum, civil society is increasingly called upon—or takes upon itself the 

responsibility—to perform some of these roles. Indeed, in many rural areas of the Andes, 

and in the teeming migrant-receiving shantytowns that encircle major cities, indigenous 

community organizations provide law and order and regulate economic and social life. In 

fact, the public jurisdiction of indigenous customary law has been recognized in all five 

Andean constitutions. In this context “customary law” (usos y costumbres or derecho 

consuetudinario) refers to the common practices used by a particular indigenous 

community or ethnic group to regulate its internal affairs, sanction proscribed behavior, 

afford mutual protection and assistance, and maintain a cohesive collective identity. What 

Latin American constitutions increasingly are recognizing is not a static body of specified 

indigenous norms but, rather, the public authority of indigenous self-governing 
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institutions to make and apply such norms. These rights are typically constrained by 

higher-order constitutional rights and international human rights norms (Van Cott 2006). 

Associative democrats argue that civil society associations contribute “social 

capital,” which fosters trust and solidarity that may extend beyond the associations to 

society as a whole. High levels of trust and solidarity improve the quality and efficiency 

of democratic governance (Putnam 1993; Warren 2001: 74). Indigenous communities and 

organizations have ample stores of social capital because they are organized around 

strong collective identities forged through mutual suffering and self-defense. Social 

scientists note that Andean indigenous communities share a strong sense of community 

identity that is attached to a particular territory, and which is reinforced by local self-

governing systems and a tradition of community cooperation to achieve collective goals 

(Baéz et al. 1999: 50–52). This has generated a stock of “Andean social capital,” they 

argue, based on norms of “reciprocity, complementarity, and redistribution” (51, my 

translation).  

Associative democrats Joshua Cohen and Joel Rogers argue that, under the 

conditions that they specify, associations improve democratic quality by making the 

system of interest representation more diverse and differentiated, allowing the maximum 

expression of interests that are poorly represented by parties and formal institutions 

(1995: 29). In addition, in some cases, they serve as instances of “alternative 

governance,” 

that permit society to realize the important benefits of cooperation among member 
citizens. In providing a form of governance, associations figure more as problem-
solvers than simply as representatives of their members to authoritative political 
decision-makers, pressuring those decision-makers on behalf of member interests. 
They help to formulate and execute public policies and take on quasi-public 
functions, which supplement or supplant the state’s more directly regulatory 
actions. (Cohen and Rogers 1995: 44) 
 

Many indigenous organizations perform this “alternative governance” role. For example, 

Ecuador’s 25-year old Unión de Organizaciones Campesinos e Indígenas de Cotacachi 

(Union of Peasant and Indigenous Organizations of Cotacachi, or UNORCAC) functions 

like a “little municipality” by providing services to its members, maintaining its own 

technical management team of approximately 20 people, and serving as an operating arm 

for NGOs and international donors (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 104–6).9 The Bolivian and 
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Ecuadorian governments have formally recognized local indigenous spaces of self-

government. In Ecuador, indigenous communities have been organized into comunas 

since the 1937 Ley de Comunas conferred special self-governing rights on these entities. 

Each comuna has a governing cabildo, which is elected annually in a public assembly 

(Baéz et al. 1999: 57). In Bolivia, the 1994 LPP gave legal standing and oversight 

authority to thousands of indigenous and campesino communities that had previously 

functioned informally (Van Cott 2000).  

 Mark Warren cautions, however, that associations are just as likely to promote 

illiberal values and practices that impair the quality of democracy (2001: 18). Many 

associations are advocacy groups, which form to promote narrow interests and not to 

create “alternative venues of governance” where opposing ideas gain equal attention 

(2001: 27). As “identity-based groups,” indigenous peoples’ movements are likely to 

“increase in-group solidarity … by demonizing out-groups” (Warren 2001: 35). 

Similarly, Szasz notes that social movements often employ methods that weaken 

democratic institutions by normalizing or legitimizing extra-institutional and sometimes 

extra-legal, even violent, direct actions (1995: 150). Therefore, we must not idealize 

indigenous cultures. The democratic potential of indigenous community social capital 

varies according to local historical conditions, leaving some areas with more horizontal, 

democratic, equitable relations while others are more marked by the opposite (Baéz et al. 

1999: 50–52).  

Some community members are less able to participate than others. In particular, 

women, less-educated members, members of less-dominant or less-numerous indigenous 

subgroups, and those considered “outsiders” have difficulty speaking in community fora, 

because they are silenced or lack the self-confidence to speak publicly (Abers 2000: 9). 

In Ecuador, cabildos are completely or predominantly male owing to lower levels of 

literacy among women, the opposition of husbands, women’s lack of free time after 

housework and child care, and sexist cultural norms. In the canton of Cotacachi, for 

example, female adult illiteracy is 27 percent, 10 percent higher than for adult men (Ortiz 

Crespo 2004: 59). The situation is worse in Bolivia, where female illiteracy rates are 

higher, particularly in rural areas. For example, in rural provinces of La Paz an estimated 

45 percent of women are illiterate. Indigenous women almost never serve in leadership 
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roles, apart from auxiliary functions associated with domestic life that complement the 

positions of their husbands. Language is another barrier to equitable participation. If 

deliberation occurs in Spanish, those less proficient—particularly older and female 

community members—may be disadvantaged. Moreover, as Simmel observes, groups 

based on a “feeling of belongingness” are particularly threatened by any manifestation of 

internal disunity, especially if they consider themselves to be in a state of war against 

non-group members. Such groups do not tolerate dissent because they cannot afford to 

weaken the group unity they believe underpins their survival (1955: 93). This explains 

the tendency of indigenous communities—particularly those in close contact with 

nonindigenous antagonists, such as the coca growers of Bolivia—to enforce what 

outsiders consider to be authoritarian policies within social movement organizations and 

their electoral partners. For example, Andean indigenous parties often expel dissenting 

members who propose more conciliatory strategies toward adversaries. Expulsion of 

dissenters maintains unity and avoids giving opponents the perception of weakness 

(Simmel 1955: 96). 

 Deliberative democracy shares important norms with associative democracy 

because group members mainly associate through communication and face-to-face social 

interaction. But deliberative democracy requires a particular type of communication: 

reasoned argument among equal individuals who are predisposed toward cooperation, 

respect for others, and the possibility of being persuaded (Dryzek 2005: 220; Elster 1998: 

8; James 2004: 6). Deliberative democrats argue that democratic quality improves when 

public policy decisions are made collectively and publicly following reasoned arguments, 

which are made by and to those affected by the decisions. Deliberation increases the 

availability and facilitates the exchange of information; organizes the collective talents of 

a large group of people who are capable of correcting the mistakes of others; forces 

citizens to make reasoned arguments that appeal to others, rather than simply voting for 

their own interests; legitimizes collective decision making as people feel that their own 

views were heard and recognize that collective decisions reflect the will of a majority; 

facilitates implementation, compliance, and monitoring, as citizens feel greater ownership 

of decisions; and improves the quality of citizens (Elster 1998: 8–11; Fearon 1998: 50).  
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Virtually all indigenous communities in the Andes have a tradition of deliberative 

assemblies where leaders are chosen, important decisions are made, and cultural 

identities and community solidarity are built and maintained (Baéz et al. 1999; Ortiz 

Crespo 2004: 70; interview, Alberto Yumbay, July 7, 2005). As Segundo Andrango, a 

Quichua Indian and coordinator of a USAID-funded NGO in Ecuador, observes: 

There is a long tradition that the people govern themselves in these territories, 
these families. There they resolve their conflicts, they make accords and 
decisions. That is to say, there is a strong political participation and also exercise 
of democracy and governability, which doesn’t happen in an urban-mestizo 
neighborhood of western culture, where all are individuals. They [urban people] 
are neighbors [vecinos]10 but they are not citizens. This is the strength of 
[indigenous parties] Pachakutik and Amauta Jatari, this structure from below. 
(Interview, my translation, July 8, 2005) 
 

Where a habit of public deliberation already is part of the local culture, deliberative 

democracy proposals are more likely to prosper (Fearon 1998: 58). Indigenous 

communities are particularly auspicious spaces because indigenous cultures promote 

consensus seeking as a means to strengthen community identity and solidarity against the 

threat of external oppression and forcible cultural change. Decisions typically are made in 

assemblies in which all actors (in many cases these are mainly male) have an opportunity 

to express their positions. Deliberations go on at length until the majority opinion 

becomes clear. In Cotacachi’s annual budget-planning assemblies, for example, decisions 

are more often taken by consensus than by vote (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 158). According to 

assembly president Patricia Espinosa,  

decisions are made in the Assembly through the realization of diagnostics among 
the actors, adopting proposals and negotiated decisions and not through decisions 
of the majority or minority. This form of deliberating and resolving has an 
advantage: in a society that has a history of interethnic conflicts one doesn’t seek 
to deepen differences but rather to overcome them. Thus in the Assembly 
importance is given to listening to diverse opinions and tolerating discrepancies, 
and to a practice of dialogue and reconciliation. (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 160; my 
translation) 
 

Although losers may grumble, there is strong pressure to go along with assembly 

decisions (interview, Gonzalo Guzman, June 22, 2005). In addition to social disapproval, 

dissenters may face material sanctions for failing to support community projects. This 

system of social control ensures that decisions are supported by the community and, thus, 



18  Van Cott 

 

enjoy greater legitimacy, which facilitates more effective implementation and monitoring 

of projects. The legitimacy of government decisions, moreover, is strengthened by their 

being embedded in cultural institutions. As the director of the Association of 

Municipalities of the Department of La Paz explains, 

Some times there are problems of conflicts among authorities, but they have 
achieved the incorporation of ancestral cultures into public administration to some 
extent in the moments of municipal planning, their traditional authorities 
participate in the convocation of the people, they take part in deciding what 
projects to prioritize, the management of community resources. If someone 
commits an error they are punished using usos y costumbres [customary 
practices], so this permits that the culture is immersed in the government. This 
form of administration is empowering to both in a complementary way. 
(Interview, Filemon Choque, July 26, 2005). 
 
Nevertheless, the literature on deliberative democracy does not offer much hope 

for the type of experiments in deliberative democracy that indigenous parties currently 

are undertaking because the necessary conditions for deliberative democracy usually are 

not available in ethnically divided, economically unequal societies, where rival groups 

may not be open to persuasion or willing to compromise identity- or resource-based 

demands (Dryzek 2005: 219–20). Members of disadvantaged groups seek “‘cathartic’ 

communication that unifies the group and demands respect from others” (220). Although 

these challenges exist, subordinate cultures that have developed a habit of deliberation 

and consensus seeking may draw on this cultural capital to offset them. They also have 

the potential to infuse the larger society with these values when their institutional 

innovations incorporate nonindigenous citizens and groups and gain national and 

international recognition for their greater efficiency and legitimacy, as has occurred in 

Ecuador.11 

In addition, indigenous cultures in the Andes can use social and cultural capital to 

compensate for the scarce economic resources available to their local governments. 

Indigenous communities throughout Latin America have a tradition of contributing 

unpaid labor for community projects and public works. In the Andes this practice is 

called the minga (Baéz et al. 1999: 52; Ortiz Crespo 2004: 62, 96; interview, Abraham 

Borda, July 26, 2005). Such labor is generally supplied without resistance provided that 

the leaders convoking the minga are considered legitimate and all members participate, 
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including community leaders. With respect to Ecuador, Baéz et al. observe that 

approximately 80–90 percent of community members participate in the execution of 

public works projects, although the percentage tends to fall significantly with regard to 

administration and maintenance (1999: 52). Municipal resources are scarce throughout 

the rural Andes and municipal governments have little money to invest in community 

projects. In indigenous communities, authorities can induce community members to 

provide free labor for these projects, which stretches the money further by reducing labor 

costs.12 

 In short, we can discern an ideal-typical model of indigenous-party-directed 

radical democracy that encompasses an emphasis on direct participation (as opposed to 

representation); the incorporation of voluntary associations into the spheres of 

government decision making, oversight, and implementation; the provision of spaces for 

public deliberation; and a call for economic redistribution. These are key themes in the 

contemporary theoretical literature on radical democracy. But the indigenous vision is 

distinct in that it puts greater emphasis on collective—as opposed to individual—

participation that is rooted in shared cultural identity, and on promoting cross-cultural 

communication and cooperation in divided, highly unequal societies, where many radical 

democrats don’t believe democratic innovation is feasible. In contrast to Avritzer’s idea 

of “participatory publics,” which emphasizes the face-to-face interactions among 

individuals and keeping the sphere of public discussion independent from the state (2002: 

39), indigenous parties emphasize collective representation and participation, and prefer 

to insert civil society organizations and voluntary associations directly into public policy-

making spheres. Nevertheless, they share his emphasis on constructing stronger public 

spaces for deliberation, giving social movements privileged access to this space, and 

fusing Western institutional traditions with nonwestern cultural specificities (40–44, 56). 
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CONDITIONS THAT PROMOTE THE SUCCESS OF INDIGENOUS PARTIES’ 

RADICAL DEMOCRACY EXPERIMENTS 

 
In this section I articulate my argument with respect to the role of five conditions 

that influence the relative success of indigenous parties in establishing radically 

democratic innovations. Because the space constraints of a working paper preclude a 

systematic analysis of the data, I provide anecdotal evidence to illustrate my argument. 

 
The Degree of Organizational Unity in the Local Party Apparatus 
 
 Electoral politics typically becomes divisive when social movement organizations 

enter the electoral arena and struggles emerge over access to candidacies and salaried 

positions. Leaders of local indigenous organizations affiliated with indigenous parties 

often expect to select the party’s candidates and place their leaders in appointed 

government positions. Sometimes they butt heads with national or subnational leaders 

who prefer other candidates. In addition, splits occur within the local party organization 

when competing factions and personalities struggle over candidacies, often requiring 

national leaders to mediate. These internal struggles generate disunity, consume 

resources, and turn off voters. In the best of cases, base-level members will rise up and 

obligate their leaders to make peace (interviews, Segundo Andrango, July 8, 2005; Rafael 

Archondo, August 1, 2005).  

 Competition between indigenous parties also can sabotage participatory processes 

by dividing the indigenous population and emphasizing competition over cooperation. 

For example, in the Chimborazo municipality of Guamote, which is 93 percent 

indigenous, Pachakutik mayor Mariano Curicama established an Indigenous and Popular 

Parliament in 1997. The parliament is composed of 114 annually elected cabildo 

presidents. It works with a local development committee, which provides technical 

assistance and includes the participation of the 12 presidents of Guamote’s major social 

organizations. The parliament enjoyed considerable success until Curicama retired and 

Pachakutik mayor José Delgado took his place in 2000. Subsequently, the evangelical 

indigenous party Amauta Jatari elected its leader, Juan de Dios Roman, head of the 

parliament. Competition between Pachakutik and Amauta Jatari over control of the 
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municipality sunk the participatory project. The municipality refused to share information 

with the parliament, preventing it from carrying out its monitoring function. The situation 

continued after the 2004 elections, in which Dios Roman was elected mayor and Delgado 

head of the parliament (interview, Lucia Duran, June 24, 2005). Since that time the 

mayor and municipal council have monopolized decision making, with the exception of 

small amounts of money distributed to each parish (parroquia). The politicization of the 

indigenous movement and the disunity that party competition fostered in Guamote led 

indigenous social movement organizations that had once supported Pachakutik to 

distance themselves from the party (interviews, Emilio Guzniay, June 29, 2005; Jorge 

Leon, June 16, 2005; Yangol 2003). 

 
The Ability of Indigenous Parties and Their Parent Social Movement Organizations 
to Develop Distinct Roles and Maintain Harmonious Relations  
 
 The four parties studied exhibit distinct relationships with their sponsoring 

indigenous social movement organizations, and these have changed as party 

organizations have matured. In Bolivia, relations between the coca growers’ federations 

and the MAS originally were symbiotic. When MAS first formed, there was little 

difference between the movement and the party—the latter was merely the political 

instrument of the former. In the party’s base in the coca-growing region of the Chapare of 

Cochabamba, and in rural areas of Oruro and Potosi where the campesino sindicato 

(union) is the main community organization, there is little differentiation between the 

social organization and the MAS—the union leaders simply perform additional political 

functions. Even at the national level, when MAS and coca federation leaders meet in 

assemblies it is difficult to distinguish party from movement representatives. The only 

clear distinction between the MAS and the campesino-indigenous movement occurs in 

urban areas and in the MAS congressional delegation. Both spaces include leaders of 

more diverse political and social sectors.  

However, tensions have emerged between local social movement and national 

party leaders in Bolivia since the 2002 national elections when, in response to its 

unexpected second-place showing, the MAS began to construct a more formal party-style 

apparatus and increasingly to act according to the logic of a political party. Whereas in 
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1995 and 1999 it was the norm for centrals—the basic units of the coca growers’ 

movement—to choose their own local candidates, in 2004 higher-tier MAS leaders tried 

to impose them. Sometimes they succeeded, sometimes not. This was particularly the 

case where the MAS was expanding outside of its base to urban and more heterogeneous 

areas, where they face more competition and must form alliances with diverse popular 

and middle-class movements. In these cases it has been common since 2002 for national 

leaders to intervene to settle disputes, often at the expense of local peasant organizations. 

The shift to more partisan behavior has caused many militants to feel that the MAS has 

betrayed the original goals of the coca growers’ movement—to defend their territory and 

their right to grow coca leaf (interviews, Rafael Archondo, August 1, 2005; Abraham 

Borda, July 26, 2005; Fernando Mayorga, August 8, 2005; Pablo Regalsky, August 8, 

2005).  

A different set of problems occurs when indigenous parties gain office and fail to 

respond as expected to the demands of their social-movement partners and the latter’s 

base constituency. At the local level, some Pachakutik mayors have provoked the ire of 

local indigenous movement sponsors by spending money in urban, nonindigenous 

neighborhoods, rewarding nonindigenous groups in the Pachakutik electoral coalition 

with government jobs and development projects, and failing to obey the commands of 

local indigenous movement leaders (see the example of Guaranda, below). Conversely, if 

the party prioritizes indigenous interests, nonindigenous groups attack it for failing to 

represent the entire population. Baiocchi discovered the same tensions between the PT 

and its component social movements as the latter struggled for voice and influence within 

the party. Meanwhile, opponents of the PT in São Paulo criticized the party for 

privileging its constituent movements over the interests of the public at large. He 

articulates the problem this way: 

Without a broad-based participatory system that drew participants from outside 
organized movement sectors, the municipal government was open to the charge of 
“left patronage.” And without a clear system of rules for negotiating competing 
interests, the administration in time also came under attack from segments of the 
Party that accused the administration of “class treason” for attending to the 
interests of business in certain decisions. (Baiocchi 2003: 66) 
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Movement-party conflicts have dampened enthusiasm for electoral politics in both 

Ecuador and Bolivia. As indigenous movement leaders often point out, the organizations 

formed Pachakutik and the MAS to further the agenda of the indigenous movement, not 

the other way around (interview, Gilberto Talahua, Quito, June 23, 2005; CSUTCB 1996: 

68–69). 

Even where open conflict does not emerge, in both countries confusion exists 

over the distinct roles that the parties and movements should play. In Ecuador in 

particular, leaders of CONAIE and Pachakutik bicker publicly over the appropriate role 

of the other and struggle to monopolize political representation of the indigenous. A large 

part of the problem is that the same individuals cycle through the movement, the political 

party apparatus, and into the government in elected or appointed positions. This has the 

effect of blurring the boundaries between state and society, and between party and 

movement. Rebecca Abers (2000: 17) observed the same problem in her study of the PT 

in Brazil. 

 
The Party’s Ability to Attract and Cultivate Charismatic Mayoral Candidates Who 
Can Communicate Effectively across Ethnic Boundaries 
 

The quality of mayoral leadership is among the most important determinants of 

indigenous party success. Mayors of indigenous parties who are able to implement and 

gain public support for innovative models of government have two things in common: (1) 

substantial personal charisma; and (2) the capacity and willingness to communicate and 

negotiate effectively across ethnic divides. Those willing and able to reach out across 

ethnic and urban/rural divides have tended to be indigenous leaders with professional 

training who are comfortable in urban settings. That is, they are comfortable living in two 

worlds: that of the indigenous community, movement, and organization, as well as that of 

the urban, mestizo professional.  

Pachakutik vice-mayor Washington Bazante describes the popular deceased 

indigenous mayor of Guaranda, Alberto Yumbay, emphasizing these qualities: 

Mayor Yumbay was more active, more aglutinador (linking together) of the 
masses, more enterprising, he had another mística (mystical quality) in the work. 
… And he worked with the indigenous and mestizo sectors through mingas 
[voluntary collective labor], and he was always present in these works, he was 
with the government apparatus, he was a very charismatic man. He was a man 
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who had innate qualities of knowing how to approach the community, the 
collective. (interview, Washington Bazante, July 4, 2005) 
 

Another example is Cotacachi indigenous mayor Auki Tituaña, an economist, who lived 

in the urban part of the canton prior to entering politics. He had cultivated good relations 

with NGOs and government leaders prior to his election while working in various 

capacities with the national indigenous organization CONAIE. Thus, he has strong ties 

both to the indigenous movement and to key domestic and international actors, who have 

provided technical assistance and substantial economic aid (Guerrero 1999: 120). Ortiz 

Crespo argues that Tituaña’s talents enabled him to fill the vacuum of political leadership 

in the canton: 

Probably this tension between a social fabric that is strong but lacking agency and 
a clear political agenda left a vacuum that is filled by the presence of Mayor Auki 
Tituaña, which unites in a quite original manner various characteristics of his 
leadership: his professional formation and management capacity, his discourse of 
indigenous identity, and his great capacity to negotiate with mestizo sectors 
within and outside the canton. (Crespo 2004: 193; my translation) 
 

In short, successful mayors tend to personify the new indigenous governance model and 

its values of transparency, interculturality, active participation, and society-state 

partnerships. A mayor who can charm mestizos and international donors, while infusing 

local government with the legitimacy of indigenous traditional authority is the ideal. 

As Judith Tendler ably argues, leadership is a difficult variable to operationalize 

and, on its own, an unsatisfying explanation for effective municipal governments (2004: 

17–18). If charismatic leadership is required for success, and its availability is largely 

owing to luck, then such experiences do not offer transferable models, or even hope, for 

developments elsewhere. For that reason, although students of municipal reform 

commonly emphasize the importance of good leadership and attribute failure to its 

absence, she chose to pay it little attention in her study of Ceará, Brazil. Emphasizing 

leadership, she argues, “does not add up to much of a guide for action.” Moreover, some 

capable, charismatic leaders fail to launch effective programs and some programs survive 

the loss of a charismatic leader (Tendler 1997: 18). Nevertheless, because charismatic, 

cross-cultural leadership is a common feature of successful participatory, intercultural 

innovation in the countries studied, I elected to keep it in the mix. Given the scarcity of 
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professionally educated indigenous leaders who are able to credibly present an 

indigenous identity, appropriate leadership is an important explanation for successful 

municipal reform in the Andes. 

 
The Party’s Capacity to Reelect Effective Mayors  
 

In the absence of strong, established institutions, reelection enables mayors to 

nurture economic development and public works projects to fruition and, thus, instill 

public support for participatory processes. Reelection also provides more time to 

institutionalize innovations, giving citizens more time to get involved and to feel a sense 

of ownership, and making it more difficult for subsequent administrations to dismantle 

them (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 178). It also facilitates the institution-building efforts of NGOs. 

They don’t have to wait for 10 months or more for a new government to take office and 

appoint personnel, and it reduces the need for training programs that consume time and 

money. 

 The most notable example of a long-serving, successful indigenous mayor in 

South America is Auki Tituaña, the Pachakutik mayor of Cotacachi, a small canton in the 

Ecuadorian province of Imbabura. Tituaña was elected with 24.11 percent of the vote in 

1996, reelected with 60.70 percent in 2000, and reelected again in 2004 with 55.49% 

(Anrango 2004: 57; Pallares 2002: 104–6; www.tse.gov.ec). These results demonstrate 

significant mestizo support, since indigenous people make up only 37% of the population 

and mestizos 62% (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 59). In contrast to prior public officials in 

Cotacachi, Tituaña reached out to diverse social groups and got them to cooperate with 

each other (Baéz et al. 1999: 64; Ortiz Crespo 2004: 170). One month after taking office. 

with NGO and international support—more than 30 donor organizations worked in the 

canton between 1996 and 2002 (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 77)—Tituaña initiated a series of 

annual cantonal assemblies, which now are institutionalized in municipal law. He 

established a Committee of Cantonal Management to represent civil society 

organizations, with 10 mesas (sectoral committees) under its direction, addressing such 

issues as environment and health. The Cantonal Assembly operates year round through 

permanent links between citizens groups and municipal officials. Tituaña’s longevity 

enabled him to establish close ties to donors, to demonstrate substantive results, to 
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institutionalize in municipal law new participatory mechanisms, and to instill in the 

population new habits of participation. 

Leadership continuity is an acute problem in Bolivia. Under the indirect electoral 

system governing local elections, municipal councilors elect the mayor. Because 

Bolivia’s party system is extremely fragmented, municipal councils usually lack a party 

with an absolute majority and ruling coalitions are highly volatile. However, MAS 

municipalities in the Chapare have enjoyed political stability because the party has had 

hegemonic control in the tropics since 1995 and several mayors have been re-elected. 

Chapare municipalities lack the political conflicts and frequent recalls and replacements 

of mayors that in other parts of Bolivia have delayed or prevented the execution of public 

works projects and the institutionalization of municipal structures established by the LPP 

(interviews, Rafael Archondo, August 1, 2005; Ivan Arias, August 1, 2005).  

In contrast, even wildly successful experiments can collapse if they are not 

allowed to take root. In Guaranda, indigenous leader Arturo Yumbay was elected mayor 

in 2000 representing Pachakutik. Yumbay instituted a Plan of Participatory Development 

by organizing urban and rural neighborhood organizations, unions, clubs, youths, and 

indigenous community organizations. With modest financial support from NGOs and 

foreign governments, Yumbay fostered participation by personally visiting all of the 

neighborhoods and convincing them to provide volunteer labor to make scarce resources 

stretch further (interview, Gonzalo Chela Morocho, June 21, 2005; Arevalo and Chela 

Amangandi 2001). After Yumbay died in a 2002 car accident, the incoming government 

ended many of his initiatives. The change in government was accompanied by a fierce 

struggle between supporters of the deceased mayor’s brother Alberto, who had the 

backing of the local Pachakutik organization and its indigenous movement sponsor, 

Federación Campesino de Bolívar-Runari (Bolívar-Runari Campesino Federation), and 

Pachakutik vice-mayor Alberto Coles, who legally assumed the mayor’s office upon the 

death of Yumbay over the objection of Pachakutik leaders. The local Pachakutik affiliate 

expelled Coles from the party but he remained in office and won re-election in 2004 with 

support from the leftist Izquierda Democrática (Democratic Left). According to 

Guaranda’s Pachakutik contingent, Coles reversed spending priorities to favor urban 

areas, in contrast to his predecessor’s greater balance between rural and urban needs. 
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According to Coles, he is trying to continue the participatory and transparency initiatives 

of his predecessor, but has had difficulty working with urban mestizos, who he says lack 

interest in collective labor, although under Yumbay, even urban professionals and 

mestizos participated in mingas with the mayor—collecting garbage during the night with 

community brigades, for example (interviews, Alberto Coles, July 5, 2005; Wilfredo 

Macas, July 5, 2005; Alberto Yumbay, July 7, 2005; El Comercio 2003). 

 
Indigenous Parties Must Attract External Resources 
 
 As Giancarlo Baiocchi discovered in Porto Alegre, people will not invest hours of 

their time making reasoned arguments about public policy without a substantive payoff in 

a relatively short time (2001: 65). Such debate is particularly unlikely among 

impoverished populations in developing countries, who work long hours at arduous tasks 

and may have to travel some distance to attend a community meeting. Notwithstanding a 

strong culture of participatory, collective decision making, indigenous community 

members won’t participate in public policy making if they don’t see concrete results in 

the short term; without them, participation ceases (interview, Paula de la Puente, June 24, 

2005). Porto Alegre had ample tax receipts to motivate citizen participation when the PT 

initiated its experiment in 1989 and early substantive rewards rapidly increased interest in 

participation (Baiocchi 2001: 65). In Bolivia and Ecuador, however, governments don’t 

have sufficient funds to design and support the creation of innovative municipal 

institutions and they lack the money to fund the development projects that attract 

sustained participation by community members. Thus, international donors working 

through NGOs are the main source of financing for indigenous parties’ innovative 

models.13 For example, Cotacachi, Ecuador, receives 46 percent of its $2.1 million 

average annual budget from external donors (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 183–4). International 

NGOs were working on participatory technologies long before indigenous parties gained 

office in Bolivia and Ecuador. In the mid-1990s, development NGOs were looking for 

spaces and actors to experiment with and took advantage of the opportunity to work with 

indigenous mayors, who shared their interest in promoting more participatory, transparent 

government with a strong economic development focus. European and North American 

NGOs also value the incorporation of intercultural practices into local democracy and 



28  Van Cott 

 

development as a means to confer greater legitimacy and sustainability (interviews, 

Fernando Garcia, June 17, 2005; Jorge Leon, June 16, 2005; Radcliffe 2001: 7–8). The 

availability of NGO technical support and funding influences the decisions of indigenous 

municipal leaders to adopt innovative institutional models. Several Ecuadorian mayors 

enlisted NGOs with whom they already had good working relationships to initiate their 

vision of participatory government (Larrea and Larrea 1999: 139). 

The involvement of external donors carries risks. Their interests are not 

necessarily the same as the citizens they purport to serve. And they will eventually move 

on, leaving impoverished rural governments with the challenge of sustaining innovative 

institutions that are less able to provide the economic benefits that motivate citizen 

participation and deliberation. In fact, the European Union was preparing to pull out of 

Ecuador in 2005 because the country’s average annual income had exceeded the required 

level for development assistance (confidential interview, July 8, 2005).  

 
CONCLUSION 

 
 Preliminary findings from this project confirm that political philosophers are 

correct: improving democratic quality in ethnically divided, unequal, impoverished 

countries is difficult. However, in the Andes indigenous political parties are mobilizing 

cultural and social capital to overcome some of these difficulties. These parties benefit 

from organic relations with multitiered networks of mature, deeply rooted indigenous 

movements that are increasingly connected to broader networks of popular and middle-

class social movements. They offer a coherent alternative to elite-dominated democratic 

institutions that have failed to improve citizens’ lives in meaningful ways. They harness 

the capital of Andean indigenous cultures, which are more predisposed toward 

deliberation, consensus seeking, and the effective use of social control than are 

urban/mestizo cultures. The question remains whether they will be able to infuse these 

political values into the larger political culture. The diffusion of innovative democratic 

institutions will require a strategy that transcends the ambit of any one party or set of 

parties. 

I have argued that under certain conditions even “least-likely cases” for the 

establishment of radical democratic models can produce positive changes in relations 
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among hostile ethnic groups, shift resources toward underserved populations, and create 

spaces for citizens and civil society groups to deliberate public spending priorities. Such 

models are most likely to work when indigenous parties and their social movement 

sponsors are able to maintain internal unity and solidarity and to develop distinct, 

complementary roles; when indigenous parties can attract charismatic, talented mayors 

who are willing and able to work across ethnic lines and to serve several consecutive 

terms in office; and when parties are able to attract resources and technical support from 

external donors. Owing to space constraints, I have not been able to examine here a 

number of other important factors. In future work I will pay more attention to variations 

between the two countries in the municipal legal frameworks that constrain indigenous 

parties’ choices, such as requirements that a certain portion of municipal revenues be 

spent on particular sectors (i.e., health or education) and the relative difficulty of reducing 

the size of the municipal staff, whose salaries tend to consume municipal budgets. 

Attention also will be paid to the local and national political contexts, particularly 

relations among parties. How does the configuration of political parties on local 

municipal councils affect the success of participatory, intercultural institutional 

innovations? Can national politicians from opposing parties sabotage local experiments 

by cutting off access to resources? 

 Social scientists and radical democrats should pay greater attention to the role of 

political parties as the architects and engines of innovative democracy-improving 

institutions. They are in a unique position to serve as transmission belts of ideas and 

methods between and within geographic levels of government, once they have earned 

public support and have established effective means of communication and coordination. 

In order to harness this potential, proposals to improve the region’s low democratic 

quality must not seek to circumvent the region’s ailing parties but, rather, to make them a 

central focus of reform and innovation.  



30  Van Cott 

 

ENDNOTES 

 
1 Movimiento al Socialismo (2004: 19–22), my translation. 
2

 For example, geographer Sarah Radcliffe (2001: 6) argues that the emergence of 
innovative municipal institutions in Ecuador is a result of “the addition of development 
agendas to local governments’ remit; transnational connections; multiculturalism; and 
alliances between previously autonomous sectors.” Political scientist John Cameron 
focuses on: “[t]he balance of power among different classes;” “[t]he impact of 
international and global political and economic forces on the balance of class power and 
state-society relations”; “[t]he degree of state autonomy from class forces”; “[t]he 
institutional design of the state”; and “[t]he political strategies of state officials” 
(Cameron n.d.: 72–73). 
3 Fung and Wright (2003b) are notable exceptions; two of their cases are developing 
countries. 
4 Most Bolivian Indians are Aymara (25%) or Quechua (31%) and are settled in the 
western highlands. The remaining 286,726 Indians live mainly in the eastern lowland 
departments (INE, 2001). 
5 The Quichua are by far the largest language group with an estimated 1.3 million in 
the highland region. Many Quichua have migrated to the lowlands, where they also are 
the most numerous group (approximately 90,000 members). There are 17 distinct sub-
groupings or “pueblos” within the Quichua group, according to the government 
indigenous affairs office. In the Amazon region, apart from the Quichua, there are 12 
indigenous “nationalities” (Pallares 2002: 6). 
6 In Bolivia, 64 percent of respondents agreed with the statement, “Democracy is 
preferable to any other kind of government” in 1996, but only 50 percent agreed in 2003. 
In Ecuador, affirmative responses to the same question fell from 52 percent to 46 percent 
during the same time period (Mainwaring and Pérez-Liñán (2005: 50). 
7 Two minor indigenous parties—Eje Pachakuti and the Tupaj Katari Revolutionary 
Movement of Liberation, formed in 1992 and 1985, respectively—were in decline during 
the period studied and did not participate in the 2004 municipal elections. See Van Cott 
(2005). 
8 For example, Archon Fung and Erik Olin Wright advocate “empowered participatory 
governance” (EPG), which refers to a variety of experiments that “rely on the 
commitment and capacities of ordinary people to make sensible decisions through 
reasoned deliberations and […] attempt to tie action to discussion” (2003b: 5). 
9 In 2002 it managed a budget of approximately $500,000 (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 102). 
10 As an anonymous reader of this article correctly points out, the term vecino is 
commonly translated as “neighbor,” but has a distinctly urban-mestizo connotation in this 
context. 
11 Cotacachi mayor Auki Tituaña won the Dubai-Habitat prize from the United Nations, 
which recognizes mayors for transparency in government (Ortiz Crespo 2004: 124). 
12 Although voluntary collective labor in South America typically is associated with 
indigenous cultures and it can be difficult to induce mestizo citizens to participate in such 
efforts, in urban neighborhoods in Porto Alegre the Workers’ Party was able to organize 
mutiroes—voluntary labor performed on weekends—in the early years of the 
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participatory budgeting experience (Bruce 2004: 42). 
13 In Ecuador, for example, the Spanish government funds the government’s Alternative 
Municipal Government program. The Belgian, Cuban, Danish, Dutch, German, Japanese, 
Norwegian, Swiss, and US governments, as well as the European Union, the multilateral 
Indigenous Peoples Fund, the United Nations Development Program, the Corporación 
Andina de Fomento, the World Bank, and the Inter-American Development Bank, are 
major funders of municipal development projects in Bolivia and Ecuador, with foreign-
based private foundations, such as CARE, Heifer Foundation, and the Esquel Foundation, 
providing smaller donations. 
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Radical Democracy and Methodology in 
post-Marxist Maruyama Masao

Shuichi KAKUTA

Abstract : 

Maruyama Masao （1914―1996） was a major political philosopher and democratic theorist of 
the 20th century in Japan. Main works of him were translated into English, Thought and 
Behavior in Modern Japanese Politics （1963）, Studies in the Intellectual History of Tokugawa 
Japan （1974） and so on. Maruyama stayed at UC Berkeley in 1976 and 1983 as a special 
visiting professor. And the Center for Japanese Studies （CJS） at UC Berkeley has opened 
Maruyama Masao Seminar after his coming. Though there have been a vast number of 
studies about Maruyama in Japan, we have to look into the methodology of his study on 
the history of political thought more deeply. Maruyama had built up his methodology un-
der the influence of European Marxism, Hegelian and Neo-Kantian philosophy, Max Weber 
and Karl Mannheim. Both the study of political thought and the criticism of orthodox 
Marxism were done by his idea, radical democracy and post-Marxism, and his methodolo-
gy. This paper clarifies five points of the study of history of thought in Maruyama. 1. Ten-
sion between liberalism and democracy, 2. Independent and internal logic of development, 3. 
Dynamism, acceptance and modification, 4. Multiple dimensions, 5. Various possibilities of 
thought. 

Introduction

　There is a school of the social scientists in Japan that has considered Japanese society 
and its capitalistic economy as exceptional or peculiar. Another traditional school has con-
sidered that Japanese society and its economy had universal features shared with the rest 
of the world. Social scientists in Japan seem to have been schizophrenic on this point. 
They fail to conceive of the relationship between peculiarity and universal in the methodol-
ogy. In addition, sometimes social scientists in Japan have been torn up into theory and 
feeling of the reality.
　Maruyama Masao who was a major political thinker and democratic theorist of the 20th 
century in Japan （Barshay 2004）, had pointed out these methodological divisions in the so-
cial scientists in Japan

1）
. These problems are related to democracy, methodology of the so-

（　　）
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cial science and Marxism in Japan. 
　Then I would like to focus on three themes that appear in Maruyama’s works. This es-
say is made up of my research notes.
　The first of the three themes is on radical democracy in Maruyama. The first point 
means his intellectual position in a wide sense. Democracy as permanent revolution is a 
key point in understanding his thought and methodology. 
　The second is his research methodology for the history of thought. This point refers to 
his viewpoint as a researcher of the political thought in Japan.
　The last is Marxism. This third theme is one of the applications of the second theme for 
Maruyama. From the first point, radical democracy, Marxism relates to socialism and de-
mocracy for him. Maruyama had been influenced by Marxist thinking in Japan, but he had 
never been a Marxist. He was a strong critic of Stalinist Marxism. Because of his method-
ology, Marxism was one of his research themes, and it might be said that it was “the ob-
ject of knowledge” （H. Rickert） for him. 
　Naturally, the three themes are connected to each other. What is the proper relation of 
politics to science in a democracy ? Why did Maruyama, as a post-Marxist thinker, pro-
nounce a permanent revolution for democracy ? How did the Maruyama’s methodological 
standpoint apply to Marxism, although he had never been a Marxist. These questions must 
be very interesting

2）3）
.

Figure 1. Framework in this essay on Maruyama

⑴ Democracy as permanent revolution

⑵ Methodology of research of   ⑶ Attitude for Marxism
the history of thought in Japan

１．Radical Democracy as Permanent Revolution

⑴　Liberalism and Democracy
　Maruyama was known as a modernist in the broader sense of that term. A modernist is 
someone who believes in Modernism, who likes modernity and promotes the modernization 
of society. Is it true that Maruyama was a modernist ? What then is the meaning of “radi-
cal” and the spiritual aristocratism in Maruyama’s words ? And how are modernism, mo-
dernity and modernization related together ?
　Modernization of Japanese society had been necessary for the newly ruling class after 
the Meiji Restoration of 1868. There was a dilemma here. The ruling class in Meiji society 
under the Tennou-sei （Japanese emperor system） had to introduce several modern tech-
nologies and institutions of western world, and to improve the productive power of society. 
The institutional changes involved the conversion of people’s minds. But, for the sake of 
unification of state and the concentration of power, the ruling class needed to restore the 
old authority of the Tennou and the hierarchical orders under the Japanese emperor. The 
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2 The Ritsumeikan Economic Review（Vol. 61，No. 3）

360



system gave people some measure of freedom, especially in terms of private ownership, 
but it strongly restricted the human rights of the people. The nation state in modern Ja-
pan had to be an authoritarian society by means of traditional discourse. Sovereignty resid-
ed nominally in the Emperor, Tennou, but actually in a small number of higher politicians, 
military groups and high-ranking officials. Including these groups, the Japanese people must 
be the subjects of Tennou. The nationalism in prewar Japan meant statism, antiforeign 
sentiment and chauvinism. And this system and thought had been widened to the colonial 
empire. But it included ambivalence.
　The process of modernization in Japan had a fundamental contradiction between the au-
thoritarian statism as a strong means of uniting of the nation （＊nation had never meant 
people, because Japanese nation was a subject of Tennou） and producing a strong capital-
ist economy as a social basis and modernity of the society. 
　Several works of Maruyama concentrate on analyzing the structure of mind in prewar 
Japan（“Ultra-nationalism”）. In the literal sense of approving the modernization in general 
of Japanese society, Maruyama had never been a modernist. His thought had never been 
modernism. That is why he strongly rejected the peculiar modernization in prewar Japan. 
After the war he said that his enemy had been the mind structure of Tennou-sei. 
　After World War Ⅱ , Maruyama wrote several papers about modern society in general. 
In 1947, the year in which Japanese society’s democratization was the most important 
problem for the US occupation and Japanese people, Maruyama said that “we have been 
confronting the subject of democratic revolution which had never been accomplished by 
the Meiji Restoration.”（“Shu” vol. 3, p. 161） Furthermore it pressed people to confront with 
the problem of freedom again. He proceeded that those who would shoulder freedom were 
never the citizens whom liberal thinkers （after J. Locke） thought of, but they would be the 
many workers and small farmers in Japan. How were they able to acquire a new con-
sciousness of ethics （in ibid.） For Maruyama, the important thing is the function of mod-
ern intellect and the mind of the people. The function of modern intellect comes down to 
understanding others as others and becoming other in and as oneself （“Gendai ni okeru 
Ningen to Seiji” 1961, in “Shu”, vol. 9, p. 44, cf. Barshay 2004, p. 242―243） 
　Modernism for Maruyama is best understood, therefore, as a reaction to the traditional 
discourse of community and ethos of family. He had never been a modernist, because he 
understood the risks of the modernizing of society. There are two phases in the formation 
of a modern society. First, modernization means the reification （becoming impersonal） of 
personal relationships. But, second, it means that people have to make their own social sys-
tem, like an institution, an organization and rules. These consciously man-made things are 
fictions. There has to be an awareness that institutions and rules are man-made, not some 
kind of absolute, and people must always try to prevent a fiction from turning into an end 
of itself and to keep fictions relative. The contradiction of modern society exists in the pro-
cess of individualization and substantialization of the organization in our society. When peo-
ple would come to disbelieve the democratic formation of their organization, fascism would 
come to them. It was a myth of the 20th century. （“Nikutai-Bungaku kara Nikutai-Seiji 
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made” 1949, in “Shu” vol. 4, “From Carnal Literature to Carnal Politics”, in “Thought” ch. 
Ⅷ .） 
　At that time, Maruyama considered all experiences and theories in prewar and wartime 
of the world. He was well aware that the ideologies of liberalism, democracy and socialism 
in the modernization of Japanese society involved traditional patterns, a way of thinking 
and a daily behavior of ordinary people. Since the pre-modern relations of people were 
powerful in Japan, these ideologies tended to have never been mediated with the real way 
of thinking and behavior of people. Modern ideology and traditional ways of thinking coex-
isted with each other. “This is the problem of limit in highly purposeful and selective mod-
ernization. … Modernization implies ambivalent possibilities in a cultural and political do-
main … ” （“Patterns of Individuation”, in English version, 1965, p. 493, in “Shu” vol. 9, p. 382）
　Then, for Maruyama, modernization implies ambivalent possibilities. Modernization cre-
ates liberal relationships among people, but it limited them on the other side. In the sense, 
“nationalism must be rationalized in the same degree that democracy is irrationalized.” 
（“Nationalism in Japan” 1951, in “Shu” vol. 5, p. 75） The quotation means that irrational na-
tionalism must be denounced, and democracy must become usual way of thinking of peo-
ple.
　Furthermore, he noticed that liberalism in the modern world has never been a classical 
one. It is too naïve to believe that formal liberty does correspond to real liberty. Fascism 
which rejected people’s freedom had been brought from formal liberty. Russian Bolshevism 
made a theory of vanguard which meant that a part of social group must lead other peo-
ple. And it is a dilemma that under the name of freedom the liberty is forced to people, 
and the way of life is uniform among people （especially in USA）.
　On the whole, Maruyama noticed the ambivalence of democracy. Liberalism and democ-
racy have a tension between them. Though liberalism is the opposite of statism, elitist lib-
eralism and oligarchy is the opposite of democracy. Democracy tends to produce the dicta-
torship of the majority which means oppression of people’s liberty. Then liberal democratic 
society always has such a tension for Maruyama.

⑵　Dynamism of Being and Doing
　For Maruyama, liberty and democracy are both dynamic processes. That is, being liberal 
is done by doing to be liberal. Democracy is essentially done by doing to be democratized, 
too. The most important thing is that the institutions of liberty and democracy must al-
ways be checked on and criticized by people. People must always be cautious of reification 
of the institutions （they take as their highest purpose themselves） and look out for their 
functions.
　Maruyama said that the dynamism of modern spirit has been borne by giving relative 
priority to the logic or value of doing rather than the logic or value of being. It turns the 
realism of concepts to nominalism, and it screens and tests all dogmas. （“Nihon no Shiso”, p. 
156―157, in “Shu” vol. 7, p. 25―26）
　While being or to be is the relationships of the people, like as kinship, race and their so-
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cial rank （Mibun）, doing or to do is the role and play of the people. While the former is 
fixed, the latter is moving and it is divided several into parts according of the internal 
functions. The so-called functional groups ― company, political party, union and associa-
tion ― are essentially made by the logic of doing and they characterize the modern society.
　Maruyama’s idea that the being has changed into the doing seems to be the same as 
Max Weber’s. Weber expressed it as the transition from Gemeinschaft （the community） to 
Gesellschaft （the society）. For M. Weber, the community was a native relationship of hu-
man being. And it had changed to the society in which people act and trade with each 
other. So the relationship had been separated to several sides. Those behaviors are evalu-
ated by doing something each other. Being is functional in human culture, especially in 
modern era

4）
.

　But Maruyama’s idea of being and doing and their changing patterns include a special 
meaning. The transition from being to doing was perversed in prewar society in Japan. 
The perversion meant that absolute being subsumed all other being and doings of people. 
That is, for Maruyama, the logic of being and doing was a strong criterion for evaluating 
historical matters. Being refers to situation or state of affairs, such as family’s social stand-
ing （Ie-gara） and their assets （Shisan）. In Japan, the traditional situation had become 
deeply rooted, to be more precise, the situation had been re-established after the Meiji Res-
toration. So that doing of people was separated each other. Though the logic of doing is 
originally a functional difference, under which the logic of being is strongly subsumed, peo-
ple could not understand the mutual meanings of their doings, they could only do with 
each other in a small and narrow world. He named this phenomenon the octopus pot （“Ta-
kotsubo”） society. Where the voluntary formation of multiple groups and the autonomous 
communication of people has been limited, the social base of discussion and meeting has 
never matured. 
　I guess Maruyama may say that cultural values must be judged by themselves （being）, 
while political and economic values must be judged by these functions （doing）. In Japan, 
however, the value of doings used to be judged by being （not functional）, the value of be-
ing used to be judged by the functional matters. He pointed it was “perversion”. And he 
raised the question by himself whether the conversion of politics into culture means the 
conservative position of him or not, he answered it and ended his assertion as following : 
“The most necessary thing in the intellectual world of modern Japan is that radical intel-
lectual aristocratism should be linked interiorly with a radical democracy” （“Nihon no Shi-
sou” 1959, p. 179, in “Shu” vol. 8, p. 44）.
　Insofar as democracy is an intellectual and spiritual concern, for Maruyama, it is a vital 
“fictions”. Without the efforts of people, democracy would remain a fictitious matter, and 
the reality （situation or being） of society would become an ideological affirmation of the 
established order, and it would kill democracy in its own name. 
　So the word “radical” means a permanent movement （“doings”）. His aristocratism does 
not mean aristocrat. The bearer of aristocratism is not only intellectuals. The broad work-
ing masses including workers and farmers at the core carry the democratic thought for 
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their own sake and by themselves as their own spirits
5）
.

⑶　Socialism
　Now, I have to talk about what socialism meant for Maruyama. Though he wrote about 
Marxism as I will discuss later, he never talked much about socialism. From the viewpoint 
of Marxism, socialism was the opposite of capitalism. If capitalism was one of scientific 
words which specifies the economic basis of modern civil society, socialism must be a 
movement and form of thought that would overcome the capitalist system of society. To 
be sure socialism could be connected with statism and oligarchy, and it then tended to 
produce dictatorship in society. But in its own sense socialism is a negation of the capital-
ist economy. Socialism as a negation of capitalism can be bound with liberalism and democ-
racy as an ideal thought and permanent movement.
　For Maruyama, the relation between democracy and socialism was a pressing issue. The 
issue is how the masses acquire a new normative consciousness of the tension between 
freedom, liberty and democracy. If liberalism and democracy would become a permanent 
revolution, its goal would be the associated society for Maruyama. He said that “socialism 
is a road to enlarge democratization to the inside of production relationship” （1957, in “Shu” 
vol. 6, p. 356

6）
）, and from its meaning democracy is newer than any socialism （1964, in “Shu” 

vol. 9, p. 174）. In my opinion, the associated society including individuation and democratiza-
tion in the individuation is not only any idea of socialist society, but also near of to the 
idea of Marx.
　Maruyama discussed with many thinkers. At a three-man talk in 1966, Maruyama said, 
“Saying sweepingly, the democratic institutions have come to strain the bourgeois system 
of rule. … At that time, the opposite of fascism, the principles of democratic institutions 
which have developed in the womb of bourgeois society would be exerted to the produc-
tion relationship and the management form. This is socialism.” （“Zadan” vol. 6, p. 156.）
　At a meeting in 1965, Maruyama stated that “in the history of thought, socialism was 
born when democracy tried to break its limitation within capitalism, and socialism neces-
sarily relates to democracy, but it could not be said that political democracy would be 
born on the basis of socialism. If we can think there is a different level between socialism 
and democracy, the connection of socialism and democracy is best.” （“Zadan” vol. 5, p. 135.）
　When I close this first section, I would like to introduce another famous phrase of 
Maruyama ; “As for my own choice in the matter : Rather than opt for the ‘reality’ of the 
empire of Japan, I’ll put my money on the ‘sham’ of postwar democracy.” （“Gendai Seiji no 
Shiso to Kodo”, 1964, p. 585, in “Shu” vol. 9, p. 184）

Figure2 : Three cores of Maruyama’s thought
（vs. Statism）

Liberalism

Democracy　
（vs. Oligarchy）

Socialism　　
（vs. Capitalism）

＊The words in each parenthesis mean the opposite things of three cores.
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２．The Method of Research of the History of Thought in Japan ― five points

　Maruyama specialized in the history of political and social thought. His object of study 
had been several forms of thoughts and their history, especially in Japan. Though he talk-
ed and wrote about his method, his research attitude was that of “jumping into the water”. 
He had never written about the principles for the study of history of thought. It is there-
fore difficult for us to understand his research methodology for the history of thought. And 
he said research methodology for the history of thought must be pluralistic. 
　But I might say that there are five points of Maruyama’s methodology.
　First, while he might seem to control his passions and desires concerning his sense of 
value, he was fully aware of his standpoint. It was the tension between liberalism and de-
mocracy as I mentioned above. In his research of the history of thought the tension be-
tween liberalism and democracy set the basic tone. A typical example of this was the his-
torical study of Japanese political thought. He extracted the tendency toward liberal 
thought in typical and traditional feudalism of Japan. And he studied the turning from ex-
clusionism to the notion of an equal relationship among nation states. The formation of 
modern intellect in the process of modernization in Japan is the first point of his research 
methodology. This point had never changed. 
　The second point is that he studied the development of the independent and internal 
logic of thought. For example, he wrote that the question was how to turn from exclusion-
ism to a modern notion of an equal relationship of nation states within established theory. 
In this sense thought develops an original position independently of the social structure, 
but it is not unrelated to the structure. The development of thought is not simple and has 
several possibilities, for Maruyama. 
　The categories of thinking refer to the given condition when man thinks about concrete 
things. Human thinking and doing have their original and historical conditions. These are 
not only our social environment, but also include the subject （human brain） as the pat-
terns of thinking that have been accumulated in the history. 
　Then, for Maruyama, ideas and thoughts are not a reflection of the economic basis of so-
ciety. The problem is to understand the autonomic and internal movement of thought and 
to try to understand it positively as a moment of change in the whole system of society as 
a concrete universal. For Maruyama, there does not exist a relation between economic ba-
sis and its superstructure in terms of a one-to-one meaning. Using this methodology 
Maruyama was able to write his famous essay, “Theory and Psychology of Ultra-national-
ism” （1946, in “Shu” vol. 3）. He described the main ideological factors and attempted any 
fundamental analysis of its intellectual structure. He grasped two main principles of “trans-
fer of oppression” and “stunted-ness of power” （irresponsibility of power） in it. Thus he 
explained the origins and features of an ideology and a way of thinking.
　At the same time, Maruyama emphasized that the history of thought is to be understood 
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in the context of social history, and the inner structure of consciousness and the principles 
of the subject of thought can not be understood without the relationship between the sub-
ject and the historical process of society. In short, Maruyama found the key of setting the 
historical context of thought in social history and the peculiar forms of mental develop-
ment. Through setting the mediator, the idea of conditioned thought model, the idea of 
perspectives, between ideas and social basis, he could point out the so-called restriction of 
knowledge by social existence （Karl Mannheim, 1893―1947）. He tried to grasp the dyna-
mism of thought. 
　He wrote that it is a primary theme and the origin of interestingness of research of the 
history of thought to reproduce a past thought through so-called dialectic tension that ex-
ists between the restriction of oneself by history and the reconstruction of a historical ob-
ject by oneself. （1961, “Shu” vol. 9, p. 72）
　The third point concerns the dynamism, acceptance and modification of thought. When 
Maruyama considered the modernization of Japanese society, he noticed the close connec-
tion between the lengthways historical change, from traditional to modern, and the cross-
wise contact between the West （including China and Korea） and Japan. The problem is 
how to understand the acceptance and modification of thought itself. Maruyama introduced 
to the history of thought perspective, cultural change and cultural contact between differ-
ent countries. He noted, “the introduction to intellectual history of this perspec-
tive …… which includes the problem of translating words, necessarily involves the rejection 
of universalistic theories of historical stages of development.” （1978, “Shu” vol. 10, p. 343, Cf. 
Barshay 2004, p. 234）
　He wrote about the tradition of thought and making use of it. Abstract theories and 
world views came to Japan from foreign countries. Although it is important to research 
their changes from the original when they entered Japan, if we use only the yardstick of 
deviation and degeneration, we will end up with a history of Japanese thought that is a 
history of total distortion and error. Several forms of thought were imported with a highly 
developed awareness. In the very process, the people or thinkers approached the problems 
of their day in their own subjective way. （Cf., 1961, “Shiso-shi no Kangae-kata ni tsuite” in 
“Shu” vol. 9, “An Approach to the History of Thought.” in Asian Cultural Studies 5, p. 14―
15.）
　The fourth point, therefore, is the problem of thought having multiple dimensions. The 
dynamism of thought that Maruyama intended to grasp was the relationship between an 
awareness of the issues facing the times, inner reformation of thought and its influence on 
real lives.
　The way of thinking and its categories are restricted by the patterns of tradition in a 
nation and its historical period, and they exist under given conditions as the lower level of 
our consciousness and semi-consciousness. Then Maruyama clarified that thought has multi-
ple dimensions. Historical and social conditions, as mentioned above, entered into the sub-
jects as the several patterns of thinking. 
　There are five levels of ideal forms. ⑴　The so-called “stratosphere”, the most abstract 
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and systemized theories and doctrines, ⑵　more comprehensive views and images of the 
world and life, ⑶　the levels of particular opinions and attitudes, ⑷　the feelings, moods 
and sentiments about life, ⑸　under-conscious awareness. （Cf., “Shu” vol. 9, p. 64）
　Maruyama emphasized various dimensions of archaic Japanese consciousness in his later 
years. The words “prototype” “ ancient substrate” and “the basso ostinato” mean what op-
erates in it. Its effect was not to prevent change but to pattern it. In Maruyama, spiritual 
change in Japanese is apprehended in terms of an élan of succession without end, tsugi-
tsugi to nariyuku ikioi in Japanese. （Cf. Barshay 2004, p. 246） He had never changed his 
point of view and his methodology. On the contrary, this study was a result of his re-
search. 
　The fifth, final point. Maruyama aimed at various possibilities of thought, derived from 
four points mentioned above.
　He said that there was a stronger inertia in thoughts and ideas than in the institutions 
and organization of society. New ideas and forms of thought sometimes must be dressed in 
old clothes in order to smoothly enter the inside of people’s consciousness. Thought has its 
own origins and characteristics. This means that thought has its own original forms of de-
velopment. A type of thought has to be understood in terms of its ambivalence at the 
starting point. We need to concentrate on the various factors and possibilities of a thought 
which are able to develop in any direction. （1961, “Shu” vol. 9, p. 77）
　In terms of the autonomy, dynamism and multi-dimensionality of thoughts, the last point 
is a natural result. But, the various possibilities of thought do not mean there are no con-
tradictions, ambivalences and conflicts among them. 
　Maruyama researched and wrote his works by using these five points of view. Naturally, 
according to the concrete theme he was treating at any given time, he used one of these 
points in particular.
　As mentioned above, for Maruyama, the function of modern intellect comes down to un-
derstanding others as others and to become others in and as oneself. （1961, “Shu” vol. 9, p. 
44, cf. Barshay 2004, p. 242―243）
　In my own view, this phrase is related to Hegel’s dialectic of Self and Others. In Hegel’s 
logic the dialectic meaning of relation has three dimensions. In the first dimension, some-
thing （Self） converts into others. It is alteration. In the second dimension, something op-
poses itself to others. It is an essential relationship. In the third dimension, something be-
comes others, which are not in fact others, it is in itself. Then a particular thing does not 
remain as itself. While it opposes itself to another particular thing, it becomes not only the 
other particular, but also it penetrates the others. In that sense, something or a peculiar 
thing has to be called universality, and particularity equals universality at the same time. 
The dialogue seems to be mysterious, it is true, but it is not only the way of understand-
ing an organic body, like a society, but also the way of development of things for Hegel. 
And it is an important point that something has its own contradiction within itself.
　Maruyama used to use the words of ambivalence, contradiction, dilemma and tension. 
What do these words mean ? They say that thought has no contradiction in logic and 
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sense. But, for Maruyama, the function of modern intellect has its own multiple conflicts.
　Furthermore, modern intellect had been introduced （imported） to Japan in the process 
of the modernization of society. So political and social thought in modern Japan have had 
three dimensions. One is what Maruyama named deep things of consciousness, second are 
the modernist minds, and third are several anti-modern thoughts.
　Maruyama focused on the process of the modernization of consciousness. The most im-
portant thing for Maruyama is how consciousness of independent and free persons as the 
bearers of democracy had been made up in the process of modernization of Japanese soci-
ety. This way is called the internal development of thought. The process necessarily in-
volves several tensions, contradictions and ambivalences.
　When Maruyama considered the process of development of consciousness, he never re-
mained neutral. Because from his viewpoint, democracy as permanent revolution, it was 
important that how the modern intellect had been begun to bud, what is an obstacle of it, 
and to what the modern thought and mind had opposed. Sometimes the thought of a per-
son has two sites. A sort of social thought too.
　In connection to the ambivalence, contradictions of thoughts, I have to raise a question 
of the split into universal and particular. The ambivalence between universal and particular 
is one of the contradictions of thought. What are universal and particular in terms of 
thought ?
　If a kind of thought would assert its universality, all of another thought is particular. 
Maruyama wrote that the identification of the “universal” with what is “external” to Japan 
tends to become a sort of particularism in itself. As its reaction the emphasizing the inside 
appears （“Uchi” in Japanese）. It means nativism which would be opposed to universalism 
（1977, “Shu” vol. 10, p. 264―265, cf. Barshay 2004, p. 234）. It had appeared in prewar social 
science that the challenge of Japanese empire against the Western world was the conflict 
of particularism versus universalism.
　For Maruyama, the universal does not exist in the external area or any model-country. 
Universal is the feeling and logic in which all of persons, cultures and nations have to be 
seen as same. Universal could be realized to be particular by its own mediation. The par-
ticular has to be mediated by the universal, though Maruyama denied the existence of uni-
versal. For him it seems that all things are individual and particular. 

３．Marxism as an Object of Research of the History of Thought

　What was Marxism for Maruyama, especially in terms of his thought, democracy as per-
manent revolution, and in terms of the methodology of the history of thought in Japan ? 
As mentioned above, Marxism, as one of the forms of thought imported from abroad into 
Japan, had to be an object of research from the standpoint of the sociology of knowledge 
for Maruyama. Though he had been strongly influenced by prewar Marxism, especially 
during his younger period, he could remain a non-Marxist. 
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　Maruyama’s reference to the “interesting ambivalence” （1983, “Shu” vol. 10, p. 85） in Japa-
nese Marxism can be applied to the ambivalent relationship between him and Marxism too. 
What is the meaning of ambivalence in this case ?

⑴　The role of Marxism in prewar Japan
　In one of Maruyama’s most famous works, the negation of the Tennou-sei as ideology, he 
taught that Tennou-sei as ideology had been one of his enemies in his own life. It is impor-
tant to note that Tennou-sei ideology had a material power at the mass level. The problem 
was that it could have produced the mobilization, or rationalization, of the “irrational” pri-
mary attachment to family in the service of the state.” （Barshay 2004, p. 217） Marxists 
could not understand how Tennou-sei could “have taken hold of the Japanese people’s 
mode of behavior, way of life, and forms of thinking.”（ibid.） Although Karl Marx wrote 
that if a theory could have taken hold of the mass it has become a material power, Marx-
ism had never come to be so in Japan

7）
.

　We can understand the meaning of Marxism in the Japanese history of thought in 
Maruyama’s “Nihon no Shiso”（1961）.
　First, “Marxist philosophy and the interpretation of history held not only that … econo-
my, law and politics were ineluctably linked, but that even the fields of literature and art 
had to be seen not in isolation but as linked mutually with them. By pointing out the com-
mon foundation from which the various aspects of the “superstructure” arise, Marxism may 
fairly be deemed the first world view （Weltanschauung in German） in modern Japan 
which compelled one intellectually to explicate the transformation of social systems in a to-
tal and coherent fashion.”（Barshay 2004, p. 202）. “Marxism was a grand theory of modern 
idealism, which bore the name of materialism”, Maruyama said that its “methodology pre-
sented a startling freshness of vision as an integrating, systematic science” （1973, “Shu” vol. 
12, p. 85―86） to Japanese who were mired in a precociously overspecialized academism.
　Second, Maruyama recognized that Marxism as communism includes the universal values 
of humanism and democracy. （Cf., 1959, “Shu”vol. 8, p. 33） Marxism clarified the inseparable 
relationship between scholarship and thought. When scientists select something as valuable, 
they use their mental abilities. For Maruyama the most important notion was that true 
radicalism and its essence has the idea of humanity as human beings being the free cre-
ator of society which means that they have the ability to control themselves and their so-
ciety just as they hope. （Cf., 1959, “Shu” vol. 8, p. 157） From these words he noticed one 
aspect of Marxism, the idea of human development.

⑵　Criticism ― Faith in Theory （Riron-Shinkou）
　Maruyama argued that even though Marxism had good points, it also, on the other hand, 
or precisely for that reason, produced some points that needed to be criticized in Japan.
　One of these is the faith in theory. It means fetishism of theory and thought. The fetish-
ism of theory corresponds to the fetishism of institutions in society. Though the essence of 
modern spirit is to create the institutions of society, the institutions in Japan were ready-
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made articles from the western world. Thus their spirit tended to be neglected. As a re-
sult, sometimes theory and concept are confused with reality.
　The theory and duty of the theorist exist in dividing and putting in order the complicat-
ed and various realities from a particular value standard, for Maruyama. The ordered 
knowledge can not only wrap whole realities in itself, but also substitute for the realities. If 
someone would think that his theoretical position essentially could grasp whole realities, 
there would be no limitation of possibility for reality, and from that, on the contrary, theo-
retical irresponsibility for its own theory would appear.
　If scholars were to place absolute trust in the theory, so-called fetishism of theory, it 
would be unavoidable either there would happen a self-consolation of revolution in social 
science, that is a mere revolution in the academic world, or the interpretation of the sacred 
books （for example, Marx’s “Capital”）. （Cf., “Shu” vol. 7, p. 241）

⑶　Universal and Particular
　Thus a split between theory and reality had been developing. The autonomy, dynamism, 
multi-dimensions and multiple possibilities of thought had disappeared in Japanese Marxism. 
And that’s not all ; as a consequence, Japanese Marxism had divided into a kind of particu-
larism and universalism. 
　A Marxist thinker who identifies universal with what is external to Japan, for example 
with the western world or any model-country, tends to emphasize the particularity of Japa-
nese society. They consider Japan as a society alienated from the universal. On the con-
trary, some thinkers considered Japan as a mere representation of the universal, for exam-
ple of monopoly capitalism or something of that sort. They would stand on the perspective 
of universalism. But they can not understand the phenomenological forms of the universal 
in Japan. So the way of appearance of universal is any particularity. Universal arises amid 
historical particularity and also transcend any particularity. 
　Maruyama was a thinker broadly in the Japanese Marxian tradition, the Koza-ha （Lec-
tures Faction） line. He holds the particularist perspective of the Koza-ha. But he held a 
stubborn perspective of universalism by stressing the common formation of free and inde-
pendent persons in modern history. Then he could understand the conditions and limita-
tions of thoughts in the formation of persons in a history of Japan. As Maruyama was an 
outstanding dialectician, he could understand the mediation of the universal and particular.

⑷　Theory and Reality
　Maruyama pointed out that there was a confusion of theory and reality in Marxism. 
　Because of fetishism of theory or a faith in theory, Marxism had never understood the 
reality of politics and society and it had never overcome a faith in actual feeling. From 
that points formulism and schematism had appeared in their way of thinking. As a result 
they neglected the irrational factor in the way of thinking and doing in real politics. 
Maruyama thought that they left an irrational action because of reductionism in theory. 
The closed system and perfectionism of theory sometimes produced terrorism or inhuman 
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action in real politics. It is a practical translation of its theory to real politics. We can find 
an example in real politics of history in communist countries and Jacobin democracy as its 
origin. 
　For Maruyama, political process is an accumulation of innumerable determinations. That 
is the second reason why an irrational moment enters in political process. There is a ten-
sion between an individual determination and a knowledge of law in society. An individual 
and personal determination can not be reduced to the universal. If we reduced, a sense of 
responsibility in politics would be deducted. There is a different between rationalism and 
pragmatism in the view of science for Maruyama. 

⑸　Anti-Stalinist Way of Thinking
　An essay “A Critique of De-Stalinization” （1956） was one of famous essays of Maruyama. 
（Cf., “Shu” vol. 6, “Thought”, pp. 177―224）.
　Maruyama wrote in the essay that the consistent awareness of issue was to criticize De-
Stalinization “from the point of method of knowledge in politics”. That means he tried to 
clarify the principal problems of Marx-Leninism, especially the so-called liberalization of 
thought. It stands to reason that he considered the problem from the standpoint of his 
methodology as has been mentioned in the second section of this paper. The conclusion of 
Maruyama’s essay was that the truth and historical meaning of Marxism would be in a po-
sition suitable for it on a stage of history of thought only by shaking off the dictatorship 
and compulsion of truth. 
　This problem exists in the epistemology of politics. Furthermore it must be considered 
under the common basis shared by Marxists and non-Marxists for extracting the common 
issue and political learning of a lesson. Then we have to notice the title of his essay. The 
essay did not try to criticize so-called Stalinism or Stalinist system, but to criticize a way 
of thinking in anti-Stalinist Marxism. Maruyama wrote that the essay would not criticize 
the principles of Marxism and the system of the Soviet Union and the people’s democracy, 
but it could separate out a way of thinking which seemed to exist among communists. 
　The Stalinist and other Marxists tend to consider the system of theory and party spirit 
as closed and perfect. Then they tend to put the minds and political means limited by the 
particular conditions in their world view, and tend to rationalize all of them by the necessi-
ty of political conflicts. Their disposition not only obstructed communication with other po-
sitions in scholarship, but also confronted the difficulties of self-control of political means. 
Maruyama, therefore, required them to separate out the peculiar logic of politics from their 
world view.
　There was a way of thinking, the so-called base-reductionism in Marxism. Because of it 
Marxists rejected the effort of understanding the personalities of humanity, the way of hu-
man actions and their interaction. So they sometimes explained the reasons of concrete be-
havior of people in tremendously naïve and impractical ways. By a Marxist way of think-
ing, that is the manifestation of the essence, all things are tangible of an inborn and 
inherent one, they are explained by the logic of development of an organic body, and 
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moreover the logic of norms is a way of thinking about natural law. But, for Maruyama, 
by a dialectic way of thinking, the subject （Uchi） is changed by an external （Soto） shock, 
and the outside itself is changed by the movement and action of the inside.
　By a reductionist way of thinking on history, thoughts are explained in one dimension, 
and they develop through a single line. The things that exist multi-dimensionally and are 
mutually determined are arranged by the stages of history that are founded upon the es-
sence. So, an ideology in the following stage essentially absorbs and has passed through a 
previous one. For example, socialism as a form of thought passed through liberalism and 
democracy. 
　In short, Marxist way of thinking had tended to neglect or reject dynamism, multi-di-
mensionality, and the various possibilities of thoughts, including itself, which has been men-
tioned above in the second section of this paper.
　Maruyama wrote that if the occurrence of the Stalin era is expressed in a tragedy it 
would lead us to a moral sentimentalism on the one side and to Machiavellianism in a pop-
ular sense on the other side.

⑹　Hegel and Marx in Maruyama
　Maruyama said many times that he had studied G. W. Hegel and he was influenced by 
Hegel’s philosophy, especially the reason of history, in his youth just as he was by Marx-
ism. Maruyama explained the reason why he did not become a Marxist. First, his father 
was a journalist who was involved in factual details and did not believe in any grand theo-
ry. Second, Maruyama had studied neo-Kantian thought and empirical rationalism as well 
as Hegelian philosophy. He was unable to accept any social science founded upon a reflec-
tionist epistemology. Maruyama had believed in the power of ideas, progressiveness and 
reason in human history derived from Hegel. Then he sympathized with Marxism. But, in 
my viewpoint, one of the reasons why he never went down the road toward Marxism, is 
that he could not find the rational foundation of dialectic.
　In Hegel’s philosophy the truth of fact and the idea of practice are identified. Hegel 
thought he could grasp the whole of history in his encyclopedia （system of philosophy）, 
and the absolute idea is the creator of whole of the world in Hegel’s philosophy. Marx crit-
icized this conversion in Hegel’s system of philosophy. Marx could write his “Capital” and 
drafts for it based on his rational dialectic

8）
. Marx destroyed the fetishism of the typical sys-

tem and construction of concepts in Hegel’s philosophy.
　Maruyama criticized the thought of Hegelian Marxism in which “an analogous conflation 
（of fact and value） took place” （Barshay 2004, p. 208）. In my view, Marxist remnants were 
responsible for the conflation of fact and value, theory and reality. Though Maruyama talk-
ed about Marxism, he had never written about the original texts of Marx. After Marx’s 
death, his successors had divided into Hegelian Marxists and positivist Marxists. As 
Maruyama wrote, Marxism （Marx’s stand too） is a materialism which dialectically does lift 
（“aufheben” in German） the antagonism between rational and positive, and it is a world 
view which practically （not in meditation） identify the thought of natural law with the 
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thought of romantic. （Cf.,”Shu”vol. 8, p. 123）
　But finally from the standpoint of methodology, I have to point out that there is one 
great difference between Hegel-Marx and Maruyama. This is the difference between the 
substantialist view of concepts in Hegel-Marx and the nominalist idea in Maruyama. （Cf., 
“Shu”vol. 12, p. 46―47.） 
　Maruyama thought that modern spirit turned the substantialist view of concepts to nom-
inalist view. （Cf., “Shu”vol. 8, p. 12） Surely, in the Middle Ages substantialist view of the 
universal was connected with the proof of existence of God, and modern empiricism was 
connected to the nominalism. But in the nominalist view, the universal does not exist, just 
only the individual and separate things exist. The universal is a mere means for explaining 
of phenomena. It exists in recognizing subject （person）. It is understandable that 
Maruyama took a position of nominalism because he stood on modern intellect which 
doubts all of existence. But, as mentioned above, he understood a contradiction or ambiva-
lence between the universal and the particular of things and thoughts. If the universal 
does not exist, he could not say so. In this final point, there exists a self-contradictory 
thought in Maruyama

9）
.

　For Hegel and Marx both the individual and the universal exist, and the particular ex-
ists too as a mediator between individual and universal. The universal exists as one of par-
ticulars, especially as Marx clarified. Hegel and Marx thought the concepts are realistic. 
This is a negation of negation in the history of philosophical thought. Hegel overturned the 
philosophical standpoint again.

Conclusion

　As a political thinker and democratic theorist, Maruyama concretized methodology of the 
history of thought by asserting pluralism in method. Though he had been influenced by 
German idealism, I. Kant, G. W. Hegel and Neo-Kantian, K. Marx, M. Weber, and western 
positivism, he had a unified personality as a researcher. So it is necessary for us to under-
stand Maruyama’s several methodological resources. But he imagined democracy as a per-
manent revolution in postwar Japan. He carried through his idea, and at the same time 
from his standpoint he pointed out the limits of modern liberalism and socialism. Though 
he could hardly be called a Marxist, and criticized the lack of methodology in Marxism, he 
had always declared openly that he had been influenced by Marx and he participated in 
discussion with many Marxists. In this sense, from his ideas and methodology, we can say 
that he should be called a post-Marxist and Maruyama’s works must be considered as an 
intellectual heritage of Japan.

Footnotes :
1）　Maruyama Masao （1914―1996） is a great historian and political scientist in Japan. 
2）　I would like to introduce English quotations from Maruyama that will be helpful for this pa-
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per. The “vol.” means the number of volume in “Maruyama Masao Shu” （1996）.
⑴　“ What is seriously short of, and most needful for the intellectual world in modern Japan is 

radical intellectual aristocratism linked interiorly with radical democracy” isn’t it. （from Bar-
shay 2004, p. 226） in “Shu”, vol. 8, p. 44.

　　「現代日本の知的世界に切実に不足し，もっとも要求されるのは，ラディカル（根底的）な精神
的貴族主義がラディカルな民主主義と内面的に結びつくことではないか」（「『である』ことと『す
る』こと」1959年，『日本の思想』1961年，p. 179）

⑵　“The impact of Marxist methodology in the field of intellectual history in Japan was in a 
curious way ambivalent.”, Maruyama （1974） p. xxiii. in “Shu”, vol. 12, p. 85.
　　「思想史という領域においてマルクス主義の方法があたえた衝撃は，日本ではきわめて興味深い
両義性（ambivalence）を示した」（『日本政治思想史研究』英語版への序文，1983年）
⑶　“Anyone who has directly passed through Marxism, even if they became post-Marxian, 

could not ignore Marx. It is the same as in the field of research called history of thought.”, 
in “Shu”, vol. 10, p. 344.
　　「まともにマルクス主義をかいくぐった者は，マルクス以後派（post-marxist）ではあっても，
マルクス無視派にはなれません。それは思想史という学問領域でも同じことです。」（「思想史の方
法を模索して」1978年）

3）　There have been a vast number of studies about Maruyama in Japan. This paper is not one 
of these studies about Maruyama, and is based only upon my limited notes. It is just a note of 
learning from Maruyama for the author who has specialized in comparative study of methodol-
ogy between G. Hegel, K. Marx, C. Menger, G. Schmoller and M. Weber. See, Kakuta （2008a, b）.

4）　Sociology, for Weber, is a way of understanding human actions by their cultural mind.
5）　He wrote about “civil society”, mass society and the dilemma of “civil society”. But Maruyama 

said, “I never call those people who are alienated from monopoly （capital） citizen. There is no 
substance of citizenship.” “Gendai ni okeru Kakumei no Ronri”, with Sato Noboru, 1961, “Zadan” 
vol. 4, p. 148.

6）　In the English edition of “Thought,” the word “production relationship” （Marxist word） was 
translated to “industrial organization” （modernist word）. （“Thought”, p. 286）

7）　Tosaka Jun who was a famous philosopher in Japanese Marxism and died in prison for an 
ideological offence, said that Marxism had never spread among the masses like “Okesa-bushi”, a 
traditional folk form of music and dancing in Japan.

8）　Cf., Kakuta （2005）.
9）　I criticized a Neo-Kantian’s view of subjective concept in G. Schmoller and M. Weber in Ka-

kuta （2008b）.
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Yves Sintomer 

FROM DELIBERATIVE TO RADICAL DEMOCRACY? SORTITION 
AND POLITICS IN THE 21TH CENTURY 

 
INTRODUCTION 

John Gastil and Erik Olin Wright present Legislature by lot as a real utopia which would 
push a step further a long democratic tradition coming from Athens and revitalized by 
contemporary mini-publics at the end of the 20P

th
P century.P0F

1
P A number of convincing arguments tend 

to demonstrate that this is a promising way of democratizing the political system. However, some 
questions should be raised. What kind of democracy is at stake: deliberative democracy, as most 
of the proponents of mini-publics advocate? Radical democracy, as induced by the frequent 
reference to Athens? A mixt between both–or even something quite different? What is the specific 
value of sortition? Although defending a mixt constitution and a complex vision of democracyP1F

2
P, 

Aristotle famously wrote: “It is considered democratic that offices should be filled by lot, and 
oligarchic that they should be elective.P2F

3
P” Jacques Rancière go in the same direction when he writes: 

“The scandal of democracy, and of the drawing of lots which is its essence, is to reveal […] that 
the government of societies cannot but rest in the last resort on its own contingency”P3F

4
P. The political 

scientist Bernard Manin, in his seminal book on representative government, seems to share the 
same idea.P4F

5
P This article advocates for a much more complex narrative. The idea that sortition in 

politics has sustained a trans-historical democratic logic is more a myth than a historical fact, as 
political sortition has been used in quite different functions along historyP5F

6
P.  

I will defend four claims, two historical and two normative ones. The first historical claim, 
which will be central in this article, is that when analyzing the experiments that have taken place 
in the last decades, two waves have to be differentiated, based on partly different concrete devices, 
embodying different social dynamics and pointing towards different kinds of democracy. To a large 
extent, the rational of political sortition has changed from the first wave to the second one. The 
second historical claim is that the rational of the first wave of democratic innovations based on 
randomly selected mini-publics largely differs from the dynamic of political sortition in Athens, as 
it embodies a logic of deliberative democracy rather than a logic of self-government and radical 
democracy. Conversely, the second wave is more differentiated and more compatible with a Neo-
Athenian perspective empowered sortition processes that have emerged during the second wave 
better capture the spirit of radical Athenian democratic traditions than consultative mini-publics. 
My third claim is normative: these empowered sortition processes are promising for a real 

                                                 
1. John Gastil and Erik Olin Wright, “Legislature by Lot”, in John Gastil and Erik Olin Wright (eds.), Legislature by 
Lot. An Alternative Design for Deliberative Governance (London: Verso, 2018, forthcoming). 
2 Hubertus Buchstein, “Countering the “Democracy Thesis”–Sortition in Ancient Greek Political Theory”, 
Redescriptions, Vol. 18, No. 2 (Autumn 2015), pp. 126-157. 
3 Aristotle, The Politics. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1962, p. 168; translation modified). 
4 Jacques Rancière, Hatred of Democracy (London: Verso, 2009, p. 47). 
5 Bernard Manin, Principles of Representative Government (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
6 Yves Sintomer, From Radical to Deliberative Democracy? Random Selection in Politics from Athens to the Present 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018, forthcoming); Liliane Lopez-Rabatel, Yves Sintomer (eds.), Sortition 
and Democracy. Practices, Tools, Theories (Imprint Academic, Exeter, 2018, forthcoming). 
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democratization of democracy. My last claim is that any proposal of a legislature by lot has to rely 
on this lesson when trying to defend a normatively convincing and politically realistic perspective.  

In what follows, I will take a critical approach, which studies real democratic experiments 
(historical and present) to better understand the normative and political claims that come from 
society, rather than trying to assert pure philosophical principles. I will first describe the initial 
wave of experiments, composed by deliberative pools, citizen juries, and consensus conferences, 
that have used sortition in politics at the end of the 20P

th
P century. These experiments have been 

mostly top-down consultative mini-publics. They have complemented representative democracy 
with deliberative democracy, and the later has been differentiated from, or opposed to, radical 
democracy and social movements. These devices have been sort of what Europeans call “protected 
designations of origin (PDO)”: carefully designed, closely monitored and often patented by their 
inventors. I will briefly oppose this logic of deliberative democracy based upon randomly selected 
mini-publics to the logic of radical democracy and self-rule that characterized Athens.  

In the second part, I will present the second wave of experiments. It has been much more 
plural than the first one. From citizen assemblies to Oregon citizens’ initiative, from the Students’ 
Association of Lausanne University to the Left-wing party Morena in Mexico, from the use of 
sortition between 2011 and 2016 by Occupy-like social movements such as the Syntagma place in 
Greece, 15.M in Spain or Nuit Debout in France to the new French President Macron’s political 
movement (“En Marche”), the devices have been hybridized and inventive, offering spaces for 
creative imagination to both practitioners and theoreticians. Most of them have been directly linked 
to some real decision making and may therefore be analyzed as empowered processes. They have 
been coupled to representative government, but also to direct democracy and to grassroots 
democracy. They often have articulated deliberative democracy with radical democracy.  

In the third and conclusive part, drawing the conclusions of my analysis of the two waves 
of sortition experiments, I will develop my normative claims and explain why legislature by lot 
can be a crucial dimension a a radical democratization of democracy.  

1. THE FIRST WAVE OF MODERN POLITICAL SORTITION: DELIBERATIVE MINI-
PUBLICS 

Over the last two decades, tools that bring selection by lot back into politics, such as citizen 
juries, consensus conferences and of deliberative polls, have spread to other countries and resulted 
in many new experiences. Thousands of citizen juries have been held around the worldP6F

7
P. Between 

hundred and fifty and several hundred consensus conferences have been held, nearly half of them 
in DenmarkP7F

8
P. Dozens of deliberative polls have been conducted in the United States and in all the 

world.P8F

9
P  

Citizen juries, deliberative pools, consensus conferences 
These trends can only be understood in relation to the social upheavals of the 1960s and 

1970s and a broader push for democratic change. The ideas of participatory democracy or self-
                                                 

7 Antoine Vergne, “Le modèle Planungszelle-citizen jury,” in Marie-Hélène Bacqué, Yves Sintomer (eds.), La 
démocratie participative inachevée. Genèse, adaptations et diffusions (Paris: Yves Michel, 2010, pp. 83-100). 
8 Simon Joss, and James Durant (eds.), Public Participation in Science. The Role of Consensus Conference in Europe 
(London: Science Museum, 1995).  
9 James Fishkin and Cynthia Farrar, “Deliberative Polling. From Experiment to Community Resource,” in John Gastil, 
Peter Levine (eds.), The Deliberative Democracy Handbook (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005, pp. 68-79). 
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management began to inspire activists, finding an echo in the academic world. These themes built 
on old arguments about the elitist character of representative democracy and sounded the charge 
against the existing political system. However, random selection came to public attention only 
gradually. Its advocates were concerned with giving institutional expression to the critique of 
representative democracy but took a distance from radical left-wing tendencies that were modelled 
on the workers’ councils of 1905–1920. Sortition appealed to ordinary citizens, and its attraction 
increased as the fascination for vanguards began to wane. The title of one of the first volumes to 
defend the idea of broadly using selection by lot in politics, After the Revolution?, is thus quite 
revealing.P9F

10 
The idea of selecting a small group of citizens to deliberate within a regulated procedural 

framework also ran counter to some of the grassroots democracy ideologies of the 1970s, which 
saw the general assembly as the highest embodiment of democracy. In this sense, deliberative polls, 
citizens’ juries, and consensus conferences are all part and parcel of a “deliberative turn” in 
participatory practices, as greater attention is being paid to the quality of debates and to the 
institutional tools that allow people to have their say on a balanced and egalitarian basis.  

The idea of random selection in politics re-emerged separately in Germany, where Peter 
Dienel argued in 1969 for “planning cells” (Planungszellen), the first ones being tested out in the 
winter of 1972–3, and in the United States, where Ned Crosby created a similar structure in 1974 
that he called the “citizen jury”.P10F

11
P. In 1988, James Fishkin invented “deliberative polling” and in 

1994 experimented with it for the first time in Britain. All three of these men were political or 
social scientists, and because they had no initial support from a movement, party or institution, all 
three endeavored to found an institution that would disseminate, or indeed, commercialize the 
concept. All three moved quickly to patent it, even if Ned Crosby continued to work from a more 
activist perspective. Independently of these experiments, the Teknologiradet (Danish Board of 
Technology) decided in 1987 to open up consensus conferences to “lay” citizens, after a period 
during which they had been used in medical circles in the United States. Only in the late 1990s did 
political and academic figures begin to consider the consensus conference, the citizen jury and 
deliberative polling as largely convergent procedures, and the first moves were made to produce 
both conceptual and empirical hybrids. 

Meanwhile, whereas the earliest conceptual justifications of random selection in politics 
had been closely tied to an experimental urge, a more theoretical process of reflection began to 
gather steam. From the 1990s on, three fast-developing currents independently helped to give 
theoretical nobility to these procedures, at first indirectly and then in more direct ways. One of 
these currents has based itself on the work of John Rawls and Jürgen Habermas to theorize the 
practice of deliberative democracy in politics.P11F

12
P The work and action of James Fishkin has been 

important to link deliberative democracy (whose main authors initially did not speak about random 

                                                 
10 Robert A. Dahl, After the Revolution? Authority in a Good Society, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1970. 
11 Peter Dienel (1997) Die Planungszelle, Wiesbaden: Westdeutscher Verlag; Ned Crosby, In Search of the Competent 
Citizen (Plymouth: Center for New Democratic Processes, 2005); Denis C. Mueller, Robert D. Tollison, Thomas 
Willet, “Representative Democracy via Random Selection”, Public Choice, (1972), 12, pp. 57–68. 
12 Jürgen Habermas, Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory of Law and Democracy 
(Cambridge (MA): MIT Press, 1996) ; John Dryzek, Discursive Democracy. Politics, Policy and Political Science 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990) ; Jon Elster, (ed.), Deliberative Democracy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988). 
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selection) and sortitionP12F

13
P.P

 
PThe other trend of literature, central for consensus conferences, has 

concentrated on the vast realm of “technical democracy”, drawing theoretically on the social 
history of the sciencesP13F

14
P. On a less massive scale, a few books and articles that defend or indirectly 

legitimize the reintroduction of random selection in politics helped to further awaken interest in 
the subject, especially in English-speaking and French-speaking countriesP14F

15
P.  

Height common features 
Beyond their differences, eight features characterize these devices of the “first wave”. 

(i) They constitute mini-publics, i.e. randomly selected representative samples, or at least “fair 
cross-section of the communityP15F

16
P”. Most often, they are composed through some kind of stratified 

random selection in order to increase their representativeness. (ii) Most of these experiments are 
top-down. Those who organize them are public authorities, or in some cases foundations, in 
collaboration with social scientists. They are not linked to social movements. They can even be 
opposed to grassroots democracy. (iii) These devices have been what Europeans call “protected 
designations of origin (PDO)”: carefully designed, closely monitored and often patented by their 
inventors. They function well, and are highly interesting for a scientific analysis of the ordinary 
deliberation between lay citizens. The dark side of the “protected designations of origin (PDO)” is 
that the political imagination of actors remains limited and the diffusion hindered. (iv) Most of 
these devices have been one-shot events. The number of institutions that have organized such mini-
publics several times is quite reduced compared to those which have organized them once or twice. 
The only exception is the Teknologiradet (Danish Board of Technology) and its citizen 
conferences. But even in this case, the mini-public has not become part of the “constitution”: in 
Denmark, the experiments are nearly over now. (v) Random sortition is linked to a high quality 
deliberation. The mini-public is a place where a high quality deliberation can take place, with 
carefully balanced briefing materials, with intensive discussions in small groups and in general 
assembly, with facilitators helping an equal and inclusive discussion, and with the chance to 
question competing experts and politicians. (vi) Most of these devices are only consultative. They 
give a recommendation to public authorities, and/or provide them a counterfactual enlightened 
public opinion. They complement representative democracy. The aim is not to take decisions, but 
to improve the decision-making process with a device that enable a sophisticated deliberation of 
lay citizens. The mini-publics allow to know “what the public would think, had it a better 

                                                 
13 Julien Talpin: “Deliberative Democracy and Sortition in Politics: A Critical Assessment”, in Liliane Lopez-Rabatel, 
Yves Sintomer (eds.), Sortition and Democracy. Practices, Instruments, Theories (Exeter: Imprint Academic, 2018, 
forthcoming). 
14 Richard Sclove (1995), Democracy and Technology (New York: Guilford Press, 2015); Michel Callon, Pierre 
Lascoumes, Yannick Barthe, Acting in an Uncertain World: An Essay on Technical Democracy (Inside Technology) 
(Cambridge (Mass.): MIT Press, 2011). 
15 Benjamin Barber, Strong Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New Age (Berkeley/London: University of 
California Press, 1984); John Burnheim, Is Democracy Possible? (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1985); Ernest Callenbach, 
Michael Philips, A Citizen Legislature (Berkeley: Banyan Tree/Clear Glass. 1985); Lynn Carson, Brian Martin, 
Random Selection in Politics (Westport: Praeger Publishers, 1999); Robert A Dahl, “The Problem of Civic 
Competence” (Journal of Democracy, 3, 4, October 1992, pp.  45–59); John Gastil, By Popular Demand: Revitalizing 
Representative Democracy through Deliberative Elections. University of California Press, Berkeley, 2000; Barbara 
Goodwin, Justice by Lottery (New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 2012); Bernard Manin (ibid.); Yves Sintomer, Le 
pouvoir au peuple. Jurys citoyens, tirage au sort et démocratie participative (Paris: La Découverte, 2007); Hubertus 
Buchstein, Demokratie und Lotterie. Das Los als politisches Entscheidungsinstrument von der Antike bis zu EU 
(Campus, Frankfurt/Main, 2009); David Van Reybrouck, Against Election (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2016). 
16 “The Jury Selection and Service Act”, 28 U.S.C., secs 1861-69. 
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opportunity to consider the questions at issue”.P16F

17
P (vii) The mini-public are not embedded in 

everyday social and political relations. Citizen have no link with each other, nor are they organized 
or mobilized. They discuss in an artificial institution. (viii) These devices are concrete 
embodiments of deliberative democracy. In most books of political theory, deliberative democracy 
is differentiated or even opposed to participatory democracy.  

The contrast with Athens: representative sample vs. self-government of the people  
The supporters of citizens juries, deliberative polls and consensus conferences generally 

consider that civic participation in politics is crucial for the good health of our political system. 
Even if we bracket the obvious and important differences in the social, political, economic and 
institutional contexts of modern democracies on the one hand, and of ancient Athens on the other, 
is it enough to diagnose a partial resurgence of the ideal of Athenian radical democracy? 

The close link between sortition and democracy in Athens is well-known. Athens had a 
“mixed system” of aristocratic and democratic elements, and sortition was crucial for the second 
dimension. Each citizen could stand for selection by lot. This operated in three major types of 
institution. First, it served for the yearly constitution of the Boule, the main council of Athenian 
democracy. Second, most of the magistracies were filled by random selection.P17F

18
P Finally, all the 

judges were selected by lot. Citizenship entailed the unalienable right to participate in the assembly 
and to become a juror and selection by lot became a routine activityP 18F

19
P. The kleroterion, the 

allotment “machine” most likely mentioned by Aristophanes as early as 393 BCP19F

20
P, made the 

procedure quicker and more straightforward, while simultaneously protecting it from any attempts 
at manipulation.  

In Athens, however, the link between random sortition and deliberation was complex. On 
the one hand, the Greeks theorized a form of public debate that would involve all citizens. 
Nevertheless, the concrete dynamic of deliberation was differentiated according to the institutions. 
In the people’s assembly, an essentially contradictory debate unfolded, wherein orators attempted 
to convince the audience: a practice conceptualized by Aristotle as rhetoric.P20F

21
P Nonetheless, the 

public could actively express their feelings speaking loudly. The practices of the Boule were 
doubtless more interactive, whereas one-on-one political discussions took place in the various 
public spaces of the agora.P

 
PIn the courts, on the contrary, juries were required to form their opinion 

by listening to the various parties but without deliberating, as all discussion among jury members 
was prohibited.  

The coupling of rotation of the functions of power with selection by lot became a highly 
rational procedure which was particularly effective in warding off the professionalization of 
political activity and the monopolization of power by experts in a realm cut off from the citizenry. 

                                                 
17 James Fishkin, The Voice of the People. Public Opinion & Democracy (New Haven/London: Yale University Press, 
1997, p. 162). 
18 Mogens Herman Hansen, Athenian Democracy in the Age of Demosthenes (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991, pp. 231-
232). 
19 Aristotle, The Politics (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1962, III: 2, 1275a); Aristotle, The Athenian Constitution 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1984, pp. 110-112). 
20 Liliane Lopez-Rabatel (2018), “Sortition in Athens: Instruments and Words”, in Liliane Rabatel, Yves Sintomer 
(eds.) Sortition and Democracy. Practices, Instruments, Theories (Exeter: Imprint Academic, 2018, forthcoming). 
21 Bernard Manin, “Comment promouvoir la délibération démocratique ? Priorité du débat contradictoire sur la 
discussion,” Raisons politiques, 42, 2011, pp. 83-113. 



6 
 

Of course, the Athenian city-state excluded women and slaves from political life, and used its 
strength to subjugate allied cities. Within those and other important limitations, however, the 
Athenian way of life revolved around political activity, and citizens participated on a highly 
egalitarian basis in comparison with other systems known to history. Nearly 70 per cent of citizens 
aged over thirty were bouletai at least once during their lifetimes,P21F

22
P and a still higher proportion 

were called upon to be jurors. These institutions functioned as schools of democracy, in a society 
with a developed civic culture where face-to-face contact made mutual checking easy to achieve. 
Within the relatively narrow circle of citizens, power was largely exercised by the people. 

A crucial difference opposes Athens use of sortition and contemporary practices: the 
representative sampleP22F

23
P. In Athens, sortition and the rapid rotation of offices enabled citizens to 

govern and be governed in turn. This is why, in classical political thought, random selection has 
been associated with democracy and elections with aristocracy. Compared to present representative 
democracy, Athens embodied an example of radical democracy. The contemporary use of random 
selection is quite different. The real likelihood of being selected for a citizen jury, a deliberative 
pool or a consensus conference is very low. The idea is to use sortition to select a microcosm of 
the citizenry, a group that has the same features and the same diversity as the citizenry, but on a 
smaller scale. A group of hundreds of randomly selected citizens tends to be statistically a 
representative sample of the citizenry as a whole. A smaller group of twelve to twenty five persons 
cannot be truly representative, but this “fair cross-section of the community22TP

”
P22T incorporates some of 

the people’s diversity. Both types of panels embody a specific kind of descriptive representation. 
The notion of representative sample is familiar to twenty-first-century readers thanks to 

decades of its intensive use in statistics and opinion polls. This is why it seems “quite rational to 
see lotteries as a means to the end of descriptive representation”.P23F

24
P However, the representative 

sample is a late 19th-century invention. It was first introduced in politics with the opinion polls in 
the 1930s, it only became an instrument for selecting trial juries at the end of the 1960sP24F

25
P and the 

political mini-publics in the 1970s. There could be no relation between random selection and 
descriptive representation in Athens, as the idea that random selection statistically leads to a cross 
section of the population was not scientifically available at the time. Chance had not yet been 
scientifically “tamed”.P25F

26
P Descriptive representation was important during the age of the French 

and North-American revolutions. Mirabeau argued that the assembly should be “for the nation what 
a scaled-down map is for its physical area; whether in part or in full, the copy should always have 
the same proportions as the original.P

 
26F

27
P” But because it was impossible to rely on the notion of a 

representative sample, promoters of descriptive representation ignored sortition and put forward 
other technical solutions. Mirabeau suggested the separate representation of different social groups 

                                                 
22 Moses I. Finley, The Invention of Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991, pp. 73f.) 
23 Anja Röcke, Losverfahren und Demokratie. Historische und demokratietheoretische Perspektiven (Münster: LIT, 
2005); Yves Sintomer, Petite histoire de l'expérimentation démocratique. Tirage au sort et politique d'Athènes à nos 
jours (Paris: La Découverte, 2011). 
24 Peter Stone (2009), “The Logic of Random Selection” (Political Theory 37, p. 390). 
25 Jeffrey B. Abramson, We the Jury. The Jury System and the Ideal of Democracy (3rd edn. Cambridge 
(Mass.)/London: Harvard University Press, 2003). 
26 Ian Hacking, The Taming of Chance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
27 Mirabeau (1789) “Discours devant les états de Provence,” in Œuvres de Mirabeau (1825) VII:7, quoted in Pierre 
Rosanvallon, Le peuple introuvable. Histoire de la représentation démocratique en France (Paris: Gallimard, 1998). 
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through what we could call today corporatist methods. The Anti-Federalists proposed small 
constituencies.P27F

28
P  

Bernard ManinP28F

29
P was the first to wonder why selection by lot disappeared from the political 

scene along with the modern revolutions. He gave a two-part answer. On the one hand, the founding 
fathers of the modern republics wanted an elective aristocracy rather than a democracy, and so it 
was logical that they should reject random selection. On the other hand, the theory of consent, 
deeply rooted in modern conceptions of natural law, had gained so much ground that it seemed 
difficult to legitimize any political authority not formally approved by the State’s citizens. These 
two arguments are important, but they do not tell the whole story. In particular, they fail to explain 
why radical minorities did not demand the use of selection by lot in politics, even though they 
campaigned for descriptive representation.  

To understand these developments, one has to point to a number of other factors. We have 
to abandon the realm of “pure” political ideas and look at the way in which they take material shape 
through governance techniques and various tools and mechanisms. The lack of a statistical concept 
of representative sampling at the time of the French and American revolutions, when probability 
and statistics were already well established but not melt together, was a crucial reason why 
legislation by lot seemed doomed in modern democracies – as well as why those who upheld a 
descriptive conception of representation inevitably had to select other tools to advance their ideals. 
The sheer demographic and territorial size of modern republics seemed to forbid any serious 
consideration of political lotteries, since it could not allow all citizens to govern and be governed 
in turn.  

Conversely, the present comeback of random selection is also related to representative 
sampling. Random selection as it is practiced in politics today is inseparably bound up with that 
concept. In modern democracy, the deliberation of a fair cross-section of the people is not the same 
as the people’s self-government. It gives anybody the same chance to be selected; but because this 
chance is very small, it does not allow all citizens to hold public office in turn. It leads instead to a 
mini-public, a counterfactual opinion that is representative of what the larger public opinion could 
think. John Adams wrote that the microcosmic representation he was claiming for “should think, 
feel, reason, and act” like the people. For contemporary deliberative democrats, the statistical 
similarity between “descriptive” representatives and the people is only a starting point. The mini-
public has to deliberate, and during this process, it changes its mind. It begins to think somehow 
differently, and this is precisely the added value of deliberationP29F

30
P. 

2. THE SECOND WAVE: LIBERATING DEMOCRATIC IMAGINATION 
The inventors of the first wave of deliberative mini-publics had hoped that these techniques 

would soon or eventually come into general use, but up to now they have had no standardized 
application on a large scale. This, according to Hans-Liudger Dienel, the leading expert on citizen 
juries in Germany, is partly due to the fact of the promoters’ concern to preserve the “purity” and 
seriousness of procedures: “I wonder whether the protagonists of deliberative democracy, with 
their societal approach, with their academic and ideological culture, might be a major obstacle for 

                                                 
28 Bernard Manin, Principles of Representative Government (ibid.). 
29 Bernard Manin (ibid.). 
30 Yves Sintomer, “Random Selection, Republican Self-government, and Deliberative Democracy” (Constellations, 
17/3, 2010, pp. 472-487). 
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mass application of citizens juries and other direct deliberative instruments. Do they, do we, really 
want to leave the niche and join new coalitions to see mass application of deliberative democratic 
tools?P30F

31
P” 
Another reason was the position of those who wanted to promote participatory democracy 

in politics and in the academy. They were more interested in other mechanisms and processes, such 
as Latin American participatory budgets, which were bound up with the social mobilization of 
subaltern classes or challenges to the existing order. Although advocates of participatory 
democracy have been attentive to the deliberative quality of new participatory procedures, they 
have thought of them mainly as instruments in the service of social change; they initially ignored 
or had a rather skeptical attitude towards mechanisms based on random selection, since by their 
very nature they give little scope for citizen mobilization and are mainly introduced top downP31F

32
P.  

This situation has changed with a second wave of experiments relying on political sortition. 
This second wave has not replaced the first one: some of the experiments of the former begun very 
early, and the three “classical” devices of the later are still experimented. In addition, the second 
wave has taken advantage of the achievements and lessons of the first one: the techniques for 
organizing a good deliberation among lay citizens; the demonstration that these lay citizens can 
enter reasonable deliberation when organized in such conditions; the values of impartiality, 
epistemic diversity and democracy attached to political sortition; the increasing public legitimacy 
of this particular kind of democratic innovation, etc. Last but not least, some of the promotors of 
the first wave have also been very active in the second one. However, the second wave has much 
broaden the panorama. The numbers have increased and the types of experiments have diversified. 
Four main streams can be differentiated. 

Randomly selected mini-publics and direct democracy  
The first direction of innovation tends to couple deliberative democracy, embodied by mini-

publics selected by lot, and direct democracy. Citizen assemblies are the most well-known 
examples of this trend. The first experiment was the British Columbia citizen assembly (2004), 
followed by the Ontario experiment the year after. British Columbia became a source of inspiration 
for other regions. In November 2009, Iceland was profoundly shaken by the financial crisis. Huge 
social movements imposed new elections and a new deal between business and unions. A citizen 
assembly of 950 randomly selected individuals and a few hundred qualified persons was created. 
The assembly was tasked with identifying the most important points for constitutional reform. 
Iceland repeated the process with a new assembly, this time entirely selected by lot, before using 
universal suffrage to elect a kind of jury from among the population, composed of twenty-five 
ordinary citizens responsible for elaborating a new fundamental law based on the material produced 
by the previous assembly. This process has led to a dead-end due to the opposition of the new 
ruling parties. Another experiment, in Ireland, has been more successful. Following an initiative 
launched by a NGO movement, a citizens’ assembly of 150 individuals met in February 2009. 
Calling itself the Citizen Parliament, the group sought to make suggestions for constitutional 

                                                 
31 Hans-Liudger Dienel “Les jurys citoyens: pourquoi sont-ils encore si rarement utilisés?”, in Marie-Hélène Bacqué, 
Yves Sintomer (eds.), La démocratie participative inachevée (ibid., p. 105). 
32 Tarso Genro and Ubiratan de Souza, Orçamento Participativo. A experiência de Porto Alegre (São Paulo: Fundação 
Perseu Abramo, 1997); Archon Fung and Erick Olin Wright (eds) (2003), Deepening Democracy. Institutional 
Innovations in Empowered Participatory Governance (London/New York: Verso, 2003); Boaventura de Sousa Santos 
(ed.), Democratizing Democracy. Beyond the Liberal Democratic Canon (London/New York: Verso, 2005). 
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reform. It was met with significant response in the media. After the 2011 election, the new 
government accepted the idea supported by the majority of the different parties and organized a 
Constitutional Convention, 67 of whose 100 members were ordinary citizens randomly selected 
from the electoral register. The others were politicians, in order to avoid the negative pushback 
from political parties that had made the adoption of the proposals coming from the citizens’ 
assemblies in British Columbia or Ontario more difficult. From the work of the Convention 
emerged the proposal to legalize same-sex marriage, which was ultimately validated by a 
referendum in May 2015. One of the most ambitious attempts to combine deliberative and direct 
democracy was thus ultimately a great successP32F

33
P. The process is being repeated in 2017-2018, this 

time about abortion and with a constituent committee entirely selected by lot. Other examples have 
been organized bottom-up, the most well-known being the G 1000 in BelgiumP33F

34
P. 

In Oregon, one of the most interesting experiments with citizen juries has been conducted, 
called the Citizens’ Initiative Review. Following a grassroots movement calling for deliberative 
democracy to be reconciled with the existing forms of direct democracy,P34F

35
P and benefiting from the 

expertise of Ned Crosby, the inventor of citizen juries, members of government from both sides of 
the aisle decided to institutionalize the use of randomly selected citizen panels. The Citizens’ 
Initiative Review was officially adopted in 2011. Its principle is the following: once a collection of 
signatures meets with success but before voting takes place, a panel of citizen voters is organized 
to debate and evaluate the ballot measure in question. The panel’s decision is then shared with 
citizens, as well as the informational material usually distributed (opinions from both an initiative’s 
supporters and opponents). With this kind of procedure, deliberative democracy does not short-
circuit direct democracy but rather increases its rational component. Moreover, it should be noted 
that at the end of deliberations, the panels are forced to elaborate a majority position, rather than 
find consensus. The proposals submitted to the jury and the popular vote have ranged from a ballot 
seeking to introduce a mandatory minimum sentencing measure, officially designed to deter crime, 
to another legalizing medical marijuana dispensaries, passing through the legalization of non-tribal 
casinos and corporate tax reform. The evaluations that the procedure has received have been largely 
positive: overall, the quality of its deliberations has been touted,P35F

36
P and the impact of the juries’ 

opinions on voting has been non-negligible. 

                                                 
33 Jane Suiter, David Farrell and Clodagh Harris, “The Irish Constitutional Convention: A Case of ‘High 
Legitimacy’?”, in Min Reuchamps, Jane Suiter (eds.), Constitutional Deliberative Democracy in Europe (Colchester: 
ECPR Press, 2016, pp. 33-52). 
34 Didier Caluwaerts, Confrontation and Communication: Deliberative Democracy in Divided Belgium (Brussels: 
European Interuniversity Press, 2012); Inge Henneman et al., G 1000, le rapport final. L’innovation démocratique 
mise en pratique (Brussels, 2012); Vincent Jacquet et al., “The Macro Political Uptake of the G1000 in Belgium” in 
Min Reuchamps, Jane Suiter (eds.), Constitutional Deliberative Democracy in Europe (ibid., pp. 53-74). 
35 John Gastil, By Popular Demand: Revitalizing Representative Democracy through Deliberative Elections (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2000). 
36 Katherine R. Knobloch et al., “Did They Deliberate? Applying an Evaluative Model of Democratic Deliberation to 
the Oregon Citizens’ Initiative Review” (Journal of Applied Communication Research, 2013, 41 (2), pp. 105–125); 
Katherine R. Knobloch et al.., Evaluation report on the 2012 Citizens' Initiative Reviews for the Oregon CIR 
Commission (State College: Pennsylvania State University, 2013); Katherine R. Knobloch, John Gastil, Tyrone 
Reitman, “Connecting Micro-Deliberation to Electoral Decision-Making Institutionalizing the Oregon Citizens’ 
Initiative”, in Stephen Coleman, Anna Przybylska and Yves Sintomer (eds.), Deliberation: values, processes, 
institutions (Frankfurt/Main: Peter Lang, 2015, pp. 21-40). 
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Randomly selected mini-publics and participatory democracy 
A second trend of innovations make use of randomly selected mini-publics within larger 

participatory dynamics. Randomly selected mini-publics have been combined with participatory 
budgeting. The citizen juries of Berlin, organized between 2001 and 2003, were one of the most 
interesting examples, where Peter Dienel’s planning cells have been hybridized in an interesting 
way (Peter Dienel himself was not satisfied with this innovation). In each of the capital’s 17 
districts federally targeted for urban renewal, a sum of 500,000 euros was made freely available to 
a group of inhabitants for the support of local projects. They were composed half of people selected 
by lot from the list of residents, and half of citizens organized or active in their local area. They 
were given decision-making powers, and the local authority endeavored to follow their advice to 
the limits of its jurisdiction and the legislation then in forceP36F

37
P. The random method has also been 

used in the participatory budgets of other German and Spanish cities and in Pont-de-Claix (France) 
during the period 2001–2008P37F

38
P. Since 2005, and with moderate success, the Chinese borough of 

Zeguo has even mixed the participatory budgeting taking place in the city of Wenling (an eastern 
Chinese city with a population of over one million inhabitants) with a version of the deliberative 
pollsP38F

39
P. Later, a quota was established to allow for the over-representation of entrepreneurs, so that 

this social class, important for local economic development, could wield more influence than its 
demographic weight would otherwise allow. 

Randomly selected permanent councils within institutions and associations 
Democratic imagination has been so prolific that it is in fact impossible to describe all of 

the different forms taken by the contemporary political use of random selection. Nonetheless, some 
important examples of a third trend making use of random selection in order to establish permanent 
councils within institutions or associations should be mentioned.  

Following a cooperation with Jams Fishkin’s Stanford’s Center for Deliberative 
Democracy, Mongolia passed a law in 2017 which makes it compulsory to organize a deliberative 
poll before any constitutional amendment. On April 2017, the Mongolian parliament did just that 
when it brought together 669 randomly selected citizens from across the country to Ulaanbaatar 
for the first-ever national deliberative poll on the future of the Mongolian constitution. Although 
negatively affected by a number of procedural defectsP39F

40
P, this initiative could launch a new era of 

institutionalization at national level for one of the most well-known mini-publics. 
A more bottom-up and original initiative took place in Switzerland. The Federation of 

Student Associations of the University of Lausanne, which enjoys institutional recognition and 
plays a significant role in the university’s operations, is organized around a statutory assembly 

                                                 
37 Anja Röcke, Yves Sintomer (2005), “Les jurys de citoyens berlinois et le tirage au sort”, in Marie-Hélène Bacqué, 
Henry Rey, Yves Sintomer (eds), Gestion de proximité et démocratie participative. Paris: La Découverte, pp. 139–60. 
38 Yves Sintomer, Carsten Herzberg, Anja Röcke, Participatory Budgeting in Europe; Democracy and Public 
Governance (London: Ashgate, 2016). 
39 Baogang He, “Participatory budgeting in China. An overview”, in Yves Sintomer, Rudolf Traub-Merz and Junhua 
Zhang (eds), Participatory Budgeting in Asia and Europe. Key Challenges of Deliberative Democracy (Hong Kong: 
Palgrave, 2011); Joseph Cheng, Yu Sheh and Fan Li, “Local Government’s Consultative Budgetary Reforms in China: 
A Case Study of Wenling City” (China International Journal, 13/1, April 2015, pp. 115–118). 
40 Munkhsaikhan Odonkhuu, “Mongolia’s (flawed) experiment with deliberative polling in constitutional reform” 
(06/29/2017, http://www.constitutionnet.org/news/mongolias-flawed-experiment-deliberative-polling-constitutional-
reform). 
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composed half of representatives from student associations and half of representatives supposed to 
speak on behalf of the Federation as a whole. Until 2011, the latter were elected. Lists were drafted 
by the youth chapters of the various political parties on campus and their debates were not aligned 
with those of the student association representatives, who were more likely to discuss the everyday 
problems of students than issues of partisan politics. In 2012, it was therefore decided that 
representatives would be randomly selected. Several variations were tried out but the general 
principle remained that a lottery was organized among students who voluntarily presented 
themselves. The first evaluations to emerge show that discussions within the Federation have 
become more peaceful and more constructive, but the presence of less politically informed students 
simultaneously strengthens the influence of the bureau, composed of more politicized volunteers 
who henceforth have no true political counterweight within the Federation.P40F

41
P  

On a broader scale, in 1969 the French military welcomed the Conseil Supérieur de la 
Fonction Militaire, whose delegates are randomly selected following quotas that correspond to the 
various military corps. The council was design to create a consultative body that allowed soldiers 
to express their requests while avoiding any kind of politicization or union activity, both of which 
are legally prohibited in France within the armed forces. Since then, the designation procedure has 
been modified numerous times. In 2015, it was based on a combination of random selection from 
a group of volunteers (first step), followed by an election within this group (second step). The 
Conseil Supérieur de la Fonction Militaire is viewed as highly legitimate within the French armed 
forces and is a powerful interlocutor for the minister –– much more powerful than its police 
equivalent, elected from trade union lists. In this case, random selection has helped to forge a 
representative body, to level the playing field between representatives of different ranks and to 
encourage discussions oriented towards the general well-being of soldiers. As the representatives 
do not enjoy any sort of individual legitimacy or power by virtue of being randomly selected, they 
tend to encourage a form of collective “legitimacy of humility” based on their impartiality and the 
quality of their deliberations.P41F

42 
A number of other examples exist worldwide. In France, for example, since the middle of 

the 2010s, randomly selected citizen’s councils are compulsory in the most disadvantaged 
neighborhoods, and Paris’ youth council is also selected by lot. Both Citizen’s councils and Paris’ 
youth council are advisory, but they are included in the law or at least official rules and are not 
more one shot events depending of the good will of the majority. However, in the absence of 
grassroots social movements that would push in favor of empowered mini-publics and verify 
whether they are well-organized and whether their recommendations produce real changes in 
public policies, the impact of such institutionalized randomly-selected bodies but still be reduced. 

Random selection in party politics 
A last trend makes use of sortition in order to select new kinds of representatives, instead 

of a mini-public. A series of experiments have used random selection in order to select party 
candidates in the frame of competitive party elections. A first experiment, inspired by the procedure 
of the deliberative poll, took place in 2006 in Marousi, a medium-sized town in the suburbs of 
Athens. 131 randomly chosen local citizens voted for who should be the mayoral candidate of 

                                                 
41 Maxime Mellina, Démocratiser la démocratie? Le tirage au sort de l’assemblée des délégué.e.s de la fédération des 
associations d’étudiant.e.s de l’UNIL (Master’s thesis in political science, Lausanne University, January 2016). 
42 Dimitri Courant, Tirage au sort et concertation dans l’armée française. Le cas du Conseil Supérieur de la Fonction 
Militaire (1969–2015) (Master’s thesis in political science, EHESS, September 2015). 
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PASOK, the Greek Socialist PartyP 42F

43
P. At the beginning of the 2010’, the local Metz chapter of the 

French Greens randomly selected its candidates for local and legislative electionsP43F

44
P.  

It is ultimately in Mexico that the most ambitious form of random selection has been used 
to choose election candidates. The procedure was intensely discussed for several years in academic 
circles but also in politics. It was then proposed by the Movimiento Regeneración Nacional 
(Morena), the party of the former and future left-wing presidential candidate, Manuel López 
Obrador, and one of the opposition’s main political organizations.P44F

45
P Morena decided to select two-

thirds of its candidates for the legislative election on June 7P

th
P, 2015 by using a combination of 

election and lottery (the other third was reserved for external candidates who were not members of 
the party). In each electoral district, party supporters met in assemblies to elect 10 individuals (5 
men and 5 women), from which the candidates were in turn selected using a giant lottery system. 
This experiment has already had a significant impact throughout Latin America’s second-largest 
country, allowing outsiders who would never have been selected to become candidates and, for 
some, members of the new parliament.  

This mix of sortition and elections remembers the way in which a lot of electoral processes 
took place during the Middle-Age and Early modern period in Italian and other European 
communes, and at the beginning of the 19P

th
P century in Mexico. Conversely, there is no historical 

precedent for another innovation that introduce random selection in order to select members of 
party assemblies or central committees. In Spain, regional sections of the left-wing parties 
Izquierda Unida and Podemos also have introduced sortition within their internal procedures. In 
Andalusia, Izquierda Unida has randomly selected 15% of the delegates of its 2017 assembly. In 
Valencia and Murcia, Podemos has randomly selected 17.5% of the members of its standing 
committee, and the procedure should be extended to Baleares and Aragon. In France, 25% of the 
central committee of “République en marche!” (“Republic get started”), the new French President 
Macron’s political organization, were randomly selected among members in 2017. The radical left-
wing political movement “Les Insoumis”, also used sortition in order to select among the members 
the 1200 delegates to its 2017 national convention, while smaller parties randomly selected their 
legislatives candidates or the members of their standing committees.  

Selection by lot as a tool for radical democracy? 
What are the main differences between the first and the second wave of experiments? A 

very serious challenge of randomly selected mini-publics concerns the tension between their 
deliberation and the wider public sphereP45F

46
P. By definition, deliberative mini-publics aim to reach a 

counterfactual opinion of what public opinion could be – they are better informed and enjoy a 
reasonably satisfactory setting in which to be formulated -- that may well differ from wider popular 
opinion. Deliberation and participation may be presented as opposite models of democracy.P46F

47
P This 

must not be the case, but some trade-offs are inevitable.P47F

48
P A majority of deliberative mini-publics 

                                                 
43 Mauro Buonocore, “Un weekend deliberativo all’ombra del Partenone” (Reset, 96, July-August 2006, pp. 6-8). 
44 Yves Sintomer, From Radical to Deliberative Democracy?, ibid. 
45 José Antonio Aguilar Rivera, “Las razones de la tómbola” (Nexos, 04/01/2015). 
46 Robert E Goodin., John Dryzeck, “Deliberative impacts. The macro-political uptake of mini-publics” (Politics and 
Society, 34, 2006, pp. 219–244). 
47 David Held, Models of Democracy (3rd edn. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2006). 
48 Yves Sintomer, “Délibération et participation : affinité élective ou concepts en tension ?,” (Participations. Revue de 
sciences sociales sur la démocratie et la citoyenneté,1, 2011, pp. 239-276. 
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of the first wave did not have much impact on the wider public sphere and in the worst case 
scenario, the democratic deliberation of a small circle of randomly selected citizens could replace 
a deliberative democracy including all citizens.P48F

49
P In such circumstances, deliberative mini-publics 

could be implicated in a kind of elitism, at the antipodes of radical Athenian democracy. This 
deliberative elitism would argue that the implication of lay citizens in politics could only ever take 
place within the managed arena of mini-publics, other forms of participation being suspected of 
contributing emotional and non-reasonable elements. The first wave of experiments were also top-
down and consultative (and most often, they were only for one-shot experiments). This limited 
strongly their potential impact on social change. They have been successful in demonstrating the 
possibility of a reasonable deliberation among lay citizens – but they have not been efficacious in 
substantially changing the real life of citizens. Given that their existence has stemmed solely from 
the willingness of public authorities, it was unlikely that they could really be subversive with regard 
to power structures and massive injusticeP49F

50
P. Reasonable discussions in modest committees are not 

enough to impose positive change in a world where the structural resistance of dominant interests 
is enormous. 

Had mini-publics not entered the second wave, their legitimacy would have remained weak. 
We needed these bodies to become more than “just talk.” This happened with the second wave, 
which has opened the floor to more dynamical experiments. Because they have been characterized 
by hybridizations, the political imagination of practitioners has been liberated. Often, concrete 
experiments have not been pure examples of deliberative democracy, and deliberation has not been 
perfect, but a lot of them have been empowered. This is a major difference with the first wave. In 
addition, random selection has also been advocated within social movements such as the 15. M in 
Spain, Syntagma square in Greece and Nuit debout in France. There are now real grassroots 
movements that reclaim “real democracy now” and include in this perspective the reintroduction 
of random selection in politics and even Legislature by lot. For many of activists who advocate the 
coming back of random selection in politics, such as Etienne Chouard in France or David Van 
Reybrouck in Belgium, the legitimacy of this device has to do with some radical democratic quality 
it is supposed to have. In some cases, as in Mongolia, the sortition device has been institutionalized 
and rulers now have to organize randomly selected muni-publics. This could lead to major 
breakthroughs: In 2006, Ségolène Royal – who was to become French Socialist Party candidate for 
the 2007 presidential elections – envisaged “popular scrutiny” of political leaders and a 
requirement that these should “regularly give an account of themselves to citizen juries selected by 
lot”.P50F

51
P She lost the elections but had planned to revise the constitution and introduce sortition in 

case of success. Important is also the fact that sortition is no more a mere supplement to 
representative democracy. A number of experiments have coupled deliberative with direct or 
participatory democracy. It is also striking that random selection has been introduced within party 
politics in order to make it less elitist, but has at the same time been proposed as a new path to 
democratization in authoritarian contexts: the well-known Chinese intellectual Wang Shaoguang, 
one of the most prominent figure of the “New Left”, has advocated Legislature by lot instead 

                                                 
49 Simone Chambers, “Rhetoric and the Public Sphere: Has Deliberative Democracy Abandoned Mass Democracy?” 
(Political Theory, 37, 3, June 2009, pp. 323–350). 
50 Archon Fung, “Deliberation before Revolution. Toward an Ethics of Deliberative Democracy in an Unjust World” 
(Political Theory, 33, 2005, pp. 397-419). 
51 Yves Sintomer, Le pouvoir au peuple (ibid.). 



14 
 

through Western-like elections in order to make China more democratic and its political system 
more representativeP51F

52
P.  

According to many of the supporters of these deliberative instruments, the return of sortition 
in politics, after centuries of eclipse, implies that some of the ideals of ancient democracies are 
coming back. James Fishkin, who invented the deliberative poll, describes it as a “neo-Athenian 
solution” and even argues that “the key infirmities in modern democracy can find a constructive 
response in modern refinements and improvements in the two essential components of the ancient 
Athenian solution—random sampling and deliberation”.P52F

53
P We have argued that random sampling 

was a modern invention, unknown at the time of Pericles, and that the first wave of mini-publics 
could seem at odd with radical democracy. However, relying of the second wave, and especially 
and those cases of empowered experiments, it seems now possible to reclaim the radical democratic 
imaginary that was coupled with sortition in the Athenian democracy. Table one summarizes the 
main features of political sortition in Athens and in the two waves of contemporary experiments. 

 

  

                                                 
52 Shaoguang Wang, Democracy, Republic and Sortition: From Athens to Venice (in Chinese; Beijing: CITIC Press, 
2018). 
53 Fishkin, James, “Reviving Deliberative Democracy: Reflections on Recent Experiments” (in Stephen Coleman, 
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15 
 

 

Source: compilation by author 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Comparing political sortition in Athens and in the two waves of contemporary experiments 
 

 Athens First wave of 
experiments 

Second wave of experiments 

Main logic of the device 
Everyone takes turns 
to govern and be 
governed 

Counterfactual 
deliberative public 
opinion 

Various: counterfactual 
deliberative public opinion, 
selection of political 
representatives, of juries with 
decision-making power, etc. 

Model of democracy Radical democracy 
Deliberative democracy 
complementary to 
representative democracy 

Deliberative democracy 
combined with representative, 
direct, participatory democracy 

Institutions Council, tribunal, 
magistrates Mini-publics Mini-publics, representatives 

Where the initiative 
comes from Not applicable Top-down Top-down and bottom-up 

Relation to first 
inventors Not applicable Patented by the inventors Hybridized by the practitioners 

Institutionalization Full 
institutionalization 

Quite limited or no 
institutionalization, the 
use of sortition depends 
from the arbitrary of the 
public authority 

Various. 

Complete institutionalization and 
compulsory use of sortition 
possible 

Repetition in time Permanent 
institutions One-shot Various. Repetition possible 

Link to decision-
making process binding Consultative Various: consultative, binding, in 

between 

Link to deliberation Variable Consubstantial 
Consubstantial in mini-publics, 
no link for the selection of 
representatives 

Link to the notion of 
representative sample Inexistent Consubstantial Consubstantial 

Link to the ordinary 
social/political life Consubstantial Disembedded Various 
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3. FROM MINI-PUBLICS TO THE LEGISLATURE BY LOT 
In Switzerland, starting in 2015, a group of activists called “Génération nomination” has 

been preparing a citizen initiative that would propose to replace the lower chamber by a sortition 
chamber. Although it will probably not succeed, it shows that Legislature by lot is not only a 
proposal from theoreticians. This was also manifest in France with Nuit Debout, when Legislature 
by lot was considered as a natural and self-evident dimension of democracy. The invention of the 
Welfare state in the 19P

th
P and 20P

th
P century was the outcome of quite different actors: the 

revolutionary labor movement and statesmen such as the German chancellor Bismarck, churches 
who wanted more solidarity and businessmen who wanted to sell their products to their workers... 
The return of random selection in politics could follow a similar path. As grassroots NGOs and 
social movements make their voice heard, the perspective of transforming the political system and 
society becomes more credible, as organized citizens embedded in their social world are necessary 
to impose a real democratic changes. They could encounter theoreticians interested in democratic 
theory, entrepreneurs or scientists disgusted with corruption and short-term political games, and 
politicians in search of a new profile. The Ancients thought mixed government as coupling the 
virtues of democracy, aristocracy and monarchy. A sortition chamber could become part of a new 
kind of mixed government that would couple deliberative democracy with direct, participatory and 
representative democracy. When linked to social, economic and ecological changes, this new mix 
could be understood as part of a radical democratic turn.  

However, as contemporary schemes based on random selection rely on representative 
samples and not upon the self-rule of citizens, legislature by lot should have specific features that 
differ from Athenian democracy. Gordon Gibson, the creator of British Columbia’s Citizen 
Assembly and former councilor of the Prime Minister, justified the experiment in the following 
manner: “We are... adding new elements to both representative and direct democracy. These new 
elements differ in detail but all share one thing in common. They add to the mix a new set of 
representatives, different from those we elect... The idea of deliberative democracy is essentially 
to import the public interest, as represented by random panels, as a muscular third force. The 
traditional representatives we elect are chosen by majority consensus, for an extended period, as 
professionals, with unlimited jurisdiction to act in our name. The new kinds we are talking about 
are chosen at random, for a short period, as lay citizens for specified and limited purposes.”P53F

54
P 

When widely used: for a sortition chamber, in party politics and in social movements, sortition 
could be even more significant by coupling strong participatory elements to the deliberative ones. 
It should contribute to the pluralization of the forms of democratic legitimacy.P54F

55
P Focusing on a 

sortition chamber, and drawing the lessons of the two waves of experiments, I will conclude by 
highlighting some of its key features. 

Randomly selected bodies should be institutionalized: their organization cannot be let to 
the arbitrary of rulers. These bodies should be empowered and have a real decision-making power: 
a counterfactual and merely consultative enlightened public opinion alone will not be able to really 
change the life of citizens. There will not be one perfect model which could apply everywhere: 
democratic innovations are always hybridized and highly influenced by the context and path-
dependencies. To give an example: in a federal system, a sortition chamber should probably be a 

                                                 
54 Gordon Gibson, “Deliberative Democracy and the B.C. Citizens’ Assembly”, speech delivered on 23 February 2007. 
55 Pierre Rosanvallon, La contre-démocratie (ibid.). 
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third chamber. This is why the following lines wish to indicate more a direction rather than a rigid 
standard.  

Legislature by lot empowers a random selection of the people and not the all citizenry; its 
concrete institutional design should take this crucial feature into account. First of all, experience 
shows that randomly selected mini-publics work much well when they have to focus on a specific 
issue rather than on general topics. This is why a sortition chamber should take the form proposed 
by David Owen and Graham Smith: As the Athenian popular courts, the sortition chamber should 
be a popular body of 6,000 citizens, and pools of members will be frequently randomly selected 
for participation in mini-publics working on concrete issues. The 6,000 body would itself be rotated 
on a regular basis of one to a few yearsP55F

56
P.  

What would be the topics at stake? History shows that selection by lot have had a clear 
advantage over other forms of selection, including elections, when the imperative of impartiality 
is high (either because a conflict of interest is probable, such as in the case of an elected chamber 
reforming the electoral law, or because of massive tradeoffs and complex modeling of dynamic 
systems, such as those involved in long-term environmental policies). In modern democracies, 
elected officials, experts and organized interests have a strong tendency to defend particular 
interests. Conversely, legislature by lot will tend to recruit non-partisan people without career 
interests to defend, encouraged by the deliberative procedural rules to reach a judgment tending 
towards the public interest. In addition, when both representative and direct democratic have 
difficulties to represent the values at stake, legislature by lot is a good alternative. This is the case 
when it comes to dealing with the preservation of the ecosphere and living conditions for future 
generations. This is why a sortition chamber should have three main tasks: defining the rules of the 
political game, proposing solutions to highly controversial issues, such as the lesbian and gay 
marriage or abortion in Ireland, and legislating upon the long term.P56F

57
P In order to increase the 

legitimacy of its most important decisions, it is probable that they should be validated by 
referendums at large: the coupling of a sortition chamber and direct democracy that has been 
experimented several times seems promising. 

What would be the legitimacy of the sortition chamber? In addition to its impartiality, its 
democratic nature will be crucial. As Lynn Carson and Brian Martin put it, “The assumption behind 
random selection in politics is that just about anyone who wishes to be involved in decision-making 
is capable of making a useful contribution, and that the fairest way to ensure that everyone has such 
an opportunity is to give them an equal chance to be involved.P57F

58
P” In addition, the deliberative 

quality of randomly selected mini-publics focusing on a specific issue is high, and usually much 
better than the one of elected chambers. Deliberation by lay citizens conducted in good conditions 
leads to reasonable results. A representative sample or a fair cross section of the people has 
epistemological advantages over representative government and committees of wise men: good 
deliberation must include diverse points of view, so that the range of arguments considered will be 

                                                 
56 David Owen and Graham Smith, “The circumstances of sortition” (in John Gastil and Erik Olin Wright (eds.), 
Legislature by Lot, ibid.). 
57 Dominique Bourg et alii, Pour une sixième République écologique (Paris: Odile Jaco, 2011) ; Rupert Read, 
Guardians of the Future. A Constitutional Case for representing and protecting Future People (Weymouth: Green 
House, 2012); Michael K. MacKenzie, “A General-Purpose, Randomly Selected Chamber” (in Iñigo González-Ricoy 
and Axel Gosseries (eds.), Institutions for Future Generations. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017). 
58 Lynn Carson, Brian Martin, Random Selection in Politics (ibid., pp. 13–14). 
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broader and discussion will be more inclusive.P58F

59
P Randomly-selected mini-publics have the 

advantage of being socially – and therefore epistemologically – richer than committees of experts 
or of political leaders, but also than publics where participants come purely from volunteers or 
from already organized civil society. This input is important in a world of increasing complexity. 
Last but not least, a specific kind of accountability will be developed in the sortition chamber. It is 
often claim that the advantage of election compared to sortition is that elected politicians are 
accountable to their constituency, when randomly selected citizens are not. In fact, this is far from 
evident, and not only because the real accountability of politicians is questionable. Sociological 
observation of contemporary mini-publics clearly shows that citizens who have been randomly 
selected feel to be strongly accountable. Firstly, to the public authority that initiates the process. 
Secondly, to each other: a distinctive feature of the mini-publics is that those who are perceived as 
speaking for a particular interests rather than for the common good are quickly marginalized; either 
they rectify their behavior, which happens in most cases, or their voice does not count anymore. 
Thirdly, citizens who take part in a mini-public feel accountable to the wider public that they 
represent. When dealing with the future of the ecosphere, a sortition chamber could bring a clear 
benefit compared to an elected one: when the later feels accountable to its electors (and in some 
cases to the donors who finance the elections), the former would more easily be accountable to 
future generations, a group that does not exist yet.  

It would be naive to think that politics will just continue as usual, with minor changes 
compared to the previous century. Given the size of the recent financial crisis, the increasingly dire 
impasse produced by the current production model, and the massive disrepute into which 
institutional politics has fallen, preserving status quo is neither realistic nor adequate. Recent 
experiments show that legislature by lot could be part of a radical democratic renewal, and a key 
element to make such a change sustainable in the long run. 

  

                                                 
59 Landemore, H. (2012) Democratic Reason: Politics, Collective Intelligence, and the Rule of the Many. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press; Elster, J. (2013) Securities Against Misrule. Juries, Assemblies, Elections. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
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DRAFT

FIVE
Democracy both Radical and Liberal
Political Agency in Dewey and in Laclau and Mouffe

Colin Koopman

In a condensed moment quite typical of the overstated bombast appro-
priate to a philosopher who was in his heart very much a metaphysician,
Alfred North Whitehead once wrote that, “The creation of the world . . . is
the victory of persuasion over force” (1933, 90). The metaphysics of
Whitehead was a metaphysics of process, one variant of what I have
called elsewhere a philosophy of transitions.1 If we can pay attention to
Whitehead’s transitionalism long enough to ignore his metaphysical
bombast, then we can perhaps bring into focus his emphasis on creation
as a process. Focused in that way, what we have in this little sentence is a
conception of the distinction between persuasion and force as processes,
perhaps as kinds of doing or making. This raises immediately the ques-
tion of what kinds of entities do the deeds of persuading or compelling.
Seen in terms of actions of creation of political worlds, persuading and
compelling are what we do to one another, or rather two distinct ways of
politically interacting with one another. But who is the “we” here and how
do “we” so act on, that is with or against, one another? Whitehead’s
process-centered distinction between persuasion and force invites us to
think about the locus of action in politics—that is, the sites and agencies
through and in which processes of persuasion and compulsion are alter-
nately played out. An exploration of this issue of the locus of politics
raises crucial questions central for contemporary debates in democratic
theory concerning the relative utility, and possible compatibility, of dem-
ocratic radicalism and democratic liberalism.
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A historical point of view would suggest, at least as a starting point,
that there are a range of conceptual instrumentalities developed in the
context of liberal democratic institutions and practices that have proven
useful for the development and deployment of the distinction between
persuasion and force. We might even say that this distinction, in concert
with a range of other liberalism distinctions such as that between individ-
uality and sociality, is central to all actually existing liberal societies, and
as such constitutes a “basic insight” of the liberal tradition. In calling this
insight “basic,” I do not mean to suggest that it is sufficient for either
liberal protections or for democratic energies, nor do I mean to imply that
the distinction is often easy to make when confronted with difficult bor-
der cases. My claim is just that being able to hold some line, however
tenuous and imperfect, between a politics that proceeds by deliberation
and collaboration on the one hand and a politics that proceeds by com-
pulsion on the other, is a necessary condition for democracy itself. It is
the strength of liberalism to recognize and affirm this.

While some form of distinction between persuasion and force is oper-
atively basic for every actually existing liberal democratic society, many
contemporary theorists have sought to push democracy as a normative
ideal well beyond the confines that liberal democratic theory would al-
low. One branch of development in that direction is a loosely related
family of political theories which for the past few decades has proceeded
under the banner of radical democracy. The “basic insight” of radical
democratic theory, especially as a critical normative program, is that
many of the core ideals of democracy have yet to be realized in any
actually existing liberal democratic societies. Hence we need a radical
critique of extant social forms in the name of a fuller and wider democrat-
ic achievement. Among these theories, a number of prominent offerings
have sought to push democratic theory beyond the borders of liberalism
by drawing on counter-liberal elements in other traditions of political
theory. These counter-liberal elements often serve to functionally rub out
the meaningfulness of a normative distinction between individuality and
sociality, and thus by association the distinction between persuasion and
force, as well as a range of other distinctions that are quilted through one
another. The hope is that abandoning the family of quintessential liberal
distinctions provides a radical reorientation for realizing political justice
anew.

Few theorists agree with every aspect of the liberal and radical pro-
grams just glossed. But many theorists are impressed at the least by what
I have attributed to both as their “basic” insights. This sets a challenge for
contemporary democratic theory. If the above-featured basic insights of
both liberal democratic theory and radical democratic theory are to be
preserved, then contemporary democratic theorists need to develop ver-
sions of radical democracy that are consistent with some version of liber-
al democracy, and vice versa. One way to conceive of this challenge is to
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ask the following line of questions. Can we keep radical democratic theo-
ries liberal? Can radical democratic practices be developed in directions
consonant with the best insights of liberal democratic practices? Can we
have a democratic theory that is both radical and liberal?

To bring these questions into more precise focus, I shall here consider
the compatibility of liberal democracy and radical democracy in terms of
the more narrow issue of the conception of the political subject. Looking
through the optic of the subject enables me to refocus the previous ques-
tions as follows. Is the liberal democratic subject of politics compatible
with demands on social practice set in motion by radical democratic theo-
ry? Can the liberal democratic emphasis on an irreducible individuality
be squared with the irreducible social plurality central to radical democ-
racy? Can we have both the irreducible social antagonism of radical dem-
ocratic theory and the initiative of individuality cherished by liberal dem-
ocratic theory? I should hope so, but this is so is not easy to show. Indeed
a fully affirmative response will be well beyond my scope here such that I
shall confine myself to advancing the mere beginnings of an outline of a
radical liberal democratic conception of the subject. To develop this idea, I
shall proceed in two steps, taking up in turn the radical democratic theo-
ry of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, and then the liberal democratic
theory of John Dewey.

I choose Laclau and Mouffe on the one hand and Dewey on the other
as my test cases because of the way in which these particular statements
of radical democratic and liberal democratic theory resonate, both philo-
sophically and politically. Philosophically, these perspectives share a
whole constellation of anti-foundationalist or post-foundationalist com-
mitments. Politically, they share an abiding and unrelenting commitment
to pluralism as the terrain of politics. I see the latter in particular as a
crucial space of agreement that separates both theoretical paradigms
from those contemporary political theories that fail to fully confront the
depth of conflict that pervades modern politics. Despite these crucial
agreements, I shall be arguing, the full range of philosophical and politi-
cal frames common to pragmatist democratic theory and neo-Marxist
hegemony theory do not yet constitute answers to all of our most impor-
tant political questions. The version of hegemony theory articulated by
Laclau and Mouffe contrasts with pragmatist conceptions of radical de-
mocracy with respect to crucial questions over agency and purposive-
ness. Whereas pragmatist statements of political radicalism often involve
a liberalism that seeks to affirm individuality, Laclau and Mouffe’s radi-
calism would seek to evacuate individuality from the work of politics.
The effect in the latter case, I shall argue, is a reduction of political action
to a kind of passive retreat before the negativity of an unanticipatable
horizon. By offering a criticism of this particular aspect of this particular
brand of radical democracy, my hope is to motivate a return to more
pragmatic articulations of radical democratic politics that seek to make
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explicit room for political action and interaction at sites where both so-
ciality and individuality matter most. This could lead, I hope, to more
liberal inflections of ideas of democracy’s radicality. It is in this spirit that
I offer my second, and more positive, step, involving a pragmatist con-
ception of a democracy that is both radical and liberal. Here I focus on the
contributions of Dewey, though in the background of my discussion shall
also be the work of William James. I shall be using Dewey to help show
that the radical quality of democratic ideals should not be separated from
a certain liberal ideal of individuality, which of course should not be
confused with a misguided substantive theory of human nature that is
often referred to (somewhat misleadingly I think) as liberal individual-
ism. Dewey, in other words, helps us see the ineliminable role of individ-
uality in a theory of radical democracy that is fully serious about the
ineradicable social antagonism that is constitute of a deeply pluralistic
politics.

I do not here aim to mount a complete argument against one brand of
democratic theory and in favor of another. The theoretical impasses in-
volved are too deep to be resolvable in any straightforward sense. And
indeed part of my point is that a straightforward resolution is likely
undesirable. My aim in what follows is only to illuminate some impor-
tant resonances and dissonances between two contemporary approaches
to democracy, so that liberal pragmatist theorists and neo-Marxist radical
theorists may better understand the other view, and thereby better grip
what is at stake in liberalism, in radicalism, and in democracy itself.

THE SHADOW OF THE SOCIAL IN LACLAU AND MOUFFE’S
RADICAL DEMOCRACY

The starting point for Laclau and Mouffe’s reflections on the political is
an uncompromising respect for the irreducible antagonism of social plu-
rality. Their view is that conflict is an irreducible feature of each and
every social formation. This represents an important point of contact be-
tween their theory of political hegemony and pragmatist theories of polit-
ical pluralism. Indeed the work of Laclau and Mouffe is instructive in the
context of my present comparison for the reason that it exhibits numer-
ous affinities with pragmatist approaches to political philosophy. Laclau
himself has remarked on this resonance.2 At a minimum, a number of
resonances with pragmatism are audible in many of the centermost
themes of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: anti-foundationalism, anti-apri-
orism, radical contingency, and the just-mentioned conception of politics
as constituted on the basis of pluralistic dissensus.3

These points of contact notwithstanding, I shall be arguing that there
is a grating dissonance between pragmatist theory and hegemony theory
with respect to the competing accounts of the political subject offered by
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these two theoretical contexts. Insofar as their conception of the subject in
Laclau and Mouffe’s has in recent years been increasingly informed by
psychoanalytic notions, my primary negative contention in this section
concerns the role of psychoanalysis with respect to theorizing the subject
of a pluralist polity divided against itself. Whereas Laclau and Mouffe
think that something like the psychoanalytic theory of the subject is en-
tailed by their affirmation of political pluralism, it is pragmatism’s gam-
bit to deny this contention. In order to make this argument, it first needs
to be clarified why Laclau and Mouffe would decenter the political sub-
ject as they do. I proceed as follows. I begin with a discussion of their
conception of social dislocation. This background notion will then be
used to illuminate their well-known idea of political hegemony. I shall
then move to a discussion of their conception of the vanished subject of
political hegemonization.

For Laclau and Mouffe, the acknowledgment of pluralism is evinced
in terms of an idea of the social as a register that can never be fully
coherent with itself. That is to say, the social is a failed totality or a failed
attempt to achieve unity. This failed totality is not just accidental, howev-
er. It is crucially constitutive of the social as such. Society, for constitutive
reasons, can never be fully fixed by any utopian, or any totalitarian, politi-
cal order. Society is, therefore, necessarily a terrain of partial fixity, un-
fixity, and failure at fixedness.4

Laclau and Mouffe’s arguments for the dislocatedness of the social
can be reconstructed as proceeding according to the following three
steps. First, society is marked by a constitutive exclusion. Second, society
is therefore always confronted with that which it must exclude. Third,
society therefore can never be fully fixed nor fully unfixed. (For the prag-
matist transitionalist, the obvious corollary of all this is that the social is a
constant moving target for those political acts seeking to either fix or
unfix extant social formations.) Allow me to consider each step in turn.

The first step concerns the exclusions constitutive of the political. The
relations constitutive of every social identity can only be constitutive if
the entire relational (or social) space is closed—that is, if it has limits
which are in principle identifiable. If this were not the case, we would
define ourselves in terms of relations that are not a part of the social
space, but this is impossible since those relations would become part of
the social space as soon as they were symbolized. The general claim here
is the non-controversial one that any system of relations presumes the
limits of this system. A system can have limits only if it excludes what is
on the outside of those limits.5 This implies a certain relation to that
outside, namely a relation of necessary exclusion. But this raises a ques-
tion: is that which is constitutively excluded an element within the social
space or not? If it is not, then there can be no proper relation to the social
system. If it is, then the relation is no longer exclusionary. The social
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space is therefore always related to a constitutive outside which fixes the
limits of society at the same time that it constantly unfixes them.

The second step involves recognizing society’s dislocatedness as the
very possibility of the formation of any social system. The social space is
fundamentally situated in relation to a negative or empty space outside
of itself.6 Thus every social location is at the same time dislocated. The
exclusion that makes the social space intelligible also constantly under-
mines the identity of that space itself. Thus, the conditions of the possibil-
ity of society as constituted by a fullness are the conditions of the neces-
sity of society as constituted by an emptiness. This is the idea, to put it in
terms with an undeniably Derridean resonance, that the conditions of the
possibility of society are also simultaneously the conditions of its impos-
sibility.7 Or, to put the point in terms that are perhaps more Lacanian,
and to which I shall return below, there is a structural condition of nega-
tivity that is integral to any and every social positivity and which cannot
but be experienced as a violent exclusion capable of radically tearing the
entire fabric of social positivity by quietly unraveling its very core.8

This brings us to the crucial third step. Since the social is marked by a
constitutive exclusion, society can neither be fully fixed nor fully unfixed.
This is a formal point. Consider if the social were fully fixed—were this
so then the excluded elements constitutive of its limits of fixity would be
nothing more than positive relations included within the larger social
system that contains the fixed social system and its fixed elements of
exclusion, and thus there could be no exclusion, and thus no limits or
boundary to the social, and thus no coherence to the concept itself. We
could run the same argument for a fully unfixed society. The inference is
that society is always partially fixed as a system of difference. In Hegemo-
ny and Socialist Strategy this point is stated in terms of the book’s crucial
thesis that “the social itself has no essence” (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 96).
This is to say that the idea of society itself has no positive meaning but
can only be a general field of difference. It follows that every social cate-
gory is defined purely in terms of its social relations.9 But we should not
move too quickly here or we may begin to redescribe society as a differ-
ent form of positivity: as a synchronic totality in which a given system of
differences is logically reconciled vis-à-vis a transcendental unity that is
incarnate in the empirical set of differences (this is the defect of the social-
ized political economy of classical Marxism). Thus, every social category
is defined purely relationally within a system of differences, but this
system itself cannot be a logical totality in which each of these terms is
reconciled with some term that stands above this system. The result is the
rather brilliant insight that society is always being constructed by, but
also, and this is the crucial point, as, the process of the negotiation of that
which it constitutively excludes.

This crucial thesis concerning the impossibility of society, or failed
social unicity, leads Laclau and Mouffe to draw the following conclusion
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regarding political processes in which the social is constructed: “If the
social does not manage to fix itself in the intelligible and instituted forms
of a society, the social only exists, however, as an attempt to construct that
impossible object” (1985, 112).10 Politics is the name of the never-ending
attempts to (re)construct the mobile forms of sociality by way of new
articulations of the essential center to which every social category refers.
Political action always attempts to arrest the drift of society by universal-
izing a particular political value throughout society, and it does this by
articulating particular values as nodal points to which the remainder of
society is related. This, exactly, is the process of hegemonization.11 It is to
be understood, crucially, as a process. That it is a process endears it to the
pragmatist transitionalist.

Another Lacano-Marxist, albeit of a decidedly different stripe, help-
fully explains the decisive contribution of Laclau and Mouffe. Slavoj
Žižek writes:

What creates and sustains the identity of a given ideological field be-
yond all possible variations of its positive content? Hegemony and Social-
ist Strategy delineates what is probably the definitive answer to this
crucial question of the theory of ideology: the multitude of “floating
signifiers,” of proto-ideological elements, is structured into a unified
field through the intervention of a certain “nodal point” (the Lacanian
point de capiton) which “quilts” them, stops their sliding and fixes their
meaning. (1989, 87)

The antagonism characteristic of hegemonic politics is possible just to the
extent that the social terrain in which it occurs is dislocated—that is, just
to the extent that the nodal point fails to quilt the entirety of the social
terrain (thus, a society can be more or less dislocated just like antagonism
can be more or less prevalent). While antagonism is a political challenge
to particular social representations, dislocation is the ontological social
condition within which such a challenge is intelligible.12 To the extent
that society is dislocated, it is always being politically reconstituted by
being relocated around new axes, nodes, or quilting points. This, exactly,
is the transitional process that Laclau and Mouffe bring into focus with
their notion of hegemony, or what I think is better thought of in transi-
tional terms as a process of hegemonization.

Žižek’s apt characterization of the core contribution of Hegemony and
Socialist Strategy in psychoanalytic terms provides a warrant for bringing
into clearer view the conception of the subject on which Laclau and
Mouffe’s claims for social dislocation and political hegemonization
would appear to rely. The key insight shared by Laclau and Mouffe’s
hegemony theory and the Lacanian psychoanalysis upon which they
have both increasingly come to rely concerns the role of negativity in the
relation between the inside and the outside.13 In Laclau and Mouffe’s
work, this relation figures as that between a constituted social positivity
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and that which it constitutively excludes. In the Lacanian psychoanalytic
theory of the subject, this figures as the relation between the registers of
the symbolic and the Real. Both views hold that the socio-symbolic can
never fully constitute itself as a unity. The socio-symbolic always exceeds
itself because it is always constituted on the basis of a certain remainder
that is a necessary effect of the production of any and every socio-sym-
bolic unity. This remainder or excess of the symbolic is what Lacan refers
to as “the Real”: the Real is the very limit of the symbolic (not “is at the
limit” but “is the limit”). The Real is therefore, as Žižek wryly observes,
the Lacanian correlate to hegemony theory’s conception of that which is
constitutively excluded by society. The Real is just like the excluded Oth-
er in that it does not precede the socio-symbolic itself as its origin or
condition of possibility, but is the oppositional remainder necessarily ef-
fected by the ongoing production of any socio-symbolic system.

According to Lacanian psychoanalysis, every constituted subject must
negotiate, in a fully oppositional sense, the Real excess of its symbolic
constitution. Such negotiation, however, cannot be mediated symbolical-
ly. For that would amount to including the Real within the symbolic. And
this is precisely the function that the Real refuses. The Real is the negative
or empty of the symbolic. Its negotiation on the basis of symbolic acts
would involve the symbolic comprehension of the Real and so its dissipa-
tion qua Real. Constituted on the basis of a symbolic order that implies
the presence of the Real, the subject is in a position of freedom, but only
insofar as the subject must make a free decision in the face of the unde-
cidability of the Real. In Lacan’s terminology, the subject thus emerges as
the “subject of enunciation,” in contrast to the everyday socially mediat-
ed “subject of the statement.”14 The free subject of enunciation can
emerge only as a lack that rips through the subject of the statement—the
subject is constituted by the tearing of the Real in the extant positivity of
the symbolic order. As I understand it, the central meaning of the Laca-
nian formulations of the subject as a lack is that the free subject always
and only exists as an emptiness, or negativity, at the heart of the normal
conscious subject. In a way that obviously resembles Freud’s idea of un-
conscious activity, this lack and this negativity occasionally emerges
when the normal symbolic order is unexpectedly, and often traumatical-
ly, interrupted.15

For Laclau and Mouffe, the Lacanian conception of the socio-symbolic
is formally analogous to their own conception of social dislocation. La-
clau, in his later work, deftly appropriates the Lacanian subject along
exactly these lines: “Subject equals the pure form of the structure’s dislo-
cation” (1990b, 60). This is, to be sure, and this is indeed my point, a
negative definition of the subject. The subject’s subjectivity consists in its
negativity, in its being constituted by social dislocation, which psychoan-
alytically figures as the possibility of the irruption of the Real into the
socio-symbolic order of subjectivity itself. Here we come into contact
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with a conception of a subject that cannot act and a conception of an
individuality that has no agency. The site that was the subject or the
individual is now made to appear only wherever the Real unexpectedly
and traumatically interrupts. Thus Laclau can assert the following:

The question of who or what transforms social relations is not pertinent.
It’s not a question of “someone” or “something” producing an effect of
transformation or articulation, as if its identity was somehow previous
to this effect. . . . One cannot ask who the agent of hegemony is, but how
someone becomes the subject through hegemonic articulation instead.
(1990b, 210)

Lacanian psychoanalysis exposes the essentially fragmented nature of
each and every social and cultural formation, but it does so only at the
expense of also fracturing, and thereby disabling, the very possibility of
subjective agency.16 What all of this results in is the idea that there is a
lack of a place for individual agency in the hegemonic theory of political
antagonism amidst social dislocation. This, of course, is no cause for great
concern from the perspective of Laclau and Mouffe, insofar as the pri-
mary focus of their work concerns what we might call the ontological
conditions of political transformation. But a concern with political ontolo-
gy can easily overshadow other important concerns, for example, the role
of individualizing agency in political transformation. And these other
concerns are indeed all too often neglected by Laclau and Mouffe.

If my reading above is correct, then radical democratic hegemony
theory clearly does not square well with liberal theories of democracy
that seek to create sites for instrumentalities of individual agency amidst
political transition. Thinking back to the two basic insights with which I
began, we face at this juncture a decisive choice. We can either divest
ourselves of liberalism (as too many radical theorists explicitly seek to
do) or distract ourselves from radical political critique (as too many liber-
al theorists blithely do). But I wonder if there may yet be a third option.
Perhaps at this point we come face to face with a crucial question that
spurs us to develop a radical and liberal democratic politics. Can we affirm,
without compromise, the full depth of political and social pluralism (in
such forms as antagonism and dislocation) without thereby sacrificing
the possibility of individual agency amidst political and social conflict?

THE LIGHT OF INDIVIDUALITY IN DEWEY’S VISION
OF RADICAL DEMOCRACY

In shifting focus now from the neo-Marxist radical democratic theory of
Laclau and Mouffe to Dewey’s pragmatist and liberal brand of democrat-
ic theory, I locate a precedent for my comparison in Cornel West’s sug-
gestion that “[t]he emancipatory social experimentalism that sits at the
center of prophetic pragmatic politics closely resembles the radical demo-
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cratic elements of Marxist theory” (1989, 214).17 I have suggested above
that the most important point of connection between pragmatist liberal
democracy and neo-Marxist radical democracy concerns their shared em-
phasis on social and political pluralism or antagonism. Both view the
terrain of the social and the corollary activity of the political as irredu-
cibly, and deeply, divided against itself. Dewey, like Laclau and Mouffe,
refused the essentialism inherent in any theory of democracy reliant
upon social fixity. As such, both positions brook no compromise with the
starting points of those versions of contemporary liberal political theory
that posit consensus and agreement as the transcendental horizon of so-
cial forms that would countenance only restricted forms of pluralism,
such as for instance reasonable pluralism. Sharing this much, pragmatist
and hegemony approaches tend to emphasize radical contingency in pol-
itics and thus seek to avoid both resolutely foundationalist and covertly
foundationalist perspectives. This is their most crucial point of radical
contact. There are, as well, other crucial points of philosophical contact,
including the abiding attention to contingency in each tradition.18

But an unwavering respect for pluralism does not yet settle how we
are to understand the political process of democratically negotiating the
clash of opposed practices that is surely to erupt in any modern polity.
Laclau and Mouffe’s radical democratic theory too often neglects impor-
tant senses in which democracy relies upon individuality as a site of
agency for freedom. In other words, from a pragmatist perspective La-
clau and Mouffe go too far in their critique of the subject. In order to
throw out the subject-centered individualism that would establish a point
of social fixity beyond all political conflict, they throw out the subject
itself and hence also any possibility for purposive political agency. What
this move ignores is the possibility for an alternative framework through
which we can better understand individuality without individualism,
subjectivity as other than substance, and agency as not dependent upon a
robust notion of autonomy.

For the pragmatist, uncompromising plurality need not obviate confi-
dent agency. The pragmatist’s wager is that we can preserve individual-
ity, subjectivity, and agency as adverbial activities without reifying them
in substantive entities that would seek to arrest the inevitable mobility of
social conflicts. Or, to put the point differently, the acknowledgment of
social dislocatedness and political antagonism need not entail the evacua-
tion of individualizing agency as a site of the political mobilization of
social difference. I shall argue that a philosophical reorientation of our
conception of the subject in decidedly transitionalist terms is the crucial
move for affirming the compatibility of the subject of purposive political
agency and the ineliminable conflictuality of political antagonism.

I shall develop this positive side of my argument with reference to the
radical democratic theory of the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey,
though I believe one could also do much the same with William James’s
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pragmatism.19 Dewey is perhaps the more convenient handle just insofar
as the radicalism of his conception of democracy has been widely noted
before. For instance, this has been recently discussed with particular
acuteness by Richard J. Bernstein, for whom the radicalism of Deweyan
democracy is to be located in its emphasis on the reciprocity, or interdigi-
tation, of democratic ends and means:

[Dewey] strongly objected to the idea that democratic ends can be
achieved by nondemocratic means. . . . “Democratic ends” are never
fixed or static; they are dynamic and integral to democratic processes.
Democratic means are constitutive of democratic ends-in-view. . . . [A]
democratic ethos demands flexibility and the acknowledgment of our
fallibility about both means and ends. (2010, 79)20

Bernstein is here right to characterize Dewey’s view of democracy as one
in which the ends of self-governance are never fixed. Democratic process-
es of managing power are always in motion because they are also always
up for grabs and always under contestation.21

One way to characterize Dewey’s political radicalism would be to say
that he out-radicalized Laclau and Mouffe avant la lettre, specifically in
terms of his claim, central to Bernstein’s interpretation, that democratic
ends and means are coproductive of one another. Both the pragmatist
theory and the hegemony theory approaches can be seen as in agreement
with respect to the inherent conflictuality and transitionality of democra-
cy’s ends, but Dewey theorizes something that goes missing in Laclau
and Mouffe, namely the ways in which democratic ends might be
brought about by democratic means. The interdependence of means and
ends that is so central to Dewey’s philosophical pragmatism figures in his
pragmatist democratic theory in terms of, among other senses, an inter-
dependence of individuality and sociality. Dewey, in other words, saves
space for the political subject as the agential means of democratic politics
in motion. Let us see how.

Bernstein unambiguously declares Dewey’s radicalism with his chap-
ter’s title “John Dewey’s Vision of Radical Democracy.” There is solid
precedent for this claim for Dewey’s radicalism in the fact that Dewey
himself emphasized time and time again that the idea of democracy is
itself a radically subversive idea amidst contemporary political realities.
In a late essay titled “Democracy is Radical” Dewey forwarded the fol-
lowing strong claim on behalf of radicalism’s positive need for liberalism:

There is no opposition in standing for liberal democratic means com-
bined with ends that are socially radical. There is not only no contradic-
tion, but neither history nor human nature gives any reason for sup-
posing that socially radical ends can be attained by any other than
liberal democratic means. . . . The end of democracy is a radical end. . . . It is
radical because it requires great change in existing social institutions,
economic, legal, and cultural. A democratic liberalism that does not
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recognize these things in thought and action is not awake to its own
meaning and to what that meaning demands. (1937, 298–89)22

How exactly should we understand Dewey’s radicalism? What is radical
about this understanding of liberal democracy beyond the insistence on
the need for deep change? Bernstein quotes to excellent effect the follow-
ing key italicized sentence from Dewey’s essay: “The fundamental principle
of democracy is that the ends of freedom and individuality for all can be attained
only by the means that accord with those ends” (1937, 299). This passage
points us toward the central aspect of the radicalism in Dewey’s concep-
tion of democracy, namely its critique of defunct individualism in the
name of heightened individuality. Dewey helps us see how liberal individ-
uality need not rely upon liberal individualism. Critiques of the classical
liberal fixation on the individual as an enclosed subject of agency and
intelligence are by now well known. Dewey was himself instrumental in
centering these critiques. But unlike many critics of the individualism at
the heart of classical versions of liberalism, Dewey himself was explicit in
retaining a strong emphasis on individuality as the heart of his radical
democratic vision.

In draft notes for a late book manuscript, supposedly lost in 1947 but
recently reassembled by Phillip Deen and republished by Southern Illi-
nois University Press in 2012 under Dewey’s originally planned title Un-
modern Philosophy and Modern Philosophy, we find an especially illustrative
statement of the distinction operative here: “‘Individual,’ like ‘racial’ and
‘generic,’ is an adjective. And the adjectival force is itself derived from an
adverbial force and function” (1947, 187). While Dewey’s specific concern
here is with individuality, he describes in a footnote the more general
philosophic tendency that finds expression throughout his treatment of a
range of political, social, epistemic, aesthetic, and ethical concepts: “A
surprisingly large number of fallacious philosophical views originate
through conversion of qualities of activities (expressed linguistically by
adverbs) into adjectives and then hypostatizing adjectival functions into
nouns, the latter being then taken to stand for sheer entities. The ‘concept’
of ‘the individual’ constitutes one of the most harmful of these philosoph-
ic errors” (1947, 187n2). Dewey’s general point can be described under
the rubric of the philosophy of transitions I referred to at the outset.
Whereas thinkers like Whitehead, and also Dewey himself often enough,
were wont to describe pragmatism’s transitionalism in terms of a meta-
physics of process, it is also possible to cast this philosophical tidal shift
in terms of a more modest methodology of process. According to this
view, the Deweyan tendency to verb nouns (rendering the nominal into
the adverbial and verbal) is not a claim about the real and true nature of
things, but is rather a methodological move that amounts to an experi-
mental hypothesis for looking at things in terms of time, event, activity,
process, and transition. This methodological shift of emphasis enables
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Dewey to elaborate, and then put to work, a distinction between individ-
uality as a quality of process and individualism as a substantive form.

One useful index of Dewey’s use of this contrast is offered by his short
1930 book Individualism Old and New. Written as a kind of cultural critical
tract for the times when yet another golden age of accumulation was
approaching its fateful nadir, Dewey’s arguments are prescient concern-
ing the dangers of unbridled individualism. What is wrong with the old-
fashioned classical individualism according to Dewey? The problem, ac-
cording to Dewey, concerns not just ethical isolation, economic destabil-
ization, and other familiar ills. Dewey went more radically to the root of
the difficulties he was hoping to diagnose, and he located there an out-
worn philosophical picture of human nature according to which human
action, reason, and emotion are conceptually cloistered within monadic
subjects. Dewey wrote at the front end of the twentieth-century tidal shift
in our conceptions of our selves. Now that the tide has fully washed in
we are in a good position to appreciate that the subject is always already
an inter-subject, that humans are always already social, and that individ-
uality and sociality are always already interdigitated. Taking these in-
sights on board has encouraged us to understand action, reason, and
emotion as not only the products of developmental processes that are
inherently social but also as processes that are practically meaningful
only within contexts that are always fully social. There is no such thing as
reason apart from a community of rationality, no such thing as emotion
apart from a community of sympathy, and no such thing as action apart
from a social context of practice. But this now-familiar account of the
social self counterposed to the individualistic self is only part of Dewey’s
story.

Equally forceful in Dewey’s account, and too often absent from trendy
contemporary critiques of individualism, is a plea on behalf of a recon-
struction of liberalism that acknowledges the full moral and political im-
port of liberal individuality. Thinking of Dewey’s book, indeed all of his
political books from the 1920s and 1930s, as efforts in timely (but also
untimely) cultural critique, we are in a position to understand that the
point for Dewey was not just to criticize outmoded philosophical ideas
but more centrally to develop concepts and practices adequate to our
own age. Dewey was always in the first place a positive, or in his termi-
nology a “reconstructive,” thinker who sought melioration. In this vein,
Dewey wrote in Individualism Old and New that, “The problem of con-
structing a new individuality consonant with the objective conditions
under which we live is the deepest problem of our times” (1930, 56).
Living under the spell of old and broken ideas of individuality, it was
Dewey’s claim that we need a new individuality. We need new concepts
for new times: “There is no word which adequately expresses what is
taking place” (1930, 58). Dewey’s proposal is a new conception of indi-
viduality in keeping with the times. It was Dewey’s claim that this con-
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ception, and the practices invoking it, will need to take their lead from
the best cultural developments of the day. These include the new
psychology according to which selves are inherently individual and social
(1930, 81ff.), the development of modern science according to the familiar
Deweyan story (1930, 86ff.), an emphasis on more socialistic forms of
political and economic organization (1930, 90ff.), an embrace of regulated
forms of corporate-consumer capitalism that would be surprising to
many readers today (65ff.), and finally a reconceptualization of the role of
philosophers as cultural critics engaged in the crucial issues raised by
times of transition (1930, 107ff.).

Dewey expresses in these pages an unambiguous commitment to indi-
viduality as a process through which we can implement a range of politi-
cal values crucially instrumental for political transition: these include
creativity, initiative, energy, differentiation, transformation, and the very
practice of freedom itself. The pragmatist idea is that without a concep-
tion of individuality, it remains difficult for us to understand how we can
play a role in engaging the kinds of political transitions we find ourselves
in the midst of, perhaps the radical transitions most of all. To be sure, we
can offer abstract accounts of how transitions are effected and take place.
But the point concerns understanding in a self-conscious sense how we
might assume forms of freedom along those sites of individuality we
occasionally effect. Understanding freedom in this sense of individuality
need not involve a substantive concept of originary and substantial indi-
vidualism. We can instead get by with merely pragmatic notions of indi-
viduality as processes of individuation, and accordingly of those process-
es as facilitating the sorts of political values named above. In a 1940
address titled “Time and Individuality” Dewey captures all this very well
in a phrase that proponents of radical hegemony theory cannot but hear
as an invitation: “Individuality is the source of whatever is unpredictable
in the world” (1940, 111). The crucial difference is that Dewey embraced
the radical novelty that individuality can facilitate without falling into the
trap of thinking that individuality itself must thereby be unpredictable,
without purpose, and only a lack.

What Dewey helps us recognize is that a democratic conception of
individuality as a vector of political transformation need not be restricted
in its application to a substantive subject, such as the human individual.
What is important for individuality on a pragmatist view is the process of
individuation and the energetic agency involved therein (think, again, of
pragmatism as a philosophical methodology of transitions). It is crucial to
recognize that such processes of individuation can of course take place at
the site of separate persons, but they can also take place at sites of inter-
acting social groups and networked alliances of movement. What matters
in emphasizing individuality is the active process of differentiation. This
process is not as easily brought into focus when social theory takes as its
scale of focus an idea of social totalities, be these closed totalities as in
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classical social theory (of both liberal and socialist varieties) or failed
totalities (as is the case with the neo-Marxist theory canvassed above).

His reconstruction of individuality was just one of the many ways in
which Dewey’s conception of democracy is radically subversive of the
received tradition. What my argument is meant to suggest, then, is just
that theories of radical democracy could stand to benefit from the kind of
emphasis on individuality that is central to the liberal democratic visions
of the classical pragmatists. If contemporary radical democratic theory is
a theory of our sociality without any counterweight emphasis on our
individuality, then these theories are lacking with respect to their articu-
lation of the processes by which we might attain radical democratic ends.
A crucial aspect of pragmatism’s radicalism is recognition that means
and ends are interwoven—it’s all in the transitions. Contemporary theo-
ries of democracy that emphasize social ends without marking out a
space for the transformative agency of individuality are therefore not
nearly radical enough.

CONCLUSION: THE PLACE OF INDIVIDUALITY IN A
RADICAL LIBERAL POLITICS

The explicit celebration of the lack of the political subject in various itera-
tions of Lacano-Marxism is undeniable. Its contrast with the importance
of individuality in Deweyan-Jamesian pragmatist theories of democracy
could not be plainer. To be sure, these contrasting emphases are articulat-
ed on theoretical planes that are not always identical. Laclau and Mouffe
write of the subject, Dewey and James of the individual and the personal.
Thus it may be thought that there are important philosophical gaps be-
tween a theory of the subject and an account of individuality in virtue of
which the separations I have identified are not so much substantive dis-
agreements as they are instances of working through deeply divergent
paradigms. For instance, perhaps the theory of the subject is more of an
attempt to work out an account of the structure of desire in the political
subject and the other an attempt to develop a normative conception of the
conditions of political agency. If so, it might be thought, these two pro-
jects do not bear out disagreements of substance with one another so
much as divergence of interest. Certainly this is true with respect to many
aspects of each program. But with respect to the shared focus on political
transition and transformation, certainly a central emphasis for both, there
is enough of a shared terrain to positively identify the disagreements I
have sought to draw attention to. The theory of the subject of political
desire and an account of agency as individuality intersect wherever poli-
tics is in process. That may not be everywhere, but it is somewhere
enough to locate disagreements among competing theoretical paradigms.
To put the disagreement briefly, the psychoanalytic thematics that inform
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Laclau and Mouffe’s conception of the political subject is at odds with the
pragmatist core of Dewey’s and James’s conceptions of political individu-
ality, for the former reduces the subject with respect to its actions and the
latter takes individuality as the crucial site of innovative and novel agen-
cy.

What are we to make of this theoretical impasse? There is no reason to
deny that theoretical claims for the dissipation of the subject are in a
certain sense irresistible in times like ours—that is, times in which agency
is often all too ethereal. And yet resisting these political conclusions may
be important just insofar as it does matter very much how political
change is effected and by whom. It matters especially, I should think, if it
is we who are involved. Regarding the subject as reducible leavens us for
the sort of complacent resignation that inevitably undermines the hopes
we can otherwise invest in radical democratic practices of freedom. And
that is a perspective which, were we to self-consciously adopt it for our-
selves, would lead us to demoralized forms of nihilism and cynicism.

Allow me to briefly frame the crucial disagreement I have identified in
light of broader agreements, so that we may finally see it in its fullest
luster. It is my hunch that the gap between radical democratic hegemony
theory and radical pragmatist democracy is most usefully seen as a func-
tion of perspective. Both are visions, albeit from different angles, of dem-
ocratic political processes amidst deeply pluralistic conditions. While La-
clau and Mouffe believe that antagonism is the form of politics appropri-
ate to an unfixed society, the pragmatist would tend to want to argue this
point from the other side by claiming that only insofar as our practices
are antagonistic can society remain dislocated and open to destabiliza-
tion. In one sense, then, all the pragmatist need advocate is looking at
Laclau and Mouffe’s theoretical edifice from the opposite perspective:
while the hegemony theorist looks at subjects as effects of social differen-
tiation, the pragmatist theorist would suggest that we should also take
seriously those perspectives according to which we can look at social
differentiation as the product of the process of interactive individualities.
Given these considerations, it appears as though one could articulate
many of the pragmatist conceptions I am here invoking within a frame-
work that would remain by and large consistent with that adopted by
Laclau and Mouffe. Certainly such an articulation gains much from the
conception of political pluralism developed in the context of hegemony
theory, since that conception is clearly more sophisticated than the early
and admittedly sometimes benign statements of social conflict offered by
classical pragmatism. The acceptance of the inevitability of conflict, even
when framed in the more sophisticated vocabulary of hegemony theory,
does not entail the reduction of the political subject as a site for the
agency of the democratization of political hegemonies. The political theo-
ry of hegemony needs this pragmatist insight just as pragmatist political
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theory gains much from the articulation of pluralism featured by hege-
mony theory.

So I hope it is clear that it is not my contention that the appraisals I
have offered here can be expected to definitively settle a debate that
remains far more generative when left open than when closed down. All I
have sought to do here is to bring into focus some of the sharper dis-
agreements among competing visions of radical democracy on offer to-
day. Both approaches I have considered focus on the pragmatic construc-
tion of connections between a plurality of disparately organized social
practices quilted through an evolving set of rallying points. Both ap-
proaches can agree that democracy depends upon an array of articula-
tions through which democracy is practiced. But there is far less agree-
ment concerning the specifics of how these radical democratic ends-in-
view might be brought into being. I have argued that what goes missing
in the work of contemporary radical democrats are those sites of individ-
ual initiative that are front and center in the pragmatist vision of radical
liberal democracy. In concluding my discussion with the suggestion that
the differences at issue here may merely be the results of taking two
different perspectives on radical democratic processes, namely a perspec-
tive that foregrounds general considerations of social ontology versus a
perspective that foregrounds the particular practices of individual initia-
tive, it appears as if the contrasts I have been laboring over largely come
down to a difference in emphasis. Such disagreements as these are prob-
ably best regarded as differences over where one chooses to place his or
her hopes.

That said, it is absolutely crucial to recognize that in politics almost
everything hinges on where we place our hopes. With this point, we recognize
in its fullest light the crucial gap separating pragmatist theory and hege-
mony theory. Do we place hope in ourselves? Or do we place our hopes
elsewhere? To the extent that we give our selves away, we give our
confidence away. I cannot help but worry that the politics of psychoanal-
ysis will always lend itself to a demoralized subject in the form of a
patient who is perpetually unready to act. Psychoanalysis, it should be
remembered, originated as a diagnostic tool and not as an energizer for
political action. That said, the politics of pragmatism has, by contrast,
been accused of brazenness, boldness, and excessive confidence. But con-
fidence, we ought to remind ourselves, is excessive only when it is mis-
placed. We can affirm that appropriate confidence always, and I do mean
always, has its place in politics. We should always pause before theoreti-
cal paradigms that facilitate a certain kind of blindness to our own crucial
roles in the ongoing processes of democratic radicalization in which we
find ourselves participant. From a pragmatist perspective that enrolls
transitions as at the center of our political action, this particular form of
blindness is irremediably debilitating for the reason that it involves the
devastation of our confidence.
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Allow me to return in closing to the themes with which I began. The
pragmatist view I have been defending is both radical and liberal with
respect to democracy. Consider the ramifications of pragmatism with
respect to the questions broached at the outset of this essay concerning
the compatibility of liberalism’s emphasis on such distinctions as that
between persuasion and coercion and radicalism’s emphasis on the un-
compromising pursuit of the eradication of injustices. The crucial prag-
matist distinction between the active site of individuality and the passive
locale of the individual shaped by his or her social environment can be
seen to refract through an array of distinctions central to the history of
liberal democratic political practices. Whitehead bombastically identified
the quintessential liberal distinction between persuasion and force as a
key to the very creation of a civilized world. Less bombastically, the
pragmatist philosopher and liberal cultural critic Richard Rorty defines a
liberal democratic society as one “whose ideals can be fulfilled by persua-
sion rather than force, by reform rather than revolution, by the free and
open encounters of present linguistic and other practices with sugges-
tions for new practices” (1989, 60). In elaborating a pragmatist recon-
struction of the quintessential liberal distinction between persuasion and
force, one notion that proves useful for contemporary liberal pragmatists
like Rorty is a pragmatist conception of individuality without individual-
ism, be it on the basis of Dewey’s work or otherwise. This idea helps us
see that the difference between persuasion and force can be cast as a
distinction between, on the one hand, processes of social activity that are
coordinate in their individuating agency and, on the other hand, process-
es of social activity that act as relays for other processes that are being
rendered passive and as such being rendered devoid of individuality.
The depletion of individuality, construed crucially as a process, can be
taken as a sign of political coercion, in distinction from democratic per-
suasion. In other words, whereas persuasion involves relations of coordi-
nation among sites of active individuality, coercion involves a relation
between activity and passivity. Some common names for coercion in this
sense include domination, oppression, and repression. Without a concep-
tion of individuality, it will be difficult to gain sight of, let alone make
sense of, some of the most intractable instances of these many forms of
coercion. Pragmatism is committed to the radical democratic project of
weeding out each and every form of coercion where it is rooted most
deeply, and yet it is committed to this as entirely consistent with the
liberal democratic project of affirming individuality as a site of the free-
dom of political construction. This is because the pragmatist regards the
democratic end of rooting out social injustice as interdependent with the
democratic means of acts of individuality in pursuit of justice. Herein lies
much of its cause for our confidence.23
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NOTES

1. I develop a conception of pragmatist philosophy as a transitionalist philosophy
in Colin Koopman, Pragmatism as Transition (New York: Columbia University Press,
2009), though I would refuse to follow Whitehead’s attempt to pitch transitionalism as
a metaphysics.

2. On resonance between pragmatism and the Gramscian background of radical
democracy see Ernesto Laclau, New Reflections on the Revolution of Our Time, translated
by Jon Barnes (New York: Verso, 1990), 219.

3. It will be prudent to note at the outset that my primary focus here shall be on
Laclau and Mouffe’s coauthored Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (New York: Verso,
2001, 2nd ed. [1985]), though I shall also be drawing on more recent works individual-
ly authored by both. One should be wary of identifying the more recent positions of
both, for there is much at stake in differences in their more recent work. Briefly, as I
read them both, in his more recent work Laclau (see New Reflections on the Revolution of
Our Time [New York: Verso, 1990], Emancipation(s) [New York: Verso, 1996], and On
Populist Reason [New York: Verso, 2005]) has assumed the task of developing and
expanding the conceptual repertoire of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, while
Mouffe (see The Return of the Political and The Democratic Paradox [New York: Verso,
2000]) has focused mostly on applying their theoretical edifice for a critique of prevail-
ing conceptions of Western liberal democracy. In drawing on the more recent projects
of both, I hope to make use only of those notions that I believe are already more or less
implicit in the early jointly authored material, and as such would not be contested
from the perspective of the theoretical position articulated there.

4. Laclau recently asserts that his “starting point” for political theory is neither
“unicity” (rationalism of any variety, transcendental Cartesian-Kantian and immanent
Spinozan-Hegelian) nor “multiplicity” (here Laclau refers to Alain Badiou, but the
category obviously also applies more widely to postmodern particularists), but is what
he calls “failed unicity,” or namely “finding in every identity the traces of its contin-
gency” (Laclau 2004b, 325).

5. See Laclau, “Why do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?,” in Emancipations(s),
37–38, and “Subject of Politics, Politics of the Subject,” in Emancipations(s), 52.

6. See Laclau, “Why do Empty Signifiers Matter to Politics?,” 38.
7. See Laclau, “Subject of Politics, Politics of the Subject,” 53, and Chantal Mouffe,

The Democratic Paradox (New York: Verso, 2000), 12, 99.
8. This theme was ably exploited by Žižek in his influential argument that Laclau

and Mouffe’s book “reinvented the Lacanian notion of the Real . . . [and] made it
useful as a tool for social and ideological analysis” (1990, 249). The connection drawn
by Žižek, and exploited by both Mouffe and Laclau, concerns the formal resonance of
Lacan’s concept of the Real (the non-symbolizable traumatic remainder of any symbol-
ic production) with Laclau and Mouffe’s concept of society (as constantly negotiating
a space of necessary exclusion that is purely negative to the social system itself). As
Žižek summarizes these formal features: “The socio-symbolic field is conceived as
structured around a certain traumatic impossibility, around a certain fissure which
cannot be symbolized” (1990, 249); “Symbolization as such is by definition structured
around a certain central impossibility, a deadlock that is nothing but a structuring of
this impossibility” (Žižek 1991, 47). I return to these resonances below.

9. See Laclau, “Subject of Politics, Politics of the Subject,” 52.
10. See Laclau, “The Impossibility of Society,” in New Reflections on the Revolution of

Our Time, 44.
11. In more recent work Laclau defines hegemony as “the process by which a par-

ticularity assumes the representation of a universality which is essentially incommen-
surable with it” (2004a, 127). Hegemony is the process by which a particular concep-
tion of a political ideal or signifier (e.g., “order” or “justice”) establishes itself as a
universal conception that fulfills the broadest possible demands that this ideal can
address. Take as an example a society that is in some state of disorder. In this society
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“order” becomes the name for a general solution for all of the problems wrought by
this disorder. Thus “order” is here an empty signifier or a negative ideal (a signifier
without any positive content of its own). It is a signifier that names exactly what is
absent in a given situation, the presence of which absence would fulfill a wide variety
of perceived problems with the situation. In time, some discourse or conception of
“order” establishes itself and fills the empty signifier with a particular content. This
particular content thus stands to the society as fulfilling the wide variety of problems
that characterize that society in its disordered state. Hegemony is the process by which
a particular political project assumes the role of fulfilling non-particular or universal
demands.

12. Laclau in later works notes that “antagonism is already a form of discursive
inscription—that is, of mastery—of something more primary,” namely “dislocation”
such that the move from the language of antagonism in Hegemony (1985) to that of
dislocation in New Reflections (1990) can be described as a move “from the total repre-
sentation inherent in the antagonistic relation to a general crisis of the space of repre-
sentation” (2004b, 319). When the concept of dislocation first began to appear in La-
clau’s work in New Reflections, he described it there as “a subversion of all determina-
tion” and “an all-embracing subversion of the space of representability in general”
(1990, 79).

13. On the Lacanian influences see Žižek, “Beyond Discourse-Analysis,” Laclau,
New Reflections, 93ff., and Mouffe, Democratic Paradox, 137ff. For a useful concise sum-
mary of the motivations propelling radical democrats toward Lacanian theory by
Ziarek see The Ethics of Dissensus: Postmodernity, Feminism, and the Politics of Radical
Democracy (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), 138, and a longer discussion by
Jason Glynos and Yannis tavrakakis, “Encounters of the Real Kind,” in Laclau: A Criti-
cal Reader.

14. On the subject of enunciation versus the subject of the statement, see Jacques
Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis translated by Alan Sheridan
(New York: W.W. Norton, 1977 [1973]), 136ff.

15. Filip Kovacevic explicates this theme in relation to both Lacan and Alain Badiou
in terms that are helpful for the contrast I seek to draw here: “Being a subject means
taking a step beyond the hustle and bustle of daily pragmatic interests by remaining
faithful to the event of truth, that is, to the emergence and articulation of the different
and the new” (Kovacevic 2003, 123). Bruce Fink writes that, “This enunciating sub-
ject . . . is not something which or someone who has some sort of permanent existence:
it only appears when a propitious occasion presents itself. It is not some kind of
underlying substance or substratum” (1995, 41). A key theme for both is that free
subjectivity only exists as a confrontation with a non-symbolic excess.

16. In a similar spirit, Lacanian political theorist Alenka Zupančič holds that “there
is no subject or ‘hero’ of the act. . . . The subject is always pathological (in the Kantian
sense of the word), determined by the Other, by the signifiers which precede him. At
this level, the subject is reducible or ‘dispensable’” (2000, 103). But it is Žižek who
offers, as per usual, the most provocative formulation of contemporary psychoanalytic
political theory in claiming that, “For Lacan, a subject is in the last resort the name for
this ‘empty gesture’ by means of which we freely assume what is imposed on us, the
real of the death drive” (1991, 64).

17. See also recent work on connections between Dewey’s political theory and the
theoretical edifices of Laclau and Mouffe: Hickman, “The Genesis of Democratic
Norms: Some Insights from Classical Pragmatism,” in Democracy as Culture, edited by
Sor-Hoon Tan and John Whalen-Bridge (Albany: SUNY Press, 2008), 21–30; Ryder and
Koczanowicz, “Democratic Theory: Interests, Antagonisms and Dialogue” (presented
at the Society for the Advancement of American Philosophy, March 2012, New York
City); and Brendan Hogan, “Hegemony, Social Science, and Democracy,” this volume.
On the whole, however, there is a decided deficit of comparative work looking at both
pragmatist democratic theory and neo-Marxist hegemony theory.



DRAFT Democracy both Radical and Liberal

18. Mark Devenney argues that Laclau’s “identification with contingency, and thus
with an essential value pluralism, distinguishes the radical democrat from the liberal”
(2004, 137). This is exactly the sort of radical democratic claim I seek to contest here.
My argument is that the emphasis on contingency and pluralism in radical democracy
can be squared with some versions of liberal democracy. Devenney is clearly not think-
ing of the pragmatists amongst his menu of liberal theorists, but this is a mistake.

19. For earlier discussion of related matters see Koopman, “Morals and Markets:
Liberal Democracy through Dewey and Hayek,” Journal of Speculative Philosophy 23,
no. 3 (Fall 2009): 151–179, and, on Dewey’s politics, Koopman, “William James’s Poli-
tics of Personal Freedom,” Journal of Speculative Philosophy 19, no. 2 (Summer 2005):
175–86.

20. The radicality of means-ends continuity is also emphasized in Bernstein,
“Dewey and Trotsky” (forthcoming). For a response to Bernstein’s reading of Dewey
in The Pragmatic Turn emphasizing more the liberal elements of Dewey’s democratic
theory in connection with its radicalism, see my my work in Colin Koopman, “Dewey
as a Radical Democratic and a Liberal Democrat: Considerations on Bernstein on
Dewey” (forthcoming).

21. On the role of conflict in Dewey see Rogers (Undiscovered Dewey 158ff.) and on
Dewey and power see Rogers (Undiscovered Dewey 213ff.).

22. I would like to thank Daniel Rinn for drawing my attention to the first part of
this passage in the context of his important work on the relevance of Deweyan radical-
ism for Tom Hayden, Arnold Kaufman, and others involved in the U.S. New Student
Left movement(s) of the 1960s.

23. I would like to thank Jacquelyn Ann Kegley and Chris Skowronski for their
invitation to the conference in Opole out of which this volume grew. I would also like
to thank my University of Oregon colleague Rocío Zambrana for her comments on an
earlier draft. Finally, I thank both Sorin Radu Cucu and Ernesto Laclau for discussion
of these matters with me many years ago in Buffalo when I first began thinking
through these angles—needless to say, neither is personally implicated in anything I
have written here.
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1.	Introduction

With Democratic Challenges, Democratic Choices Russell Dalton (2004) has presented a

deep probing analysis of the skepticism of most democratic citizens towards the pillars of

representative democracy and its meaning for the future of democracy. Dalton finds that

political support for politicians, political parties and political institutions has eroded not only

in the U.S. but since the 1980s virtually in all advanced industrial democracies.2 In contrast to

the authors of The Crisis of Democracy (Crozier, Huntington, and Watanuki 1975) he does

not consider established democracies as fundamentally challenged in their existence. In fact

the “critical citizens” remain highly supportive of the democratic ideal (cf. Norris 1999a).

While lower levels of political support do make governing more difficult, they also fuel

demands for reforming representative democracy, with contemporary publics increasingly

favoring direct democracy and new forms of associative democracy (Dalton 2004, 181–185).

In Democracy Transformed? (Cain, Dalton, and Scarrow 2003) several contributors document

how in the last three decades political elites have responded to these popular pressures by

political reforms, reforms that may lead to a broader inclusion of all affected, increased direct

involvement of citizens and higher public accountability of representatives, possibly

amounting to a fundamental transformation of democracy comparable to the creation of mass

democracy in the early twentieth century. The volume closes with several questions to be

investigated in comparative empirical analysis: Have recent reforms actually led to increased

democratic quality? Are there democratic trade-offs, for instance between direct democracy

and inclusion? And lastly: does ‘more democracy’ actually cure the present ills of

representative democracy, namely the observed low levels of public support?

So far these questions have been addressed only in a speculative way (cf. Warren 2003;

Dalton, Cain, and Scarrow 2003, 256–269). One central reason is that we still lack of

empirical measures of democratic quality which would take these developments into account.

Even if recent measures of democracy aim at assessing the gradual differences in the quality

of established democracies, they have been criticized for relying all to readily on a minimal

concept of liberal democracy, when taking measurement of freedom rights, separation of

powers and competitive elections (Munck and Verkuilen 2002, 11; Pickel and Pickel 2006,

2 The diagnosis of eroding confidence in political parties and institutions has been questioned by Pippa Norris

(2011, 73) on behalf of newer data for West European countries from 1998 until 2009. Instead she stresses the

marked and persistent differences of levels between nations, while the fluctuations over time appear to be

trendless (within this time period).
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154; Bühlmann et al. 2008, 116–117). Yet specifying the object of reference – ‘quality of

democracy’ – is a central step for developing a democracy index, as it has far-reaching

consequences on operationalization and results. In fact the meaning of democracy has been

highly debated in the entire history of democratic thought, leading to a tremendous variety of

democratic theories (cf. Held 2006, 1–2; Schmidt 2010, 19–26, 289). Most notably, measures

of democracy have ignored another fundamental tradition of democratic thought: the radical

model of democracy (cf. Held 2006, 4–5). The radical democratic tradition, subsuming

participatory and important deliberative theories, strives for extensive and direct participation

of all people in the formation of the public opinion and in political decision-making (Barber

1984; Young 2000; Warren 2001). It is telling that measures of democratic quality regularly

show implausible values for the Swiss referendum democracy (cf. Bühlmann et al. 2009,

457). Yet it is exactly this radical democratic thinking and its exemplification in the Swiss

type of democracy that have been brought into play in recent constitutional debates and which

lie at the heart of efforts to expand the political opportunities through political reforms (cf.

Dalton 2004, 182).

Another reason is that it may be too early for making definite assessments of these reforms, as

their multiple effects on democratic quality may be visible in the long term only (Dalton,

Cain, and Scarrow 2003, 273; Dalton 2004, 187). Moreover, at the national level new political

opportunities have often been introduced only halfheartedly, as is evident from the moderate

progress with regard to party access to elections (Bowler, Carter, and Farrell 2003) or from

the still restrictive usage of constitutional and legislative referenda (Scarrow 2003). The

transformation of democracy is in effect better visible at subnational levels which in several

countries have gained considerable autonomy, thereby bringing politics nearer to the citizens

(Ansell and Gingrich 2003a). It is also at these levels, where the availability and use of

constitutional and legislative referenda have increased the most – when considering the

regional level this is primarily the case in Germany, Australia, the U.S. and Switzerland

(Scarrow 2003, 49, 51; for Germany see Eder and Magin 2008).

We thus agree with the editors of Democracy Transformed? that minimalist definitions of

democracy in the line of Joseph Schumpeter (1976 [1942]) – reducing the role of the citizens

to produce a government by means of competitive elections – are insufficient for assessing the

potential democratic transformations towards the ideals of participatory and associative

democracy (Dalton, Cain, and Scarrow 2003, 256). We also share the conviction with Mark

Warren (2003, 246) that “[i]t is possible in principle to develop multi-dimensional
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assessments that connect the basic and still radical meaning of democracy as collective self-

government to the highly complex forms emerging within the OECD countries.” What we

propose is, however, to concentrate the efforts for such an ambitious undertaking to the

subnational level, the place where democratic transformation is conceivably gaining its

strongest momentum. Moreover, the need for developing such measures specifically for the

subnational level becomes evident when simply applying existing democracy indices to the

subnational level, as the resulting measures seem highly implausible (cf. Bühlmann et al.

2009).3

In this paper we therefore construct an exemplary measurement instrument which we devise

specifically for the case of the subnational level of the Swiss cantons. We believe that the

Swiss cantons make for an ideal test field for a first subnational measurement instrument

which is to account for liberal and radical views of democracy alike. The cantons of the Swiss

federal state constitute distinct democracies with a long standing tradition of direct

democracy, combined with a vibrant associational life and encompassing government

coalitions (Vatter 2002; Freitag 2004). Besides, the tension between the liberal emphasis on

representation and the radical preference for direct democracy is well in line with our guiding

hypothesis. We hypothesize that this tension is meaningful in the context of the Swiss cantons

in two ways, On the one hand for the historical and cultural contrast between the Latin and the

German speaking cantons (cf. Kriesi and Wisler 1996; Stutzer 1999; Trechsel 2000, 23;

Vatter 2002, 271, 319, 350, 418) and on the other hand for the antagonism present – by

definition – in the institutions of every semi-direct democracy and thus of every Swiss canton.

We base our measurement concept on three central dimensions of democracy for each

tradition. These dimensions are distilled from liberal and radical democratic theory

respectively in sections 2 and 3. For each dimension we also deduce the related components

which in turn are composed of several subcomponents. In section 4 we bring these liberal and

radical dimensions together into a multidimensional measurement instrument of democratic

qualities. In section 5 we present the resulting measures for the Swiss cantons. Section 6 is

devoted to the question whether ‘more democracy’ does in fact induce higher levels of

political support. A short conclusion is offered in section 7.

3 Sabine Kropp et al. (2008) have applied Tatu Vanhanen’s Index of Democratization to the German Länder and

the Swiss cantons. Even if the index provides for (clearly arbitrary) additional points for referenda, several more

participatory cantons even fail to reach a democratic minimum and appear as autocracies instead.
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2.	The	Liberal	Model	of	Democracy

The liberal model of democracy pursued here traces the tradition of protective4 liberal

democracy: We start with the liberal constitutionalism of Locke, go on to the separation of

powers of Montesquieu and Madison, and end with direct responsibility of government

towards the electors following Bentham, James Mill and John Stuart Mill. These three

dimensions have become the central tenets of theoretical and empirical research on

democracy. The liberal constitutionalism is being studied in terms of freedom rights and

aspects of the rule of law; with regard to the separation of powers, horizontal accountability is

the central object of reference; and the control of representatives by voters is being discussed

under the topic of electoral accountability. In the next three sections we will anchor these

three dimensions in the liberal theory of democracy and briefly elaborate on the components

of each dimension.

2.1. Liberal Constitutionalism
A starting point of the liberal tradition of democracy can be located in the concept of

constitutionalism developed by Locke (1963 [1689]), meaning that state powers need to be

legally circumscribed in order to secure individual freedom. In the following, we briefly

describe the concepts of individual freedom and rule of law.

Individual Freedom. Throughout the liberal tradition of democracy we find calls for a whole

set of individual freedom rights. In his contractual theory, Locke (1963 [1689]) emanated

from a natural right to life, liberty and estate. Bentham (1960 [1776]; 1843 [1831]) and James

Mill (1937 [1820]) justified freedoms of speech, press and association as remedy for

corruption, whereas John Stuart Mill (1982 [1859]) stressed the right to an individual concept

of life. Freedom rights, however, need not only be formally adopted but also effectively

warranted (Beetham 2004). Freedom rights can only be secured to the extent that the rights

and rules of democratic decision-making are also followed and respected by the individual

citizens. Individual freedom also entails the liberal claim for a limited scope of the state.

Bentham (1960 [1776]) and James Mill (1937 [1820]) provided for the classical liberal

argument for the restriction of state regulation: Free transactions among self-interested

individuals promote the utility of all citizens best.

4 For the purpose of a clearer distinction from the radical model of democracy, we do not draw on the theoretical

stream of “developmental liberal democracy” which understands democracy as a school for promoting

individual civic competences (for this distinction cf. Held 2006).
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Rule of Law. Locke insisted on legal commitment of the authority, because “where law ends,

tyranny begins” (1963 [1689], chap. 18). Montesquieu (1994 [1748]) pleaded for a positive

system of laws setting inviolable limits to state action in order to depersonalize the state’s

power structure and to limit arbitrariness and corruption. By making reference to inviolable

natural laws, Locke and Montesquieu not only implied a formal, but also a substantive

supremacy of the law. In liberal democracies, human rights and basic freedom rights are

inviolable and must be put out of reach of majority decisions (O’Donnell 2004; Morlino

2004). Otherwise, democracies could turn into “tyrannies of the majority” (Tocqueville 2006

[1835]). Montesquieu (1994 [1748]) further introduced the principle of equality before the

law into democratic theory. Rule of law demands equal access to the courts and equal

treatment by the law (Beetham 2004).

2.2. Horizontal Accountability
Early on, conceptions of liberal democracy have been coupled to the idea of separation of

powers in order to control the government and to ensure that the latter actually sticks to the

rules of liberal constitutionalism. Contemporary research on democracy discusses these issues

under the notion of horizontal accountability, thereby referring to a “network of relatively

autonomous powers (i.e. other institutions) that can call into question, and eventually punish,

improper ways of discharging the responsibilities of a given official” (O’Donnell 1994, 61).

Accountability encompasses aspects of information, justification and sanction (Schedler 1999,

14-18).

Checks and Balances. According to Locke (1963 [1689]), only the separation of power

between the executive and the legislative branch can secure the subordination of both powers

to the law and avoid that they pursue own interests. Montesquieu (1994 [1748]) argued for a

mixed constitution coupling the monarchic government to an institutional system, where

constitutional powers must dispose of differing legal competences. These ‘checks and

balances’ later formed a core piece in the Federalist Papers (Hamilton et al. 1788, Art. 47-51).

Contemporary research on democracy stresses the need to restrain the executive power

through a strong parliament (Beetham and Boyle 1995, 66-74) and a strong opposition

(Altman and Pérez-Liñan 2002).

Judicial Independence. According to Montesquieu (1994 [1748], book XI, chap. 6), an

independent judiciary is even more important for securing individual rights and preventing

repression. Madison (Hamilton et al. 1788, Art. 47-51) called for a professional, politically

independent court, deeming elections of judges and term limits to be inappropriate.
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Independent Controlling Instances. The abuse of government power may be further

contained if rule-making itself becomes the object of judiciary revision, in terms of a

constitutional review (Hayek 1960). Furthermore, in order to prevent corruption and

arbitrariness, the administration needs to be controlled through an independent administrative

court. Other instances are audit agencies, counter corruption commissions, or an ombudsman

(Diamond and Morlino 2005, xxi). Such agencies of protection are intended to secure

individual freedoms of the citizens against the abuse of power (Beetham 2004, 68, 71).

2.3. Electoral Accountability
For Locke (1963 [1689], 308, 395), the state was a legal creation agreed on by the people,

who conferred authority to the government for the purpose of pursuing the ends of the

governed. According to Madison (Hamilton et al. 1788, no. 10), representation prevents the

threat of a tyranny of the majority emanating from direct democracy: While people are driven

by passions, representative institutions are the place for competent deliberation. The notion

that government needs to be held directly accountable to the electorate was then introduced

by the utilitarians. Secret and competitive elections are to ensure responsive law-making in

order to maximize the public good (Bentham 1843 [1831], 47). Modern research on

democracy treats this aspect of representation under the term of electoral accountability,

understood as relations of accountability between rulers and voters (O’Donnell 2004).5

Periodic Free Elections by Secret Ballot. Periodic elections are understood as a sanctioning

mechanism leading rational representatives to take the will of the electorate into account in

order to be reelected. Secret ballot is required if electoral preferences are to be expressed

without compulsion and fear (Dahl 1998; Beetham 2004).

Competition. Bartolini (1999; 2000) distinguishes several dimensions of electoral competition

necessary for democratic accountability. By definition, democratic elections call for the

dimension of contestability, that is, the real possibility to enter the race with other

participants. Second, the electoral vulnerability of incumbents makes the threat of potential

electoral sanctions more effective. Arguably, a party, a coalition, or an incumbent feels

5 Newer concepts of representation encompass descriptive representation and responsiveness (Pitkin 1972). We

consider descriptive representation rather as a radical concern and treat it in section 3.3. Responsiveness,

understood as disposition of the political system to act according to the wishes of the citizens, can be regarded

as an outcome dimension of democratic quality (Diamond and Morlino 2004; 2005). As our democracy

measures focus not on outcomes, but on the preceding democratic structures and processes, we do not directly

account for responsiveness (cf. Bühlmann, Merkel, and Weßels 2008, 7; Lauth 2004, 25).
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vulnerable to the extent that the last/preceding race was close. The threat to the incumbents

also depends on the importance of the offer, i.e. the weight of an alternative party or coalition

(cf. Altman and Pérez-Liñán 2002). A further dimension is electoral availability, i.e. the basic

willingness of a voter to eventually modify her or his party choice.

Clarity of Responsibility. The evaluation of the incumbent government by the voters requires

a clear attribution of responsibilities. Clarity of responsibility is undermined if the political

system is characterized by a lack of voting cohesion within the governing party or by

coalitions consisting of numerous parties (Powell and Whitten 1993, 399-400).

Relative Governmental Autonomy. Although relations of accountability between rulers and

voters involve elections as sanctioning measure, they also presuppose a relative governmental

autonomy once a government has been elected. In addition to the autonomy of the elected

representatives from illegitimate interests (cf. Merkel 2004) and from other state levels,

responsible government also involves independence from voters between elections (Pitkin

1972).

3.	The	Radical	Model	of	Democracy

The most important theoretical foundations of the radical model of democracy are the

participatory and some of the deliberative theories of democracy, as they have been subsumed

under the term of “radical democracy” by Cohen and Fung (2004).6 However, predecessors of

radical theories of democracy reach as far back as to the assembly democracy of ancient

Athens, to Rousseau’s republicanism and to (neo-)Marxist theories of democracy (cf. Held

2006, 5, 187). Within the radical tradition, too, three central dimensions of democracy can be

discerned: radical participation, public accountability, and inclusion.

3.1. Radical Participation
From a radical democratic point of view, the citizens’ active involvement in politics and in the

public life in general is crucial for the unfolding of their civic virtues and for their self-

realization. Their individual political participation, thus, is valued for its own sake and even

constitutes the main justification for a democratic system (Pateman 1970, 25, 43; see also

Barber 1984, 117-162, 232; Macpherson 1977, 114-115). Radical theorists expect that the

more competences and opportunities for serious involvement the citizens are granted, the

6 Fuchs (2007) and Schmidt (2010, 236-253) also describe participatory and deliberative theories as different

branches of one common theoretical stream. See also Saward (2001) and Fung (2006).
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more they will actually make use of them and participate. Hence the demands to

institutionalize opportunities to participate which are as encompassing and diverse as possible

(Pateman 1970; Barber 1984, 272).

Extended Electoral Rights for the Citizens. While radical democrats are skeptical towards the

delegation of decision-making powers away from the citizens to representative bodies

(Rousseau 1762, 235-239; Barber 1984, 145-147), they generally do acknowledge that a

system of pure direct-democratic self-rule would be above the capacity of the citizens – hence

the need for some delegation (e.g. Barber 1984, 267). In such cases, the citizens shall at least

retain extensive powers to control and possibly sanction their delegates. Thus, members not

only of the legislative, but also of the executive and of judicial bodies shall be elected in

direct popular elections. To prevent those delegates from acting against the citizens’ will, the

latter shall be granted rights to recall the former from office ahead of schedule.

Citizens’ Rights to Directly Decide on Issues. However, radical democrats maintain that the

citizens need instruments to control the decisions on concrete issues directly, in a

differentiated manner, and between elections; they must be conferred direct democratic rights

to revise decisions by their delegates, and to set new topics on the agenda (Barber 1984, 281-

289). It is only by this kind of direct participation that individuals turn into citizens (Barber

1984, 232) and a political system into a participatory democracy (Macpherson 1977, 112);

only direct participation entails the immediate self-rule and the sovereignty of the people (cf.

also Rousseau 1762). In addition to the most basic rights of popular initiative and popular

referendum, more refined direct-democratic rights are also postulated.

Utilization of Direct-Democratic Rights. No matter how extensive the formal rights to direct

participation in a democracy are, most of their value depends on the extent to which they are

made use of. The participatory benefits of individual self-realization and of collective self-rule

are supposedly realized to the extent that popular votes are actually held with some regularity.

Local Self-Rule. Real self-rule is most meaningful and can best be achieved in the domains

on which individual citizens can exert the most direct influence and which concern them most

directly: in their most proximate environment (Macpherson 1977, 108; Barber 1984, 267-

273). That is why the extent of constitutional, fiscal and perceived autonomy of the local

municipalities is seen to be of particular importance.



10

3.2. Public Accountability
From a radical point of view, the liberal instruments of horizontal and electoral accountability

alone are not sufficient for ensuring maximal accountability and responsiveness of the

representatives to the citizens; they have to be complemented by mechanisms of public

accountability. Informal forms of participation and public discourse enable the society to

continuously bring a broad specter of concerns into the political process, and to exert control

and pressure on those governing (cf. Young 2000, 153, 173-177; Smulovitz and Peruzzotti

2000, 149, 151; Lauth 2004). Public accountability as conceptualized here also comprehends

requirements needed to ensure that the citizens may exercise direct participatory rights in a

thoughtful way.7

Transparency of Political Processes. One aspect which is central to the accountability of the

rulers is the availability of information on the processes in the governmental institutions. The

more transparent the debates and decisions in the parliament, the executive, and the courts are

and the more actively the governmental institutions communicate about their activities, the

better they fulfill their accountability duties toward the public and the more they facilitate a

serious both-way discourse with the citizenry (cf. Beetham 1994, 37; Diamond and Morlino

2004; Schmitter 2005).

Media. The public debate which is an essential part of functioning public accountability

mechanisms, however, involves not only the relations between government and citizens, but

also those among citizens themselves. Independent and diversified media provide an arena for

public debate which allows as multifaceted voices as possible to be expressed and which

avoids the exclusion of potential participants (cf. Cohen 1989, 22-23; Voltmer 2000).

Additionally, the media may assume an own accountability function as ‘watchdogs’ or ‘fourth

estate’ critically evaluating the actions of decision-makers (cf. Peruzzotti and Smulovitz

2006). The circumstances under which the media operate and the importance a democracy

assigns to vivid media are, among else, mirrored by the media rights, such as the prohibition

of censorship or the duty of the state to facilitate information diversity (cf. Beetham 1994,

39). However, the extent to which citizens effectively benefit from diverse media ultimately

depends on the extent of their media use.

7 In the view of some deliberative theorists (e.g. Fishkin 1991; Offe and Preuss 1991), direct participatory rights

for the citizenry may even be counterproductive, if they do not come along with an arena for sufficient

information, reflection, and deliberation.
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Extra-institutional Participation. Even though extra-institutional forms, such as

demonstrations or strikes, in contrast to institutional participation, lack a legally defined

sanctioning power, they are “far from ‘toothless’” in making manifest the preferences of the

citizenry and holding those governing accountable (Smulovitz and Peruzzotti 2000, 151-152;

Young 2001). Such forms of participation can unfold their power more unhamperedly if their

free use is granted constitutional protection. But extra-institutional participation also

materializes in a broader participative culture which is rooted in the individual citizens and in

the civil society and the importance of which has often been stressed by radical democrats

(Pateman 1970; Macpherson 1977, 98-114; Barber 1984, 264-266; cf. also Merkel 2004, 46-

47). The higher the proportions of politically alert and interested citizens (cf. Fishkin 1991)

and of members in civil society organizations are, the richer the public debate and the stronger

the pressure on the representatives to act in an accountable way (Beetham 1994, 29-30;

Young 2000, 153; Diamond and Morlino 2004, 25; Peruzzotti and Smulovitz 2006, 10-12).

3.3. Inclusion
Another central claim of radical democratic theories is the extension of the demos (Schmidt

2010, 236-241). Each person concerned by a future decision is regarded as equally qualified

and legitimate to participate in the making of this decision (cf. Rousseau 1762; Barber 1984,

225-229; Dahl 1998, 62-78). The differences between the individuals and groups of a society

are not regarded as a point against political equality and inclusion, but, on the contrary, as

diversity which benefits a rich public discourse and thereby the rationality of decisions

(Dryzek 1990, 41-42; Young 2000, 81-120). Inclusion, in this view, enhances both the quality

and the legitimacy of political decisions.

Equal Political Involvement. As the radical democratic claim for inclusion essentially rests

on the assumption that all humans are fundamentally equal, it implies not only that those

affected by a decision shall be included (cf. Goodin 2007), but that they shall all be equally

included, no matter what their background is (Young 2000, 11; Cohen 1989, 22-23). Equal

involvement certainly presupposes the broad assignment of equal political rights with the

universal right to vote at its heart (cf. Wollstonecraft 2004 [1792]; Marx 1949 [1871]; Paxton

et al. 2003). Beyond the formal assignment of equal political rights, radical democratic

authors attach importance to the degree that equal participation independent from status or

gender is effectively achieved (cf. Smith 2009, 20-22). Equal political involvement is

facilitated if the state provides its citizens with a minimal amount of resources which allows
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all of them to engage in independent political activity. This embraces both material and

immaterial resources such as civic education (cf. Barber 1984; Dahl 1998, 79-80).8

Inclusive Representation. To the extent that delegation of powers from citizens to elected

bodies is necessary, inclusion also embraces the broad representation of different political and

social groups in those bodies (e.g. Young 2000, 152). To begin with, this means that the

representative organs should mirror the whole diversity of party preferences present in a

society. In the context of the Swiss cantons, the unbiased representation of parties in

parliament and the inclusiveness of the governing coalitions can be assessed. Besides, radical

democrats also call for representation of the different population groups as defined by social

criteria. They do so for essentially three9 reasons: First, the representation of social groups

hints at the extent to which the democratic principle of political equality is actually realized in

a society. Second, the inclusion even of marginal groups is seen as enriching the political

discourse and enhancing the “social knowledge” of a representative body (Young 2000).

Third, if the representatives come from all sections of the population, this may lower the

barriers for the communication of the citizens with them and thus enhance the receptiveness

of the governmental institutions (Arato 2006). Institutionally, an inclusive representation is

furthered by an electoral system favorable to minorities which, by a proportional design,

raises low hurdles for minor groups to be elected (cf. Lijphart 2004; Arato 2006).

4.	A	Multidimensional	Measurement	Instrument

In the preceding sections, we deduced six dimensions of democracy from liberal and radical

theories of democracy, respectively, and further concretized them in several components and

subcomponents. Table 1 gives an overview of the dimensions with their components and

subcomponents. In this section, we will sketch how we bring together these six dimensions

into a measurement instrument for the quality of democracy.

8 What we are looking at here is not the equal distribution of resources, but only at whether all citizens are

entitled to some minimal amount of publicly founded resources which can be regarded as necessary for

engaging in independent political activity in the context of radical democratic theory (Rousseau 1762, 124-

125; Pateman 1970, 22; cf. also Merkel 2004, 44-45).
9 Our conceptualization of the radical model of democracy does, in contrast, not adopt an argument which is put

forth particularly by (neo-)Marxists and which holds that features like gender or education largely determine an

individuals’ political preferences (e.g., Marx 1949 [1871]; cf. also Young 2000, 87-89, 147-148).
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Table 1. Dimensions, components and subcomponents of the multidimensional measurement instrument

Liberal
dimensions Components Subcomponents Radical

dimensions Components Subcomponents

Liberal
constitutio-
nalism

Individual
freedom

Freedom rights

Radical
participation

Extended electoral
rights

Electoral rights

Property rights Recall rights

Respect for rights and rules Direct-democratic
rights

Basic rights of popular initiative and popular referendum

Limited scope of the state More refined direct-democratic rights

Rule of law

Supremacy of the law Use of direct-
democratic rights Frequent direct-democratic votes

Equality before the law
Local self-rule

Financial and perceived local autonomy

Protection of minorities Constitutional local autonomy

Horizontal
accountability

Strength of
parliament
versus
government

Independence

Public
accountability

Transparency of
political processes

Transparency of parliament and communication by
authoritiesSupervisory rights

Legislative competencies
Transparency of government and courts

Power sharing
in parliament

Power sharing regulations

Strength of opposition in parliament

Media

Media rights

Judicial
independence

Separation from government and parliament
Media diversity

Personal independence

Professionalization Media use

Organizational independence

Extra-institutional
participation

Constitutional protection of extra-institutional participation
rights

Independent
controlling
instances

Administrative jurisdiction

Constitutional review
Participative culture

Agencies of protection

Electoral
accountability

Free elections Periodic free elections by secret ballot

Inclusion

Equal political
involvement

Universal and equal right to voteElectoral
vulnerability of
incumbents

Electoral vulnerability in government

Electoral vulnerability in parliament Equal participation
Electoral
availability Willingness of modifying a party choice Minimal amount of resources

Clarity of
responsibility Government responsibility is clearly attributable

Inclusive
representation

Electoral system favorable to minorities

Relative
governmental
autonomy

Independence from the people between elections Representation of parties in parliament

Independence from specific interests Inclusiveness of the governing coalitions

Autonomy  from other state levels Proportional representation of socio-structural groups
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Conceptualization. The conceptualization of the quality of democracy we propose is

innovative in that it takes into account the dimensions of the radical democratic tradition

along with the established liberal dimensions. By basing the concept on a number of different

dimensions, we obtain a multidimensional measurement instrument and thus follow a

methodological suggestion by Pickel and Pickel (Pickel and Pickel 2006, 269; see also

Bühlmann et al. 2008; Bühlmann, Merkel, and Weßels 2008). Our approach enables us to

capture the qualities of pronouncedly liberal and radical democracies in a differentiated way.

We understand the six dimensions as abstract democratic functions. The latter may be realized

by concrete, formal and informal institutional arrangements which are fit to their respective

cultural and political context.10 These institutions appear on the lower levels of the

measurement instrument. The structuring of the dimensions into components and

subcomponents makes this instrument hierarchical. By consistently and successively deducing

each subunit from its respective upper level from the very stage of conceptualization, we

accommodate the methodological critique on existent measures of democracy; furthermore,

the dangers of redundancy and conflation were avoided by defining the components and

subcomponents in a mutually exclusive way (cf. Munck and Verkuilen 2002, 12-14).

Measurement. While the subcomponents are much more concrete than the overarching

dimensions, we still regard them as ‘latent variables’ (cp. Bollen 1989, chap. 6; Treier and

Jackman 2008) to be approximated by multiple indicators. Actual measurement was thus

achieved by operationalizing each subcomponent trough a number of quantifiable indicators

(see Appendix for a list of all indicators used). In order to capture the fine variations in the

quality of the single dimensions of democracy, not only formal institutions (‘rules in form’)

were recorded, but also less formalized structural characteristics (‘rules in use’) of the

cantonal democracies. In this context, it is important to note that there is some inherent trade-

off between the two scientific objectives of differentiation and of parsimony. In our view, the

goal to assess differences in the democratic qualities of well-established, culturally relatively

close subnational democracies requires a rather fine-grained and complex instrument which

also assesses to which degree and in which manner formal democratic institutions actually

work in a given context (Bühlmann et al. 2008, 117; Bühlmann et al. 2009, 459).

10 We draw on the functional research strategy which Lauth (2004) suggests for intercultural comparisons of

democracies: universal democratic functions may be realized by diverse, context-specific “functional

equivalents”.
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Our approach can be exemplified by our operationalization of the dimension of public

accountability for the context of the Swiss cantons: the respective indicators include the legal

enactment of the general rule that any governmental documents are freely accessible to the

public and the legal rules on information duties for the public authorities, but also an indicator

measuring the extent to which the sessions of the executive, the legislative and the judiciary

bodies are actually open to the public. The media system’s contribution to a high-quality

public accountability is measured, first, by the number and the spread of regional and local

newspapers edited in a given canton and in a given year (media diversity); second, survey

data are used to determine the cantonal levels of media use by the citizens; finally, an analysis

of the relevant legal texts was conducted to measure the legal provisions for promoting

information diversity and citizens’ access to the media. The third component in the dimension

of public accountability, i.e. extra-institutional participation, was assessed based on the

constitutional guarantees of freedoms to demonstrate and to strike, and on survey data

reporting citizens’ membership rates in civil society organizations or their interest in politics.

These examples highlight that we relied on data of various kinds and from various sources

(e.g., survey data and legal provisions). Such source variety, in our view, strengthens the

validity of the results by reducing the danger of a systematic measurement bias (Munck and

Verkuilen 2002, 15-16; Lauth 2004, 306-307). The same is true for the relatively high number

of indicators: a total of 178 indicators have finally been included in our measurement

instrument, thus ensuring that each subcomponent is measured by at least two indicators (see

Appendix). Initially, even 371 indicators were assigned to the theoretically derived

subcomponents and then scrutinized for dimensionalities by factor analysis. As could be

expected, not all indicators within the same subcomponent actually loaded on the same factor.

Particularly, proxy indicators relying on constitutional declarations often contrasted with

indicators capturing ‘rules in use’. Due to the bias in data availability, it would be insensitive

to rely on the factor on which the highest number of indicators loads. Instead, we pre-assessed

the validity and reliability of the indicators based on qualitative considerations. Indicators

gained from a more thorough and more encompassing analysis of laws and practices were put

at the center of the validation process, while indicators of more peripheral or symbolic nature
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were removed if necessary. In this way, 48 subcomponents were operationalized by a total of

178 indicators by calculating the respective factor-scores.11

It goes without saying that collecting the relevant data for this number of indicators required a

large effort, all the more so because our data-set was constructed to cover all 26 cantons on a

year-wise basis for 1979-2009. Partly, time series data could be drawn from secondary

sources, but for many indicators primary data had to be collected. Coding of the primary data

was conducted by defining exclusive coding categories. Where appropriate, dichotomous

coding of indicators was avoided since even constitutional and legal provisions often exhibit

gradual variation beyond the distinction ‘absent vs. present’ (cf. also Lauth 2004, 306).

Despite our efforts, it was not possible to find suitable data for all years of the research period.

In these cases, we filled the gaps in the time series with extra- and interpolated data which we

generated in two alternative ways: either we assigned the value documented for one year to

the preceding and/or following years as well, thus creating periods with a constant value each;

for other indicators, we relied on linear inter- and/or extrapolation, thus creating constant

longitudinal trends. The choice which of these two inter-/extrapolation techniques was more

appropriate was guided by careful substantive considerations for each specific indicator.12

Due to limitations in space, we cannot display exact coding details for each indicator in this

paper. However, the detailed codebook and the disaggregate data for each indicator shall be

made accessible online at a later stage; for the time being, they are available from the authors

upon request.

Aggregation. As for the aggregation of the subcomponents towards components and

dimensions of democracy, we relied on our hierarchical theoretical conceptualization of

democratic dimensions. We calculated the democratic measures by averaging the z-

11 We used SPSS and calculated the factor-scores by the regression method based on a principal components

factor analysis. Six of the forty-eight subcomponents were further divided into sub-subcomponents, which then

were treated as the latent variables.
12 Substantive considerations influenced data coding also for a limited number of indicators where the secondary

literature and our case-specific knowledge made us doubt the validity of values gained by schematic

quantitative measurement, mainly for the two small cantons of Appenzell Ausserrhoden and Appenzell

Innerrhoden which are special cases in several respects. For example, party structures are very weakly

institutionalized in Ausserrhoden and Innerrhoden. Therefore, no exact data are available on the parliamentary

seat shares of parties. For measuring electoral competition we took into account not only estimations of the

seat shares of parties but also of professional associations and of non-partisan MPs since the latter two

categories play a distinctive role in the politics of these two cantons.
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standardized subordinated components which implies that each of these components enters

our democratic measures with the same weight, according to our hierarchical set of normative

criteria.13 Moreover averaging supposes additive relationships between democratic

components, where a low score on one component can be made up with a higher score on

another component.14

In the same way the three z-standardized liberal dimensions were averaged into a liberal

index of democratic quality. Such a meta-index facilitates theorizing and testing on liberal

democracy. Theoretically we equally intended aggregating the radical dimensions into a

radical index of democracy. Empirically, however, the next section will show that the Swiss

cantons combine the radical dimensions in quite different ways. Two of the dimensions even

exhibit a negative relationship. Consequently, in the case of the Swiss cantons the radical

dimensions represent the optimal level of aggregation: By considering the liberal index of

democracy along with the radical dimensions of democracy we account for the empirical

multidimensionality of cantonal democracies, while at the same time keeping the number of

democratic measures reasonably small (cp. Munck and Verkuilen 2002, 22-23).15

13 Alternatively we also considered a factorizing aggregation strategy, repeating the procedure described above.

From a democratic theoretical view, however, an unequal weighting of conceptually equivalent appears as

problematic. This is most obvious when single components are excluded entirely as – in the case of the

cantonal years under investigation – they do not load on the same factor. When we subsequently included such

components with their proportional weight, the final results were very similar to the ones arising from the more

transparent and more comprehensible averaging procedure. Whereas we treated the subcomponents as latent

variables which are presumed in the dimension formed by empirically validated indicators, at higher levels of

aggregation we think the theoretical concept tree is better seen as a hierarchical set of normative criteria, which

cannot be validated empirically.
14 A more sophisticated strategy would theoretically deduce differentiated weighting schemes as well as define

aggregation rules based on the theoretical relationships between democratic components (Munck and

Verkuilen 2002, 23-27). While our constructed models of democracy intend to tap central dimensions and

components of liberal and radical conceptions of democracy, it is beyond our ambition to theoretically justify

particular relationships between democratic components, nor would we theoretically ascribe them differential

weights. Lacking in encompassing and precise theories of how elements of liberal and radical democracy

combine and interact, we instead decided to draw on additive aggregation.
15 Depending on the research question at hand one might also want to combine the six dimensions into an overall

index of democratic quality. Such an overall index clearly stands in line with existing broader

conceptualizations of democracy. Diamond and Morlino (2004; 2005), for instance, combine the following

procedural dimensions: Rule of law, participation, competition, vertical accountability, and horizontal

accountability. The aspects of freedom and equality are treated as substantial dimensions; responsiveness is
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In order to facilitate comparisons over space and time, we then standardized all aggregated

democratic measures. Each democracy is located on a scale between zero and one, where zero

denotes the worst practice reported for any cantonal democracy between 1979 and 2009, and

one stands for the best practice ever achieved within this time span.

5.	The	Quality	of	Democracy	in	the	Swiss	Cantons

When applied to the Swiss cantons, the proposed measurement instrument discloses a large

diversity of the cantonal democracies. The variation over space and time is best illustrated by

the following radar charts, depicting the measures for the six aggregated dimensions of

democracy for each of the 26 cantons (figure 1). Within these radar charts the development

over time is indicated by the measurement points for 1979, 1994 and 2009, where we notice a

general increase of democratic qualities in most cantons.16 Several cantons show one-time

leaps with regard to liberal constitutionalism as they had their constitutions totally revised

lately. More incremental were improvements on horizontal accountability, public

accountability and inclusion, reflecting new regulations and political-societal developments.

With regard to electoral accountability we recorded some cantons catching up, while we

observe a slight convergence in terms of radical participation.

While high levels of radical participation is a characteristic feature of the Swiss subnational

democracies, the rising levels of public accountability and inclusion parallel much of the

expected democratic transformations in advanced industrial democracies (Cain, Dalton, and

Scarrow 2003). More peculiar to the subnational referendum democracies of Switzerland is

their profound expansion towards the liberal ideal of democracy in the last three decades. This

is certainly true for the improved horizontal accountability in most Swiss cantons which

reflects international trends favoring judicial independence, administrative jurisdiction,

constitutional review (cf. Cichowski and Stone Sweet 2003) and other protective agencies (i.e.

ombudsman, independent financial control; cf. Ansell and Gingrich 2003b). But also the

numerous constitutional reforms and the enhanced electoral accountability are an expression

of a remarkable democratic transformation taking place at the Swiss subnational level.

denoted as a result-oriented dimension. – See also the Democracy Barometer (Bühlmann, Merkel, and Weßels

2008; www.democracybarometer.org).
16 While this observation is certainly plausible to some extent, it possibly also reflects a certain bias in our

selection of indicators, overstating more recent achievements while underexposing issues debated in past

decades.
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Figure 1. Radar charts for the quality of democracy in the 26 Swiss cantons, 1979, 1994 and 2009
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Legend

LC Liberal constitutionalism RP Radical participation ▬▬▬▬ Status in 1979

HA Horizontal accountability PA Public accountability ▬▬▬▬ Status in 1994

EA Electoral accountability INC Inclusion ▬▬▬▬ Status in 2009

Notes: The origin stands for the lowest value achieved in the corresponding dimension which has ever been

achieved by any canton between 1979 and 2009 (worst practice), the outer end of the axes for the highest ever

achieved value (best practice). The cantons have been arranged according to their index value for liberal

democracy (average of LC, HA, EA) in the year 2009.
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When comparing the Swiss cantons in the cross-section we noticed that several cantons

dispose of relatively high values along all three liberal dimensions, thus disposing of a high

quality index of liberal democracy. In figure 1 we therefore sorted the cantonal democracies

according to their liberal index in the year 2009. In contrast, the radical dimensions are

combined in very different ways – there is no single canton with high values on all three

radical dimensions. Even though radical democrats have often referred to the Swiss

democracy at the subnational level (cf. Rousseau 1762; Barber 1988), we cannot find any

corresponding prototype. Swiss reality further challenges the radical model of democracy as

we find evidence for a democratic trade-off between radical participation and inclusion.

Contrary to the radical critique to liberal democracy it is the more liberal democracies that

prove to be more inclusive, while radical participation even seems to preclude democratic

inclusion (figure 2).

Figure 2. Degree of inclusion in liberal and participatory cantonal democracies, 2009

Notes: The regression lines are all based on significant coefficients (90%-level or higher), regardless of whether

outliers (hollow circles) are considered or not (cp. dashed lines). Outliers were defined by |Dfbeta|>0.392

(Belsley, Kuh, and Welsch 1980). For reasons of readability the indices have been multiplied by 100.

Even though the empirical evidence for the Swiss cantons points to a dilemma of radical

democracy, we should not conclude that radical democracy must necessarily remain a

hypothetical construct. We must, however, be cautious of expecting a concurrent expansion of

radical democratic qualities whenever venturing radical democratic reforms. As our analysis

corroborates earlier findings on the exclusionary character of more demanding channels of

participation (Trechsel 1999, 564; Dalton, Cain, and Scarrow 2003, 263), it seems worthwhile

to consider more accessible forms of public debate (televised democracy), less demanding

modes of participation (e-democracy) or more direct forms of representation (deliberative

mini-publics), or a mix thereof (Budge 1996; Fuchs 2007; Warren 2009).
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6.	Political	Support	in	Liberal	and	Radical	Democracies

The creation of mass democracy in the early twentieth century and now the political reforms

in many advanced industrial democracies can be seen as a response of the political elite to a

more critical and more demanding democratic public (Cain, Dalton, and Scarrow 2003). Then

as now are such populist reforms usually guided by the Jeffersonian credo: The cure for the

ills of democracy is more democracy. But does ‘more democracy’ really induce higher levels

of public support?

Liberal democrats would in fact expect quite the contrary. The alleged crisis of the liberal

democratic welfare state, for that matter, was initially seen as a result from an “overload with

participants and demands” (Crozier, Huntington, and Watanuki 1975, 12; Huntington 1981).

The thesis of ‘overloaded government’ states that growing prosperity has fuelled public

expectations and group demands, leading to an ever growing and ineffective welfare state and

again to further popular pressure – a vicious circle which can be only broken by a firm

political leadership which must respond less to popular demands (Brittan 1975; 1977;

Nordhaus 1975; King 1976; Rose and Peters 1977; cf. Held 2006, 193). An influential leader

of this current of thought was the neo-liberal democrat Friedrich Hayek (cf. Gamble 1996)

who warned from the dynamics of mass democracy and its progressive displacement by the

rule of oppressive state agents (Hayek 1978, 152–162).

Radical democrats in contrast generally embrace the Jeffersonian conviction. Instead of

adhering to the neo-conservative thesis of the overloaded government they have rather

followed the less prominent neo-Marxist thesis of a ‘legitimation crisis’: Citizen interests

were compromised in capitalist democracies, thus requiring radical democratic reforms

(Habermas 1973; Offe 1972). Participatory democrats of this time criticized thin democracy

of the liberal type for alienating the citizens, while only a ‘strong democracy’ of a

participatory type could strengthen citizenship and the political community (Barber 1984,

232). Additionally, radical participation was also seen as enabling “collective decisions to be

more easily accepted by the individual” (Pateman 1970, 27). Radical democratic thought has

also resisted the heralded triumph of liberal democracy after the collapse of soviet

communism (cf. Fukuyama 1989), with deliberative theories in particular moving to the

forefront of scholarly debate. Iris Young (2000, 128) for instance stresses the legitimizing

function of participatory and inclusive-deliberative democracy. And while liberal theories of

political trust seem to concentrate on limiting the risks of trust, Mark Warren (1999) discusses
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deliberative democracy as a potential device for actually cultivating political relations of

‘warranted trust’.

Beyond this theoretical debate between liberal and radical democrats we also find several

empirical comparative studies, arguing that ‘consensus democracy’ leads to higher political

support as it maximizes the number of winners (Lijphart 1999, 286; Norris 1999b; 2011, chap.

10). But the findings from the international comparisons are flawed and are of little help for

assessing how liberal and radical democracy affect political support, as they have lacked

corresponding measures of democracy.

With the measures of liberal and radical qualities of the Swiss cantonal democracies at hand

we are now in the unique position to test the respective claims of liberal and radical democrats

by means of a comparative empirical analysis. Irrespective of the direction of the effects of

liberal and radical qualities of democracy on political support it seems plausible that these two

fundamental traditions of political thought might be of utmost relevance for explaining public

support. Moreover the Swiss subnational laboratory of democracy is particularly well suited

for causal inferences, as the cantons dispose of a large variation in the democratic measures of

interest while moving within the bounds of a common federal constitution and sharing similar

socioeconomic conditions (cf. Przeworski 1970). Even though we have not found full-fledged

radical democracies in Switzerland, the cantonal variation allows us to test the partial effects

of each radical dimension separately.

In our analysis we measure political support with the Selects (2003; 2007) survey items for

institutional trust and community support at the cantonal level. We assume that individual

political support is shaped by an individual’s values and socialization as well as by contextual

cantonal characteristics, notably by the cantons democratic quality. We perform multilevel

analyses, as it allows to reliably estimating individual and contextual effects within the same

model (Snijders and Bosker 1999; Jones 1997). The data structure of the two surveys in 2003

and 2007 is reflected by embedding the individuals (level 1) in their canton (level 2) and these

cantons within the respective year of the survey (level 3).

We proceeded stepwise. Before testing the effects of our democratic measures we specified

individual models of institutional trust and community support (see appendix, table 5). We

then added several indices of political performance and other control variables at the

contextual level (not reported). Only the significant contextual variables were kept for the

subsequent analyses on the effects of our democratic measures. In table 2 we report our
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Table 2. Multilevel models of institutional trust – 25 cantons, 2003 and 2007

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

FIXED PART
Constant 6.406***

(0.118)
6.378***
(0.119)

6.402***
(0.120)

6.404***
(0.119)

6.375***
(0.119)

6.397***
(0.118)

6.385***
(0.119)

6.406***
(0.118)

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL
See coefficients of individual variables in table 5.

CONTEXTUAL LEVEL: CANTON

Democracy measures
Liberal democracy -0.486***

(0.169)
-0.368**
(0.165)

-0.433**
(0.169)

Radical participation -0.371
(0.256)

Public accountability -0.198*
(0.108)

-0.137
(0.095)

Inclusion -0.497***
(0.184)

-0.241
(0.206)

Political performance
Welfare state -0.565***

(0.171)
-0.545***

(0.155)
-0.688***

(0.194)
-0.692***

(0.186)
-0.622***

(0.169)
-0.540***

(0.167)
-0.529***

(0.159)
-0.379*
(0.225)

Latin culture
Share of French or
Italian speaking

-0.508***
(0.083)

-0.527***
(0.075)

-0.580***
(0.114)

-0.475***
(0.090)

-0.482***
(0.080)

-0.430***
(0.084)

-0.452***
(0.080)

-0.496***
(0.080)

Controls
Population size (log) -0.104***

(0.031)
-0.076***

(0.029)
-0.168***

(0.033)
-0.139***

(0.030)
-0.103***

(0.029)
-0.106***

(0.030)
-0.098***

(0.032)
-0.093***

(0.031)
Effective number of
parties (Laakso-
Taagepera)

-0.062
(0.051)

VARIANCE COMPONENTS (RANDOM PART)
Level: years
σ2

v0 (intercept) 0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

Level: cantons
σ2

u0 (intercept) 0.010*
(0.006)

0.005
(0.004)

0.018**
(0.009)

0.015*
(0.008)

0.008
(0.006)

0.008
(0.006)

0.005
(0.005)

0.008
(0.006)

Level: individuals
σ2

e (residuals) 3.192***
(0.051)

3.202***
(0.052)

3.190***
(0.051)

3.191***
(0.051)

3.200***
(0.052)

3.193***
(0.051)

3.196***
(0.052)

3.192***
(0.051)

MODEL CHARACTERISTICS
-2*loglikelihood: 31284 30330 31289 31288 30813 31285 29957 31282
No. of years 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2
No. of cantons 50 46 50 50 48 50 44 50
No. of individuals 7820 7577 7820 7820 7698 7820 7487 7820
Missing canton NW NW NW NW NW NW NW NW
Excluded cantons AI, NE AI AI, NE,

JU
Notes: The dependent variable is the eleven-point scale for trust in cantonal authorities (0 = no trust; 10 = full

trust). All contextual variables were previously mean centered. The estimates present unstandardized IGLS-

regression coefficients and their standard errors (in parentheses) as computed in MLwiN. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05,

* p<0.1.

Source: SELECTS (2003; 2007; 2010) for individual data, Schaub and Dlabac (2012) for democracy measures,

Bundesamt für Statistik (diverse Jahrgänge) and Bundesamt für Statistik and IPW Universität Bern (diverse

Jahrgänge) for other contextual data.
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models for individual institutional trust where each of our four measures of democracy are

considered separately. As our observations are related to only 26 cantons we also check for

the robustness of our findings. By means of bivariate scatterplots on the cantonal share of

‘trusting’ individuals (not reported) we identified the most influencing data-points17 as

outliers to be excluded from analysis.

In all models we find a significant negative effect of the welfare state18, giving at least partial

support to the neo-liberal explanation for low levels of trust. However, in terms of democratic

measures the robust significant negative effect of liberal democracy (model 2) gives strong

support to the radical democratic view that liberal democracy alienates the citizens. We can

also preclude a spurious correlation caused by a larger societal heterogeneity coinciding with

liberal democracy, as the effect remains even when controlling for the effective number of

parties (model 8). Yet claiming that ‘more democracy’ or radical democratic qualities would

cure the ills of present liberal democracies would clearly be exaggerated: There is no single

radical dimension showing significant positive effects on institutional trust. At least we do not

find robust evidence for a similar corrosive effect as was found for liberal democracy.

Table 3 shows our models for individual community support. In contrast the previous models

our ‘Latin culture’ variable as well as our output index of the welfare state remain

insignificant with regard to community support. Instead we find a robust negative effect for

our ‘lean government’ index.19 This result now supports the radical democratic reasoning that

limiting the scope of the state is detrimental to the cultivation of a strong political community

yet we would not want to overstate this interpretation. In terms of democratic measures the

17 |Dfbeta|>0.392 (Belsley, Kuh, and Welsch 1980).
18 In analogy to our democracy measures we calculated an (neo-Marxist) output index for the welfare state based

on four indicators for the years 2003 and 2007: social expenditures, health expenditures and educational

expenditures (canton and municipalities, per capita; Eidgenössische Finanzverwaltung diverse Jahrgänge); index

for fiscal redistribution (available for 2006 only; Rotzinger 2010). The latter index compares income distribution

before and after tax. Alternatively we found a positive effect for of our (neo-liberal) output index of a lean

government (cf. next footnote), yet the effect was only due to the so called ‘city-cantons’ Basel-Stadt and

Genève (outliers). No effects were found for our (neo-liberal) outcome index of wealth (GDP, growth, full

employment) and for our (neo-Marxist) outcome indices of social justice (income inequality, educational

inequality).
19 The index is based on five indicators: tax revenue, state expenditures and administration expenditures (canton

and municipalities, per capita; Eidgenössische Finanzverwaltung diverse Jahrgänge); public deficit in % of GDP

and public debt per capita. The effect remains significant also when excluding the ‘city-cantons’ Basel-Stadt and

Genève (outliers).
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Table 3. Multilevel models of community support – 25 cantons, 2003 and 2007

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7

FIXED PART
Constant (=very attached) -1.227***

(0.135)
-1.203***

(0.136)
-1.239***

(0.137)
-1.229***

(0.137)
-1.226***

(0.136)
-1.204***

(0.137)
-1.216***

(0.134)
Constant (>=rather attached) 1.142***

(0.135)
1.166***
(0.136)

1.127***
(0.137)

1.134***
(0.136)

1.137***
(0.136)

1.161***
(0.137)

1.158***
(0.134)

Constant (>=rather not attached) 3.112***
(0.147)

3.158***
(0.149)

3.094***
(0.149)

3.100***
(0.149)

3.103***
(0.148)

3.150***
(0.150)

3.130***
(0.147)

Reference category (>=not attached at
all)
INDIVIDUAL LEVEL
(common coefficients)

See coefficients of individual variables in table 5.
CONTEXTUAL LEVEL: CANTON
(common coefficients)
Democracy measures (mean values
of last 10 years)
Liberal democracy -0.892***

(0.276)
-0.608**
(0.276)

-0.572*
(0.293)

Radical participation -0.177
(0.294)

Public accountability -0.307
(0.209)

Inclusion -0.743**
(0.292)

-0.305
(0.320)

Political performance
Lean government -0.581**

(0.248)
-0.575**
(0.235)

-0.514*
(0.297)

-0.476*
(0.277)

-0.713***
(0.262)

-0.635**
(0.251)

-1.172***
(0.347)

Controls
Population size (log) -0.199***

(0.054)
-0.179***

(0.052)
-0.311***

(0.053)
-0.282***

(0.048)
-0.233***

(0.052)
-0.214***

(0.051)
-0.161***

(0.053)
Effective number of parties (Laakso-
Taagepera)

-0.195**
(0.084)

VARIANCE COMPONENTS (RANDOM PART)
Level: years
σ2

v0 (intercept) 0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

Level: cantons
σ2

u0 (intercept) 0.065***
(0.021)

0.054***
(0.019)

0.082***
(0.025)

0.080***
(0.024)

0.073***
(0.023)

0.061***
(0.021)

0.055***
(0.019)

MODEL CHARACTERISTICS
No. of years 2 2 2 2 2 2 2
No. of cantons 50 46 50 50 50 46 50
No. of individuals 7820 7567 7820 7820 7820 7567 7820
Missing canton NW NW NW NW NW NW NW
Excluded cantons AI, SO AI, SO

Notes: Logit transformed ordered proportional odds model for the four-point scale for attachment to the canton.

All contextual variables were previously mean centered. The estimates present unstandardized PQL-regression

coefficients and their standard errors (in parentheses) as computed in MLwiN. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Source: SELECTS (2003; 2007; 2010) for individual data, Schaub and Dlabac (2012) for democracy measures,

Bundesamt für Statistik (diverse Jahrgänge) and Bundesamt für Statistik and IPW Universität Bern (diverse

Jahrgänge) for other contextual data.
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picture is the same as before: Liberal democracy turns out as the one robust variable with a

corrosive effect on community support as well.

This corroborating result thus gives us further confidence for stating a general negative effect

of liberal democracy on political support. Whereas in the preceding section we diagnosed a

dilemma of radical democracy due to the empirical trade-off between radical participation and

inclusion, now it is liberal democracy facing a dilemma: Citizens in liberal cantonal

democracies are significantly less supportive of both their political institutions and their

political community.

While to participatory democracies we recommended to improve inclusion by means of

democratic innovations, liberal democracy seems to struggle with its public acceptance. If the

liberal model of democracy is to be maintained, political elites are highly recommended to

look for innovative ways of public accountability and justification which – again – would

involve more accessible forms of public debate (televised democracy) or the selective use of

deliberative mini-publics (Budge 1996; Fuchs 2007; Warren 2009)

7.	Conclusions

Whereas established national and subnational democracies are probably witnessing a

fundamental democratic transformation (Cain, Dalton, and Scarrow 2003), empirical

democracy research is clearly lagging behind with establishing adequate measurement

instruments in order to capture these trends. Pressing questions of democracy research could

therefore be discussed only on a speculative base.

In this paper we thus presented an exemplary multidimensional measurement instrument for

subnational democracies which is capable of assessing democratic transformations, be they

liberal or radical in nature. Moreover, the democratic measures for the Swiss cantons proved

valuable for addressing central questions of democracy research on an empirical base. First,

we demonstrated how these trends led to a higher democratic quality at the subnational level

of the Swiss cantons. Second, we found an empirical trade-off between radical participation

and inclusion, which points to a possible dilemma of radical democracy. Third, the

Jeffersonian dictum of ‘more democracy’ being the cure for the ills of democracy could not be

substantiated in the case of the Swiss cantons. While radical qualities of democracy were of

no harm to political support, they were not conducive to it either. More importantly, liberal
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democracy is now facing a dilemma as it is corrosive to both institutional trust and

community support.

Even if we offered some general ideas of how these two dilemmas could be dissolved,

concrete reform recommendations for the Swiss cantons would need further qualitative

assessments which would take our large amount of data as a starting point. It is also not our

intention to decide whether inclusive liberal democracies with low political support are to be

preferred against exclusive participatory democracies with an average political support.

Instead we suggest that citizens of liberal and radical democracies alike reflect on their

canton’s democratic qualities and its transformative potentials.
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Appendix
Table 4. Short definitions of the indicators used for measuring liberal and radical democracy20

Liberal Constitutionalism
Individual freedom

Freedom rights
- kv_frr_priva Constitutionally guaranteed protection of the privacy sphere
- kv_frr_dign Constitutionally guaranteed protection of human dignity
- kv_frr_life Constitutionally guaranteed right to life, physical and psychic integrity
- kv_frr_info Constitutionally guaranteed freedom of information
- kv_frr_data Constitutionally guaranteed protection against misuse of personal data
- kv_frr_mov Constitutionally guaranteed freedom of movement
- kv_frr_sciart Constitutionally guaranteed right to academic freedom and freedom of art
- kv_frr_fam Constitutionally guaranteed right to marry and to found a family
- kv_frr_opin Constitutionally guaranteed freedom of opinion (building, uttering, propagating, and receiving)
- kv_frr_bel Constitutionally guaranteed freedom of faith, conscience and creed

Property rights
- kv_frr_home Constitutionally guaranteed protection of the sanctities of the home
- kv_frr_est Constitutionally guaranteed freedom of establishment
- kv_frr_prop Constitutionally guaranteed protection of property
- kv_frr_econ Constitutionally guaranteed freedom of trade and occupational choice
- kv_frr_expro Constitutionally guaranteed restrictions to expropriation

Respect for rights and rules
- kv_grr_rel Constitutionally codified duty to respect the rights of others when exercising one’s own basic liberties
- kv_legdut Explicit constitutional codification of everybody‘s obligation to comply with his legal duties
- kv_ordsec Constitutional codification of the state’s responsibility to protect the public security and order
- crime_rate_N Number of convictions under the penal law, per 1000 inhabitants (inverse)

Limited scope of the state
Actual scope
- Staatko_od_N Total public expenditures by canton and municipalities, in CHF per capita (inverse)
- Verko_od_N Cantonal (and municipal) expenditures for general administration and authorities, in CHF per capita (inverse)
- verwdich_ktgem_od_N Public employees of canton and municipalities together, per 100 inhabitants (inverse)

Constitutional provisions
- kv_check Constitutional codification of a continuous assessment of public tasks for their necessity/portability
- kv_budlim Constitutional codification of the principles of a economical and balanced budget management of the state
- kv_finvorb Constitutional codification of conditional financing before adopting new public tasks
- kv_taxhurd Constitutional codification of institutional barriers for tax increases

Rule of law
Supremacy of the law

Formal supremacy of the law
- kv_pr_hear Constitutional codification of a right to a court hearing
- kv_gesvorb Constitutional codification of legal proviso
- kv_retroban Constitutional codification of the prohibition on retroactive legislation
- kv_pr_judgm Constitutional codification of a right for justified court ruling and instruction on the right to appeal
- kv_willkverb Constitutional codification of the prohibition of arbitrariness

Substantive supremacy of the law
- kv_grr_restr Constitutional restrictions of curtailing basic rights
- kv_grrkern Constitutional codification of the inviolability of the core of basic rights
- kv_grrbind Constitutional codification the commitment of public power and individuals to the basic rights

Equality before the law
- kv_pr_fair Constitutional codification of the right for a fair (/and equal) treatment in court hearings
- kv_gratadvice Constitutional codification of the right for a free legal advice
- kv_pr_grat Constitutional codification of the right of deprived people for free legal assistance and legal aid
- kv_diskrverb Explicit constitutional prohibition of discriminating/benefitting certain groups with regard to the equality before the law
- kv_rechtsgl Explicit constitutional codification of a general equality before the law

Protection of minorities
Voting behavior favoring minorities
- MF_Frauen Minority-friendliness of cantonal voting results at national polls regarding women
- MF_Sprachmind Minority-friendliness of cantonal voting results at national polls regarding language minorities
- MF_Alte Minority-friendliness of cantonal voting results at national polls regarding elderly people
- MF_Behinderte Minority-friendliness of cantonal voting results at national polls regarding handicapped people
- MF_Auslaend Minority-friendliness of cantonal voting results at national polls regarding foreigners
- MF_Militaerverweig Minority-friendliness of cantonal voting results at national polls regarding deniers of military service
- MF_Junge_Stimmrecht Minority-friendliness of cantonal voting results at national polls regarding the voting right of younger people

Constitutional provisions
- kv_frr_lang Constitutional guarantee of language freedom
- kv_minprot Constitutional codification of the protection of the rights of minorities
- kv_frr_cohab Constitutional guarantee of the freedom of the form of cohabitation

20 The detailed codebook, the data and a method paper are available upon request (Schaub and Dlabac 2012).
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Horizontal Accountability
Strength of parliament versus government

Independence
- Eröffnung_N Opening of the new legislature period by government (inverse)
- Parlamentsdienst Independent parliamentary secretariat resp. later parliamentary services
- Id_Unver Incompatibility of governmental and parliamentary mandate

Supervisory rights
- Akteneinsicht_AufsKomm Insight in files by inspection commissions
- Inforecht Information right of members of parliament explicitly codified
- Akteneinsicht_allgKomm Inquiry and insight in files by general commissions
- PUK Possibility of inserting a (powerful) parliamentary fact finding commission legally provided
- Konfliktregelung Final decision-making competence in case of conflict between member of parliament and government

Legislative competencies
Legislative competencies of parliament
- Reg_programm Parliament treats government program
- ParlInit Possibility of parliamentary initiative
- Fragestunde Possibility of question time

Legislative competencies of government
- Finanzbefugnisse_N Financial competences of government (inverse)
- Dringlichkeitsrecht_N Right of urgent acts by government (invers)
- Notrecht_N Right in state of emergency by government (inverse)

Power sharing in parliament
Power sharing regulations
- kv_readings Constitutionally defined number of readings before adoption of laws by parliament
- minfrakrel_N Number of members of parliament necessary for building a fraction, in relation to the number of seats in parliament (inverse)

Strength of opposition in parliament
- Oppositionsstaerke Index of effective power of opposition parties versus governing parties in parliament (seat shares)
- CoalitType2 Coalition type of government (minority, surplus majority, minimal winning, hegemonial)

Judicial independence
Separation from government and parliament
- Unvereinbar_KR Incompatibility of mandate at the cantonal high court with parliamentary mandate
- Funktionelle Unabhängigkeit Independence of courts/jurisdiction codified in constitution or law
- Unvereinbar_RR Incompatibility of mandate at the cantonal high court with government mandate

Personal independence
- Unvereinbar_Anwalt Incompatibility of mandate at the cantonal high court with mandate as advocate
- Präsidentenwahl Instance for confirming resp. electing the president of the cantonal high court
- Unvereinbar_VR Incompatibility of mandate at the cantonal high court with an administrative board mandate
- Amtsdauer Term of office of judges at the cantonal high court
- Amtszeitbeschränkung_N Limitation of term of office at the cantonal high court (inverse)

Professionalization
- Eignungsprüfung Instance for controlling ability and eligibility of candidates for the cantonal high court
- Wahlvorbereitung Instance preparing elections
- Aufsichtsorgan Instance of superintendence

Organizational independence
- Budgetrecht Own budget preparation through the courts
- Verwaltungsautonomie Constitutionally or legally codified right of autonomous administration of courts or jurisdiction
- Antragsrecht_Parl Right for applying for finances directly at the parliament
- Anstellung_Kanzlei Appointment of chancellery by highest cantonal court

Îndependent controlling instances
Administrative jurisdiction
- Verwaltungsgericht Administrative court as ultimate authority in disputes concerning administrative law
- Generalklausel Efficacy of administrative court
- VerwaltungsG_Jahre Years since introduction of an administrative court
- Rechtsweggarantie Guaranteed recourse to the cantonal courts also in cases concerning federal administrative law

Constitutional review
- Verfassungsgericht Institutionalized constitutional court
- VerfG_Index Index of powers of courts regarding constitutional review

Agencies of protection
- Ombuds Existence of a cantonal ombudsman
- FK_Umfang Scope of financial control
- kv_fincont Constitutionally guaranteed independence of financial control
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Electoral Accountability
Free elections by secret ballot

- secelec_parl Secret ballot at elections of cantonal parliament
- secelec_reg Secret ballot at elections of cantonal government

Electoral vulnerability of incumbents
Electoral vulnerability in government
- CompRegElec2 Difference between number of candidates and number of mandates in last total renewal elections
- Kampfwahl_Reg More candidates than seats in last total renewal elections
- wett_reg_se 100% minus seat share of strongest party in government

Electoral vulnerability in parliament
- wett_parl2_se_N Difference between largest and second largest party in parliament, in % of all seats (inverse)
- wett_parl_se 100% minus seat share of strongest party in parliament

Electoral availability
- Volatilitaet_se_year Parliamentary volatility: Net change of seat shares of parties, standardized for the length of legislature
- reg_stab2 Change in party composition of government

Clarity of responsibility
- reg_party_N Number of governing parties (inverse)
- spann_N Range of party composition of governing coalition (inverse)

Relative governmental autonomy
Independence from the people between elections
- reglegisl Term of office of government, in years
- parlegisl Term of office in parliament, in years
- Referendumsausschluss No subsequent referendum possible in case of urgent acts, according to constitution

Independence from specific interests
- kv_transpint Constitutional codification of an obligation of members of parliament to disclose interest bonds
- kv_freemand Constitutional codification of a free mandate for members of parliament

Autonomy from other state levels
- transfer_N Total revenues received from the federal state, in CHF per capita (inverse)
- gem_init_ref2_N Right of initiative and referendum for single municipalities on cantonal laws (inverse)

Radical Participation
Extended electoral rights

Electoral rights
- volkwahl Years gone by since the introduction of direct popular election of cantonal executive
- regpraes_volkwahl Election of the executive’s president in popular elections
- Ernennungsbehörde_N Popular elections for the judges of the highest cantonal court
- beratung_wahl Institutionalized opportunity for the citizens to collectively deliberate on elections and candidates

Recall rights
- recall_reg Possibility to recall the cantonal executive from office ahead of time by a popular initiative
- recall_parl Possibility to recall the cantonal parliament from office ahead of time by a popular initiative

Direct-democratic rights
Basic rights of popular initiative and popular referendum
- GIR Index for the institutional openness of the popular statutory initiative, as proposed by Stutzer (1999)
- VIR Index for the institutional openness of the popular constitutional initiative, as proposed by Stutzer (1999)
- GRR Index for the institutional openness of the statutory referendum, as proposed by Stutzer (1999)
- FRR Index for the institutional openness of the fiscal referendum, as proposed by Stutzer (1999)

More refined direct-democratic rights
- verfahrinit_scope Existence and scope of a popular right to propose a different order of votes, postponement of authorities’ projects, and/or

revision of such projects
- beratung_sach Institutionalized opportunity for the citizens to collectively deliberate on the issues put to popular vote
- KRR Index for the existence and institutional openness of the ‘constructive referendum’

Use of direct-democratic rights
- initot Number of popular initiatives put to vote
- reftot Number of referendums put to vote

Local self-rule
Financial and perceived local autonomy
- foed_tax_N Size of municipal as compared to cantonal fiscal revenues
- foed_schreiber Degree of local autonomy as perceived and reported by the heads of municipal administrations

Constitutional local autonomy
- kv_gembest Constitutionally guaranteed right for the existing municipalities to continued existence
- kv_gemaut Constitutional codification of municipal autonomy
- kv_gemfusion Constitutional provisions concerning mergers of municipalities
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Public Accountability
Transparency of political processes

Transparency of parliament and communication by authorities
- kv_vernehml Explicit constitutional codification of the mechanism of consultation
- oeffprinz Legal enactment of the general rule that any governmental documents are freely accessible to the public
- kv_behinfo Constitutionally codified duty of the authorities to inform the public about their activities
- ParlSecretSess_N Provisions concerning the possibility of secret sessions or secret decisions on single agenda items by the parliament (inverse)
- ParlProt Accessibility and elaborateness of the minutes of parliamentary sessions

Transparency of government and courts
- kv_publger Constitutional provisions concerning the public access to judicial proceedings
- kv_publreg Constitutional provisions concerning the public access to government sessions

Media
Media rights
- kv_infodiv Constitutionally codified public task to promote information diversity
- kv_zensverb Constitutional codification of the prohibition of censorship
- kv_medfoerd Constitutionally codified public task to promote media access

Media diversity
- pressdiv Press diversity: Number of newspapers with self-contained, regular reporting on cantonal politics
- presscompdist_ex Degree of press competition within the subcantonal districts

Media use
- Radio Share of survey respondents who use radio broadcasting for their opinion-making
- Zeitung Share of survey respondents who use newspapers for their opinion-making
- Fernsehen Share of survey respondents who use television broadcasting for their opinion-making

Extra-institutional participation
Constitutional protection of extra-institutional participation rights
- kv_frr_demo Constitutionally guaranteed freedom to demonstrate
- kv_frr_pet Constitutionally guaranteed right to petition
- kv_frr_stri Constitutionally guaranteed right to strike
- kv_frr_assoc Constitutionally guaranteed freedom of association

Participative culture
- Mitglied Share of survey respondents who are member of at least one political or economic organization
- Leserbriefe Share of survey respondents who use letters to the editor for their opinion-making
- Interesse Share of survey respondents who state to be very interested in politics

Inclusion
Equal political involvement

Universal and equal right to vote
- stimmalterakt Age required for the right to vote and to elect (inverse)
- passelmin_go_N Age required for the right to be elected into the cantonal executive (inverse)
- lady1 Female suffrage
- Ausl_StiR Existence and scope of suffrage for foreign residents

Equal participation
- T_Bildung_N Disproportionality of actual participation rates between groups of different education levels (inverse)
- T_Qualifikation_N Disproportionality of actual participation rates between groups of different occupational statuses (invers)
- turnout_v Turnout rate in cantonal popular votes
- T_Geschlecht_N Disproportionality of actual participation rates between gender groups (inverse)

Minimal amount of resources
Social rights
- kv_sr_work Constitutionally guaranteed right to paid work
- kv_sr_dwell Constitutionally guaranteed right to housing
- kv_sr_matmin Constitutionally guaranteed rights to a minimal amount of material resources, in case of need to be provided by public funds
- kv_sr_heal Constitutionally guaranteed rights to the protection and advancement of one’s health

Rights to education
- kv_sr_edurights Constitutionally guaranteed right to (adequate) education
- kv_sr_eduquant Constitutionally codified public task to provide several educational services
- kv_sr_eduacc Constitutionally guaranteed right to an equal and easy access to the educational services
- kv_sr_edugrat Constitutionally guaranteed right to education free of charge

Inclusive representation
Electoral system favorable to minorities
- thresho_N Effective threshold to get a seat in the cantonal parliament (inverse)
- proporz3reg Degree of proportionality of the electoral systems for parliamentary and governmental elections
- parlmand Number of seats in the cantonal parliament

Representation of parties in parliament
- rae Rae index of parliamentary party fractionalization
- Gallagher_N Index for the effective disproportionality of the parliamentary electoral system, as proposed by Gallagher (inverse)

Inclusiveness of the governing coalitions
- reg_konk Cumulated vote share (in parliamentary elections) of all parties represented in government
- kommprop Average number of seats in parliamentary committees per party

Proportional representation of socio-structural groups
Proportional representation by gender
- Frauenteil_gov Share of female members in government
- Frauenteil_parl Share of female members in parliament

Proportional representation by age and profession
- Durchschnittsalter_reg_parl_N Average age of the members of government and parliament (inverse)
- disrep_prof_reg_parl_N Disproportionality of the occupational groups‘ representation in government and parliament (inverse)
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Table 5. Individual models of political support – 25 cantons, 2003 and 2007

Institutional trust Community support

FIXED PART FIXED PART
Constant 6.503*** (0.132) Constant (=very attached) -1.091*** (0.142)

Constant (>=rather attached) 1.234*** (0.143)
Constant (>=rather not attached) 3.188*** (0.156)
Reference category (>=not attached at
all)

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL INDIVIDUAL LEVEL (common coefficients)

Political factors Political factors
Electoral loser -0.090** (0.043) Electoral loser -0.063 (0.047)
Left-right self-placement (right) 0.083*** (0.023) Left-right self-placement (right) 0.156*** (0.025)
No frequent participation at national
elections

-0.422*** (0.052) No frequent participation at national
elections

-0.432*** (0.055)

Political knowledge -0.022 (0.021) Political knowledge 0.006 (0.022)
Political interest 0.142*** (0.029) Political interest 0.338*** (0.031)

Performance Performance
Negative evaluation of state of the
economy

-0.336*** (0.028) Negative evaluation of state of the
economy

-0.047 (0.030)

Social capital Social capital
Trust in others 0.131*** (0.009) Trust in others 0.027*** (0.009)
Member of organization or association 0.160*** (0.055) Member of organization or

association
0.134** (0.059)

Cultural values Cultural values
Post-materialist -0.184*** (0.054) Post-materialist -0.279*** (0.057)

Religious denomination Religious denomination
Catholic 0.042 (0.092) Catholic 0.034 (0.098)
Protestant 0.104 (0.092) Protestant 0.196** (0.099)
None -0.244** (0.098) None -0.372*** (0.105)
Other (reference group) Other (reference group)
Church attendance several times a week 0.289*** (0.069) Church attendance several times a

week
0.064 (0.075)

Social status Social status
Does not get along with income -0.331*** (0.080) Does not get along with income -0.172** (0.085)
Residential property -0.112*** (0.043) Residential property 0.037 (0.047)
Level of education -0.024 (0.025) Level of education -0.105*** (0.027)

Demographics Demographics
Age 0.003*** (0.001) Age 0.005*** (0.001)
Female 0.149*** (0.044) Female 0.105** (0.047)
Municipality/agglomeration with more
than 10‘000 residents

0.006 (0.048) Municipality/agglomeration with
more than 10‘000 residents

0.043 (0.051)

Living in canton for more than 10 years -0.001 (0.060) Living in canton for more than 10
years

0.752*** (0.065)

VARIANCE COMPONENTS (RANDOM PART) VARIANCE COMPONENTS (RANDOM PART)
Level: years Level: years
σ2

v0 (intercept) 0.000 (0.000) σ2
v0 (intercept) 0.000 (0.000)

Level: cantons Level: cantons
σ2

u0 (intercept) 0.160*** (0.040) σ2
u0 (intercept) 0.175*** (0.044)

Level: individuals Level: individuals
σ2

e (residuals) 3.188*** (0.051) σ2
e (residuals) -

MODEL CHARACTERISTICS MODEL CHARACTERISTICS
-2*loglikelihood: 31349 -2*loglikelihood: -
No. of years / cantons / individuals 2 / 50 / 7820 No. of years / cantons / individuals 2 / 50 / 7820
Missing canton NW Missings (cantons) NW

Notes: See tables 2 and 3 respectively. The scale for political knowledge and age were mean centered, the other

continuous variables were transformed to normal scores.
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This article demonstrates what it means to construe Ernesto 
Laclau’s work as precisely political theory. By analysing 
his work in terms of the relations between ‘hegemony’ as a 
theory of the political, ‘radical democracy’ as a normative 
theory, and the ever-present but often overlooked element 
of ‘populism’ as a theory of a form of politics, it captures 
the full-fledged political character of his work (as opposed 
to simply moral theory). Though the article make a number 
of criticisms of the ways in which the three elements are 
elaborated and interlinked, especially through the imprecise 
notions of ‘the underdogs’ and ‘the underprivileged’, it also 
highlights the value of attempting to situate the act of 
political theorising in the world at hand by explicitly trying 
to identify an immanent form of politics thought in terms of 
a theory of the political and a normative theory, an act that 
will allow one to go beyond value-neutral political analysis, 
empty moral theory, or blind political strategising. Only 
together does these three elements make up properly 
political theory. 

 
 



HEGEMONY, RADICAL DEMOCRACY, POPULISM* 

 

The constituent elements of Ernesto Laclau’s work as a political theorist can be 

summarised through a slight rewriting of the title of the book he and Chantal Mouffe 

published in 1985: Hegemony, radical democracy, and populism. My argument is that 

Laclau’s writings can be construed as an elaboration and interlinking of these three 

elements into one act of political theorising. Hegemony as a theory of the political. 

Radical democracy as a normative theory. Populism as a theory of a form of politics. If 

one does not want to conceive him simply as a thinker preoccupied with conceptual 

explorations of the ontological character of the political,1 someone positing a theory of 

what the good society could be,2 or a strategist arguing for the revival of a form of leftist 

populism, 3  Laclau’s overall argument has to be assessed in terms of each of these 

elements and the way in which they mutually discipline each other in an intervention in 

the present world as it is characterised by historically specific combinations of exclusions 

and inequalities. The reading I advance here thus runs against the grain of widespread 

criticisms claiming that Laclau’s work lack a theorisation of normative issues. Even those 

contributions that explicitly recognise that he does indeed provides this, and analyse his 

work with reference to the relations between the theory of hegemony and radical 

democracy, have continually neglected the role the notion of ‘populism’ has played 

                                                 
* I would like to thank Ulrik Pram Gad, Jacqueline Vimo, and especially the two anonymous reviewers for 
their constructive criticism. 
 
1 As when Townshend (2003) discuss him as the founder of ‘Essex school discourse theory’. 
2 Warren (1996) can serve as an example of this approach. 
3 See for instance Beverly (1997). 



throughout his career as a form of politics that can relate the two in the world.4 They 

thereby miss something I want to highlight, namely Laclau’s attempt to situate the 

intervention made through an explicit identification of an immanent form of politics 

thought in terms of his theory of the political and his normative theory. This is something 

that distinguishes Laclau’s work from much else that goes under the name of political 

theory. The attempt to find a home in the world is what differentiates his act of political 

theorising from simply theorising the political, theorising the normative, or simply 

politicising. I find this full-fledged character of his work a contribution in it self, because 

it carves out a precise place of political – in opposition to simply moral – theory, even 

though I have reservations when it comes to the constituent elements (as I will make clear 

below). I focus first on the character of each of the three elements especially in their most 

recent formulations (Laclau, 2004; 2005a; 2005b; 2005c), and then discuss the force of 

the overall argument’s linkage of them into a single act of political theorising. 

 

A theory of the political 

At the most general level, the political, for Laclau, pertains to the constitution of social 

reality as never complete orders (2004: 325-326; 2005a: 117). These are the orders that 

Laclau call ‘discourses’, a term that only really identifies the object of reference if one 

abstracts from its conventional usage and accepts the inclusion of both material and 

ideational elements into the relational structuring of one particular order (2005a: 68). The 

precise contribution of his theory of hegemony is that it does not simply – like for 

                                                 
4 Anna Marie Smith (1998: 1) rightly makes the point that Laclau and Mouffe’s work should be read ‘as 
political theory’, but her focus solely on the theory of hegemony and the theory of radical democracy 
crucially leaves out the key element of populism as a form of politics that connects the two. Torfing (1999) 
and the essays collected by Critchley and Marchart (2004) are other examples of this reading. 



instance Lefort (1988) – assert that the political constitutes the social, but elaborates a 

theory of how this happens through struggles named ‘hegemonic’. The key to the theory 

of hegemony is its conception of the ontological character of the terrain of the political; 

the understanding of hegemonization; and how the whole processes is taken to be 

animated.5 I deal with each in turn. 

 

Laclau presents the ontological premise for the political under the heading ‘constitutive 

heterogeneity’ (2004: 324; 2005a: 139-156). This refers to the appearance of elements 

that cannot be innocently represented in a separate space where they can simply be left 

aside, but which appear and are simultaneously irreconcilable as being within a particular 

existing order. They therefore exist only as the negativity that highlights the contingency 

of any positive orders and all identities stabilised within them. The appearance of 

heterogeneous elements equal the general ‘fact of dislocation’ by simultaneously 

demonstrating every order’s character of ‘failed unicity’ (2005c: 256) and the ‘deficient 

being’ (2005a: 86) of identities defined within it. 

An example can illustrate the somewhat abstract argument. A refugee or 

migrant appears in a social order structured around a proto-Kantian notion of individuals 

as carriers of rights. Through the application of the category ‘illegal immigrant’ as it has 

been transferred from legal terminology to general usage by the new right, her 

appearance is registered, but her representation in the social order as being 

simultaneously who she appears to be in particular (from somewhere else), what she 

appears to be in general (an individual), and what this is within the order held to entail 

                                                 
5 Throughout the article, I follow Howarth (ex. 2004: 266) in applying to Laclau’s work the Heideggarian 
distinction between ontological questions dealing with the being of any kind of objects and relations (the 
‘Seinsfrage’ of ‘the being of being’) and ontic questions dealing with the being of particular entities. 



(being the carrier of certain rights), is denied at the level of being. She is an individual, 

but she is not what the order suggests being an individual normally entails. She therefore 

appears as a heterogeneous element that has no clear insertion in this social order.6 This 

element is represented as negativity (‘they are not like us’) through the denial of a 

positive identity that would challenge the order. Precisely due to this denial, her 

appearance problematise not only the order by demonstrating the contingent link between 

the notions of ‘individual’ and ‘carrier of rights’, but also thereby highlights the 

contingency of the identity of those within the order – if her rights as an individual can be 

denied, so can mine. 

The political-theoretical importance of this notion is immediately apparent. 

Order is not only seen as faced with an excess of ideational and semantic contents that 

introduce an element of undecidability into every text, or with a multiplicity of fully 

constituted different identities and demands. It is – more radically – always faced with 

things, people and demands that appear though they have no representation as positive 

beings in an order their very appearance therefore problematise, even when they are 

excluded in attempts to stabilise it. This excludes the idea that everything either has its 

place or at least has a separate atomistic positive identity that can simply be given a place 

in an innocent way. 

 

                                                 
6 Obviously, this does not entail that it has no consequences for her. As Jacqueline Vimo has rightly 
pointed out (personal communication), the pertinence of both my examples and the categories it illustrates 
is complicated by the increasing saliency of the wider transnational context (to the point where even legal 
rights are no longer exclusively rights-as-citizens, but supplemented by a set of rights as human beings). I 
will stick to national examples because they allow for a simpler illustration of an argument I believe 
remains valid even beyond whatever inadvertent ‘methodological nationalism’ may plague the work of 
Laclau. 



With the ontological conception of the terrain of the political in place, the understanding 

of such attempts at generating order – through hegemonization – can be introduced. 

Precisely because the fact of heterogeneity mean that orders are always failed and 

identities within them always deficient, hegemony is never definitively established, but 

better understood as a process. 

 Thus conceived, hegemony is a process where ‘particular social demands [are] 

organized around particular points of dislocation [where] … one demand or group of 

demands assumes, without entirely giving up its particularity, the added function of 

representing the [positive order]’ (2004: 281, see also 2005a: 70). The quote identifies the 

key elements in the hegemonic operation. Presented in the order I will discuss them, they 

are: First, as the starting point, a group of different, particular demands. Then, secondly, 

the organisation of these around a particular that is invested with a relative universal 

meaning as signifying the order-as-such in opposition to that which is excluded. This 

then, thirdly, produce the representation of an antagonism, a particular point (as opposed 

to the general fact of) dislocation against which the moments within the order are equal. 

It also alerts us to what exactly it is that is hegemonized, which is not a preconstituted 

‘society’, but instead a number of demands, an universal by a particular, and an order that 

is defined by this operation and its exclusionary side. Hegemonic processes do not 

operate in a given terrain, but produce something – like in Gramsci, hegemony is not 

simply about conquering the given, but about becoming the being. Hegemony is the 

political par excellance precisely because it does not operate purely within the social, but 

constitutes the social. The theoretical grasp of how this process works is what takes us 

beyond banal constructivism. 



 The fact of heterogeneity and the constant flux of the social in face of it means 

that there will always be a plethora of social demands, some being excluded from the 

social order, some represented within it, but still subject to deficient being (2005a: 73). 

Both are susceptible to inscription (or reinscription) in an alternative conception of the 

social, though already represented demands are often less easily so. Proponents of an 

existing order will typically – through institutional designs, etc – attempt to address 

appearing demands in differential ways, but, as discussed above, an order can never 

completely totalise the horizon of demands as such, and never completely fix the place of 

those demands it does represent. The first moment of a hegemonic operation is the 

attempt to link a specific series of such demands – some outside an existing order, 

perhaps also some from inside – together in a unity that would – if realised – produce an 

alternative order.7 

 Both existing and alternative orders are identical in the sense that they play a 

double role in terms of signification. One the one hand, the order makes it possible for 

each representation within it to appear as differentiated from other representations. At the 

same time, the order-as-order is distanced from that which is not simply yet another 

difference within it, but excluded as something other than itself. Vis-à-vis the excluded, 

all differential representations within the order are equivalent (in this sense, the order is 

present in every moment in it), but at the same time, insofar as they are representations 

(in the plural), they are still different. How is this double character of the system 

represented in social reality? Laclau’s argument is that  

                                                 
7 As opposed to fellow post-Althusserians Alain Badiou (2005) and Jacques Rancière (2001), Laclau 
therefore does not conceptually exclude the established institutions of politics from the political – compare 
the account given here with the idea that politics should (Badiou) be thought at a distance from the order 
(of the state) or even (Rancière) as opposed to the order (of the police). 



 

One difference, without ceasing to be a particular difference, assumes the 

representation of the incommensurable totality [of the order]. In that way, 

its body is split between the particularity which it still is and the more 

universal signification of which it is a bearer. 

(2005a: 70, see also 2004: 281)  

 

This is the role of ‘relative universals’ in the argument – the radical investment of a 

tendentially empty meaning with a high potential for universal reach (like ‘justice’, 

‘democracy’, ‘the people’, etc) into a particular that comes to represent simultaneously 

itself and the universal(s) invested into it. It thereby order the order as more than just 

related demands, but demands equivalent in a certain way in addition to being differential 

particulars. This is how a flag functions in nationalist discourse – it does not lose its 

differential symbolic meaning, nor does the demands it brings together, but in addition, it 

comes to represent the unity of the people-as-such against that and those excluded, and 

the demands it unite come to represent themselves as specifically popular demands. This 

is not an innocent operation, but a highly political one. Writes Laclau: ‘we are dealing not 

with a conceptual operation of finding an abstract common feature underlying all social 

grievances, but with a performative operation constituting a chain as such’ (2005a: 97). 

No matter the amount of empirical flags around, ‘the people’ as a notion ordering the 

social and as a political subjectivity does not pre-exist its constitution as a unity around a 



particular invested with a significance that allows it to become the name of a universality 

that transcends its actual particular content.8 

 This allows for the introduction of the flip side of the particular-universal’s 

function. It also gives presence to a sutured inscription of dislocation in the form of an 

antagonism that gives negativity a presence in opposition to the positivity of the order 

(2004: 317-319). Antagonism gives dislocation a precise presence in the order by 

showing an exteriority that cannot be retrieved, only kept at bay or overcome. An 

example can illustrate the difference: The flag that is invested with the universal 

significance of the people is not antagonistically denied by the presence of ‘objective’ 

(juridical) nationals rejecting interpellation by nationalist discourse. They are, like those 

who appear under the rubriquet ‘illegal immigrants’ simply present as the absence of the 

full presence of the posited national unity. They are presented as heterogeneous to the 

order. What is ‘fully represented as a negative reverse’ (2005a: 139) of nationalist 

popular identity are those who are simultaneously ‘the Strangers’ and ‘the National-

People’ – therefore the particular significance of ‘second-generation immigrants’ in new 

right nationalism. These can either be overcome (‘go back to where they come from’), 

kept apart (differentiated endlessly by being made the object of integration policies, 

police surveillance, the regulation of intimacy through rules concerning marriage, etc) or 

alternatively – in rare cases – be allowed to become part of the National-People by 

denying any differential identity they may have had (the obligatory singular stories of 

‘the good immigrant’). 

 

                                                 
8 This is the argument that is often made with reference to the term ‘empty signifier’ (Laclau 1996), a term 
that has generated considerable confusion (see the essays in Critchley and Marchart 2004), and which I 
have therefore avoided here. 



Given that hegemony was from the outset theorised as a process in an unfixed terrain, the 

question remains – what animates this process? In the initial version of the argument, the 

answer seems to be nothing but internal contradictions within the orders and the constant 

flows back and forth between order and surplus – there is no conceptualisation of 

subjective agency 

 

Whenever we use the category of ‘subject’ in this text, we will do so in the 

sense of ‘subject positions’ within a discursive structure. Subjects cannot, 

therefore, be the origin of social relations – not even in the limited sense of 

being endowed with powers that render an experience possible – as all 

‘experience’ depends on precise discursive conditions of possibility. 

(Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 115) 

 

This position is modified importantly in Laclau’s recent work. Though subjects as 

individuals are still rejected in favour of analysis of failed wholes, and subjectivity is still 

taken to be constituted through political practices, subjective experiences, which are 

precisely not taken to have precise discursive conditions of possibility, are seen as the 

elementary form in the building up of the social link. These experiences cross-cutting the 

borders established between order and heterogeneity are what are expressed as ‘social 

demands’ (2005a: 73; 2005b: 35). Social demands arise on the basis of the experience of 

something that cannot be satisfied through self-management, and is therefore directed at 

something else (this why the demands relevant here are social). Such demands can be 

more or less heterogeneous to the social order, ranging from those that arise within it and 



are satisfied within it, over those that arise within and are not satisfied, to those that arise 

from heterogeneous elements outside. The introduction of demands as a theoretical 

category facilitates not only the reintroduction of what is at stake in politics beyond the 

symbolic structuring of society (which would sound rather abstract to most of those 

involved), but also opens up for a systematic inquiry into the dynamics of social 

transformation.9 

 One thing is to map the form taken by the signifying operations that lead to the 

radical investment of a universal like ‘the people’ into a particular, and how this 

contributes to the constitution of the social. Another is to understand the force that 

explains particular investments by subjects created through the ordering of specific 

demands – in other words, the step beyond discourse-descriptivism. Drawing on 

Lacanian psychoanalysis, Laclau has here introduced ‘affect’ as a theoretical category for 

explaining why particular investments are made (2004: 326). Subjects desiring to 

overcome their experience of their own deficient being will affectively invest objects 

with an excess of meaning that represent the fullness of being they long for. This can take 

either a private or a social-public form. Laclau describes the relation between the form of 

signification and the investment as follows: 

 

the object of investment can be contingent, but it is most certainly not 

indifferent – it cannot be changed at will. With this we reach a full 

explanation of what radical investment means: making an object the 

                                                 
9 Crucially, Laclau does not delve into the question of where demands come from, and given the workings 
of the notion of heterogeneity in his work, it is difficult to imagine how it would be possible to address this 
question theoretically – analytically, however, nothing prevents one from profiting from sociological 
literature in the attempt to understand the relative structurality of a given context when one conducts 
concrete studies, something for instance Barros (2005) does with considerable analytical purchase. 



embodiment of a mythical fullness. Affect (that is, enjoyment) is the very 

essence of investment. 

(2005a: 115)10 

 

This is the affective dimension of the universal(s) a particular is brought to represent. It 

comes to exceed its own ontic particularity but still represents a lack in the sense that it is 

not the full universal it is posited to be – ‘the people’ is never a fully sutured community. 

It is, because of the affective investment made in it, a particular failed unity that marks 

those within it with deficient being – a deficiency that can be formulated as demands, 

connected with other demands, and start the whole dynamic process of constituting the 

social all over again. The combination of Christians demanding containment of other 

religions, people feeling that the EU denies their identities as nationals, or as citizens in a 

sovereign state, those attached to the welfare state who are alienated by incomprehensible 

technocratic Social Democrats, and those who find that immigration is a threat to their 

way of life does not automatically make up a new right constituency, but nor is it 

arbitrary that these particulars are linked through signifying operations conquering the 

flag as a symbol of national unity in opposition to the threatening Strange – an 

investment has been made in the representation of the sutured society, and it is this 

investment that those who want to oppose such a political movement have to work on.  

                                                 
10 In contrast to the earlier idea of ‘the subject as lack’ (Laclau 1990) which, given the idea of all being as 
deficient, almost amounted to a pleonasm, this new conceptualisation allows one to differentiated different 
levels that can be studied separately even if they are in reality intertwined – the failed unicity of a discourse 
is always matched by the deficient being of the subjects it define, these are, as Lacan have argued, driven 
by the desire to overcome this deficiency which they experience as a lack, but it is, qua the introduction of 
the concept of demand, only politically –as opposed to therapeutically – relevant when the lack and the 
desire to overcome it is turned towards society. 



The introduction of demands and affect as theoretical categories allow 

Laclau to move away from the tendencies towards empty decisionism in his work of the 

mid-nineties, where hegemonic processes tended to be understood as animated by ‘the 

madness of the decision [as the] … blind spot in the structure … something totally 

heterogeneous with it … [which has] to supplement it’ (1996a: 55, partly reiterated in 

2000). Where this conception seemed to suggest a somewhat apocalyptic extra-normative 

clash of discourses, the combination of the centrality given to contestable universals and 

their relation to affective investments seems to be better calibrated to bring into focus the 

normative dimension in even violently antagonistic political clashes, and opens up for a 

form of politics that recognises commonalities between at least parts of conflicting 

orders.11 How this plays out in Laclau’s political theory is defined by the theory of the 

political’s relation to a normative theory, to which I turn now, and a theory of a form of 

politics that I discuss in the penultimate part of the article. 

 

                                                 
11 Though the approach discussed above has proven empirically useful (see for instance Howarth & Torfing 
2005 for a recent collection of analyses), problems remain. Even if one leaves aside the question of where 
demands come from, the theoretical grasp of power, persistence, and articulation seems insufficient. Affect 
may be one way of addressing the side of hegemony that Gramsci named ‘consent’, but the dimension of 
‘coercion’ seems to have no theoretical place in Laclau’s work beyond the analytically somewhat imprecise 
catch-all phrase of the ‘unevenness’ of the social (2005a: 80). If explanation hinges on grasping how 
objects are made the embodiment of fullness, a whole plethora of social phenomena like control over and 
regulation of the (real and virtual) spaces of appearance, the legal regulation of certain forms of material or 
ideational linkage and investment, and so on seems to be of pre-eminent importance. Here, I share Zerilli’s 
(2004) and Smith’s (1998) scepticism as to the fruitfulness of Laclau’s move towards Lacan. The 
reintroduction of a concept of power could be one way to grasp this. Similar paths seem to be what should 
be explored if one wants to account for the persistence of certain orders over others. Finally, the key 
category of articulation, which with Laclau’s transfer of it from the ontic level in Althusser to the 
ontological level of the actual constitution of subjectivities and the social is of central importance, seems to 
be too broad and undifferentiated to offer much analytical leverage as to how relations are build in practice, 
when they are picked up when offered, why attempts at reaching out are so often incomprehensible to those 
addressed, and especially how the interplay between ideational and material forms of articulation play 
together. 



A normative theory 

The notion of radical democracy is perhaps more strongly associated with the work of 

Chantal Mouffe (for instance 2000), but it is also a notion that Laclau himself has 

returned to time and again (1996a; 2004; 2005a; 2005c). Now, Laclau primarily presents 

radical democracy as a ‘political project’ (2000: 82) and rejects the distinction between 

the normative and the descriptive that would typically be involved in presentations of 

radical democracy as having the ambitions commonly associated with normative theory, 

ambitions which are supposedly relatively independent of descriptive issues – 

universality, context-transcendence, ahistoricity, and so on. When dealing with this level, 

Laclau prefers to talk about ‘the ethical’ as ‘the moment in which, beyond any 

particularism, the universal speaks for itself’ (2000: 80) – obviously, this moment of pure 

universality is not a moment that he will accept as accessible to human experience. As 

made clear above, Laclau insists that society consists only of particularities, some of 

which functions as failed universalities, but never as fully universal. As the universal 

aspirations are still part and parcel of the ontology of the political, the ethical moment is 

always hovering somewhere beyond our reach, but in practice has to be mediated by an 

investment in what he calls particular ‘normative orders’ (2000: 81). Even accepting that 

such investments (a) are – pace the theory of hegemony – political, (b) does not equal the 

ethical moment, (c) always involve historical particulars incommensurable with the 

universals, and therefore (d) never reach the lofty heights some traditions of normative 

theory aspire to, this does not change the fact that such investments are also still precisely 

normative as they involve judgements not only of facts, but also of value. Thus, in so far 

as radical democracy is not only a description of a normative phenomena, but also a 



theoretical articulation of a particular normative investment, a specific mediation of the 

gap between the ethical and social reality that entails a valuation and distinction between 

what is and what ought to be, it can be construed as a normative theory, despite Laclau’s 

hesitations. It is particular, contextual, historical and does not provide purely external 

‘grounds’ from which answers to ethical questions can be deduced, but it still plays the 

role of normative theory, of deciding, to put it bluntly, between good and bad. 

 

From the outset, the link between the theory of hegemony and radical democracy has 

been understood as contingent (Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 168). An anti-foundationalist 

theory cannot in it self provide an archē (foundational principle), and thereby stands 

opposed to a whole line of thought that has tried to reduce the normative question to the 

ontological one. This line, ultimately going back all the way to Plato, in the twentieth 

century ranging from Heidegger on the right to Gramsci on the left, has tried to found its 

normative dimension and its politics on principles fully derived from the ontological 

properties of something (the people in Heidegger, the proletariat in Gramsci). Not so with 

the theory of hegemony – it does not claim a necessary relation to radical democracy. 

Critchley (forthcoming) has, for instance, tried to link a similar conception of the political 

with a pre-archic normative theory in the form of Levinasian ethics as first philosophy. 

Laclau instead pursues a post-archic path by taking the fact of heterogeneity, 

hegemonization as the investment of universals into particulars, and the resulting 

constitution of subjectivities through the linkage of demands as the imaginary within 

which the theory of radical democracy is elaborated. This disciplining is not a one-way 

street, something which is underlined by the normative impulse that was involved in the 



very elaboration of the ontological theory of hegemony on the basis of the belief that it 

may be ‘an useful instrument in the struggle for a radical, libertarian, and plural 

democracy’ (Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 4). The theory of the political means that the pursuit 

of radical democracies in the world will always entail hegemonic processes. The 

normative theory tries to identify the traits that will allow one to identify hegemonic 

processes in the world as having a radically democratic thrust. It is not about telling 

concrete agents what society is the good society (emancipated, equal, etc), but about 

providing ways of ascertaining whether particular political struggles are good in the sense 

that they pursue radical democratic aspirations of emancipation(s), equality and so on. 

 

Laclau presents radical democracy as a ‘general theory’ of the constituent ontological 

dimensions (and precisely not principles) of democracy. He argues that if one wants to 

avoid simply identifying it with particular sets of institutions and practices at the ontic 

level ‘democracy itself requires to be specified beyond any normative-institutional 

content’ (2004: 295). Though he explicitly highlights the obvious concrete importance of 

the ontic level and underlines that ‘the internal democratisation of liberal institutions on 

the basis of an unlimited application of universal rules is a first possible meaning of 

radical democracy’ (2005c: 259), the key parts of the normative theory are articulated in 

relation to ontological processes. As Laclau writes, he ‘do[es] not see democracy as a 

political regime … but [as] a dimension of politics which, as such, can be present in 

regimes which widely differs from each other.’ (2004: 310). Though ontic questions of 

institutions, redistribution and recognition are central to the workings of democracy, 



Laclau maintains as his question the ontological, what is (in Heidegger’s somewhat 

cumbersome prose) the ‘being of being’ of democracy?12 

 

In dealing with it, he radicalises Lefort’s (1988) theory of democracy as a symbolic form 

of society where the place of power is empty by shifting the referent of emptiness from a 

structural location to the production of types of identity. Given that this is, as 

theoretically elaborated in the theory of hegemony, always a process and never a given, 

the kernel of democracy is here also displaced from particular static states of being to 

becoming (and therefore emerge as post-archic). Democracy is about democratic politics, 

not the good society, but good political struggles. For Laclau, democratic processes have 

two traits. First, the identity of ‘the people’ has to be simultaneously present and empty 

in the sense that it is open for contestation. ‘The very possibility of democracy depends 

on the constitution of a democratic ‘people’ (2005a: 169; 2005c: 259).13 Secondly, for a 

people-identity to be a democratic people, the process has to be a self-reflexive one 

where those involved are aware of their particularity and ‘the undecidable character of 

this interaction, the impossibility of conceptually mastering the contingent forms in 

which it crystallises’ (2005c: 261).14 Here, Laclau is, if on a different level, in line with 

Tocqueville-inspired political scientists in underlining that the key to democracy is not 

                                                 
12 The insistence that the dimensions of democracy has to be identified at the ontological and not the ontic 
level is the basis for the recurrent barbed remarks made by Laclau about Habermasian conceptions of 
democracy (ex 2004: 296-298), who he argues identifies democracy with particular ontic processes, and 
therefore collapse into ethnocentrism and sociological essentialism. The criticism does not seem entirely 
justified. 
13 In line with my remarks above about power, control and resources in note 11, I find it important to 
maintain Lefort’s position as a central supplement to Laclau’s. The very possibility of democratically 
constituting political subjectivities depends on the structural locations of governmental power being empty 
as well as signifiers like ‘the people’ being recognised as contestable. 
14 And of course this has an ontic – if somewhat unspecific – corollary: ‘Institutionalisation of uncertainty 
as the incorporation into democratic deliberations of actors who had been, so far, excluded from the process 
of decision-making’ (2004: 295). 



institutions, but democrats (Putnam, 1993). This is the minimum level of democracy that 

radical democracy calls for, ‘reflexive democrats’ who recognise the political nature of 

the act of constituting contingent subjectivities, even as they engage in it – it calls for 

‘fidelity to politics’.15 

The starting point of the normative argument is thus the view that it is not 

just any construction of the people that will do if a social order is to be thought of as 

democratic. Democracy takes recognition of contingency and particularity on behalf of 

those involved in self-government. To qualify as radically democratic, democratic 

practices furthermore has to be involved in pursuing a radicalisation of the key elements 

of the old political imaginary of the Left that Laclau so often refers to – liberty (thought 

by Laclau in terms of emancipation(s)), equality, and solidarity.  Contrary to criticisms to 

the opposite effect (Žižek 2000, Critchley 2004), it is not the case that Laclau does not 

provide a normative theory for making a democratic/undemocratic distinction, or a 

normative valuation, for that matter. Radical democracy as a political and normative 

imaginary is a theorisation of the emergence of a people that not only shows ‘fidelity to 

politics’ but also struggles for a certain normative order because it is deemed better than 

alternatives is precisely an attempt to allow one to do this. Identification with the theory 

of radical democracy thus serves like identification with any normative theory to offer a 

position of some discursive exteriority (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985: 154) relative to given 

orders. From such a position, where the normative stipulations exceed the descriptive 

order of facts, relations that are within those orders cast as being merely of difference or 

                                                 
15 It is true that this minimum definition makes it possible to identify democratic elements in some regimes 
that would not normally be thought of as so as having such, but theoretical notions would be practically 
worthless if they did nothing but reiterated what we already believed – whether this is legitimate in 
particular cases is something I will leave out of my discussion here. 



subordination can be articulated and recast as being relations of domination, oppression – 

or even antagonistic. It is through for instance the before-mentioned attempts to extend 

‘universal rules’ shared by both liberal and radical democratic discourses that the 

situation of the ‘illegal immigrant’ mentioned above can be transformed from one of 

heterogeneity to an antagonistic frontier between those approving the right and those 

denying it, and thereby serve in a political attempt to reconstitute the social order – which 

is precisely what is happening in the United States right now. It is in such applications of 

radical democratic ideals relative to existing orders that the normative theory can achieve 

what Cook (2006: 4) claims post-structuralist and critical political theory needs to aim 

for: ‘a context-transcending ethical [normative] validity without violating their own anti-

authoritarian impulse’. One part of politics is bordering on the extra-normative, such as 

clashes between (conservative) Right-wing belief in the universal value of hierarchy and 

a Left-wing belief in the universal value of equality. But it also involves a normative 

dimension precisely where context-transcending interventions can be made through 

investments in universals from the position of partly exterior normative discourses that 

lay claim to some of the same universal terms that the practice of politics circle around 

(justice, democracy, freedom, etc). Radical democracy provides one such point from 

which interventions can be made. The question is then whether the process-oriented 

argument works when put to use. I have two problems with the way it is presented here. 

 

First, why would one necessarily conceive of ‘the people’ in singular (‘a’ in the quotation 

above)? It seems to leave radical democracy within the imaginary of a nation-state form 

of politics that often amounts to a both normatively and pragmatically problematic 



‘misframing’ of politics (cf. Fraser 2005). The idea of popular sovereignty closely tied to 

notions like the people, the general will, and – a term Laclau in line with Gramsci uses – 

the collective will, is certainly an important strand in democratic thought, but so is the 

idea of the self-government of people. The history of ideas of democracy quite rightly 

insists that demos-kratos requires people, but does not agree as to whether it necessarily 

requires a people. A pursuit of the more plural tradition of multiple subjectivities along 

the lines of governance and transnationalism seems to be called for here, but will have to 

be left aside in this article.16 

 I will instead focus on a second, and more fundamental problem: Laclau’s criteria 

for distinguishing between democratic and non-democratic constitutions of subjectivities 

seem to be insufficiently clearly articulated to provide a way of making the distinction. 

His position oscillates between two ideals of democracy that he does not reconcile 

theoretically. On the one hand, we have democracy as defined by ‘equality of citizens’ 

(2004: 297). On the other, we have democracy as entailing ‘positive discrimination’ to 

create ‘the elementary preconditions for participating in the public life of the community’ 

(2004: 296). Obviously, these tie into his radical democratic project too in the form of 

equality and solidarity. One dimension is about interacting as being equal in a certain 

(political and social) sense. The other is about being treated unequally to become 

(politically and socially) equal. Both are rightly seen as parts of what democracy means 

for those who want to go beyond purely negative liberties, and are dealt with in much 

normative theory. The central question remains how they are to be combined. Laclau 

explicitly recognises that there is a ‘tension between these two logics in the attempt to 

                                                 
16 In this respect, it is a bit of a shame that more than half of the people contributing to Laclau: a critical 
reader are closely associated with Laclau – more engagement with other strands of thoughts could maybe 
have forced his reply to move into previously unexplored territory. 



build up a democratic society in a context of deep inequality’ (2004: 297).17 The problem 

is that he leaves this tension untouched through a vague reference to their mutual 

‘complex articulations’ in concrete cases, and then go on to argue as if the outcome of 

such complex articulations where somehow already known by stating for instance that 

there is ‘no doubt that Jacobinism was a democratic movement, although it violated all 

the procedural rules Habermasians postulate [i.e. the first dimension of equality as 

citizens]’ (2004: 297). The real question is of course: why is there no doubt? Can the 

reasons be theoretically articulated at the level of abstraction where Laclau operates, for 

instance through the introduction of a notion of ‘democratic justice’ explicitly trying to 

link the two, such as the notions Nancy Fraser, Rainer Forst, or for that matter John 

Rawls, have elaborated? They try to deal with the key question of what ‘complex 

articulations’ of equality and inequality are normatively justifiable. 

 

Instead of engaging with this question, Laclau takes recourse to the idea that precisely 

democratic (and therefore normatively justifiable) subjectivity is linked to the emergence 

of ‘the underdog as a political actor’ (2005c: 259). His discussion of Gramsci illustrates 

the importance of this category in his argument. Despite Gramsci’s notorious lack of 

explicit normative theorisation, as expressed in the collapse of the normative dimension 

into the political through the term ‘ethico-political’, Laclau asserts that ‘Gramsci’s vision 

of hegemony [is] … profoundly democratic, because it involves launching new historical 

subjects [‘underdogs’] into the historical arena’ (2005a: 168). Presumably, this is also the 

                                                 
17 Where Mouffe (2000) in her discussion of the contributions made by Habermas and Rawls identifies the 
‘democratic paradox’ in the constitutive tension between liberalism as rule of law, and democracy as 
popular sovereignty, Laclau here seems to identify the constitutive tension between liberalism as rule of 
law (equality as citizens), the social question (what it means to be equal in anything but a purely formal 
sense), and then relate it democracy (the emergence of the people). 



argument for why Jacobinism is deemed democratic. Then again, the Sendero Luminose 

in Peru also tried to launch new historical subjects into the arena, and hardly seems to be 

a democratic movement, even in what was a highly oppressive, exclusionary and unequal 

context. The central thing here is the intellectual reason why both Gramsci and Chariman 

Gonzalo did not have to confront the question of whether their practice would entail a 

normatively justifiable (democratically, for instance) form of historical subjectivity and 

political practice. They still relied on Marx’s notion of the proletariat as the universal 

class, a short-cut past normative theory through the mere positing of something that is in 

an a priori fashion taken to ontologically be the excluded underdog-as-such – a return to 

an archic form of justification that seems untenable in the light of criticism made by, 

amongst others, precisely Laclau. Interestingly enough, Laclau comes quite close to the 

argument behind all this – Marx’s position (1844: 123) that the proletariat is the universal 

class ‘because its sufferings are universal’, and that it in its political practice therefore 

‘does not claim a particular redress, because the wrong which is done to it is not a 

particular wrong but wrong as such’. Laclau writes: ‘when we identify with the cause of 

the underdog … we do not identify with them as pure singularities, but “as exemplary 

species of the oppressed and of oppression in general”’ (2004: 310). I beg to differ. Pace 

Laclau’s own work and the first part of this article, accepting the point that there are no 

atomistic ‘pure singularities’ does not entail that the only alternative is universalism (‘in 

general’) – I think the process is better understood in Laclau’s own terms. Particular 

forms of oppression (racism, economic exploitation, patriarchy, etc) are invested with the 

tendentially universal meaning of oppression (‘in general’) without ever identifying 

oppression-as-such or exclusion-as-such. 



In this light, I must say that ‘underdog’ does not seem to me to be 

perspicuous theoretical category. First: To categorise those excluded from orders (or 

oppressed) as ‘underdogs’ obscures first of all the central (if today rather banal) point that 

patterns of inclusion/exclusion do not necessarily converge in homogenising patterns – 

being white, male, unemployed and a convicted felon is a different combination of 

inclusions and exclusions than being Arab, female, housewife and an important activist in 

neighbourhood associations. 18  There is no such thing as exclusion or oppression in 

general, only oppressions. Secondly: Laclau presents a theoretical framework that insists 

that inclusions always entail other exclusions, that equality (which entails a dimension of 

equivalence) always involves inequality (which similarly entails a dimension of 

difference) – as explained above. If this is precise, one cannot bring in the excluded or 

oppressed in toto – this idea is simply the reintroduction of the mirage of a fully 

reconciled society, something the theory of hegemony rejects as impossible. How can one 

then summarise democratic politics simply as the bringing in of previously excluded 

actors?  

Instead, the challenge seems to be the question of which combinations of 

exclusions/inclusions and equalities/inequalities are normatively justifiable. Laclau 

recognises, addresses, but ultimately dodges the whole question of how one can judge 

such particular patterns involved in the emergence of a new political project democratic 

or not, let alone radically so. Once one leaves behind the idea of the proletariat (or the 

underdogs) as the universal class so central to Marxism as a normative project (and today 

lurking in the background of Žižek and Hardt & Negri’s work), Jacobinism, Gramscian 

                                                 
18 Something Laclau of all people is of course aware of – see for instance his remarks on multiple selves 
(2005a: 199). 



communist politics (and Sendero Luminoso) like all other political struggles has to be 

seen not only as struggles for inclusion, but as pursuing historically specific combinations 

of inclusion and exclusion that attempt to introduce some actors at the expense of others. 

Any hegemony, also one pursued in radically democratic fashion, will be based on both 

coercion and consent, and the normative challenges are not so much which types of 

consent and inclusion are legitimate, but which types of coercion and exclusion are 

legitimate, who gets to decide that, and how. The possibility of precisely adjudicating 

between movements’ democratic and non-democratic dimensions without artificially 

separating their ideology from their practice seems to depend on a more explicit 

theoretical linkage between the two dimensions of democracy (equality and positive 

discrimination) than what Laclau offers. The importance of the undertheorised second 

dimension of positive discrimination for his argument in situations of inequality is clear 

when he (quite rightly, in my view) argues that the ‘social inequalities in the present 

world are deeper than anything that mere procedural agreements [can] supersede’ (2004: 

296) because it raise the question of what normatively justifiable form of politics (that 

includes coercion) can lead to an outcome (that includes exclusion) that is also 

normatively justifiable. It is in the light of this challenge that Laclau’s link between his 

theory of the political, normative theory and the theory of a populist form of politics as 

formulated through the insistence that ‘radical democracy is always populist’ (2005c: 

259) shall be considered in the last part of the article – first, however, I will take a closer 

look at the final element, the form of politics he identifies as populist. 

 



A theory of a form of politics 

Involved in the link between radical democracy and populism is the rejection of 

identifications of populism with a particular sociological constituency (marginalized rural 

groups), a precise ideological position (as opposed to nationalism, liberalism, etc) or the 

psychological foundation that crowd theorists like Taine, Le Bon, Tarde and MacDougall 

tried to give it. Using Freud’s introduction of the notion of ‘identification’ into 

discussions of crowds as a departure point from psychological reductionism, Laclau 

instead proposes that we see populism as a particular political logic (2005a: 117) – a form 

of politics. 

 Though populism of different political hues seems to be on the rise again in some 

parts of the world, the reason for studying precisely this phenomena is not simply its 

empirical interest – indeed, part of Laclau’s argument is that as a form of politics it has in 

many countries, especially the ‘overdeveloped’ West, been superseded by forms of 

politics that stand in the way of the constitution of ‘the people’. Think here 

parliamentarian and especially corporatist welfare states that differentiate and isolate 

demands and the particulars making them in the very process of addressing them. Instead, 

the centrality of populism in Laclau’s optic stems from its possible relation to the 

political emergence of the people as a transformative force, and therefore the relation it 

seems possible to establish between it, democracy and democratic politics (2005a: 74). 

Read in the light of his and Mouffe’s previous attempts to formulate ‘a new politics for 

the Left’, an imaginary alternative title of his most recent work would be Populism as 

Radical Democratic Strategy – the claim that radical democracy is always populist 

echoes his Marxist work in the seventies, where he argued that ‘there is no socialism 



without populism’ (1977: 196). Laclau’s thirty years of writings on populism as a form of 

politics is central to his work as precisely a political theorist because it represents the 

theorisation of how the normative project imagined within the terrain of the theory of the 

political can find a home in the world – it is what moves his work beyond the elaboration 

of formal categories for empirical analysis and the development of a purely normative 

theory of the good society. 

 

As a form of politics, populism follows a particular path through the steps discussed 

above as involved in hegemonic politics. A number of heterogeneous demands are 

brought together and linked. They achieve a collective identity through their 

differentiation from an antagonistic force represented in their discourse, namely the 

particular other of the ‘establishment’ that is taken to deny their demands. Finally, a 

particular demand, often signified by a leader, is affectively invested with the empty 

universal of the ‘people’ and comes to represent ‘the people’ in the ultimate move of the 

populist hegemonic operation (2005a: 116). The achievement of this marks the 

transformation of the populist political subject: ‘in order to have the people of populism 

… we need a plebs who claim to be the only legitimate populus – that is, a partiality 

which wants to function as the totality of the community’ (2005a: 81). The often-

lamented ‘vagueness’ of populist discourse (as opposed to the finely differentiated 

positions within parliamentarian systems and establishment political discourse) thus 

stems from precisely the operation that brings ‘the people’ into being. 

 



Now, both Laclau’s own work and the collection of analyses in Panizza (2005) 

demonstrates the considerable analytical purchase of this approach in contrast to 

traditional theories and their eclectic and often self-contradictory conceptualisations of 

populism. In terms of political theory, it is also clear what his perspective contributes in 

contrast to the simple positing of an ontological ‘proletariat’ and its struggle as ‘class 

war’ in Marxism – today reemergent in the idea of an ‘ontological multitude’ and its 

auto-justified fight against ‘Empire’ (Hardt & Negri, 2004: 221). If one leaves aside for a 

moment his appeal to the notion of the ‘underdogs’, Laclau’s theory of the political 

points to the contingency, coercion and exclusion involved in any processes producing 

subjectivites and thereby raise the normative question of how concrete forms of politics 

forming potentially transformative subjects can be justified – both question are silenced 

in these alternative accounts, both come together in the theory of a populist form of 

politics. The proletariat is simply there and simply socialist. The multitude is simply 

there, and simply fighting Empire. Because they are who they are, neither needs 

normativity or ethics. Paraphrasing Critchley’s (forthcoming) beautiful phrase, ‘ethics 

without politics is empty, politics without ethics is blind’, one can say that in these 

theories, politics is normatively blind because it takes as its starting point that it does not 

need to see, it has always-already seen. In contrast, Laclau minus the underdog insists 

that politics sees itself as political and necessarily normative and as having never seen a 

priori, because there are no one to see before their own political constitution. Contrary to 

what for instance Badiou (2005) seems to suggest, politics is never only back then and 

there, but here and now, and the involved has to see themselves as such to recognise what 

they are doing as political and normative and not just the unfolding of history. This 



position is immensely valuable in itself because it insists on bringing together the 

political and the normative in the world as a form of politics. What I will dispute here is 

the link that Laclau given these insights wants to make between radical democracy and 

populism as a form of politics. I have two objections. The first ties in with my criticism 

of the notion of the ‘underdogs’ and pertains to the idea that those people (the plebs) ‘the 

people’ emerge from can be fruitfully understood as ‘the underprivileged’ (2005a: 81). 

The second concerns Laclau’s attempts to equivalate populism with the political as such. 

 The theoretical part of my problem with the idea of plebs as simply ‘the 

underprivileged’ is already laid out in my above discussion of the notion of the underdog 

that provides the key linkage between the normative project and the populist form of 

politics. Patterns of exclusion/inclusion and equality/inequality do not necessarily (or 

even often) coalesce in handy total dichotomies identifying two distinct groups as the 

privileged and the underprivileged. The very establishment of such a dichotomy seems to 

be involved in the populist political act, and like all such acts, it entails the constitution 

not of a new order of inclusion-as-such, but of a new combination of inclusion and 

exclusion. The notion of ‘the people’ have in Europe both historically and in the 

contemporary world worked in precisely this way, because it is not only differentiated 

from the establishment (populus/grandi), but also from the Stranger that nationalist 

discourse has brought back to haunt us together with the re-emergence of the people as a 

historical agent. The many changing incarnations of the Stranger (the Jew, the Gypsy, the 

German ‘Hun’, the second-generation immigrant) underlines that the universalist 

potential that lies in the concept ‘people’ (as humans – think: die Leute, les gens, folk, 

etc) is often replaced by the particularism of the people (das Volk, le peuple, folket, etc) – 



which may still represent national unity, but definitely not an inclusive people the 

emergence of which amounts to the overcoming of unequal distributions of privilege. It is 

often only conceived of as an attempt to bring the national people onto the scene, and has 

historically often been used by political elites to manoeuvre this precise political subject 

against more radical projects striving for social change (see for instance Hansen & 

Jelstrup 2005). This use has to be kept in mind as a concrete counter-example to 

Gramsci’s dreams about a progressive national-popular and new idols of the left like 

Hugo Chávez and Evo Morales. Though the Latin American experience is partly 

different, history is ripe with examples of populisms at odds with radical democratic 

aspirations, and even those less so are also involved in coercion and exclusion. Just as 

Laclau does not hold that the identification of hegemony has any necessary links to the 

project of radical democracy, he also at one point writes that ‘there is no a priori 

guarantee that the ‘people’ as a historical actor will be constituted around a progressive 

identity (from the point of view of the Left)’ (2005a: 246). But the opposite link – which 

he makes – seems equally contingent (that radical democracy is a priori populist as 

suggested in the quotation above). As already discussed, the point that democracy 

involves people does not amount to it involving a political subject claiming to be the 

people. What would make a political subjectivity constituted around the investment of, 

say, ‘justice’ any less democratic than one constituted around the notion of ‘the people’? 

The defining traits of radical democratic politics seems to lie elsewhere, in the 

recognition of a subject’s own contingency and particularity, in the pursuit of 

emancipation(s), and in the precise combination of equality and inequality that its 

political projects deem valid. 



 The second problem arise from the following puzzling passage:  

 

Does … the political [then] become synonymous with populism? Yes, in 

the sense in which I conceive this last notion. … the construction of the 

‘people’ is the political act par excellence – as opposed to pure 

administration within a stable institutional framework  

(2005a: 154) 

 

This is an interpretation that seems to flatly contradict Laclau’s own introduction to the 

very same book (with which I align myself). Here, the argument is that ‘populism is, 

quite simply, a way of constructing the political’ (2005a: xi, my emphasis). In the latter 

reading, the opposition established in the quotation above between politics and pure 

administration is untenable, and the equivalence between populism and the political 

denied. This seems to be the necessary implication of the theory of hegemony – if 

political processes are ontologically primary and never complete, they cannot be thought 

of as opposed to any particular ontic form – there is no such thing as ‘pure 

administration’ that successfully extinguishes the political, even things that pass 

themselves off as purely social have political origins. If the theory of hegemony is 

precise, the political is an inescapable part of human existence. Another quote illustrates 

the importance of this difference: 

 

‘in the dismissal of populism far more is involved than the relegation of a 

peripheral set of phenomena to the margins of social explanation. What is 



involved in such a disdainful rejection is, I think, the dismissal of politics 

tour court’  

(2005a: x) 

 

Here, two points can be disentangled in the light of the above. One is the truism that 

democratic politics necessarily entails precisely politics. But if the political is an 

ontological condition of human existence, denial of it can only amount to ideological 

self-deception, not an actually effective dismissal. 19  Radical democracy may require 

‘fidelity to politics’, but not necessarily populism. Norval (2004) is an example of an 

author that operates more or less within the ontological theory of the political that Laclau 

has elaborated, sympathises with the notion of radical democracy, but still tries to insert 

something between the rather stark dichotomy between institutional politics and anti-

establishment populist politics that Laclau seems to suggest. And with good reason, in 

my view – the challenge seems to be to identify a form of politics that can be normatively 

justified through self-disciplination around a project like radical democracy, can carry out 

a hegemonic operation that will probably have to include the linkage of demands from 

both within and outside existing social orders, and instigate change towards a social 

ordering that is more democratic and just than the current. This may take a populist form, 

but I doubt it, and the claim that it must is untenable. 

 

                                                 
19 Along the same line, the normative-political problem plaguing the Marxist tradition that Laclau & 
Mouffe deconstructs (1985) is not that its theoretical dismissal of the independent importance of politics 
and its inability to perceive it led to Marxist-inspired political practices (for instance revolution!) into 
becoming apolitical – they where necessarily so. The problem is that it, along with the notion of the 
universal class, prevented Marxism from developing a position that was radically democratic political, 
because it did not show fidelity to politics and refused normative reflection on the process of the political. 



A full act of political theorising 

As noted in the introduction, the three elements of Laclau’s work discussed above are 

often presented as separate. Seen as such, the theory of hegemony appears purely 

analytical, radical democracy as simply another normative theory, and the argument for a 

populist form of politics as nothing but strategy. Each element has individual strengths 

and weaknesses, but the central point to be made here is that they together make up one 

act of political theory. 

 Their interlinkage can be summarised as follows: Given the historical starting 

point is not some abstract original position, but an empirical world entailing exclusions 

and inequalities maintained by a number of existing social orders that are not in 

themselves defined by immanent or structural logics that necessarily lead to any 

normatively preferable place, any project for change for the better must identify the 

potential and logics of change to be anything but empty speculation.20 The question then 

is ‘how is change possible?’ 

Laclau address this question by identifying hegemony as the process of 

(re)constituting the social order, the ontological logic and transformative potential of the 

political that is ever-present. The explicit motivation for the initial formulation of this 

theory was not simply the development of what it also is – an analytical concept – but an 

attempt to alert the Left to the logic of the political so that it could be put to use for 

normative purposes. While Laclau leaves behind the dialectical development of the forces 

of history, he reintroduces the emancipatory potential in history by insisting on its 

inescapable political dimension. If it is possible to think of emancipation(s) from 

                                                 
20 In this light, a homology between the Frankfurt School and Laclau’s work emerge in the common 
ambition to identify a potential for change in the real world. 



historical forms of oppression, it is because historical subjects overcome them through 

political struggles, not because history does due to self-contained immanent or internal 

logics. The question the development of this theory leads to, especially since it entailed 

the abolishment of the class essentialism that had made Marxism avoid explicitly 

normative theorising, is: ‘what changes’ are emancipatory changes? 

 The answer is theoretically specified in the normative idea of radical democracy. 

The development of the theory of hegemony as a potential tool for Leftist politics would 

not make much sense unless it is taken to be possible to distinguish between good and 

bad change from a certain normative-political position. The normative theory tries to 

furnish categories for precisely this distinction and the self-disciplination of a political 

project around it. It incorporates the fact of heterogeneity and the form of hegemonic 

politics into its very conception of the good society. Accepting heterogeneity, it 

radicalises deontological logics also pursued by other strands of thought in an argument 

about the primacy of democracy as open-ended and unfixed. It makes it possible to think 

that precisely democratic subjectivities can be constituted. I have argued here that the 

theory despite its merits (the recognition of the political in the form of heterogeneity, 

hegemony, and subjectivity) is still plagued by the lack of co-articulation of the two 

different dimensions of democracy it identifies (equality and the inequality of positive 

discrimination). A fleshing out of, for instance, a notion of democratic justice should be 

pursued to reach a level where more precise adjudications between democratic and 

nondemocratic subjectivities and projects are possible. But even given the 

accomplishment of such a task, the final question remains: ‘how can that normative 

change be pursued?’ 



 Laclau suggests populism as the politics of a radical democratic project. Though 

the link is made to the notion of democracy and the emergence of the people, I have 

criticised this link on both historical and theoretical premises and argued that it is not a 

convincing part of the project. Even the ‘least populist’ version of a theory of a form of 

politics - the idea presented by him and Mouffe (1985: 182-183) as the linkage of anti-

racist, anti-sexist, and anti-capitalist struggles into one radical democratic project still 

seems to me to avoid the question that the reconceptualisation of the formation of 

subjectivities around the notion of demands allow one to pose: how can a radical 

democratic project be constituted around demands from both included and excluded 

around some normative notion like justice that in some places span the political frontiers 

that separates them? This is where the future of a radical democratic form of politics that 

recognises the points I have made in part two and three above seem to lie. 

 

What despite the problems identified remains an important contribution of Laclau’s 

political theorising, especially the recent focus on populism, is the underlying insistence 

that an act of political theorising entail all three elements. Against thinkers such as Rawls, 

who offers very little as to the political question of ‘how change’ and the politics question 

of ‘how that change’, and instead remains almost exclusively within the realm of a purely 

normative theory that is therefore unconditioned by ontology and worldly realities, or 

thinkers such as Gramsci, who offers a lot on those two questions, but nothing but simply 

appeals to the universal class when it comes to the normative question of ‘what change’, 

Laclau combines ontological, normative, and ontic questions in one act of political 

theorising. Even if it ultimately does not yet fully reach the heights it aspires to, it 



therefore still manages to differentiate itself from normatively indifferent political 

science, abstract moral theorising, and unprincipled political strategising in an act that 

performatively shows, even if it does not fully explains, what it means when Laclau says 

that he speaks not as a philosopher, but ‘as a political theorist’ (1996b: 47). The meaning, 

merit, and problems of this is what I have sought to make clear here. 
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Chapter Two 

Performing radical democracy 

 

Moya Lloyd 

 

Power is not stable or static, but is remade at various junctures within everyday 

life; it constitutes our tenuous sense of common sense, and is ensconced as the 

prevailing epistemes of a culture. Moreover, social transformation occurs not 

merely by rallying mass numbers in favour of a cause, but precisely through the 

ways in which daily social relations are rearticulated, and new conceptual horizons 

opened up by anomalous and subversive practices (Butler 2000a: 14). 

 

It may seem perplexing in a book exploring the politics of radical democracy to have 

two chapters devoted to the work of Judith Butler for she is hardly known as a 

democratic theorist. Indeed, a quick search through the indexes to all her single-

authored books reveals the sum total of only one reference to democracy in all nine 

texts (2004a: 226).
1
 Even extending the remit a bit wider to include references to the 

writings of, say, radical democratic thinkers such as Laclau and Mouffe, fails to yield 

much more. They appear in the indexes of just two books (Excitable Speech and 

Bodies that Matter).
2
 Yet in this chapter, I will argue that Judith Butler is a radical 

democrat and that she develops her account of radical democracy, in part, out of a 

critical engagement with the work of Laclau and Mouffe, particularly that of Laclau. 

Moreover, to make my case, I will be drawing amongst other things on some of the 

very texts that appear to offer little indexical evidence of Butler’s interest in radical 

democracy. In part I am able to do so because the indexes to Butler’s books are highly 
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parsimonious: democracy – as both a theory and practice – appears more often than 

they suggest, though still not on the scale to warrant identifying any of her books as a 

piece of democratic theory per se. The more important factor, however, is that the 

concept that I suggest is central to Butler’s understanding of radical democracy, what 

I term universality-to-come (echoing, of course, Derrida’s idea of democracy-to-

come), becomes increasingly salient in these writings over time.  

 

There are two areas that concern me in this chapter; I have examined the broad terms 

of Butler’s discussions of radical democracy elsewhere (Lloyd 2007a and 2007b). The 

first relates to the idea of universality-to-come. I am interested here both in the 

contours of this concept and in how Butler differentiates her approach from that of 

Laclau, whose own contribution to advancing the debate on radical democracy has 

been identified by some commentators in terms of its concentration on the universal 

(Critchley and Marchart 2004: 4). The second area concerns the transfiguration of 

‘daily social relations’ alluded to at the outset of the chapter. Here I focus on same-

sex marriage. As an issue it illustrates very clearly, I propose, a deconstructive aporia 

at the heart of Butler’s account of radical democracy: a blindness to the state as a 

possible mechanism for universalisation that is in tension with Butler’s 

characterisation of radical democratic struggles as struggles to resignify the universal 

(and, most particularly, the human as a universal). As I demonstrate below, an account 

of radical democracy that does not conceive of the possibility of operating through the 

state in the advancement of democratic demands is an account that risks abstracting 

from, and thus neglecting, the specific contexts within which political contestation 

actually occurs. To contend a priori that the state cannot facilitate democratic 

demands is not a radical claim per se. The radicalism of any political strategy can 



 49 

only be evaluated in situ. For this reason, I will argue, that it is necessary in the light 

of shifting political circumstances in the US to re-evaluate Butler’s assertion that 

radical sexual politics is best served by rejecting same-sex marriage.
3
   

 

Competing universalities  

 

Butler develops her account of radical democracy, as noted earlier, in part out of a 

critical engagement with the work of Laclau and Mouffe. Tellingly, she rejects Laclau 

and Mouffe’s emphasis in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985) on the production 

of democratic identities as such; queries what she perceives to be their positing of 

transcendental ‘a priori conditions of political articulation itself (across all time and 

place)’ (2000c: 272) as the basis for democratisation; and worries about the 

hermeneutics of their reading of new social movements as pivotal to democracy. 

Where she does draw intellectual sustenance for her account of radical democracy is 

from Laclau’s discussion of universality, though as will become clear, hers is a 

qualified approval of his position. 

 

Over the last thirty years or so, feminists, post-colonialists, communitarians, and 

poststructuralists have expended considerable energy endeavouring to demonstrate the 

limited and partial nature of what passes for the universal. The fall of Communism, 

rise of various nationalisms, and the shift towards multicultural politics (itself fed by 

the appearance of a constellation of different political movements representing diverse 

groups) have all contributed in various ways to the problematisation of the universal. 

Butler was once a vociferous critic of the universal, contending that it was not just 

‘violent and exclusionary’ but also ‘totalizing’ (2004b: 339). Yet within only a few 
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years, she was arguing that an open-ended sense of universality was not only useful 

for but essential to the radical democratic transformation of society. It is not the 

reason for this apparent change of heart that concerns me here, though needless to say 

it should not be construed as signalling a return to old style notions of the universal as 

predicated on some pre-existing characteristic of humanity.
4
 It is how Butler 

characterises the relation between universality-to-come and radical democracy that is 

of interest.  

 

In Contingency, Hegemony, Universality, Butler engages in a debate with Ernesto 

Laclau and Slavoj Žižek about, amongst other things, the status of the universal. 

Echoing Laclau (I will set aside Butler’s debate with Žižek on this occasion), Butler 

argues that the ‘open-endedness that is essential to democratization implies that the 

universal cannot be finally identified with any particular content, and that this 

incommensurability (for which we do not need the Real) is crucial to the futural 

possibilities of democratic contestation’ (2000b: 161). The unrealisability of the 

universal is precisely what keeps democracy alive. Democratic political struggles 

arise as a means both of contesting the exclusionary nature of particular universals 

and of endeavouring to render ‘key terms of liberalism’, as she puts it, ‘more 

inclusive, dynamic and more concrete’ (Butler 2000a: 13; see also Butler 1997a: 160 

and 2001: 419). Such struggles are politically potent, then, when they compel a less 

exclusionary rearticulation of the fundamental assumptions of democracy itself. 

Butler thus shares with Laclau the idea of the impossibility of a fully realisable 

universalism – or to use different language, the incompletion of the universal. 

Significantly, she differentiates her account from Laclau’s in two ways.  

 



 51 

First, she returns to Hegel to argue that ‘the relation of universality to its cultural 

articulation is insuperable’ (2000a: 24). The universal, she claims, is always already 

thoroughly cultural, shaped by the customary practices through which it is enacted – a 

‘given syntax’ and ‘a certain set of cultural conventions’ (Butler 2000a: 35). She thus 

rejects Laclau’s conceptualisation of the universal as being formally empty. Rather 

the ‘universal in culture’, as she calls it, always depends on ‘decidedly less than 

universal conditions’ for its expression (Butler 1996: 44-5). Second, although seeming 

to endorse Laclau’s claim that it is the incommensurability between the particular and 

the universal that is central to democratisation, Butler distances herself from what she 

perceives to be his a priori assumption that the political field is divided between 

‘modes of resistance that are particular and those that successfully make the claim to 

universality’ (Butler 2000b: 165). The point is not that she queries the inter-

imbrication of universal and particular suggested by Laclau but that she rejects the 

idea that they are logically incompatible categories (Butler 2000b: 162). Here she 

draws on Linda Zerilli’s discussion of Joan Scott’s work on post-revolutionary French 

feminist politics to make her case (Zerilli 1998: 16).
5
  

 

When Scott explores the universal in relation to feminism, one of the paradoxes she 

identifies is that of a possible ‘undecidable coincidence of particular and universal’ 

within one idea; in this case the term ‘sexual difference’, which ‘can denote the 

particular in one political context and the universal in another’ (Butler 2000a: 33). It 

can thus stand for women’s specificity (a particularism) or for something that is 

common to all humanity (a universal). Examining the ‘particular in its particularity’ 

might reveal, in other words, that ‘a certain competing version of universality is 

intrinsic to the particular movement itself’ (Butler 2000b: 166). What sustains 
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democratisation for Butler is not a clash between universal and particular, as Laclau 

maintains but, in a context of deep pluralisation, a clash between particular cultural 

universals.  

 

The inevitable question raised by this formulation is how best to mediate between 

competing universals? What kind of radical democratic politics is involved here? The 

short answer is one of ‘establishing practices of translation’ amongst conflicting 

universals so that a non-transcendental commonality can be forged (Butler 2000b: 

167; see Lloyd 2007a for a fuller discussion). What does this involve? According to 

Butler, when a disenfranchised group make a universal demand they commit a 

performative contradiction: they lay claim to something (a right, an ontology) from 

which they are constitutively excluded (1996: 48). At that very moment, ‘an 

invocation that has no prior legitimacy can have the effect of challenging existing 

forms of legitimacy’, and open up a new, more universal, form (Butler 1997a:147; see 

also Rancière 1999). The limited reach of the existing universal is divulged and the 

universal is thus challenged. In appealing to the universal, the disenfranchised, that is, 

expose the extent to which the universal rests on particular, exclusionary assumptions 

about who qualifies as a person having the right to appeal to the universal.  

 

It is not just that those demanding universal rights do not already have them; the real 

problem is that they are not recognized as possible subjects of said rights in the first 

place. They thus signify both the limit of the human and thus ‘the limit to 

universalizability’ (Butler 1996: 46). The ‘assertion of rights becomes’, for Butler 

therefore, ‘a way of intervening into the social and political process by which the 

human is articulated’ (2004a: 33); a way of challenging the norms defining who 



 53 

counts as human. And so, a radical democratic politics, oriented towards universality-

to-come, is intrinsically tied to ‘struggle[s] with the norm’ (Butler 2004a: 13): norms 

defining the human, norms establishing sex and sexual difference, norms defining 

whose life counts. By disrupting that which is settled and ‘known’, radical democratic 

politics opens up space to ‘rethink the possible’ (Butler 1999a: xx); to contest, in other 

words, the normative violence that determines who counts. (For more on normative 

violence see Lloyd 2007a.) What, however, is the relation between struggling with the 

norm and cultural translation? 

 

The aim of cultural translation is neither to posit an alternative set of a priori 

universal assumptions about the human nor to attempt to assimilate the excluded to an 

existing (heteronormative, racially or ethnically framed) conception of the human. 

There is equally no point in endeavouring to impose a view of the universal on a 

culture resistant to it. Rather, cultural translation involves an encounter between 

competing conceptions of the universal, articulated in different languages, that 

produces a transformation in how the universal is thought. It is a difficult and 

laborious process. It requires that each of the competing universals ‘change in order 

to apprehend the other’ (Butler 2004a: 38), to give up some of their foundational 

assumptions. This, in turn, demands of radical democratic subjects if not a 

commitment to, then at least a willingness to undergo, epistemological uncertainty. 

Drawing inspiration from the work of Chicana feminist Gloria Anzaldùa, Butler 

commends subjects to ‘put our own epistemological certainties into question, and 

through that risk and openness to another way of knowing and of living in the world 

to expand our capacity to imagine the human’. And, reading her at her most radical, 

democratic transformation for Butler can and will occur only when such subjects 
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‘exist[...] in the mode of translation, constant translation’ (Butler 2004a: 228); when 

they can let go of the comfort of knowing already what the human is – giving up, in 

other words, the limiting religious, racial or heteronormative frames that presently 

define the human in order to generate a wider, more uncertain, yet less restrictive 

conception (Butler 2004c: 89-91).  

 

So, to sum up, radical democratic politics, for Butler: is inherently contestatory and 

dissonant; operates through practices of cultural translation designed to rework the 

universal ‘from myriad directions’ so that it becomes more capacious (Butler 2004a: 

224); is staged through the appropriation of claims to equality, freedom, justice and 

rights by the disenfranchised; and is constitutively open-ended. Radical democratic 

universality is thus always a universality-to-come. Moreover, no a priori assumptions 

can be made either about the process or conditions of democratisation (articulating the 

universal and particular), or about its agents (new social movements). 

Democratisation is always already culturally articulated: dependent on historically 

embedded subjects and available political vernacular. For all the strengths of her 

account, however, when it comes to Butler’s discussion of specific examples of 

radical democratic politics at work, particularly with regard to sexual politics, she 

introduces a questionable a priori assumption of her own: that civil society is the only 

appropriate locus for radical democratisation and the production of universals-to-

come. (For an exploration of the place of civil society in radical democratic thought 

see Martin, this volume). 
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Restaging the universal – demanding ‘love rights’ 

 

Earlier in this chapter, I suggested that as a radical democrat Butler might be 

understood as arguing for the radicalisation of liberalism – that is, the extension of 

liberal notions of equality, freedom and so on to more and more areas of social life. I 

also hinted that she conceives of radical democratic politics in terms of everyday-ness. 

Finally, I suggested in the introduction to this chapter that democratic politics had 

been present in her work from at least Gender Trouble onwards. I now want to return 

to some of these claims. My first contention is that Butler does rather more than seek 

to democratise the explicit values of liberalism (liberty, equality, justice). In her 

efforts to argue for an extension of the norms that ‘sustain a viable life’ to all persons 

(Butler 2004a: 225) she argues for the necessity to democratise the ‘fundamental 

categories’ that organise cultural and social life so as to make them ‘more inclusive 

and more responsive to the full range of cultural populations’ (Butler 2004a: 223-4). 

This is what is required in order to instantiate a ‘radical democratic transformation’ of 

society (Butler, 2000b: 147). Although it is not possible to specify all the fundamental 

categories Butler has in mind in this statement, it ought to be clear from her work to 

date that it includes sex, gender and sexuality.
6
 Her critique of heteronormativity 

(begun in the essays leading to the publication of Gender Trouble and continued 

unabated since) should thus be read, I am suggesting, as an effort to democratise what 

is understood by sex and sexual difference. Similarly her interventions in the debate 

surrounding same-sex marriage should be understood as part of an endeavour to 

develop a more radically democratic formulation of intimate relations. 
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One of the third generation rights, or ‘love rights’ as Robert Wintemute terms them 

(2005), that has dominated much gay and lesbian campaigning across the globe has 

been that of same-sex marriage.
7
 This is certainly true of the United States where it 

has been at the forefront of debates within the gay, lesbian and queer movements since 

the 1990s. In what follows, I want to explore Butler’s somewhat late entry into this 

debate. Before I do so, however, a little context is appropriate.
8
  

 

In 1993 the Hawaii Supreme Court ruled, in the case of Baehr v. Lewin, that refusing 

to issue marriage licenses to members of the same sex seemed to be in violation of the 

equal protection clause of the state’s constitution. An evidentiary hearing was ordered 

at which the state was to be granted the opportunity to show that there were 

‘compelling state interests’ in denying same-sex couples the right to marry. Before 

that hearing was over, not only had Congress passed and pro-gay President Clinton 

signed the Defense of Marriage Act (1996), which stipulated that ‘the word 

“marriage” means only a legal union between one man and one woman as husband 

and wife’ (‘DOMA’, in Baird and Rosenbaum 2004: 290) but the people of Hawaii 

had voted in favour of a constitutional amendment prohibiting same-sex marriage 

(1998). What was widely perceived to be a decision paving the way for the 

legalisation of same-sex marriage in Hawaii (Baehr v. Lewin) turned out to be the start 

of a battle that divided the gay, lesbian and queer movements as activists contended 

over whether state-sanctioned same-sex marriage was the right strategy to pursue.  

 

Since then much has happened: the Massachusetts Supreme Court in Goodridge v. 

Department of Public Health (2003) ruled in favour of same-sex marriages, thus 

legalising them; in 2004 the mayor of San Francisco, Gavin Newsom, started 



 57 

authorising same-sex marriages on the grounds that failure to do so was 

discriminatory under the terms of the Californian Constitution only to have his 

decision overturned that same year by the California Supreme Court (with some four 

thousand marriages voided as a consequence); and in 2006 President George W. Bush 

attempted, unsuccessfully, to fulfil his election promise to amend the US Constitution 

via the Marriage Protection Amendment. Had it succeeded, this amendment would 

have secured the heteronormativity of marriage in law.
9
 

 

Given the characteristics of radical democracy outlined in the introduction to this 

book, from a theoretical perspective at least, one might expect a radical democrat – or, 

at least, a radical democrat who conceives of the expansion and contestation of rights 

as a radical move (and I will return to this below) – to embrace the campaign to 

extend the right to marry to gays and lesbians. First, it seeks to extend a universal 

right, indeed a human right, to a constituency denied it.
10

 The campaign for same-sex 

marriage might be understood, therefore, as not only endeavouring to secure equal 

civil and human rights for gays and lesbians but also as a means of contesting the 

nature of, and thus of rethinking, marriage and sexual citizenship in non-

heteronormative terms. Next, the demand appears to involve a performative 

reconstitution of the demos. Just as in the case of Jeanne Deroin, the excluded (gays 

and lesbians) seize the very language of entitlement that de-recognizes them (in this 

case, that of marital entitlement) and claim to be covered by it, effecting what Butler 

terms a ‘performative contradiction’ (Butler 1996: 48). To paraphrase Rancière, we 

might say that gays and lesbians reveal themselves as necessarily included in the 

populous enjoying marital rights while being at the same time radically excluded from 

that populous. In the process, they restage it. Next, we might also read this campaign 
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as evidence of what Connolly calls ‘pluralist enactment’ (1995: xiv); that is, part of 

the forging of a new pluralising identity. Here the demand for same-sex marriage is 

one that disturbs established identities, challenging them to revise the terms of their 

own self-recognition, and one that shatters the terms of normality that define the 

current state of pluralist existence.  

 

Moreover, with reference to Butler’s own discussion of universality, there seems to be 

evidence to support the case that this campaign is a radically democratic one. Given 

that the right to marry is predicated upon a heterosexual subject (and, even then, only 

some heterosexual subjects), the campaign discloses the extent to which the 

hegemonic universal is haunted by, indeed depends on, the particular. If the radical 

democratisation of social relations involves the contestation and resignification of the 

universal in a more inclusive manner, then the gay and lesbian demand to wed 

appears to do precisely that: to extend a right to more and more people regardless of 

sexual orientation. Too, there are competing universals at stake in the political debates 

that have raged: between those who consider the universality of marriage rights as 

indelibly tied not just to heterosexuality but to heteronormativity and those who see 

the right to marry as a human right that ought to be open to all humans, including gay 

and lesbian humans. It does not seem too far-fetched to contend that at issue in this 

political spat is one of translation as Butler describes it: where translation discloses 

the ‘alterity within the norm’ (1996: 50) and, in so doing, divulges the limited reach of 

the universal. Yet, as Butler’s interventions in the debate around same-sex marriage 

make clear, she is profoundly sceptical of it as a goal. First, I want to consider what it 

was that was deemed problematic about same-sex marriage from a movement 
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perspective and second, how this squares with the account of radical democracy 

Butler articulates.   

 

The trouble with same-sex marriage  

 

The critics, many of them queer theorists and activists, who began developing their 

critique of same-sex marriage in the 1990s focused on a number of arguments, all of 

which Butler more or less reprises in her own work (see Warner 1999 chapter 3 by 

way of comparison). Before we consider them it is important, I think, to point out that 

these arguments were articulated as part of an immanent debate within the gay and 

lesbian movement, directed at those in its mainstream who had embraced same-sex 

marriage. As such, their purpose was to attempt to (re-)galvanise a more radical gay 

and lesbian and/or queer sexual politics. So, what was the gist of this movement-based 

rejection of same-sex marriage?  

 

The first claim levelled was that the campaign sought to naturalise and thus to 

normalise marriage and, in so doing, was merely seeking to assimilate the ‘shiny, new 

gay citizen’ (Butler 2004b: 150) to an existing straight norm. Such assimilation 

reinforced another problematic feature of marriage: its construction as the necessary 

site for the attainment of particular rights and benefits: for instance, the rights to 

adopt, to inherit, to gain executive control of medical decision-making, to various tax 

advantages and to spousal support.
11

  

 

Next, it was charged, the campaign was less to do with ‘recognition’ than with 

‘regulation’, as Claudia Card comments (2007: 24; see also Butler 2004a: 102-30). 
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That is, because marriage is a state-sanctioned contract designed to organise intimate 

life it is never – and never can be – simply a private arrangement between two 

consenting adults. It requires, as Michael Warner, one of the foremost queer critics of 

same-sex marriage, points out ‘the recognition’, indeed enforceable recognition, ‘of a 

third party’ (1999: 117): the state (sometimes via one of the organs it authorises to 

conduct marriage ceremonies). Seeking to extend marriage to same-sex couples would 

thus further bolster the power of the state to police intimate life, in the process 

allowing it to determine who counts and, as just observed, who gets what in the way 

of privileges. Because marriage is a form of ‘selective legitimacy’, sanctifying ‘some 

couples at the expense of others’ (Warner 1999: 82; Card 1996), it is not only able to 

deny the legal benefits attaching to marriage to those who reject it but it also 

guarantees that the intimate relations of those who refuse marriage are less valued – 

less legitimate – than those of their married (gay or straight) peers (Butler 2000b: 175-

6 and 2004a: 109). In this respect, same-sex marriage entails a failure of 

universalisation.  

 

Perhaps the most trenchant criticism, however, had to do with the impact of the focus 

on same-sex marriage on gay and lesbian politics in general, and on queer politics in 

particular. As Warner notes, although the issue of same-sex marriage was raised in the 

1970s, lesbian and gay groups did not make its legalisation central to their political 

demands until the 1990s. In fact, for the most part the movement regarded marriage as 

a deeply problematic institution: oppressive, patriarchal and a way of mainstreaming 

gays and lesbians (Ettelbrick [1989] 2004). Instead, it sought to find ways to affirm 

gay culture and identity and to validate alternative expressions of desire and of forms 

of relationship and family life. From the 1970s to the 1990s, as Warner remarks, what 
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dominated was ‘an ethical vision of queer politics centred on the need to resist the 

state regulation of sexuality’ (1999: 88; see Butler, 2000b: 176). This was an anti-

nomian politics centred on politicising sexuality. And, of course, Gender Trouble can 

be seen as articulating this trend with its critique of heteronormative constructions of 

sex, gender, sexuality and desire. Focusing on questions of who may marry and, when 

allied to questions of kinship, of who is entitled to conceive and raise children (Butler 

2004a: 130) as the mainstream lesbian and gay movement has done signals, therefore, 

that a major reorientation of gay and lesbian politics has taken place and one that 

troubles both Warner and, more recently, Butler.  

 

As noted earlier, Butler reiterates the critique of same-sex marriage advocated by the 

likes of Ettelbrick and Warner. How, though, does this critique fit with her account of 

radical democracy? At best, it seems, same-sex marriage symbolises a ‘contested 

zone’ of gay and lesbian democratic politics (Butler 2000b: 161): one that divides the 

movement. Is there a policy, however, that from a queer perspective might capture 

more fully the radically universal and thus democratic potential of gay, lesbian and 

queer politics than same-sex marriage has done? Clearly, one fault-line in the 

marriage campaign identified by Butler (and others) concerns the yoking of marriage 

to a set of entitlements. One option she (like others) considers is thus to delink 

marriage and the said bundle of rights and privileges: to open up rights to adoption or 

reproductive technology to those in non-heteronormative and non-marital alliances 

(see also Card 2007 and Ferguson 2007). That way, marriage would not be the pre-

condition for said privileges. Instead they would simply accrue to individuals 

independent of the type of relationship they were in.  

 



 62 

The more important element of Butler’s argument in my view, however, concerns the 

site of democratic struggle. It is the fact that same-sex marriage is ‘a project of 

litigation’ (Warner 1999: 85) that bothers her. As the opening paragraph of Antigone’s 

Claim makes clear: Butler is resistant to ‘contemporary efforts to recast political 

opposition as legal plaint and to seek the legitimacy of the state in the espousal of 

[political] ... claims’ (2000e: 1). And same-sex marriage is no different. Her reasons 

are clear: litigation confers additional legitimacy and regulatory power on the state 

and leads to the view that the state is the ‘necessary venue for democratization itself’ 

(2000b: 176). This is why in contrast to some other queer critics, Butler I would 

suggest is critical not only of same-sex marriage but equally so of other forms of legal 

partnership arrangement: because they rest on state-approved and thence regulatory 

and normalising legal contracts (2004a: 109).  

 

Against this juridical emphasis, she proposes that ‘the only possible route for a radical 

democratization of legitimating effects’ is to displace marriage and allow a ‘return to 

non-state-centred forms of alliance that augment the possibility for multiple forms on 

the level of culture and civil society’. It is, in other words, more radical and 

democratic to refuse marriage – indeed, to let the norm of marriage shrivel and die – 

and to support the alternative relationship (both intimate and kinship) forms that 

already exist in civil society. That way, she suggests, ‘the hope would be, from the 

point of view of performativity, that the discourse [of marriage] would eventually 

reveal its limited reach, avowed only as one practice among many that organize 

human sexual life’ (Butler 2000b: 177). This political stance reinforces the contention 

noted in the epigraph to this chapter: that radical democratic transformation is 

facilitated by the restaging of quotidian social relations, which themselves lead to the 
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emergence of ‘new conceptual horizons’. The presence of a multiplicity of non-

marital relations in civil society itself suggests that there already exist alternative 

ways of thinking about – of conceptualising – sexuality, sexual alliances and kinship 

relations to the ideal touted by the pro-marriage lobby (gay and/or straight).  

 

To wed or not to wed: that is the question 

 

At the heart of Butler’s scepticism about same-sex marriage is the belief that this 

policy will not, indeed cannot, bring about social change in the sense of securing the 

democratisation of intimate relations. Central to this, as noted, is Butler’s critique of 

the place of the state in this campaign. In this section, however, I want to cast doubt 

on her interpretation of same-sex marriage given the way that the US political context 

has changed since the 1990s when the internecine debate concerning same-sex 

marriage emerged within the gay, lesbian and queer movement to now, towards the 

end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, when the opposition to same-sex 

marriage from all quarters (including, in particular, conservative forces) has 

intensified; from a time when Michael Warner could write that ‘the only people 

arguing against gay marriage, it seems, are those homophobic dinosaurs – like 

[Representative Henry] Hyde, or Senator Jesse Helms, or the feminist philosopher 

Jean Bethke Elshtain’ (1999: 83) to a time when an increasing number of US states 

have acted – and are continuing to act – to ban same-sex marriage.
12

  

 

The critique I advance will draw on Butler’s own theorisation of radical democracy. 

My purpose is not, however, to advocate same-sex marriage per se; I remain 

ambivalent about it as a radical political project. What I seek to expose, rather, is a 
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tension at the heart of Butler’s account of radical democracy with respect to the state, 

which compels her to view it ipso facto as a hindrance to democratisation, a position 

that consequently produces a certain disabling inattentiveness on her part to political 

context. In short, I will suggest, that Butler’s critique of same-sex marriage needs 

amending in the light of the political developments that have taken place since gays 

and lesbians first began demanding the right to marry. Not only has the ‘marriage 

issue has been used to reentrench homophobia’ since then but, as Claudia Card 

observes, it has given new life to the forces of conservatism determined to preserve 

the sanctity of heterosexual marriage (2007: 33). Before I consider same-sex marriage 

in terms of the current US political context, I need to demonstrate that the theoretical 

resources are present in Butler’s work to show that marriage is potentially 

resignifiable. I thus return to the idea of performative contradiction and the radical 

democratic potential that, according to Butler, inheres in it.  

 

One of the examples that Butler cites, and cites frequently, is Paul Gilroy’s discussion 

in The Black Atlantic (1993) of the relation between slavery and modernity. Butler is 

interested in Gilroy’s Hegelian contention that, far from being excluded from 

modernity as so often claimed, the enslaved have been ‘able to appropriate essential 

concepts from the theoretical arsenal of modernity to fight for their rightful inclusion 

in the process’ (Butler 2001: 420) and, as such, historically slavery operated as a force 

of modernisation. As Butler parses it, when slaves took up the terms of modernity 

(equality, justice and so forth), they revised them, a process that had ‘radical 

consequences’ for the development of a non-ethnocentric understanding of modernity. 

From this she concludes, in an argument that proved pivotal to Excitable Speech, that 

the role of ‘reappropriation is to illustrate the vulnerability of these often 
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compromised terms to an unexpected progressive possibility’, the creation (in this 

particular case) of a ‘more radically democratic modernity’ (Butler 2001: 421, my 

emphasis; and Butler 1997a: 160-1).  

 

For all its structural similarity to the case of slavery and modernity, however, Butler 

disallows same-sex marriage this radical outcome. Yet, gays and lesbians in 

demanding a right from which they have been constitutively excluded are performing 

a contradiction not dissimilar to that performed by slaves.
13

 Going further, in so doing 

they recompose the demos, extending its terms to include some of those 

conventionally denied entry to it. For all this, however, their performative 

contradiction apparently does not, in Butler’s eyes, produce the same kind of radical 

resignification that slaves effected with respect to the core ideals of modernity. Theirs 

opened up a different future for ideals like freedom, justice, and equality; theirs 

unsettled the polity (Butler 1997a: 161). By contrast, same-sex marriage she suggests 

does not. The question is why? 

 

There is ample evidence throughout her work, and here Excitable Speech is 

exemplary, to demonstrate both that Butler regards rights discourse as having 

potentially radically democratising effects, because of its amenability to 

resignification, and yet sees the turning of such rights into justiciable or legal rules 

(their positivisation) as a problem.
14

 It appears as if the radical democratic moment in 

the restaging of rights discourse is the moment when a rhetorical or symbolic claim is 

made on specific rights. At such times, Butler interprets them admitting ‘a sense of 

difference and futurity’ into the polity (1997a: 161). By contrast, Butler views, almost 

without fail, the demand to have such rights recognised in law as an invitation to the 
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state to increase its regulatory and normalising powers and thus as working against 

democratisation. This exposes, I propose, a tension in her account of radical 

democracy. In the first instance, the appropriation and recycling of rights discourse 

suggests the possible constitution of a newer, more-encompassing universal. Not so 

the second instance, for state recognition of such rights, it seems, is not an appropriate 

means of instating a universal. For the state is divisive: a means of policing and 

controlling particular sectors of the population.   

 

Given this, one might wonder what place rights (symbolic or legal) have in radical 

democratic politics. In what sense(s), if any, is it sufficient simply to lay claim to a 

particular right without the eventual prospect of that right being codified in some 

way? Is it enough just to make a claim on legitimacy without requiring its conversion 

into something enforceable? The plot only thickens when we recall that Butler is 

opposed to marriage because it is the only way to access particular rights. She does 

not, on this occasion at least, appear to doubt or to contest the need for such rights. 

This only begs another question, however, that if rights (of adoption, inheritance and 

so on) are to be meaningful politically then how are they to be secured, if not by the 

state? And if, paradoxically, it is the state that is to guarantee these rights, then what is 

it at such times that prevents it from fortifying its own power?  

 

Let us assume, for a moment (and perhaps against our better judgement), that rights 

have a place in radical democratic politics (see also Chambers 2004). In this context, 

is there any way of viewing a right to same-sex marriage as contributing in a radical 

democratic sense to the transformation of intimate alliances? That is, is there a way 

that it might aid in the articulation of a more inclusive universal. Taking my lead from 
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Butler, I want to suggest there is. It concerns the way that positing a less exclusive 

universal requires struggle with the norm. I want to return, therefore, to the theme of 

heteronormativity, which Butler did so much to challenge in works such as Gender 

Trouble and Bodies that Matter. I want to suggest that in reading same-sex marriage 

as operating simply to assimilate gays and lesbians to an existing norm, Butler 

downplays the extent to which same-sex marriage has the potential in the present 

context to contest – and resignify – the heteronormativity of that norm. 

 

Heteronormativity is a regulatory practice made up of/operating through institutions, 

modes of understanding, norms and discourses that posits heterosexuality as natural to 

humanity. In this normative regime, sex, gender and desire are assumed to be 

connected in a specific way: that gender follows from sex and that desire follows from 

sex and gender. Clearly if any institution symbolises heteronormativity, it is marriage. 

Masculine man weds feminine woman in order to reproduce a version of the mommy-

daddy-me family so beloved of psychoanalysis. It is evident that one of the effects of 

the demand for marriage between two people of the same sex in a context where that 

is prohibited is to expose the heteronormativity of marriage. It makes visible, that is, 

the fact that marriage is predicated on heterosexual norms and that so too are the 

benefits accruing to it (the rights mentioned so often above). To demand that gays and 

lesbians be allowed to marry partners of the same sex when same-sex marriage is 

largely impossible, as it is presently in the US (and where it may yet become 

unconstitutional), poses both a direct and, possibly, a necessary challenge to this 

normative gender order. It threatens to subvert it by divulging the heterosexual 

presumption underpinning marriage and, consequently, in making it visible opens it 
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up to deconstruction. The heterosexuality of marriage can no longer be tacitly 

assumed or taken for granted.
15

  

 

In Butler’s terms it is, of course, the very performativity of marriage that facilitates 

this process of subversion – the fact that the saying (‘I do’) is a doing but a saying and 

doing that are themselves always already citational (based on repetition). Recall that 

in her discussion of hate speech, it is the citationality of language that Butler regards 

as creating the space for a ‘counter-mobilization’ – when a term or practice is 

appropriated and made to resignify in mutinous fashion (1997a: 163). The call to 

legalise same-sex marriage – to resignify it beyond the heteronormative frame – is 

surely, given Butler’s terms, a potential example of a counter-mobilisation. If 

marriage is, after all, reiterable in an insurrectionary fashion, as Butler must allow 

given the parameters of her own theory (and as seemed to be the case when in a 

succession of two-minute ceremonies same-sex couples lined up to be married in San 

Francisco’s City Hall in February 2004), then what is to stop gay marriage in certain 

contexts contributing to the ‘democratic cultivation of alternative sexualities’ (Warner 

1999: 90) that queer thinkers and activists like her press for? Why not draw a similar 

conclusion to conservative thinker, Stanley Kurtz when he argues that: 

 

Once we say that gay couples have a right to have their commitments 

recognized by the state, it becomes next to impossible to deny that same right 

to polygamists, polyamorists, or even cohabiting relatives and friends. And 

once everyone’s relationship is recognized, marriage is gone, and only a 

system of flexible relationships is left (Kurtz cited in Ashbee, 2007: 102)? 
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What if state recognition were to transfigure marriage into a system of flexible 

arrangements ‘linking two or three, or more individuals (however weakly and 

temporarily) in every conceivable combination of male and female’ (Kurtz cited in 

Ashbee, 2007: 102) then, perversely, might it not be the state itself that delivers 

(rather than hinders) the universalisation of ‘legitimating effects’ that Butler yearns 

for and the state that articulates a more encompassing universal?  

 

The rub is, of course, that in the world of radical democracy there are no guaranteed 

outcomes or certainties of any kind. We thus cannot say for sure that same-sex 

marriage will contribute to a more radically democratic formulation of sex and sexual 

difference (cf. Butler 2000b: 147). But equally we cannot say that it will not 

contribute in this way. The best that can be deduced is that subversion of any kind 

only produces ‘the kind of effect that resists calculation’ (Butler 1993: 29; see also 

Lloyd, 2005a: 143-6; Chambers 2007b). What is important, however, and what Butler 

under-estimates, is the political context within which such allegedly subversive 

activity takes place.  

 

Conclusion 

 

We have seen in this chapter that Butler associates the project of radical democracy 

with the production of a more inclusive universal-to-come. When there is a prospect 

that this universal will be articulated through the state, when, that is, it appears that 

recognition is to be universalised through a framework of legal rights, Butler baulks at 

it. This is nowhere more apparent than in her evaluation of same-sex marriage as a 

political strategy. The problem, for her, concerns what it means to be legitimated by 
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the state. It is not just that one is, as a consequence, subject to selective legitimation 

(to borrow Warner’s phrase). It is not even that it makes marriage into the mechanism, 

par excellence, through which legitimacy will be conferred. It is simply the fact that 

the state does the legitimating. Here Butler assumes, in my view, that the state always 

already has an investment in practices of ‘social abjection’ (2004a: 112) whereby it 

instates hierarchies that divide the licit from the illicit; the legitimate from the 

illegitimate; where, in short, it establishes and maintains the conditions of cultural 

possibility and impossibility for gendered subjects. Some subjects become 

‘intelligible’ within its terms; others remain – or are constituted as – unintelligible. I 

do not doubt that the state does this – on occasion, even on many occasions. What I 

question is whether this is all that it does and whether, as a consequence, daily social 

relations can only be radically reconfigured in a more democratic (universalising) 

direction in civil society as Butler surmises. After all, what is it about civil society that 

better guarantees – for surely, given that too is striated by power relations, it cannot 

fully guarantee – that the universals produced there will operate in a less regulatory, 

less normalising fashion than those articulated through the state?  

 

If the goal of radical democracy is to struggle with norms that abject, discipline and 

regulate particular populations in order to recompose those norms in less violent 

ways, then surely that struggle should take place wherever those norms operate, 

including in and through the state. To maintain a priori and in advance that one site 

ought to be disavowed as a site of political intervention or democratisation seems to 

me to be highly problematic. The implication that ‘eliminating state-sanctioned 

marriage altogether’ (Chambers 2007b: 675) is more subversive of heteronormativity 

at the level of public policy than seeking same-sex marriage, as Butler implies, is fine 
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if we see marriage as intrinsically and irrevocably heteronormative whatever the 

context. If, however, we allow that marriage itself can be resignified (and as 

extensively as Kurtz implies), as I suggest Butler must given her own theoretical 

assumptions, then the case against the current state-oriented political campaign for 

same-sex marriage carries less weight.
16

  

 

The fact is that both options – refusing marriage and contending for its legal 

resignification – represent competing ways of intervening in the political social and 

cultural practices through which humans are constituted. They are both modes of 

radical democratic struggle with norms. Determining which the more appropriate 

strategy is depends on the (contingent) political conditions of the day. Opposing 

same-sex marriage in order to re-radicalise gay and lesbian politics when there exists 

a broad consensus in its favour is very different to opposing it where the state and 

other institutions, including the church, have acted in concerted fashion to retrench the 

heteronormativity of marriage and where same-sex marriage is officially disallowed. 

The radicalism of same-sex marriage as a policy depends on the context in which it is 

articulated. That Butler appears not concede this in her comments on the state reveals 

a blind-spot in her theory in terms of the state’s possible role in restaging the 

universal-to-come; a blind-spot that leads her, moreover, to neglect the (shifting) 

circumstances in which democratic politics actually occurs.  

 

 

Notes 

                                                

* Thanks are due to both Adrian Little and Sam Chambers for their excellent 
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comments on earlier versions of this chapter. You will both see where you have 

influenced me and where not! 

1
 By all of her books I mean all her single authored books from Subjects of Desire 

through to Giving an Account of Oneself. This excludes Contingency, Hegemony, 

Universality, the text Butler co-authored with Ernesto Laclau and Slavoj Žižek. The 

fact that it does not contain an index, of even the most economical kind, will serve as 

no defence here. Contingency is important to the development of Butler’s theory of 

radical democracy, not least since it is here that she sets out one of her more 

elaborated discussions of universality. It should not be read, however, as marking a 

break in her work – evidence perhaps of her conversion to radical democracy. The 

politics of everyday life has already been explored extensively in her earlier works. 

2
 There is one reference to Hegemony and Socialist Strategy in Excitable Speech 

(Butler 1997a: 177 n. 3), with a further seventeen references to Laclau and Mouffe in 

Bodies that Matter, though in this latter case there are duplicate entries for Laclau and 

for Mouffe (since the text in question tends to be their jointly authored book, 

Hegemony and Socialist Strategy). In this case, the number of references might 

justifiably be halved. 

3
 Claudia Card who is, like Butler, fervently in favour of the deregulation of marriage 

notes, by contrast, that changes in the political scene since 2004 ‘may call for some 

modification in, or qualification or clarification of [her]... stance’ (2007: 32).  

4
 In ‘Left Conservatism’ (1998) Butler gives some indication of her reasons for 

turning to the universal.   
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5
 In addition to Zerilli, Butler also draws on Hegel and his idea of competing 

conceptions of universality. I have already explored Butler’s debt to Hegel at length 

elsewhere (Lloyd 2007a) so will not reprise those arguments here. 

6
 We might, of course, regard heteronormative sex and sexual difference as intrinsic to 

the liberal agenda; that, however, is part of another story for another time and place. 

7
 The first two generations are ‘basic rights’ and ‘sex rights’ (Wintemute 2005). 

8
 Much has been written about these topics. My account draws on the following: 

Warner, 1999; Card, 1996, 2007; Chambers 2003, 2007b; Baird and Rosenbaum 

2004; Sullivan 2004; Ashbee 2007; Ferguson 2007; Robson 2007.  

9
 I am indebted to Samuel Chambers for this point. The key section of the proposed 

amendment (section 2) reads: ‘Marriage in the United States shall consist only of the 

union of a man and a woman. Neither this Constitution, nor the constitution of any 

State, shall be construed to require that marriage or the legal incidents thereof be 

conferred upon any union other than the union of a man and a woman.' In the most 

recent attempt in 2006 to pass it the amendment failed to secure the necessary two-

thirds majority in Congress.  

10
 The right to marry is enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 

article 16, section 1, where it states: ‘Men and women of full age, without any 

limitation due to race, nationality, or religion, have the right to marry and to found a 

family.’ On same-sex marriage as a human right see Wintemute 2005 and Card 2007. 

11
 Further discussion of the menu of rights that attach to marriage can be found in 

Warner (1999): 118-9. See also Card 2007. 

12
 Florida is a case in point where moves are afoot to include a constitutional 

amendment banning same-sex marriage on the ballot in November 2008.  
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13
 It is important, of course, not to overstate the parallels. For a brief consideration of 

the class dimensions of the campaign for gay marriage see Goldstein (‘Foreword’ to 

Graff 2004) and Warner (1999). 

14
 Resignification itself is neither inherently radical nor democratic. Rather it 

facilitates the development of a more radical democracy by unsettling existing norms 

and allowing for their recomposition.  

15
 This is explicitly not to say, however, that were same-sex marriage to be made legal 

that it would remain, by definition, a radical practice. Arguably, it is the demand for 

the right to marry that is radical (in particular contexts). 

16
 For an account of how marriage has been resignified historically see Graff 2004. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
This paper evaluates the possibility of a radical democratic approach to associational theory. Drawing 
on the recent work of Chantal Mouffe it centers democratic theory around the impossibility of 
eradicating conflict in favour of consensus. This approach regards conflict and antagonism as not only 
possible but vital components in the formation of a democratic community. A radical democratic 
pluralism, therefore, foregrounds the variety of overlapping and contrasting communities (as opposed 
to a single, homogeneous community) in any social formation and seeks to account for their 
articulation in ‘agonistic’ rather than moral terms. 
 
In many respects, Mouffe’s radical democratic approach parallels recent work on associative 
democracy. Associationalism seeks to decentre democratic decision-making to lower-level, self-
organised communities. However, unlike other theories seeking to contextualise democracy by 
bringing it closer to communal formations (e.g. communitarians) or those looking to decentre power 
from the state by expanding and enhancing the role of civil society, Mouffe’s emphasis on conflict as 
ineradicable defeats any reliance upon settled notions of traditional, liberal or civic community. The 
ontological (rather than simply empirical) presence of power and antagonism eliminates the notion of 
a stable, fully-consensual basis to politics around which matters of public concern can be attended. 
The public sphere is conceived not as an island of consensus in a sea of private differences, nor the 
fuller expression of a pre-existing communal order, but is itself penetrated by conflict and difference. 
 
In Mouffe’s agonistic approach to radical democracy, conflic t and community are mutually related not 
antinomic. An approach to associationalism on such principles is at odds with certain other efforts at 
revitalizing the civil sphere. Currently popular notions such as ‘social capital’, ‘trust’ or civic -
mindednesss function as the fetishised currency of consensus, disguising their partiality and 
particularity behind a façade of evidently incontestable sameness. In such accounts, the pluralism of 
associationalist principles reduces to a subtle monism. By contrast, radical democracy accepts no such 
firm guarantee that a plurality of communities can be articulated around any unifying principle as 
such. The stability of associational orders arises from a hegemonic struggle to fix certain principles as 
parameters (e.g. equality, liberty, democracy, nation, etc). The value of associationalism from this 
perspective is that it opens up new sites of conflict for communities to interact and undermines any 
effort for a singular community to be mobilized as the ultimate container of all others.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

This paper examines the relationship between associative principles of democratic 

organisation and a ‘radical democratic’ political philosophy focused on the centrality of 

conflict in political community. Both these perspectives share a concern with the opening up 

of social and economic structures to pluralist organisation and increased democratic control. 

In each, current liberal democratic thought and practice are believed to be insufficiently 

responsive to a growing diversity in values and lifestyles within western populations. As a 

consequence both recommend a respatialisation of the political community, that is, to reorder 

the scale and direction of liberal democratic practices such that smaller organisational forms 

can generate a closer proximity of the public to the decisions of government, so that power 

flows ‘upwards’ from below rather than vice versa. This reflects a concern for diversified 

spaces of governance as opposed to hierarchically structured relations of government. 

 

Importantly, associative theory highlights the role of self-governing communities in the 

administration of public welfare. Like many political theories of late, the ‘community’ is 

believed, because of its decreased scale, to permit (though not guarantee) a greater degree of 

informed participation by members in their own affairs and, as a consequence, a greater 

responsiveness to public feelings and choices about their services than do centralised states. 

Whilst we do not dispute this claim, we do wish to highlight another, important consequence 

of expanding pluralism: namely, the potential for increased expressions of difference and 

conflict over shared goods. This is not, we believe, a defect of pluralism so much as one of its 

advantages, one of which associative principles are able to make positive use.  

 

There is, however, a tendency within political theory and science to assume that community 

and conflict are mutually incompatible. For some proponents of decentralising democratic 

powers to lower levels, or enhancing the role of ‘civil society’ in social and economic 

governance, conflict and antagonism must to a great extent be eliminated by consensus, or at 

very least a disposition towards achieving consensus (e.g. Habermas 1996; Barber 1984). 

Whilst agreements of various sorts are clearly important to sustaining communities and 

democratic structures, there is a danger that consensus is overvalued as the linchpin of 

democratic order. In many cases this contradicts the value of pluralism and democracy by 

foreclosing or severely delimiting the openness to difference that decentralising power 

enables. Our intention here is to map the relationship between associative democratic 
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principles and a radical democratic political philosophy that makes conflict and antagonism 

its starting point. 

 

We begin by questioning the value of  ‘grounding’ democracy on consensus. Efforts to 

achieve this grounding can be found in a variety of discussions promoting ‘social capital’ or 

cultivating norms of discourse in civil society. Rather than eradicate conflict and antagonism, 

we follow Chantal Mouffe’s lead in recognising power and conflict as the ontological 

condition of political association itself. This requires that we recognise the intrinsic ‘paradox 

of democracy’, that is, the ineliminable gap between democracy and liberty that drives 

democratic practices. We then move on to discuss a key concept in associative discourse, 

‘community’. It is this concept above all that needs to be rethought if the radical democratic 

conception of pluralism is to have any purchase. Finally, we make some tentative connections 

between associative principles of democratic reform and radical democratic theory. 

 

GROUNDING DEMOCRACY 

 

Associative democracy involves the decentralisation of public services to a plurality of self-

governing associations that are voluntarily generated and democratically accountable to their 

members (see Warren 2001; Hirst 1994, 1997; Carter 2002; Cohen and Rogers 1995). As 

Hirst presents it, associative forms of governance offer up the possibility of transcending 

dated liberal political institutions, with their deference to the centralised state as the sovereign 

body, replacing them with a revitalised civil society undertaking public tasks. Hirst presents a 

compelling picture of a renewed democratic order, one not restricted to passively legitimating 

central government legislation but permanently involved in the process of communicating 

public concerns to service providers and policy-makers. Indeed, Hirst defines democracy as a 

form of ‘communication’: ‘that is democracy as effective governance based upon an adequate 

flow of information from governed to governors, and the coordination of the implementation 

of policy through ongoing consultation with those affected’ (Hirst 1994: 35). 

 

The suggestion that rescaling public institutions to a democratised civil society requires a 

rethinking of the values and practices of democracy itself is a common one. In contemporary 

political theory there is often a connection made between the locality, small-scale organisation 

and the effective functioning of institutions of democratic government. The recent revival of 

‘civil society’, for instance, testifies to a perceived linkage between intermediary 

organisations and the potential for increased efficiency and legitimacy of public institutions 
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(Keane 1988, 1998; Cohen and Arato 1992; Putnam 1993, 2001; Barber 1984). This linkage 

relies upon an understanding of democracy as a practice in which cooperation and reciprocity 

rather than self-interest or competition is the principal theme. In some discourses, cooperation 

is given substance in notions of ‘trust’ or ‘social capital’—the ‘civic networks’, norms and 

various social behaviours that promote and embed cooperation—the accumulation of which 

enables agents (be they civic organisations, economic enterprises or social movements, etc.) 

to interact as partners in mutually beneficial arrangements (see Putnam 1993: Ch. 6; 2001). 

Social capital, like economic capital, becomes a currency that is accumulated and exchanged, 

metaphorically oiling the cogs of social interaction and smoothing the functioning of 

government. For others, devolving choice enables an increase in ‘communicative rationality’ 

and deliberative decision-making that increases the inclusivity and hence legitimacy of public 

decisions (see Young 2000; Habermas 1996; Cohen and Arato 1992). 

 

Grounding democracy on notions such as communication or social capital, however, is open 

to the criticism that it overstates the effect of decontestation those notions are thought to 

entail. That is, it is assumed—indeed welcomed—that moral and political conflict is less 

likely to occur as democratic decisions become more transparent, less burdened by major 

organised interests with preformed agendas, and so on. Yet social capital or communicative 

norms are only factors in stabilising democratic relationships around certain values and 

norms, they do not constitute the democratic relationship itself. What they do, instead, is 

denote a set of agreed symbolic parameters and mutually affirming principles, a tendential 

moral space inside which democratic order can be sustained. As Rose (1999: 188) argues, the 

widespread recommendation to reinvigorate communities, associations, ‘networks’ and civil 

society, etc. constitute a ‘new “game of power”’ that he calls the ‘community-civility game’. 

In this game, the ‘community’ is a new site of ‘self-government’ where individuals are 

encouraged to align themselves with certain forms of ethical conduct that are neither imposed 

nor entirely spontaneous. The ‘civil network’ or community is presumed to have qualities of 

‘natural’, intersubjective transparency that enables stable patterns of conduct where 

individuals ‘willfully subordinate’ themselves to shared ethical norms. 

 

These ethical norms signify the boundaries of a supposed ‘consensus’. Yet, as with all notions 

of consensus or consensus-inducing factors (e.g. modernised industry, ethnic ties, cultural 

traditions, etc.), closer examination suggests the presence or potential for wide disagreement 

and the possibility of dynamic change. It is entirely possible, for example, that social and 

political agents may dispute the degree and effectiveness of communication (e.g. its 
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inclusivity, its fairness, etc.), or the degree of ‘sociability’ of social capital (e.g. the unequal 

distribution of capital, ‘preferential treatment’ in cooperative practices, etc). In short, the 

substance of consensus, where it exists, may easily and frequently become the object of 

disagreement and mutual hostility. Indeed, as non-state sites become the locus of what Rose 

calls technologies of ‘ethico-politics’ designed to encourage citizens to exercise ‘ethical self-

governance’, ‘it is likely to be on the terrain of ethics that our most important disputes will 

have to be fought’ (Rose: 188). 

 

This need not be a problem for democracy as such; conflict and disagreement are widely 

assumed to be a feature of a democratic order. Yet conflict is more likely to be regarded as 

destructive of democratic relationships if consensus is believed to be the essential ground of 

democracy. In this situation, those who are most vocal and oppositional to a prevailing 

consensus or who dispute the validity of certain of its social preconditions, tend to be treated 

as willfully undermining democracy and social order itself. Such voices are less likely to get a 

fair hearing because they are deemed to stand ‘outside’ the moral consensus or civic norms. 

 

One answer to this problem is to reconceptualise the relationship between conflict, consensus 

and democracy. In a number of recent contributions, Chantal Mouffe (1993, 2000) has 

disputed the value of grounding democracy on relations of consensus at all. In her view, the 

importance of consensus has been vastly overstated and this has led to a diminished 

understanding of the political—as opposed to ‘rational’—dimension of democracy and a 

contraction of its radical potential. For Mouffe, modern liberal democracy consists of a 

‘paradox’, a constitutive tension between two, ultimately contradictory, imperatives: the 

demand for individual liberty and the rule of law (the liberal imperative), and the demand for 

popular sovereignty and equality (the democratic imperative) (Mouffe 2000: 2-5). She argues 

that although they may be combined, liberalism and democracy can never be fully reconciled 

for the logic of one negates that of the other. The only possible consequence is a perpetual 

reformulation of the relationship between the two, a shifting of the frontier that divides them. 

This is effectively what debates about the relationship between liberty and equality essentially 

are, and such debates are the cornerstone of political argument. 

 

However, Mouffe points out that much of modern democratic theory seeks to overcome this 

constitutive tension, to erase its unsettling presence by grounding liberal democratic practices 

on supposedly apolitical, sometimes rationalist assumptions. Appeals to a rational moral 

consensus in Habermas’ theory of communicative ethics or the narrowing down of agreement 
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to an ‘overlapping consensus’ in Rawls’s political philosophy are key examples of this 

tendency (see Mouffe 2000: Ch. 1; 1993: Ch. 3). What these thinkers do is to drastically limit 

the potential for moral conflict and political contest by searching for universal principles on 

which every rational individual can agree. In so doing, the scope and boundaries of public 

space is deemed to be agreed and disagreements can be contained within a pre-set consensus. 

This, however, smooths over the constitutive gap between liberalism and democracy. Such 

efforts, argues Mouffe, can only ever result in the marginalisation of groups and individuals 

who offer up radically different moral views in which the boundaries and scope of public 

space are viewed in radically different ways. The cost of consensus, therefore, is the loss of a 

genuine and deep pluralism.  

 

Mouffe, by contrast, recommends an acceptance by democratic theorists of the ineradicable 

presence of conflict, division and antagonism in political life (1993: 1-8). In her view 

pluralism represents an ‘axiological principle’ not simply an empirical fact (2000: 19): it is 

not that people happen to disagree on issues which they might otherwise be expected to agree; 

rather, social and political identities are themselves produced through difference and acts of 

differentiation. It is not possible, therefore, to have a multiplicity of different points of view 

and values without some degree of conflict and division. Social identities are forged through 

operations of power and subordination, the traces of which are often visible in a group’s self-

conception and its public representation. When making appeals for recognition or demands 

for rights—that is, when defining the ‘objectivity’ of their own identity—groups typically 

specify ‘antagonists’ that purportedly limit the full expression of their identity, whether these 

be other groups, alternative value systems or ‘social ills’ (see Laclau and Mouffe 2001: 122-

34; Laclau 1996). For Mouffe (and Laclau) it is this ‘blockage’ negating a group’s experience 

of its identity that simultaneously generates its agency (see Laclau 1990). By enforcing a 

closure upon its otherwise intrinsic heterogeneity, antagonism orients groups in different, 

sometimes radically incommensurable ways to public space. Reciprocity and hostility are 

therefore inextricably linked; and rivalry and violence are an ‘ever-present possibility’. These 

antagonisms and traces of power at the heart of human sociability—what Mouffe calls its 

‘dissociating impulse’ (2000: 131)—are what certain theorists deny in their search for 

‘neutral’ or ‘universal’ principles. If, however, democracy is not to be grounded on a rational 

consensus but is to be open to the conflictual pluralism she claims is fundamentally 

ineradicable, how is this to be achieved? 
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Mouffe’s answer is to recommend the transformation of antagonisms into ‘agonism’ (2000: 

Ch. 4). Democracy does need to be stabilised in some way for effective deliberation and 

choice to occur at all. But rather than eliminate difference and antagonism by appealing to the 

common currency of consensus, antagonistic differences must be domesticated or rendered 

less destructive than they might otherwise be. This involves building democracy around the 

treatment of certain antagonists as ‘adversaries’ or ‘legitimate opponents’ (Mouffe 2000: 

102). As Mouffe herself puts it: 

 

An adversary is an enemy, one with whom we have some common ground because we 

have a shared adhesion to the ethico-political principles of liberal democracy: liberty 

and equality (Ibid). 

 

We cannot assume the same substantive values or commitments amongst different individuals 

and social groups, but we can agree that our commitment to common ‘ethico-political 

principles’ places us on a shared terrain. This is a consensus of sorts, but a ‘conflictual 

consensus’ (Ibid: 103), one that begins, pragmatically, from the fact of our difference not our 

sameness. The paradox of democracy rules out in principle the idea that differences can be 

harmonised such that the parameters of the public sphere can be set once and for all. Rather, 

we should expect adversaries continually to promote different, sometimes deeply challenging 

views of the way in which democratic equality and individual liberty can be reconciled. In so 

far as we can agree that our adversaries have not become our antagonists (that is, seek to 

eliminate us from the democratic terrain altogether) then we may proceed to accept their 

legitimacy as opponents. 

 

An agonistic model of democratic pluralism, then, grounds democracy on a pragmatic 

political rather than a rational moral basis: it begins with the presumption of difference and 

conflict over the boundaries of the political community itself, and views consensus not as 

utterly impossible or illegitimate but as an inappropriate first principle in light of the 

paradoxical character of democracy. What consensus there is arrives as the outcome of efforts 

to define the parameters of legitimate conflict, not as a principle of reason. It is also highly 

vulnerable to alternative reorderings and is, therefore, plausibly an object of conflict itself. 

Ultimately, liberal democratic values can only be grounded in political action itself and must 

therefore be continually defined, supported and defended by those who uphold them. This 

perspective suggests that the dynamism of democracy lies in the propensity for change that it 

encapsulates. 
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With Mouffe’s agonistic model of pluralism in mind, what possibilities do associative 

principles offer for radical democratic theory? The essential advantage of associative 

democracy is, of course, its practical reconfiguration of power in a pluralistic manner. By 

dispersing power from the centre, central state powers require only a minimal degree of 

consensus over their functions; the actual provision of public services does not require total 

‘national agreement’ and can therefore be delivered in a variety of ways from a number of 

sources. By ‘publicizing the private sphere’, Hirst’s model removes the possibility of a single 

public sector being the site of conflict between competing parties and interest groups. 

However, the dispersal and fragmentation of power also decentres and fragments conflict; it 

does not eliminate it. Rather than being centred in a single national community, democratic 

conflict is scattered across a multiplicity of communities. It is essential, therefore, that we 

survey the role and status of community in associative democracy. 

 

COMMUNITY 

 

One of the most contested concepts articulated in many associationlist discourses and related 

theories of civil society is community. This is problematic on a basic level because of the 

multiplicity of usages of the term community and the different interpretations of what the 

appeal to community entails. Elizabeth Frazer notes how there is a slippage between the idea 

of community as a particular type of entity (the local community, the international 

community, the gay community and so on) and the notion of community as an expression of a 

particular set of values such as trust, mutuality, voluntarism, and so on (Frazer 1999). Thus 

there is often a lack of clarity about what the concept of community actually refers to (Little 

2002a). In its less sophisticated form the advocacy of community is little more than a strategy 

for rebutting liberal individualism, whilst avoiding difficult questions about the role of the 

state in social organisation. Here the appeal to community tends to be constructing upon a 

romantic fiction of the traditional community that has supposedly been uprooted in 

contemporary societies and which needs to be regenerated  This is the view of ‘community as 

safety’ in which it becomes the mode of grounding individuals in an insecure world (Bauman 

2001). In the view of John Gray this amounts to the replacement of one fiction (the abstract 

individual) with another (the myth of the homogeneous community) and this is ‘what 

community is not’ (Gray 1998). In the light of these problems it is important to clarify the role 

of community in associationlist theory and identify the ways in which it can  both vindicate 

and undermine the political principles of associationalism. 
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In Hirst’s Associative Democracy (1994) the relationship between community and 

associationalism is articulated in terms of the differentiation between communities of choice 

and communities of fate. Hirst wisely steer clear of the simple rhetoric of community for the 

primary reason that he wants to reinforce individual freedoms rather than override them with 

the stronger claims of community. He suggests that association furthers individual freedom in 

terms of empowering individuals to attain a degree of governance over a particular interest 

they have and in enabling them to further develop as individuals. In this sense 

‘associationalism can be said to be about the pursuit of individuation, and its distinctive 

contention is that this is more effectively accomplished by cooperative rather than by purely 

private individual action’ (Hirst 1994: 50). The important point to recognise in Hirst’s thesis 

is that the associations to which he alludes must be regarded as ‘communities of choice’ if 

they are to fulfil the role he allots to them. In other words associations can be regarded as 

communities only as long as membership of these bodies is voluntary and that there is a right 

of exit (Hirst 1994: 51). Hirst is explicit about the implications of this position for 

community: ‘communities in an individualistic society must accept that - in form - they are no 

different from a railway season-ticket holders’ association’ (Hirst 1994: 52). This is a rather 

minimalist conception of community. It is based on communitarian values rather than the 

particular nature of the community entity but those values are reduced in Hirst’s thesis to thin, 

universal liberal values. This begs the question of why Hirst bothers to use the concept of 

community at all. His understanding of communities of choice suggests that they are bound 

together by no stronger values than a basic association which individuals may be members of 

for purely selfish, instrumental reasons (e.g. that they have less power as an individual railway 

season-ticket holder than they have when they become members of a collective group formed 

around the same interests). This construction of community doesn’t suppose relations of 

altruism or obligation between members; what seems more important to Hirst is that 

individuals can leave communities rather than the actual bonds and behaviour that holds them 

together. 

 

Hirst is aware that these bonds of community seem somewhat limited in the loyalty and 

commitment they command from their members. However he refutes the Schmittian criticism 

that these bonds are insufficiently strong to command support when communities come under 

threat. For Hirst, the kinds of threats that Schmitt identified in the 1930s do not prevail in 

contemporary societies and, even if they did, the members of pluralist communities of choice 

would coalesce around the common purposes required by the state when such threats 
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emerged. This shows considerable optimism about the commensurability of communities 

when the polity is faced with external threat and fails to recognise that the very principles and 

beliefs which separate different communities of choice may well be reflected in the conflicts 

that emerge between different states. Thus the fact that a society may face external threat does 

not override the fact that some communities or associations within a society may sympathise 

more with the external threat than the society in which they live. There is no guarantee that 

different communities and associations will coalesce against external forces; in many respects 

such conflicts may make the differences between these groups all the more apparent.  

 

Hirst is aware of the criticism that communities can represent a threat from within a society 

and that the associational model can be accused of being too weak to contain the kinds of 

conflict that may erupt between different communities. However his refutation of this 

criticism is not wholly convincing. He describes the critical position as one where it is 

assumed that ‘in a multicultural society of conflicting identities, of communities as identities, 

the public sphere and the freedoms of civil society become nothing more than a medium for 

different groups to seek to capture the public power for their own purposes’ (Hirst 1994: 53). 

Here Hirst is disingenuous in assuming that the recognition of incommensurable value 

pluralism leads to a position where the critic must assume that communities provide all-

encompassing identities for their members. However there is no reason why this should be the 

case. If we accept that all individuals are members of a multiplicity of communities then it 

becomes impossible for a community to merely provide identity for anyone in a prescriptive 

fashion. The point is that these communities may be in conflictual relations with one another 

but in no way should they be regarded as definitively constructing the identities of their 

members. Moreover there is no reason to suppose as Hirst does that these different 

communities have to be seen as pursuing ‘public power for their own purposes’. On the 

contrary, what make them different from one another may be issues of basic cultural practice 

for example, and the fact that disputes are played out in the public sphere does not necessarily 

entail the pursuit of public power to further specific ends.  

 

From this perspective the recognition that there may be incommensurable value pluralism 

within a society does not necessitate the Hobbesian rationality that Hirst imputes to such an 

approach. In short, there is no reason why the recognition of conflict and difference, and the 

potentially irreconcilable nature of conflicts, should lead us down the path a prescriptive 

multiculturalism which is founded on the belief that all communities are ‘communities of fate’ 

nor does it necessarily imply an all-powerful state. Hirst is right to reject the belief that 
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individuals are somehow ‘trapped in communities they cannot leave and unaware that exit is 

possible’ (Hirst 1994: 54) but this does not mean that all communal identities are matters of a 

pure autonomous, rational individual choice. In short, Hirst attempts to circumvent issues of 

conflict and contestation by focusing on the voluntary nature of communal relations and the 

right of exit. Unfortunately this fails to grapple with the fact that different groups may hold 

incommensurable positions; the right of group members to exit from their communities does 

not get around the reality that the views of different sub-state communities may be 

irreconcilable. In this sense there does not appear to be any strong reason to believe that 

Hirst’s associationalism is capable of overcoming the conflict that can emerge from value 

pluralism. Such conflicts will frequently be rooted in disagreement about fundamental cultural 

issues and not merely the issues of  property and taxation that Hirst (1994: 51) identifies. 

Therefore there is a need to recognise that not all conflicts between groups focus on issues of 

distribution as associationlists such as Cohen and Rogers and Hirst imply; we must 

understand that whilst socially given sources of identity do not lead inevitably to communities 

of fate, they do contribute to social identity and may be the source of some of our cultural 

beliefs (Carter 2002: 237). 

 

The danger then in associative democratic theories is that associations, conceived as 

communities of choice, come to represent a mechanism for avoidance of political dispute. 

Associationalists like Hirst are very well aware of the limitations of the fiction of community 

in many orthodox communitarian theories (Gray 1998; Little 2002a). The problem in the 

latter is the construction of the essentialist community as a means of  overcoming the 

multiplicity of differences within contemporary societies.  For Hirst, this manifests itself in 

the pursuit of ‘communities of fate’ as prescriptive providers of identity. He is right that such 

approaches promote political closure and deny individual autonomy. In order to avoid these 

pitfalls however, he substitutes ‘communities of choice’ which would be predicated upon a 

thin set of  common values such as individual freedom, toleration of difference and a 

commitment to social justice. However, as Carter suggests, these prescriptions for thin shared 

values are perhaps not as narrow as associationlists would have us believe. Thus the values 

which they promote require ‘consensus on full racial and gender equality, on provision of 

generous welfare, and on the need to sacrifice economic gain to the maintenance of the 

environment’ (Carter 2002: 241). Clearly these suppositions are sources of conflict in 

contemporary politics and there is little reason to suppose that the empowerment of 

associations would somehow do away with dispute over these tenets of social justice. Indeed 

these are much more substantive, thick claims around which to found democratic regimes 
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than more universalist (and more problematic) thin liberal conceptions of justice such as that 

of Rawls. To this end, rather than promoting the applicability of associationalism by cloaking 

it behind an unconvincing argument that it is based on a thin set of values, its advocates 

should recognise that using ‘associations as channels to radical democracy and social justice 

would surely require clear commitment to egalitarianism and extensive state action’ (Carter 

2002: 244). From a radical democratic perspective associative democrats should also 

recognise that those principles are the source of political disagreement and that we cannot 

presuppose anyone’s commitment to them. Radical democracy implies a need to re-engage 

‘the political’ in the establishment of core principles: associative democracy tries to 

presuppose some of those principles a priori before associational political engagement begins. 

To this end it is important to identify the arguments that differentiate radical democracy from 

associationlist approaches and, in particular, to examine the arguments of those theorists of 

radical democracy such as Mouffe (2000) who also retain a strong role for community.  

 

RADICAL DEMOCRACY AND ASSOCIATIVE PRINCIPLES 

 

Approaching associative principles through radical democratic theory involves accepting the 

potential for conflict and antagonism even when the venue of public debate and decision has 

been disaggregated into a plurality of self-governing associations. This point is not simply the 

banal warning that on occasion people might disagree about how best to organise services or 

spend public funds. That would assume disagreement is a secondary consequence within the 

context of a wider consensus. Rather, radical democracy (as it is presented by Mouffe) 

implies that the pluralised realm of ‘public responsibility’ is itself the site and object of 

contestation. And it is this ‘dissociating impulse’ that associative democracy needs to take on 

board. For under associative principles, contestation is likely to occur within, between and 

across the associations charged with undertaking public functions.  

 

For example, associations will themselves be contested as the proper scope and mode of 

delivery will be disputed by members, both with each other and between the association and 

the regulatory state. The extent to which a public function is being properly discharged, the 

degree to which that function accords with the communal values and objectives of an 

associative community and the right for minority opinions within the community to influence 

decision-making are all issues open to dispute. Such disputes are likely to carry intense 

significance as opinions and beliefs may well be linked to the allocation of funds and thus the 

mobilisation of ‘identity’ claims will have ‘material’ consequences. Likewise, individuals are 



 13

likely to be members of a number of associative communities whose internal principles are 

not always going to overlap harmoniously. For example, educational associations may be 

organised along certain principles, such as the centrality of religious commitment, that are not 

equally respected in forms of economic or health association. Whilst it is plausible to assume 

that overlapping might not create immense difficulties of practical governance, the uneven 

mapping of group respect and associative organisation can generate resentments as communal 

values are reinforced by public finances and the added ‘authority’ of public responsiblity. 

Finally, the overarching role of the state as guarantor of minimal public standards ensures that 

it remains central to the mobilisation of influence. As Hirst reminds us, associations can 

function as a counterweight to hierarchical management and bureaucratic control, but that 

necessarily entails disputes about the proper scope and function of the state. The threat of 

state institutions being ‘captured’ by certain interests may diminish under associative 

democracy, but it does not disappear.  

 

Thus associative democracy multiplies the sites of conflict and resistance over public space by 

pluralising and democratising the organisation of the public sector. For some critics of 

associative principles, however, this potential for dissonance within an associative system is a 

sign of its inherent deficiency. Marc Stears (1999), for instance, has argued that associative 

welfare provision entails two problems: the loss of ‘objective’ public ‘needs’ to the more 

‘subjective preferences’ of consumers, and the rise of inequalities between associations as 

delivery varies according to variations in preferences. Hirst’s reponse (Hirst 1999) is that the 

distinction between ‘needs’ and ‘preferences’ cannot be easily sustained in an increasingly 

diverse culture where needs and standards of provision vary. Nor are inequalities in provision 

devastating if understood as inequalities within certain already-agreed standards and in light 

of different patterns of demand. Like all forms of welfare provision, failures may occur. Yet 

the advantage of associative democracy is that it ‘ensures the survival of difference’ (Ibid: 

595). 

 

Hirst’s defence against Stears’ criticism underscores the crucial point that associative 

principles effectively redefine our understanding of the ‘publicness’ of  public goods. No 

longer understood exclusively as standardisation, or what Hindess (2001) calls the 

‘assumption of uniformity’ common to modern democratic states, the public sector is to be 

infused with a sense of its intrinsic variability. Associative provision of welfare, therefore, 

involves a redefinition of (certain) inequalities as positive signs of difference. Yet differences 

are rarely viewed so benignly. Rather, difference is often contested as a failure of public 
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responsibility, the inability of appointed officials to discharge their function, or the 

consequence of insufficient funding, etc. To adequately face the potential for these claims to 

undermine the effectiveness of associative organisation, we would suggest, it is necessary to 

supplement associative principles with an agonistic theory of democracy designed to negotiate 

the difference between ‘enemies’ and ‘adversaries’. 

 

This is not the place to outline in detail the full, practical implications of conjoining 

associative and radical democratic principles. However, Rose’s claim, noted earlier, that ‘it is 

likely to be on the terrain of ethics that our most important disputes will have to be fought’ 

(Rose: 188) gives us a clue to how we might begin. For ethics refers us, not to some 

overarching Good (the object of Moral concern), but to conduct oriented towards moral 

behaviour. It is precisely the terrain of ethics that Rose suggests forms the object of the 

‘community-civility game’. The trouble with many of these efforts to recast governance by 

‘technically managing’ individual conduct through the community is that talk of ethics too 

easily becomes ‘merely a recoding of strategies of social discipline and morality’ (Rose 1999: 

192). Rose criticizes Putnam and Etzioni for ‘failing to diagnose [in their approach to 

community] the power relations in the struggles over cultural diversity and the validity of 

certain forms of life’ (Ibid: 194). To their approach he counterposes the argument that 

‘communities can be imagined and enacted as mobile, as spaces of indeterminacy, of 

becoming’ (Ibid: 195). Conceived that way, communities can be understood as the basis of a 

creative and fluid politics in which alternative ways of seeing and acting, dissonance and 

resistance, are the currency of democratic life, rather than the stability-inducing substance of 

social capital and civic norms. 

 

Such a view contrasts with the self-conceptions of many communities, particularly (though 

not exclusively) ‘communities of fate’. The advantage of associative democracy however is 

that, potentially, it institutionalises an arrangement whereby communities themselves are 

dislodged from any sense of the fixedness or closure of their communal values. By exposing 

communities to conflicts of values over the scope and character of their public functions, their 

responsibilities to others and so forth, associative democracy permits civic norms and other 

expressions of consensus to be contested and negotiated. 

 

This, of course, is to disrupt the entire notion of a democratic order as a stable, grounded 

system upon which differences can be rationally settled. But that does not mean effective 

governance cannot be achieved. If the conflicts between and across communities are to be 
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accepted as legitimate expressions of difference, then our task is to ensure that difference does 

not escalate into destructive hostility and social disorder. As Mouffe points out in her 

discussion of an ‘ethics of democracy’ (2000: 129-40) once we accept that alterity cannot be 

entirely absorbed into procedures of deliberation (or, for that matter, social capital and civic 

norms) and so neutralised, the fragility of democracy comes to the fore. But democracy is not 

simply some postmodern jamboree in which differences co-exist harmoniously. It involves 

‘acts of decision’, not only in the sense of executive choices over policy but, more 

profoundly, the implicit assumption of certain parameters to policy choices, to the degree and 

extent of debate, etc. Such decisions are themselves political: they invoke a contestable 

version of the public good by accepting some differences to the exclusion of others. It is not 

possible, she argues, to escape from this intrinsic exclusivity and so the only viable option is 

to promote an ethics that recognises the fragility of democracy and undergirds institutional 

arrangements with an awareness of the legitimacy of dissent, contestation and difference.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In so far as associative principles frame democracy as a practice responsive to the inherently 

diverse and potentially antagonistic nature of human communities, it provides a promising 

institutional form to an ethics of democracy. Mouffe herself has endorsed associative 

democracy as an arrangement compatible with the radical pluralism she recommends (Mouffe 

1993: 98-100). Rather than justify devolved associations in terms of the stable, consensual 

order of agreed values they bring to democracy, a radical democratic political theory allows 

us to see associative principles as disruptive of efforts to close public space around 

communities. By dispersing conflict across a pluralised space and permitting communities to 

vent the ‘dissociative impulse’ in more creative ways, associative principles permit us to live 

with the paradox of democracy. 
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The Radical-Democratic Project

Over the past generation, radical-democratic ideas have reemerged as an important 
intellectual and political force. This reemergence reflects a combination of skepticism 
about the regulatory capacities of national governments and concerns about the 
capacity of conventional democracies to engage the energies of ordinary citizens. 
By “conventional democracies,” we mean systems of competitive representation, 
in which citizens are endowed with political rights, including the rights of speech, 
association, and suffrage; citizens advance their interests by exercising their political 
rights, in particular by voting for representatives in regular elections; elections are 
organized by competing political parties; and electoral victory means control of 
government, which gives winning candidates the authority to shape public policy 
through legislation and control over administration.

Arguably, any mass democracy must be organized at least in part as a system of 
competitive representation. Radical democrats acknowledge this basic fact of political 
life, but seek a fuller realization of democratic values than competitive representation 
itself can attain. 

In particular, radical-democratic ideas join two strands of democratic thought. 
First, with Rousseau, radical democrats are committed to broader participation in 
public decision-making. Citizens should have greater direct roles in public choices 
or at least engage more deeply with substantive political issues and be assured 
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that officials will be responsive to their concerns and judgments. Second, radical 
democrats emphasize deliberation. Instead of a politics of power and interest, radical 
democrats favor a more deliberative democracy in which citizens address public 
problems by reasoning together about how best to solve them—in which no force is 
at work, as Jürgen Habermas (1975: 108) said, “except that of the better argument”.1 
The ambitious aim of a deliberative democracy, in short, is to shift from bargaining, 
interest aggregation, and power to the common reason of equal citizens as a dominant 
force in democratic life (Cohen 1989,1996; Cohen and Sabel 1997, 2003; Fung 2003, 
2003a, 2003b, 2004; Fung and Wright 2003; Fung et al. 2000, 2001).

But while many radical democrats endorse participation and deliberation in a single 
breath, these two strands of the democratic project grow from different traditions and 
address distinct failures of competitive representation. Our aim here is to clarify the 
relationship of these different strands, explore the tensions between them, and sketch 
some possibilities for reconciliation. We start by showing how participation and 
deliberation might address three limitations of competitive representation.2 Then we 
present some tensions between deliberation and participation, and offer two strategies 
for blunting these tensions. We conclude by outlining the unsolved difficulties that 
must be met in order to advance a radical-democratic project.

Before getting started, we should mention that some radical democrats argue that 
a more participatory and deliberative democracy would be better at solving practical 
problems than systems of competitive representation: better, because of advantages 
in identifying problems, collaborating in their resolution, testing solutions to see if 
they are well-tailored to local circumstance, and disciplining solutions by reference 
to solutions adopted elsewhere. Our focus here is on normative matters, but nothing 
we say is intended to dispute this proposition about practical advantages. Suffice to 
say that if a more radical democracy is not at least reasonably good at addressing 
regulatory problems, then its normative virtues are of limited interest.

Democratic Deficits of Competitive Representation

Radical-democratic criticisms of systems of competitive representation focus on 
three political values: responsibility, equality, and autonomy.

1. Responsibility. “As soon as public business ceases to be the citizens’ principal 
business, and they prefer to serve with their purse rather than with their person, the 

1 In this passage, Habermas is not describing an idealized democracy, but a hypothetical 
situation suited to the justification of norms.

2 In reading the other contributions to this debate, we are reminded of the importance 
of distinguishing participation from deliberation. Other contributors seem to conflate the 
two, though Loïc Blondiaux rightly observes that there is an interesting question about the 
relationship between discussion of deliberative democracy—a topic in political theory for 
the past 15 years—and an older literature on participatory democracy.
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state is already close to ruin”.3 Here, Rousseau expresses the idea that the balance of 
reasons sometimes speaks strongly in favor of performing a task oneself rather than 
delegating it. For example, countries should fight wars with their own citizens rather 
than mercenaries or surrogates because the task is of great importance, its performance 
(both initiation and execution) demands judgment, and the consequences of 
misjudgment are so serious.

Similarly, radical democrats worry about relying excessively upon representatives 
to make consequential political choices. Competitive representation, to be sure, 
provides opportunities for citizens to judge for themselves the merits of alternative 
laws and policies and hold representatives accountable in light of those judgments. 
But because representation is a very limited tool for ensuring official accountability, 
citizens will be strongly tempted to leave the hard work of substantive policy 
judgment to professional politicians. The capacities of citizens may in turn atrophy. 
Lacking democratic skills and habits, they may refrain from judging public business 
except under dire circumstances, and then judge poorly.

2. Equality. A great achievement of modern representative democracy was to bring 
the idea that people should be treated as having equal importance in the processes of 
collective decision-making to bear on the political institutions of a modern state. One 
implication—formal political equality—is that suffrage rights, for example, should not 
depend on property qualifications, gender, race, or social status. But even with these 
conditions in place, social and economic inequalities shape opportunities for political 
influence within systems of competitive representation.

Economic advantage is one important source of political advantage. In addition, 
because it is easier to mobilize small groups of individuals than large ones, competitive 
representation tends to favor concentrated interests (in which few actors gain large 
benefits on some policy question) over diffuse one (where many actors gain small 
benefits). Finally, in newly-democratized countries with long histories of authoritarian 
government and hierarchical public culture, the new electoral vestments may merely 
reproduce and reauthorize the authoritarian past (Avritzer 2002). 

Radical democrats have recommended participation and deliberation to increase 
political equality: deliberation, because it blunts the power of greater resources with 
the force of better arguments; participation, because shifting the basis of political 
contestation from organized money to organized people is the most promising 
antidote to the influence conferred by wealth. Similarly, expanding and deepening 
citizen participation may be the most promising strategy for challenging the 
inequalities that stem from asymmetric concentration of interests and from traditional 
social and political hierarchies.

3. Political Autonomy. A third objection is that systems of competitive representation 
fail to realize a central democratic ambition: to foster political autonomy by enabling 

3 Rousseau, Social Contract, Book, III, chap. 15.
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people to live by rules that they make for themselves. Although a pluralist democracy 
cannot hope to achieve political consensus, a kind of self-government remains 
possible, and competitive representation falls far short of it. In systems of competitive 
representation, political outcomes result from differential capacities to mobilize 
popular constituencies, from balances of interest backed by voters or money, from 
the complex deals of legislative law-making, or from narrow interests capturing the 
portions of government that most concern them. At its best, the process reflects fair 
bargaining among competing interests, not an ideal of self-government.

In a deliberative democracy, in contrast, laws and policies result from processes 
in which citizens defend solutions to common problems on the basis of what are 
generally acknowledged as relevant reasons. The reasons express such widely shared 
democratic values as fairness, liberty, equal opportunity, public safety, and the 
common good. To be sure, citizens will interpret the content of those considerations 
differently, and assign them different weights—and also, of course, disagree on matters 
of fact. In the allocation of scarce resources, different citizens might, for example, 
assign different importance to advantaging the least advantaged, advantaging those 
who would benefit most from the resources, and assuring equal chances for access 
to the resources; there will be disagreements over acceptable levels of risk, and about 
when assurances of freedom of expression are excessively damaging to the equal 
standing of citizens.

While deliberative democrats emphasize the importance of reasons, they do not 
expect self- and group-interest to disappear as political forces. Instead, they aim to 
ensure that political argument and appeals to interests are framed by considerations 
such as fairness, equality, and common advantage. When citizens take these political 
values seriously, political decisions are not simply a product of power and interest; 
even citizens whose views do not win out can see that the decisions are supported 
by good reasons.4 As a result, members can—despite disagreement—all regard 
their conduct as guided, in general terms, by their own reason. Establishing such 

4 As should be evident from the text, our conception of deliberation is not the same as 
what Katharina Holzinger calls “arguing” in her contribution to this debate. For example, 
“contradicting” and “insisting” are, as she says, forms of arguing. But they do not involve 
giving reasons and are therefore not part of deliberation. That said, we agree with one thesis 
in Holzinger’s paper—namely, that when interests conflict, the resolution of the conflict 
typically will involve deliberation and bargaining, among other things. We do not, however, 
accept the stronger, instrumentalist thesis in her paper, that when interests conflict arguing 
serves as a means for bargaining. Deliberation might instead set the bounds for reasonable 
outcomes within which bargaining operates (deliberation might, for example, take us to a 
reasonable segment of the Pareto frontier, within which bargaining selects an outcome). 
Exploring this disagreement about the place and relative political importance of reason, 
interests, and power—a very old and deep disagreement in social science and in life—will 
require the kind of “programme de recherche” that Loïc Blondiaux sketches in his essay. 
For some efforts at such exploration, see Fung and Wright (2003).
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political deliberation would realize an ideal of self-government under conditions of 
pluralism.

Tensions Between Participation and Deliberation

So democratic values arguably provide a case for a more participatory and 
deliberative democracy. But participation and deliberation are distinct ideas, 
and may even pull in opposite directions (Cp Ackermann & Fishkin 2004: 289-
301).

1. Improving the quality of deliberation may come at a cost to public 
participation. Suppose, for example, that legislators, regulators, and judges 
embrace a deliberative form of decision-making. Instead of seeking to advance 
the interests of their constituents or maximize their prospects of re-election, for 
example, legislators would engage in reasonable discussion and argumentation 
about policies. Judges could, for example, require explicit attention to reasons 
in legislative and administrative decision-making. But doing so might require 
decision-makers to insulate themselves from less informed and less reasonable 
public sentiment.

2. Conversely, expanding participation—either numbers of people, or the 
range of issues under direct popular control—may diminish the quality of 
deliberation. Popular initiatives and referenda and devices such as the recall, for 
example, allow voters to exercise more direct and precisely targeted influence 
over legislation, policy questions, and even elected officials. But far from 
improving deliberation, such measures—by requiring a yes/no vote on a well-
defined proposition—may discourage reasoned discussion in creating legislation 
(Papadopoulos 1995: 289-301; Ellis 2002). And even bringing people together to 
discuss specific laws and policies may—with the wrong mix of people, or lack 
of commitment to addressing a common problem—diminish deliberation, as 
discussion dissolves into posturing, recrimination, and manipulation.

3. More fundamentally, social complexity and scale limit the extent to which 
modern polities can be both deliberative and participatory. Deliberation depends 
on participants with sufficient knowledge and interest about the substantive 
issues under consideration. But on any issue, the number of individuals with 
such knowledge and interest is bound to be small (relative to the size of the 
polity), and so the quality of deliberation declines with the scope of participation. 
Of course, knowledge and interest are not fixed, and deliberation may improve 
both. Still, time and resource constraints make it undesirable for any particular 
area of public governance to be both fully deliberative and inclusively 
participatory. If everyone were capable of deliberating about economic policies 
on a par with the members of the Federal Reserve Board, surely other important 
areas of concern—education, environment, and foreign policy—would suffer 
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from inattention. Every community faces many dozens of pressing public issues, 
so participatory deliberation on any particular issue can at best include directly 
only a small fraction of the total polity.

Possibilities of Participatory Deliberation

Despite this fundamental constraint, public decision-making in liberal 
democracies could become both more participatory and deliberative. The degree 
to which deliberation and participation are combined or traded-off depends in 
part on institutional setting. The challenge facing radical democrats, then, is to 
devise reforms that can incorporate both. Radical democrats have two broad 
strategies for accommodating them. The first aims to broaden deliberative 
participation, but—concerned in part with the integrity of broad deliberation—
leaves it with only attenuated effects on the exercise of power. The second aims 
to create high quality deliberative participation with more direct impact on the 
exercise of power, but leaves that participation with limited scope.

Mediated (Indirect) Society-Wide Deliberation

One strategy would foster widespread participation in deliberation on public 
issues. We might, for example, aim to join deliberation with mass democracy 
by promoting citizen deliberation on political matters in what Habermas calls 
the “informal public sphere,” constituted by “culturally mobilized publics” 
in “the associations of civil society.” (Habermas 1996: 301)  Deliberations here 
are crucial to just and effective governance, for it is only in this public sphere 
that free, undistorted discussion about society’s values and goals can take 
place. Moreover, these deliberations are potentially fully participatory, for they 
take place through structures of numerous, open secondary associations and 
social movements: the essential ingredients are basic liberties, a diverse and 
independent media, vibrant, independent civil associations, and political parties 
that help to focus public debate.

This approach to joining participation and deliberation addresses the three 
limits of competitive representation. Individuals participate in public debates 
through associations, and so deliberate themselves, however informally, on 
the substance of political issues. Moreover, elevating the place of informal 
public discussion in political decision-making increases political equality 
because the public sphere—in contrast to the arenas of state and economy—is 
less vulnerable to the influence of monetary and other unequally-distributed, 
“non-communicative” sources of power. Finally, to the extent that free public 
reasoning shapes opinion and guides collective decisions, the deliberative public 
sphere increases self-government.
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Public communicative power is, however, necessarily indirect in its political 
impact. Much of the attractiveness of this view, then, hinges first upon his 
characterization of discourse in the public sphere as deliberative and then upon 
the strength of the links between deliberations in the informal public sphere and 
the authoritative decisions of legislative bodies and administrative agencies. 
Ifpublic discussion itself is subject to the exercise of non-communicative 
power—money, status, and the like—then these discussions do little to 
address the problems of political inequality and absence of self-government in 
competitive representation. Moreover, because public deliberation and public 
policy are only loosely linked, participatory deliberation may have little impact 
on decisions by formal institutions. Citizen participation in the informal public 
sphere, then, may be of limited political relevance (Ackermann & Fishkin 2002: 
129-152).5 

Direct Participatory Deliberation

An alternative radical-democratic approach builds on the distinctive practical 
competence that citizens possess as users of public services, subjects of public 
policy and regulation, or residents who have contextual knowledge of their 
neighborhoods and ecosystems. The idea is to draw on these competencies by 
bringing ordinary citizens into deliberations over certain public issues. 

Typically, such strategies create opportunities for limited numbers of 
citizens to deliberate with one another or with officials to improve the quality of 
some public decision, perhaps by injecting local knowledge, new perspectives, 
excluded interests, or enhancing public accountability.

One approach randomly selects small groups of citizens to deliberate on 
general political issues such as laws and public policies. Citizen juries in the 
United States and planning cells in Germany, for example, empanel small 
groups (12-40) of randomly selected citizens to discuss issues such as agriculture, 
health policy, and local development issues (Abelson et al 2003: 239-251; Crosby 
1995: 157-174; Smith & Wales 1999: 295-308; Gastil 2000) .  James Fishkin and 
his colleagues at the Center for Deliberative Polling have sponsored larger 
gatherings of several hundred citizens to deliberate upon various issues such 
as the adoption of the Euro in Denmark, public utility policy in Texas, and U.S. 
foreign policy. Citizens Juries, Planning Cells, and Deliberative Polls function 
as advisory bodies whose impact—to the extent that they have impact—comes 

5 Similar observations apply to Bruce Ackerman and James Fishkin’s recent proposal for 
a “deliberation day” in the United States. Here, the deliberation is formalized, and in a way 
inclusive—they propose that everyone be invited to attend formal deliberative meetings 
held in advance of elections. Once more, the political impact of these deliberations is 
mediated through the structure of campaigns, elections, lawmaking, and administration.
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from their ability to alter public opinion or change the minds of public officials.
Another strategy convenes groups of citizens to deliberate and develop 

solutions to particular problems of public concern. We have described 
such strategies elsewhere as Directly-Deliberative Polyarchy (DDP) and 
Empowered Participatory Governance (EPG), and will simply refer to them 
here as participatory-deliberative arrangements. Such arrangements differ 
from political juries in two main ways. Whereas political juries usually consider 
general issues such as economic, health care, or crime policy, these deliberations 
aim to address more specific problems such as the management of an ecosystem, 
the operation of a public school or school district, crime in a neighborhood, or 
a city’s allocation of resources across projects and neighborhoods. Whereas 
political juries recruit impartial and disinterested citizens by randomly selecting 
them, participatory-deliberative arrangements recruit participants with strong 
interests in the problems under deliberation.

Because of the specificity of these arrangements, citizens may well enjoy 
advantages in knowledge and experience over officials. In Chicago, for example, 
residents deliberate regularly with police officers in each neighborhood to set 
priorities on addressing issues of public safety. And in Porto Alegre, Brazil 
citizens meet regularly at the neighborhood level to agree upon priorities for 
public investment (for example, street paving, sanitation, and housing); the 
capital portion of the city’s budget is produced by aggregating the priorities that 
emerge from those deliberations (Baiocchi 2003: 47-76; De Sousa Santos 1998: 
461-510; Abers 2000). 

The proliferation of directly-deliberative institutions—in areas such as 
education, social services, ecosystems, community development, and health 
services—fosters political responsibility by creating opportunities for ordinary 
citizens to articulate directly their perspectives, needs, and judgments. Such 
opportunities, however, face two limits. Unlike classical forms of direct 
democracy, it is unimaginable that any deliberative arrangement would enable 
(i) every citizen to participate in any particular area of public governance, or 
(ii) any citizen to participate in every area of public governance. In Chicago, 
for example some 4,000 residents serve on Local School Councils at any given 
moment and ten percent of adults say they have participated in community 
policing meetings. A more feasible contemporary ideal is that democratic 
governments offer opportunities for any citizen to participate in direct 
deliberations, and at the same time that those who do participate are in networks 
with other citizens with whom they informally confer, even if those others are 
not directly involved in decision-making.

Participatory-deliberative arrangements contribute to political equality by 
increasing the role of popular mobilization and deliberation in political decision-
making. In Chicago’s community policing program, for example, participation 
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rates in low-income neighborhoods are much higher than those in wealthy 
neighborhoods. Similarly, poor people are substantially over-represented in 
both the budgeting institutions of Porto Alegre and local development and 
planning initiatives in Kerala, India. Directly-democratic arrangements that 
address problems of particular urgency to disadvantaged citizens can invert 
the usual participation bias that favors wealthy, well-educated, and high-status 
individualsinstitutions. Such arrangements, however, also create large potential 
political inequalities. If systematic and enduring differences—in deliberative 
capabilities, disposable resources, or demographic factors—separate those 
who participate from those who do not, decisions generated by participatory-
deliberative arrangements will likely serve the interests of participants at the 
expense of others.

Consider finally the value of self-government. Participatory-deliberative 
institutions foster self-government by subjecting the policies and actions of 
agencies such as these to a rule of common reason. When some policy or prior 
decision is judged in collective deliberation to be unreasonable or unwise, 
they change it. When that policy turns out to be reasonable upon reflection, its 
justification is made publicly manifest. These contributions to self-government 
are, however, limited by the scope of these institutions. Most participatory-
deliberative governance efforts aim to solve local or administrative planning 
problems and do not extend to more general concerns such as wealth 
distribution, the scope of rights, or national political priorities.

Open Questions (and Ways Forward)

Achieving both participation and deliberation is complicated. In our view, 
participatory-deliberative arrangements represent the most promising path 
toward the ends of radical democracy. But two large challenges lie on that path. 

The first concerns the relationship between competitive representation and 
participatory-deliberative arrangements (Magnette, unpublished).  Participatory-
deliberative arrangements make it possible to address practical problems 
that seem recalcitrant to treatment by conventional political institutions. But 
those arrangements are not a wholesale replacement of conventional political 
institutions: they have limited scope and limited numbers of direct participants. 
Does this observation leave us with the conclusion that radical democracy 
is simply competitive representation plus some participatory-deliberative 
arrangements?

No. Participatory-deliberative arrangements and competitive representation 
can be transformed and linked so that each strengthens the other. If such 
arrangements became a common form of local and administrative problem-
solving, the role of legislatures and centralized public agencies would shift from 
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directly solving a range of social problems to supporting the efforts of many 
participatory deliberations, maintaining their democratic integrity, and ensuring 
their coordination. Conversely, those who participate directly in these new 
deliberative arrangements would form a highly informed, mobilized, and active 
base that would enhance the mandate and legitimacy of elected representatives 
and other officials.6

The second challenge is to extend the scope of radical democracy. Can 
participatory deliberation help democratize large-scale decisions—such as war 
and peace, health insurance, public pensions, and the distribution of wealth—that 
hinge on political values and public priorities? One way to address these larger 
questions is to connect the disciplined, practical, participatory deliberations about 
solving particular problems—say, efforts to reduce asthma rates in a low-income 
community—to the wider public sphere of debate and opinion formation—about 
the costs of health care, access to it, and the importance of health relative to other 
basic goods. Participants in direct deliberations are informed by the dispersed 
discussions in the informal public sphere, and those more focused deliberations 
in turn invest public discussion with a practicality it might otherwise lack. The 
ambitious hope is that citizens who participate in constructing solutions to 
concrete problems in local public life may in turn engage more deeply in informal 
deliberation in the wider public sphere and in formal political institutions as 
well.7

In the end, then, radical democracy has the possibility promise of being a 
distinctive form of democracy, in which the informal public sphere and the formal 
system of competitive representation are transformed by their connections with 
participatory-deliberative arrangements for solving problems. Whether it will 
deliver on that promise remains, of course, a very open question.

6 Christian Hunold’s illuminating contribution to this symposium—focused on standards 
for siting hazardous waste facilities—is insufficiently attentive, in our view, to these issues 
about the relationship between particular local deliberations and the background political 
setting. We are skeptical about the project of setting out criteria of justice and democracy 
that local deliberations of particular policy issues need to meet, in abstraction from the 
larger social and political setting of those deliberations. That said, we agree with Hunold 
that the stakes in siting decisions are not purely locational.

7 Efforts along these lines might blur the distinction between formal and informal 
public discussion. For example, United States Senators Orrin Hatch and Ron Wyden have 
proposed creating and funding a national conversation around health care priorities—
potentially involving thousands of community-level community forums, national televised 
town meetings, and electronic dialogue—as part of the “Health Care that Works for All 
Americans Act.” These community-level discussions around larger national questions 
might utilize methods such as citizen juries, electronic town meetings, and deliberative 
polls. See Senate Bill 581, 108th Congress, 1st Session. Short Title: “Health Care That Works 
for All Americans Act of 2003”
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Déliberation et discussion

Bernard Manin, Institut d’Etudes Politiques de Paris et New York University,
E-mail: bernard.manin@nyu.edu

La délibération collective ne se réduit pas à la discussion argumentée. Des 
individus peuvent discuter et argumenter entre eux sans que, pour autant, se 
déroule une délibération satisfaisante. Inversement, la délibération collective 
peut être favorisée par des discours tenus devant un auditoire ne discutant pas 
avec les orateurs. Telles sont les thèses que cet article se propose d’établir.

L’expérience montre que, parfois, des individus discutent et argumentent 
entre eux pour se former une opinion ou prendre une décision sur un sujet 
donné, sans que l’on observe dans les opinions ainsi formées les transformations 
désirables en général attendues de la délibération. Mais d’autres expériences 
montrent aussi qu’après une délibération collective, les individus changent leurs 
opinions dans un sens bénéfique, ces opinions devenant, en particulier, mieux 
informées. Dans ces expériences-ci, un animateur ordonne la discussion. Et la 
délibération inclut aussi la lecture de documents et l’audition de personnalités 
qualifiées, deux formes de communication qui ne relèvent pas de la discussion 
proprement dite, en ce qu’elles ne sont pas interactives.
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