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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

JOHN S. DRYZEK
BONNIE HONIG
ANNE PHILLIPS

“What’s your line of business, then?”

“I'm a scholar of the Enlightenment,” said Nicholas.

“Oh Lord!” the young man said. “Another producer of useless
graduates!”

Nicholas felt despondent.

(Lukes 1995: 199)

IN The Curious Enlightenment of Professor Caritat—Steven Lukes’ fictiona-
lized round-up of contemporary political theory—the hapless professor has
been kidnapped by the resistance movement and sent off to search for
grounds for optimism. In Utilitaria, he is asked to give a lecture on “Breaking
Free from the Past;” in Communitaria, on “Why the Enlightenment Project
Had to Fail.” Neither topic is much to his taste, but it is only when he reaches
Libertaria (not, as one of its gloomy inhabitants tells him, a good place to be
unlucky, unemployed, or employed by the state) that he is made to recognize
the limited purchase of his academic expertise. At the end of the book, the
professor still has not found the mythical land of Egalitaria. But he has
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derived one important lesson from his adventures: in the pursuit of any one
ideal, it is disastrous to lose sight of all the others.

This Handbook is not organized around categories such as utilitarianism,
communitarianism, or libertarianism, and though it also notes the continuing
elusiveness of egalitarianism, it does not promote any single ideal. The Hand-
book seeks, instead, to reflect the pluralism of contemporary political theory,
a pluralism we regard as a key feature and major strength of the field. In this
introduction, we clarify what we understand by political theory, identify major
themes and developments over recent decades, and take stock of the contem-
porary condition of the field. We end with an explanation of the categories
through which we have organized the contributions to the Handbook.

1 WHAT 1s PorLiTicAL THEORY?

Political Theory is an interdisciplinary endeavor whose center of gravity lies
at the humanities end of the happily still undisciplined discipline of political
science. Its traditions, approaches, and styles vary, but the field is united by a
commitment to theorize, critique, and diagnose the norms, practices, and
organization of political action in the past and present, in our own places and
elsewhere. Across what sometimes seem chasms of difference, political the-
orists share a concern with the demands of justice and how to fulfill them, the
presuppositions and promise of democracy, the divide between secular and
religious ways of life, and the nature and identity of public goods, among
many other topics.

Political theorists also share a commitment to the humanistic study of
politics (although with considerable disagreement over what that means),
and a skepticism towards the hegemony sometimes sought by our more self-
consciously “scientific” colleagues. In recent years, and especially in the USA,
the study of politics has become increasingly formal and quantitative. Indeed,
there are those for whom political theory, properly understood, would be
formal theory geared solely towards the explanation of political phenomena,
where explanation is modeled on the natural sciences and takes the form
of seeking patterns and offering causal explanations for events in the
human world. Such approaches have been challenged—most recently by
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the Perestroika movement (Monroe 2005)—on behalf of more qualitative and
interpretive approaches. Political theory is located at one remove from this
quantitative vs. qualitative debate, sitting somewhere between the distanced
universals of normative philosophy and the empirical world of politics.

For a long time, the challenge for the identity of political theory has been
how to position itself productively in three sorts of location: in relation to the
academic disciplines of political science, history, and philosophy; between the
world of politics and the more abstract, ruminative register of theory; be-
tween canonical political theory and the newer resources (such as feminist
and critical theory, discourse analysis, film and film theory, popular and
political culture, mass media studies, neuroscience, environmental studies,
behavioral science, and economics) on which political theorists increasingly
draw. Political theorists engage with empirical work in politics, economics,
sociology, and law to inform their reflections, and there have been plenty of
productive associations between those who call themselves political scientists
and those who call themselves political theorists. The connection to law is
strongest when it comes to constitutional law and its normative foundations
(for example, Sunstein 1993; Tully 1995, 2002; this connection is covered in our
chapters by Stimson and by Ferejohn and Pasquino).

Most of political theory has an irreducibly normative component—regard-
less of whether the theory is systematic or diagnostic in its approach, textual
or cultural in its focus, analytic, critical, genealogical, or deconstructive in its
method, ideal or piecemeal in its procedures, socialist, liberal, or conservative
in its politics. The field welcomes all these approaches. It has a core canon,
often referred to as Plato to NATO, although the canon is itself unstable, with
the rediscovery of figures such as Sophocles, Thucydides, Baruch Spinoza,
and Mary Wollstonecraft, previously treated as marginal, and the addition of
new icons such as Hannah Arendt, John Rawls, Michel Foucault, and Jiirgen
Habermas. Moreover, the subject matter of political theory has always
extended beyond this canon and its interpretations, as theorists bring their
analytic tools to bear on novels, film, and other cultural artifacts, and on
developments in other social sciences and even in natural science.

Political theory is an unapologetically mongrel sub-discipline, with no
dominant methodology or approach. When asked to describe themselves,
theorists will sometimes employ the shorthand of a key formative influence—
asin “'ma Deleuzean,” or Rawlsian, or Habermasian, or Arendtian—although
itis probably more common to belabeled in this way by others than to claim the
description oneself. In contrast, however, to some neighboring producers
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ofknowledge, political theorists do not readily position themselves by reference
to three or four dominant schools that define their field. There is, for example,
no parallel to the division between realists, liberals, and constructivists, recently
joined by neoconservatives, that defines international relations theory. And
thereis certainly nothing like the old Marx—Weber—Durkheim triad that was the
staple of courses in sociological theory up to the 1970s.

Because of this, political theory can sometimes seem to lack a core identity.
Some practitioners seek to rectify the perceived lack, either by putting
political theory back into what is said to be its proper role as arbiter of
universal questions and explorer of timeless texts, or by returning the focus of
political theory to history. The majority, however, have a strong sense of their
vocation. Many see the internally riven and uncertain character of the field as
reflective of the internally riven and uncertain character of the political world
in which we live, bringing with it all the challenges and promises of that
condition. In the last two decades of the twentieth century, liberal, critical,
and post-structuralist theorists have (in their very different ways) responded
to the breakdown of old assumptions about the unitary nature of nation-state
identities. They have rethought the presuppositions and meanings of identity,
often rejecting unitary conceptions and moving towards more pluralistic,
diverse, or agonistic conceptions in their place. These reflections have had an
impact on the field’s own self-perception and understanding. Happily for
political theory, the process has coincided with a movement within the
academy to reconceive knowledge as more fundamentally interdisciplinary.
This reconsideration of the function and role of the boundaries of the
academic disciplines may help others, as well as political theorists, to see
the field’s pluralism as a virtue and a strength, rather than a weakness in need
of rectification.

1.1 Relationship with Political Science

Political theory’s relationship to the discipline of political science has not
always been a happy one. Since the founding of the discipline in the late
nineteenth century, there have been periodic proclamations of its newly scien-
tific character. The “soft” other for the new science has sometimes been
journalism, sometimes historical narrative, sometimes case-study methods. It
has also, very often, been political theory. Beginning in the 1950s, behavioral
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revolutionaries tried to purge the ranks of theorists—and had some success at
this in one or two large Midwestern departments of political science in the USA.
Thelater impact of rational choice theory encouraged others, like William Riker
(1982a: 753), to reject “belles letters, criticism, and philosophic speculation”
along with “phenomenology and hermeneutics.” For those driven by their
scientific aspirations, it has always been important to distinguish the “true”
scientific study of politics from more humanistic approaches—and political
theory has sometimes borne the brunt of this.

Political theorists have noted, in response, that science and objectivity are
steeped in a normativity that the self-proclaimed scientists wrongly disavow;
and theorists have not been inclined to take the description of political
“science” at face value. They have challenged the idea that their own work in
normative theory lacks rigor, pointing to criteria within political theory that
differentiate more from less rigorous work. While resisting the epistemic
assumptions of empiricism, many also point out that much of what passes
for political theory is profoundly engaged with empirical politics: what, after
all, could be more “real”, vital, and important than the symbols and categories
that organize our lives and the frameworks of our understanding? The French
have a word to describe what results when those elected as president and prime
minister are representatives of two different political parties: cohabitation. The
word connotes, variously, cooperation, toleration, sufferance, antagonism,
and a sense of common enterprise. Cohabitation, in this sense, is a good
way to cast the relationship between political theory and political science.

1.2 Relationship with History

History as a point of reference has also proven contentious, with recurrent
debates about the extent to which theory is contained by its historical context
(see Pocock and Farr in this volume), and whether one can legitimately
employ political principles from one era as a basis for criticizing political
practice in another. When Quentin Skinner, famous for his commitment to
historical contextualism, suggested that early principles of republican free-
dom might offer a telling alternative to the conceptions of liberty around
today, he took care to distance himself from any suggestion that “intellectual
historians should turn themselves into moralists” (Skinner 1998: 118). He still
drew criticism for abandoning the historian’s traditional caution.
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In an essay published in 1989, Richard Ashcraft called upon political
theorists to acknowledge the fundamentally historical character of their
enterprise. While contemporary theorists recognize the “basic social/histor-
ical conditions which structure” their practice, “this recognition does not
serve as a conscious guideline for their teaching and writing of political
theory” Ashcraft continued: “On the contrary, political theory is taught
and written about as if it were great philosophy rather than ideology” (Ash-
craft 1989: 700). For Ashcraft, acknowledging the ideological character of
political theory meant embracing its political character. The main objects of
his critique were Leo Strauss and his followers, whom Ashcraft saw as seeking
evidence of universally valid standards in canonical political theorists and
calling on those standards to judge their works. For Straussians, the wisdom
of the ancients and greats is outside history.

Ashcraft also criticized Sheldon Wolin, who shared Ashcraft’s displeasure
with Straussians, on the grounds of their inadequate attention to politics
(see Saxonhouse’s contribution to this volume). Although Wolin acknow-
ledged the historicity of the texts he had examined in his seminal Politics and
Vision (1960), Ashcraft claimed that Wolin resisted the “wholesale transform-
ation” that would result, in both his view and Ashcraft’s, from putting
that historicity at the center of his interpretative practice. Wolin is famous
for championing what, in the style of Hannah Arendt, he termed
“the political:” politics understood, not in its instrumental capacity (Harold
Lasswell’s (1961) “‘Who gets what, when, and how’”), but rather in its
orientation toward the public good coupled with a commitment to the
“public happiness” of political participation. Contra Ashcraft, one might
see Wolin’s move to the political as a way of splitting the difference between
a Straussian universalism and the thick contextualism of Ashcraft’s preferred
historicist approach.

“The political” is a conceptual category, itself outside of history, that rejects
the idea that politics is about universal truths, while also rejecting the
reduction of politics to interests. “The political” tends to connote, minimally,
some form of individual or collective action that disrupts ordinary states of
affairs, normal life, or routine patterns of behavior or governance. There are
diverse conceptions of this notion. To take three as exemplary: the political
takes its meaning from its figuration in Wolin’s work by contrast primarily
with statism, constitutionalism, and political apathy; in Arendt’s work by
contrast with private or natural spheres of human behavior; and in Ranciere’s
(1999) work by contrast with the “police.”

>
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1.3 Relationship with Philosophy

The most un-historical influence on political theory in recent decades has
been John Rawls, whose work represents a close alliance with analytic phil-
osophy. On one popular account, Rawls arrived from outside as political
theory’s foreign savior and rescued political theory from the doldrums with
the publication in 1971 of A Theory of Justice (see Arneson in this volume).
Rawls’ book was an ambitious, normative, and systematic investigation of
what political, economic, and social justice should look like in contemporary
democracies. With the distancing mechanisms of a veil of ignorance and
hypothetical social contract, Rawls followed Kant in looking to reason to
adjudicate what he saw as the fundamental question of politics: the conflict
between liberty and equality. Writing from within the discipline of philoso-
phy, he returned political theory to one of its grand styles (Tocqueville’s two-
volume Democracy in America, also written by an outsider, would represent
another). Much subsequent work on questions of justice and equality has
continued in this vein, and while those who have followed Rawls have not
necessarily shared his conclusions, they have often employed similar mind
experiments to arrive at the appropriate relationship between equality and
choice. The clamshell auction imagined by Ronald Dworkin (1981), where all
the society’s resources are up for sale and the participants employ their
clamshells to bid for what best suits their own projects in life, is another
classic illustration. Starting with what seems the remotest of scenarios,
Dworkin claims to arrive at very specific recommendations for the contem-
porary welfare state.

As the contributions to this volume demonstrate, one strand of current
debates in political theory revolves around the relationship between the more
abstracted or hypothetical register of analytic philosophy and approaches that
stress the specificities of historical or contemporary contexts. Those working
in close association with the traditions of analytic philosophy—and often
preferring to call themselves political philosophers—have generated some of
the most interesting and innovative work in recent decades. But they have
also been repeatedly challenged. Communitarians and post-structuralists
claim that the unencumbered individual of Rawlsian liberalism is not neutral
but an ideological premise with significant, unacknowledged political effects
on its theoretical conclusions (Sandel 1982; Honig 1993). Feminists criticize
the analytic abstraction from bodily difference as a move that reinforces
heteronormative assumptions and gender inequalities (Okin 1989; Pateman
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1988; Zerilli and Gatens in this volume). As we indicate later in the introduc-
tion, analytic liberalism has made some considerable concessions in this
regard. In Political Liberalism, for example, Rawls no longer represents his
theory of justice as addressing what is right for all societies at all times, but is
careful to present his arguments as reflecting the intuitions of contemporary
liberal and pluralistic societies.

1.4 Relationship with “Real World” Politics

The way political theory positions itself in relation to political science,
history, and philosophy can be read in part as reflections on the meaning of
the political. It can also be read as reflections on the nature of theory, and
what can—or cannot—be brought into existence through theoretical work.
The possibilities are bounded on one side by utopianism. Political theorists
have seemed at their most vulnerable to criticism by political scientists or
economists when their normative explorations generate conclusions that
cannot plausibly be implemented: principles of living, perhaps, that invoke
the practices of small-scale face-to-face societies; the or principles of distri-
bution that ignore the implosion of communism or the seemingly irresistible
global spread of consumerist ideas (see Dunn 2000, for one such warning).
There is an important strand in political theory that relishes the utopian label,
regarding this as evidence of the capacity to think beyond current confines,
the political theorist’s version of blue-sky science. Ever since Aristotle, how-
ever, this has been challenged by an insistence on working within the param-
eters of the possible, an insistence often called “sober” by those who favor it.
At issue here is not the status of political theory in relation to political science,
but how theory engages with developments in the political world.

Some see it as failing to do so. John Gunnell (1986) has represented political
theory as alienated from politics, while Jeffrey Isaac (1995) argues that a reader
of political theory journals in the mid 1990s would have had no idea that the
Berlin Wall had fallen. Against this, one could cite a flurry of studies employ-
ing empirical results to shed light on the real-world prospects for the kind of
deliberative democracy currently advocated by democratic theorists (see for
example the 2005 double issue of Acta Politica); or testing out theories of
justice by reference to empirical studies of social mobility (Marshall, Swift,
and Roberts 1997). Or one might take note of the rather large number of
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political theorists whose interest in contemporary political events such as the
formation of a European identity, the new international human-rights regime
and the politics of immigration, the eschewal of the Geneva Convention at
the turn of the twentieth century, or the appropriate political response to
natural disasters leads them to think about how to theorize these events.
Concepts or figures of thought invoked here include Giorgio Agamben’s
(1998) “bare life” of the human being to whom anything can be done by
the state, Michel Foucault’s (1979) “disciplinary power” that conditions what
people can think, Carl Schmitt’s (1985) “state of exception” wherein the
sovereign suspends the rule of law, Ronald Dworkin’s (1977) superhuman
judge “Hercules,” Jacques Derrida’s (2000) “unconditional hospitality” to the
other, or Etienne Balibar’s (2004) “marks of sovereignty” which signal the
arrogation to themselves by political actors in civil society of rights and
privileges of action historically assumed by states.

As is clear from the contributions in this Handbook, political theorists take
their cue from events around them, turning their attention to the challenges
presented by ecological crisis; emergency or security politics; the impact of
new technologies on the ways we think about privacy, justice, or the category
of the human; the impact of new migrations on ideas of race, tolerance, and
multiculturalism; the implications of growing global inequalities on the way
we theorize liberty, equality, democracy, sovereignty, or hegemony. In iden-
tifying the topics for this collection, we have been struck by the strong sense
of political engagement in contemporary political theory, and the way this
shapes the field.

1.5 Institutional Landscape

Institutionally, political theory is located in several disciplines, starting of
course with political science, but continuing through philosophy and law,
and including some representation in departments of history, sociology, and
economics. This means that the professional associations and journals of
these disciplines are hospitable (if to varying degrees) to work in political
theory. Among the general political science journals, it is quite common to
find political theory published in Polity and Political Studies, somewhat less so
in the American Journal of Political Science, British Journal of Political Science,
and Journal of Politics. On the face of it, the American Political Science Review
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publishes a substantial number of political theory articles, but the majority of
these have been in the history of political thought, with Straussian authors
especially well represented. In philosophy, Ethics and Philosophy and Public
Affairs are the two high-profile journals most likely to publish political
theory. Some of the more theoretically inclined law journals publish political
theory, and so do some of the more politically inclined sociology journals.

Political theory’s best-established journal of its own is Political Theory,
founded in 1972. Prior to its establishment, the closest we had to a general
political-theory academic periodical were two book series. The first was the
sporadic Philosophy, Politics and Society series published by Basil Blackwell
and always co-edited by Peter Laslett, beginning in 1956 and reaching its
seventh volume in 2003. Far more regularly published have been the NOMOS
yearbooks of the American Society for Political and Legal Philosophy, which
began in 1958 and continue to this day. Recent years have seen an explosion in
political theory journal titles: History of Political Thought; Journal of Political
Philosophy; The Good Society; Philosophy, Politics and Economics; Critical
Review of International Social and Political Philosophy; European Journal of
Political Theory; Contemporary Political Theory; Constellations; and Theory
and Event (an online journal). The Review of Politics has been publishing since
1939, although its coverage has been selective, with a Straussian emphasis for
much of its history. Political theorists can often be found publishing in
related areas such as feminism, law, international relations, or cultural stud-
ies. Journals that feature their work from these various interdisciplinary
locations include differences; Politics, Culture, and Society; Daedalus; Social
Text; Logos; Strategies; Signs; and Millennium. However, political theory is a
field very much oriented to book publication (a fact which artificially de-
presses the standing of political theory journals when computed from cit-
ation indexes, for even journal articles in the field tend to cite books rather
than other articles). All the major English-language academic presses publish
political theory. Oxford University Press’s Oxford Political Theory series is
especially noteworthy. While the world of the Internet changes rapidly, at the
time of writing the Political Theory Daily Review is an excellent resource that
opens many doors.!

Political theory is much in evidence at meetings of disciplinary associ-
ations. The Foundations of Political Theory section of the American Political
Science Association is especially important, not just in organizing panels and

1 http: //www.politicaltheory.info/
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lectures and sponsoring awards but also in hosting what is for a couple of
hours every year probably the largest number of political theorists in one
room talking at once (the Foundations reception). The field also has associ-
ations of its own that sponsor conferences: the Conference for the Study of
Political Thought International, and the Association for Political Theory
(both based in North America). In the UK, there is an annual Political
Theory conference in Oxford; and though the European Consortium for
Political Research has tended to focus more on comparative studies, it also
provides an important context for workshops on political theory.

2 CONTEMPORARY THEMES AND
DEVELOPMENTS

As befits a relentlessly critical field, political theory is prone to self-
examination. We have already noted controversies over its relationship to
various disciplinary and interdisciplinary landscapes. Occasionally the self-
examination takes a morbid turn, with demise or death at issue: the most
notorious example being when Laslett (1956) claimed in his introduction to
the 1956 Philosophy, Politics and Society book series that the tradition of
political theory was broken, and the practice dead. Even the field’s defenders
have at times detected only a faint pulse.

Concerns about the fate of theory peaked in the 1950s and 1960s with the
ascendancy of behavioralism in US political science. Such worries were
circumvented, but not finally ended, by the flurry of political and philosoph-
ical activity in the USA around the Berkeley Free Speech movement (with
which Sheldon Wolin 1969, and John Schaar 1970, were associated), the Civil
Rights movement (Arendt 1959), and protests against the Vietnam war and
the US military draft (Walzer 1967, 1970). At that moment, the legitimacy of
the state, the limits of obligation, the nature of justice, and the claims of
conscience in politics were more than theoretical concerns. Civil disobedi-
ence was high on political theory’s agenda.2 Members of activist networks

>«

2 See notably Marcuse’s “Repressive Tolerance” contribution in Wolff, Moore, and Marcuse (1965),
Pitkin (1966), Dworkin (1968), the essay on “Civil Disobedience” in Arendt (1969), and Rawls (1969).
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read and quoted Hannah Arendt, Herbert Marcuse, and others in support of
their actions and visions of politics.

Throughout the 1960s, the struggle over the fate of theory was entwined
with questions about what counted as politics and how to find a political-
theoretical space between or outside liberalism and Marxism. It was against
this political and theoretical background that John Rawls was developing the
ideas gathered together in systematic form in A Theory of Justice (1971), a book
devoted to the examination of themes that the turbulent 1960s had made so
prominent: redistributive policies, conscientious objection, and the legitim-
acy of state power. Later in that decade Quentin Skinner and a new school of
contextualist history of political thought (known as the Cambridge school)
rose to prominence in the English-speaking world. Still other works of
political theory from this period give the lie to the idea that political theory
was in need of rescue or revivification. The following stand out, and in some
cases remain influential: Leo Strauss’s Natural Right and History (1953), Louis
Hartz’s The Liberal Tradition in America (1955), Karl Popper’s The Poverty of
Historicism (1957), Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition (1958) and On
Revolution (1963), Sheldon Wolin’s Politics and Vision (1960), Friedrich A. von
Hayek’s The Constitution of Liberty (1960), Michael Oakeshott’s Rationalism
in Politics (1962), James Buchanan and Gordon Tullock’s The Calculus of
Consent (1962), Judith Shklar’s Legalism (1964), Herbert Marcuse’s One-
Dimensional Man (1964), Brian Barry’s Political Argument (1964), and Isaiah
Berlin’s Four Essays on Liberty (1969).

2.1 Liberalism and its Critics

Looking at the field from the vantage point of the first years of the twenty-
first century, there is certainly no indication of political theory failing in its
vitality: this is a time of energetic and expansive debate, with new topics
crowding into an already busy field. For many in political theory, including
many critics of liberal theory, this pluralistic activity obscures a more im-
portant point: the dominance that has been achieved by liberalism, at least in
the Anglo-American world. In its classic guise, liberalism assumes that
individuals are for the most part motivated by self-interest, and regards
them as the best judges of what this interest requires. In its most confident
variants, it sees the material aspects of interest as best realized through
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exchange in a market economy, to the benefit of all. Politics enters when
interests cannot be so met to mutual benefit. Politics is therefore largely about
how to reconcile and aggregate individual interests, and takes place under a
supposedly neutral set of constitutional rules. Given that powerful individ-
uals organized politically into minorities or majorities can turn public power
to their private benefit, checks across different centers of power are necessary,
and constitutional rights are required to protect individuals against govern-
ment and against one another. These rights are accompanied by obligations
on the part of their holders to respect rights held by others, and duties to the
government that establishes and protects rights. Liberalism so defined leaves
plenty of scope for dispute concerning the boundaries of politics, political
intervention in markets, political preference aggregation and conflict reso-
lution mechanisms, and the content of rights, constitutions, obligations, and
duties. There is, for example, substantial distance between the egalitarian
disposition of Rawls and the ultra-individualistic libertarianism of Robert
Nozick (1974).3 Liberalism’s conception of politics clearly differs, however,
from the various conceptions of the political deployed by Arendt, Wolin,
Ranciere, and others, as well as from republican conceptions of freedom
explored by Quentin Skinner (1998) or Philip Pettit (1997).

In earlier decades, liberalism had a clear comprehensive competitor in the
form of Marxism, not just in the form of real-world governments claiming to
be Marxist, but also in political theory. Marxism scorned liberalism’s indi-
vidualist ontology, pointing instead to the centrality of social classes in
political conflict. The market was seen not as a mechanism for meeting
individual interests, but as a generator of oppression and inequality (as well
as undeniable material progress). Marxism also rejected liberalism’s static and
ahistorical account of politics in favor of an analysis of history driven by
material forces that determined what individuals were and could be in
different historical epochs. Different versions of this were hotly debated in
the 1970s, as theorists positioned themselves behind the “humanist” Marx,
revealed in his earlier writings on alienation (McLellan 1970),* or the “Althus-
serian” Marx, dealing in social relations and forces of production (Althusser
1969; Althusser and Balibar 1970). Disagreements between these schools were
intense, although both proclaimed the superiority of Marxist over liberal

3 Other important works in the vast liberal justice literature include Gauthier (1986), Barry (1995),
and Scanlon (1998).

4 See also the work of the US-Yugoslav Praxis group, and their now-defunct journal Praxis
International.
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thought. In the period that followed, however, the influence of academic
Marxism in the English-speaking world waned. The fortunes of Marxist
theory were not helped by the demise of the Soviet bloc in 1989—91, and the
determined pursuit of capitalism in China under the leadership of a nomin-
ally Marxist regime.

Questions remain about liberalism’s success in defeating or replacing this
rival. One way to think of subsequent developments is to see a strand from
both liberalism and Marxism as being successfully appropriated by practi-
tioners of analytic philosophy, such as Rawls and G. A. Cohen (1978).
Focusing strictly on Marxism vs. liberalism, however, threatens to obscure
the presence of other vigorous alternatives, from alternative liberalisms
critical (sometimes implicitly) of Rawlsianism, such as those developed by
Richard Flathman (1992), George Kateb (1992), Jeremy Waldron (1993), and
William Galston (1991), to alternative Marxisms such as those explored by
Jacques Ranciere (1989) and Etienne Balibar and Immanuel Wallerstein
(1991), and Nancy Hartsock (1983). Michael Rogin combined the insights of
Marxism and Freudian psychoanalysis to generate work now considered
canonical to American studies and cultural studies (though he himself was
critical of that set of approaches; see Dean’s essay in this Handbook). Rogin
(1987) pressed for the centrality of race, class, property, and the unconscious
to the study of American politics (on race, see also Mills 1997).

Liberal theory’s assumptions about power and individualism were criti-
cized or bypassed from still other perspectives through the 1970s, 1980s, and
1990s, a fecund period during which political theorists had a wide range of
approaches and languages from which to choose in pursuit of their work. In
France, social theorists writing in the 1970s (in the aftermath of May 1968)
included, most famously, Michel Foucault, whose re-theorization of power
had a powerful influence on generations of American theorists. In Germany,
a discursive account of politics developed by Jiirgen Habermas (for example,
1989, first published in German 1962) captured the imaginations of a gener-
ation of critical theorists committed to developing normative standards
through which to assess the claims of liberal democratic states to legitimacy.
The 1970s Italian Autonomia movement inspired new Gramscian and
Foucaultian reflections on equality, politics, violence, and state power
(Virno 2004). For much of this period, feminism defined itself almost as an
opposite of liberalism, drawing inspiration initially from Marxism, later from
psychoanalytic theories of difference, and developing its own critique of the
abstract individual. In Canada and at Oxford, Charles Taylor (1975) was



INTRODUCTION 17

thinking about politics through a rereading of Hegel that stressed the im-
portance of community to political autonomy, influencing Michael Sandel
(1982) and many subsequent theorists of multiculturalism. Deleuze and
Guattari combined post-structuralism and psychoanalyisis into a series of
difficult ruminations on the spatial metaphors that organize our thinking at
the ontological level about politics, nature, and life (1977; see also Patton in this
volume). Ranging from Freudian to Lacanian approaches, psychoanalysis has
provided political theorists with a perspective from which to examine the
politics of mass society, race and gender inequalities, and personal and political
identity (Butler 1993; Laclau 2006; Zizek 2001; Irigara 1985; Zerilli 1994; Glass in
this volume).

2.2 Liberal Egalitarianism

As the above suggests, alternatives to liberalism continue to proliferate, and yet,
in many areas of political theory, liberalism has become the dominant position.
Marxism has continued to inform debates on exploitation and equality, butina
shift that has been widely replayed through the last twenty-five years, rein-
vented itself to give more normative and analytic weight to the individual
(Roemer 1982, 1986; Cohen 1995, 2000). There has been a particularly sign-
ificant convergence, therefore, in the debates around equality, with socialists
unexpectedly preoccupied with questions of individual responsibility and
desert, liberals representing equality rather than liberty as the “sovereign
virtue” (Dworkin 2000), and the two combining to make liberal egalitarianism
almost the only remaining tradition of egalitarianism. One intriguing outcome
is the literature on basic income or basic endowment, which all individuals
would receive from government to facilitate their participation in an otherwise
liberal society (van Parijs 1995; Ackerman and Alstott 1999).

For generations, liberalism had been taken to task for what was said to be its
“formal” understanding of equality: its tendency to think that there were no
particular resource implications attached to human equality. In the wake of
Rawls’s “difference principle” (see Arneson in this volume) or Dworkin’s
“equality of resources” (see Williams in this volume), this now seems a
singularly inappropriate complaint. At the beginning of the 1980s, Amartya
Sen posed a question that was to frame much of the literature on distributive
justice through the next decade: equality of what? This generated a multiplicity
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of answers, ranging through welfare, resources, capabilities (Sen’s preferred
candidate), to the more cumbersome “equality of opportunity for welfare,”
and “equality of access to advantage.”> None of the answers could be dismissed
as representing a merely formal understanding of equality, but all engaged with
key liberal themes of individuality and responsibility. The subsequent explo-
sion of liberal egalitarianism can be read as a radicalization of the liberal
tradition. But the convergence between what were once distinctively liberal
and socialist takes on equality can also be seen as demonstrating the new
dominance ofliberal theory. Much of the literature on equality is now resolutely
individualist in form, running its arguments through thought experiments
designed to tease out our intuitions of equality, and illustrating with stories of
differently endowed individuals, exhibiting different degrees of aspiration and
effort, whose entitlements we are then asked to assess. It is not always clear what
purchase this discourse of individual variation (with a cast of characters
including opera singers, wine buffs, surfers, and fishermen) has on the larger
inequalities of the contemporary world. “What,” as Elizabeth Anderson has
asked, “has happened to the concerns of the politically oppressed? What about
inequalities of race, gender, class, and caste?” (Anderson 1999, 288).

In the course of the 1990s, a number of theorists voiced concern about the
way issues of redistribution were being displaced by issues of recognition,
casting matters of economic inequality into the shade (Fraser 1997; also
Markell and Squires in this volume). There is considerable truth to this
observation, but it would be misleading to say that no one now writes
about economic inequality. There is, on the contrary, a large literature (and
a useful web site, The Equality Exchange®) dealing with these issues. The
more telling point is that the egalitarian literature has become increasingly
focused around questions of individual responsibility, opportunity, and
endowment, thus less engaged with social structures of inequality, and less
easily distinguishable from liberalism.

2.3 Communitarianism

One central axis of contention in the 1980s was what came to be known as the
liberal-communitarian debate (for an overview, see Mulhall and Swift 1996).

5 Key contributions to this debate include Sen (1980, 1992); Dworkin (1981, 2000); Arneson (1989);
and G. A. Cohen (1989).
6 http: //aran.univ-pau.fr/ee/index.html
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Communitarians like Michael Sandel (1982), influenced by both Arendt and
Taylor, argued that in stressing abstract individuals and their rights as the
building blocks for political theory, liberalism missed the importance of the
community that creates individuals as they actually exist. For communitar-
ians, individuals are always embedded in a network of social relationships,
never the social isolates that liberalism assumes, and they have obligations to
the community, not just to the political arrangements that facilitate their own
interests. This opposition between the liberal’s stripped-down, rights-bearing
individual and the communitarian’s socially-embedded bearer of obligations
seemed, for a period, the debate in political philosophy. But voices soon made
themselves heard arguing that this was a storm in a teacup, a debate within
liberalism rather than between liberalism and its critics, the main question
being the degree to which holistic notions of community are instrumental to
the rights and freedoms that both sides in the debate prized (Taylor 1989;
Walzer 1990; Galston 1991). Liberalism, it is said, was misrepresented. Its
conception of the individual was never as atomistic, abstracted, or self-
interested, as its critics tried to suggest.

2.4 Feminism

In the 1980s, feminists had mostly positioned themselves as critics of both
schools. They shared much of the communitarian skepticism about disem-
bedded individuals, and brought to this an even more compelling point
about the abstract individual being disembodied, as if it made no difference
whether “he” were female or male (Pateman 1988; also Gatens in this vol-
ume). But they also warned against the authoritarian potential in holistic
notions of community, and the way these could be wielded against women
(e.g. Frazer and Lacey 1993). Growing numbers challenged impartialist con-
ceptions of justice, arguing for a contextual ethics that recognizes the respon-
sibilities individuals have for one another and/or the differences in our social
location (Gilligan 1982; Young 1990; Mendus in this volume). Still others
warned against treating the language of justice and rights as irredeemably
masculine, and failing, as a result, to defend the rights of women (Okin 1989).

As the above suggests, feminism remained a highly diverse body of thought
through the 1980s and 1990s; but to the extent that there was a consensus, it
was largely critical of the liberal tradition, which was represented as overly
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individualistic, wedded to a strong public/private divide, and insufficiently
alert to gender issues. There has since been a discernible softening in this
critique, and this seems to reflect a growing conviction that liberalism is not
as dependent on the socially isolated self as had been suggested. Nussbaum
(1999: 62) argues that liberal individualism “does not entail either egoism or
normative self-sufficiency;” and while feminists writing on autonomy have
developed their own distinctive understanding of “relational autonomy,”
many now explicitly repudiate the picture of mainstream liberal theory as
ignoring the social nature of the self (see essays in MacKenzie and Stoljar
2000). Some of the earlier feminist critiques overstated the points of differ-
ence with liberalism, misrepresenting the individual at the heart of the
tradition as more self-contained, self-interested, and self-centered than was
necessarily the case. But it also seems that liberalism made some important
adjustments and in the process met at least part of the feminist critique. It
would be churlish to complain of this (when you criticize a tradition, you
presumably hope it will mend its ways), but one is left, once again, with a
sense of a tradition mopping up its erstwhile opponents. Some forms of
feminism are committed to a radical politics of sexual difference that it is
hard to imagine liberalism ever wanting or claiming (see Zerilli in this
volume). But many brands of feminism that were once critical of liberalism
have made peace with the liberal tradition.

2.5 Democracy and Critical Theory

In the literature on citizenship and democracy, liberalism has faced a number
of critical challenges, but here, too, some of the vigor of that challenge seems
to have dispersed. Republicanism predates liberalism by two thousand years
(see Nelson in this volume), and emphasises active citizenship, civic virtue,
and the pursuit of public values, not the private interests associated more
with the liberal tradition. Republicanism enjoyed a significant revival through
the 1980s and 1990s as one of the main alternatives to liberal democracy
(Sunstein 1990; Pettit 1997); indeed, it looked, for a time, as if it might
substitute for socialism as the alternative to the liberal tradition. Nowadays,
even the republican Richard Dagger (2004: 175) allows that “a republican
polity must be able to count on a commitment to principles generally
associated with liberalism, such as tolerance, fair play, and respect for the
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rights of others;” this is not, in other words, a total alternative. Deliberative
democracy also emerged in the early 1990s as a challenge to established liberal
models that regarded politics as the aggregation of preferences defined mostly
in a private realm (J. Cohen 1989). For deliberative democrats, reflection
upon preferences in a public forum was central; and again, it looked as
though this would require innovative thinking about alternative institutional
arrangements that would take democracies beyond the standard liberal rep-
ertoire (Dryzek 1990). By the late 1990s, however, the very institutions that
deliberative democrats had once criticized became widely seen as the natural
home for deliberation, with an emphasis on courts and legislatures. Prom-
inent liberals such as Rawls (1997, 771—2) proclaimed themselves deliberative
democrats, and while Bohman (1998) celebrates this transformation as “the
coming of age of deliberative democracy,” it also seems like another swallow-
ing up of critical alternatives.

The recent history of critical theory—and more specifically, the work of
Jirgen Habermas—is exemplary in this respect. Critical theory’s ancestry
extends back via the Frankfurt School to Marx. In the hands of Max Hor-
kheimer and Theodor Adorno (1972; first published 1947) in particular,
critique was directed at dominant forms of instrumental rationality that
defined modern society. Habermas rescued this critique from a potential
dead end by showing that a communicative conception of rationality could
underwrite a more congenial political order and associated emancipatory
projects. Habermas’s theory of the state was originally that of a monolith
under sway of instrumental reason in the service of capitalism, which had to
be resisted. Yet come the 1990s, Habermas (1996) had redefined himself as a
constitutionalist stressing the role of rights in establishing the conditions for
open discourse in the public sphere, whose democratic task was to influence
political institutions that could come straight from a liberal democratic
textbook (see Scheuerman in this volume).

2.6 Green Political Theory

Green political theory began in the 1970s, generating creative proposals for
ecologically defensible alternatives to liberal capitalism. The center of gravity
was left-libertarianism verging on eco-anarchism (Bookchin 1982), although
(at least in the 1970s) some more Hobbesian and authoritarian voices were
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raised (Ophuls 1977). All could agree that liberal individualism and capitalist
economic growth were antithetical to any sustainable political ecology. In his
chapter, Meyer charts the progress of “post-exuberant” ecological political
theory, characterized by engagement with liberalism. Not all green theory has
moved in this direction. For example, Bennett and Chaloupka (1993) work
more in the traditions of Thoreau and Foucault, while Plumwood (2002)
draws on radical ecology and feminism to criticize the dualisms and anthro-
pocentric rationalism of liberalism.

2.7 Post-structuralism

Post-structuralism is often seen as merely critical rather than constructive.
This mistaken impression comes from a focus on the intersections between
post-structuralist theory and liberal theory. Some post-structuralist theorists
seek to supplement rather than supplant liberalism, to correct its excesses, or
even to give it a conscience that, in the opinion of many, it too often seems to
lack. Hence Patton’s suggestion (in this volume) that the distance between
post-structuralist and liberal political theory may not be as unbridgeable as is
commonly conceived. And some versions of liberal theory are more likely to be
embraced or explored by post-structuralists than others: Isaiah Berlin, Richard
Flathman, Jeremy Waldron, and Stuart Hampshire are all liberals whose work
has been attended to in some detail by post-structuralist thinkers.

But post-structuralists have also developed alternative models of politics
and ethics not directly addressed to liberal theory. One way to canvas those is
with reference to the varying grand narratives on offer from this side of the
field. Post-structuralism is often defined as intrinsically hostile to any sort of
grand narrative, a claim attributed to Jean-Francois Lyotard (1984). This claim
is belied by a great deal of work in the field that does not so much reject grand
narrative as reimagine and reiterate it (Bennett 2002). Post-structuralists do
reject foundational meta-narratives: those that present themselves as tran-
scendentally true, for which nature or history has an intrinsic purpose, or that
entail a two-world metaphysic. Those post-structuralists who do use meta-
narratives tend to see themselves as writing in the tradition of social contract
theorists like Hobbes, whose political arguments are animated by imaginary
or speculative claims about the origins and trajectories of social life.
Post-structuralists, however, are careful to represent their post-metaphysical
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views as an “onto-story whose persuasiveness is always at issue and can never
be fully disentangled from an interpretation of present historical circumstan-
ces” (White 2000, 10—11; see also Deleuze and Guattari 1977).

What post-structuralists try to do without is not the origin story by means of
which political theory has always motivated its readers, nor the wagers by way
of which it offers hope. Rather, post-structuralists seek to do without the ends or
guarantees (such as faith, or progress, or virtue) which have enabled some
enviable achievements (such as the broadening of human rights), but in the
name of which cruelties have also been committed (in the so-called “develop-
ing” world, or in the West against non-believers and non-conformists).” These
ends or guarantees have sometimes enabled political theorists to evade full
responsibility for the conclusions they seek, by claiming the goals or values in
question are called for by some extra-human source, like god or nature.

3 PoriticaAL THEORY AND THE GLOBAL
TurN

Liberalism has demonstrated an almost unprecedented capacity for absorb-
ing its competitors, aided by the collapse of its rival, Marxism, but also by its
own virtuosity in reinventing itself and incorporating key elements from
opposing traditions. Yet this is not a triumphalist liberalism, of the kind
proclaimed in Fukuyama’s (1989) “end of history,” which celebrated the
victory of liberal capitalism in the real-world competition of political-
economic models. The paradox is that liberalism’s absorption of some of its
competitors has been accompanied by increasing anxiety about the way
Western liberalism illegitimately centers itself. The much discussed shift in
the work of Rawls is one classic illustration of this, for while the Rawls of
A Theory of Justice (1971) seemed to be setting out “the” principles of justice
that would be acceptable to any rational individual in any social context, the
Rawls of Political Liberalism (1993) stressed the reasonableness of a variety of
“comprehensive doctrines,” including those that could be non-liberal, and
the Rawls of The Law of Peoples (1999) encouraged us to recognize the

7 On the role of progress in India, see Mehta (1999). On the fate of non-conformists in Rawls, for
example, see Honig (1993).



24 JOHN S. DRYZEK, BONNIE HONIG & ANNE PHILLIPS

“decency” of hierarchical, non-liberal societies that are nonetheless well-
ordered and respect a certain minimum of human rights.

Having won over many erstwhile critics in the metropolitan centres,
liberals now more readily acknowledge that there are significant traditions
of thought beyond those that helped form Western liberalism. They acknow-
ledge, moreover, that the grounds for rejecting these other traditions are
more slippery than previously conceived. The critique of “foundationalism”
(for example, Rorty 1989) used to arouse heated debate among political
theorists. Many were incensed at the suggestion that their claims about
universal justice, equality, or human rights had no independent grounding,
and accused the skeptics of abandoning normative political theory (see,
for example, Benhabib et al. 1995). In the course of the 1990s, however, anti-
foundationalism moved from being a contested minority position to some-
thing more like the consensus. Post-structuralist critiques of foundationalism
led to liberalism’s late twentieth-century announcement that it is “post-
foundational” (Rawls 1993; Habermas 1996)—although with no fundamental
rethinking of the key commitments of liberal theory. In the wake, however, of
Rawls and Habermas disavowing metaphysical support for their (clearly
normative) projects, Western political theorists have increasingly acknow-
ledged the historical contingency of their own schools of thought; and this is
generating some small increase in interest in alternative traditions. The aware-
ness of these traditions does not, of itself, signal a crisis of confidence in liberal
principles (arch anti-foundationalist, Richard Rorty, certainly has no trouble
declaring himself a liberal), but it does mean that political theory now grapples
more extensively with questions of moral universalism and cultural or reli-
gious difference (e.g. Euben 1999; Parekh 2000; Honig 2001).

The explosion of writing on multiculturalism—Iargely from the 1990s—is
particularly telling here. Multiculturalism is, by definition, concerned with the
multiplicity of cultures: it deals with what may be radical differences in values,
belief-systems, and practices, and has been especially preoccupied with the
rights, if any, of non-liberal groups in liberal societies. The “problem” arises
because liberalism is not the only doctrine on offer, and yet the way the
problem is framed—as a question of toleration, or the rights of minorities,
or whether groups as well as individuals can hold rights—remains quintes-
sentially liberal. Will Kymlicka (1995) famously defended group rights for
threatened cultural communities on the grounds that a secure cultural context
is necessary to individual autonomy, such that the very importance liberals
attach to individual autonomy requires them to support multicultural
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policies. His version of liberal multiculturalism has been widely criticized (see
Spinner-Halev and Kukathas in this volume); and many continue to see
liberalism as at odds with multiculturalism (for example, Okin 1998, 2002;
Barry 2001). But in analyzing the “problem” of multiculturalism through the
paradigm of liberalism, Kymlicka very much exemplifies the field of debate.
Liberalism simultaneously makes itself the defining tradition and notices the
awkwardness in this. Its very dominance then seems to spawn an increasing
awareness of traditions other than itself.

It is not entirely clear why this has happened now (liberalism, after all, has
been around for many years) but that useful shorthand, globalization, must
provide at least part of the explanation. It is difficult to sustain a belief in
liberalism as the only tradition, or in secularism as the norm, when the
majority of the world’s population is patently unconvinced by either (Gray
1995, 1998). And although political theorists have drawn heavily on the liberal
tradition in their explorations of human rights or global justice, the very
topics they address require them to think about the specificity of Western
political thought. Political theory now roams more widely than in the past,
pondering accusations of ethno-centricity, questioning the significance of
national borders, engaging in what one might almost term a denationaliza-
tion of political theory. That description is an overstatement, for even in
addressing explicitly global issues, political theory draws on concepts that are
national in origin, and the assumptions written into them often linger into
their more global phase. Terms like nation or state are not going to disappear
from the vocabulary of political theory—but the kinds of shift Chris Brown
(in this volume) discerns from international to global conceptions of justice
are being played out in many corners of contemporary political thought.

It is hard to predict how this will develop, although the combination of a
dominant liberalism with a concern that Western liberalism may have illegit-
imately centered itself looks unstable, and it seems probable that pockets of
resistance and new alternatives to liberalism will therefore gain strength in
future years. It seems certain that moves to reframe political theory in a more
self-consciously global context will gather pace. This is already evident in the
literature on equality, democracy, and social justice, where there is increasing
attention to both international and global dimensions. It is also becoming
evident in new ways of theorizing religion. Religion has been discussed so far
in political theory mainly in the context of the “problem” of religious toler-
ation, with little attention to the internal structure of religious beliefs. But
other dimensions are now emerging, including new ways of understanding
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the politics of secularism, and closer examination of the normative arguments
developed within different religions. It seems likely that new developments in
science (particularly those associated with bio-genetics) will provide political
theorists with difficult challenges in the coming decade, especially as regards
our understanding of the boundaries between public and private, and the
prospects for equality. And while the prospect of a more participatory or
deliberative democracy remains elusive, we can perhaps anticipate an increas-
ing focus on the role of pleasure and passion in political activism.

It is harder to predict what will happen in the continuing battle to
incorporate issues of gender and race into mainstream political theory. The
contributors to this Handbook include people who have played significant
roles in the development of feminist political theory, but it is notable that few
have chosen to make feminism and/or gender central to their essays. The
optimistic take on this is that gender is no longer a distinct and separate
topic, but now a central component in political thought. The more pessim-
istic take is suggested in the final comment of Linda Zerilli’s chapter: that the
attempt to think politics outside an exclusively gender-centered frame may
end up reproducing the blind spots associated with the earlier canon of
political thought. The likely developments as regards race are also unclear.
We can anticipate that racial inequality will continue to figure in important
ways in discussions of affirmative action or political representation, but the
explosion of work on multiculturalism has focused more on culture or
ethnicity, and political theory has not engaged in a thoroughgoing way
with the legacies of colonialism or slavery. The essays in this Handbook
suggest, however, that important new developments are under way.

4 PoriticaL THEORY AND PoLiTICAL
SCIENCE: CURRENT TRAJECTORIES

We noted earlier the sometimes difficult relationship between political theory
and the rest of political science. We return to this here, but more with a view
to areas of cooperation. In addition to its interdisciplinary locations, political
theory has a place in the standard contemporary line-up of sub-fields
in political science, alongside comparative politics, international relations,
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public policy, and the politics of one’s own country. Here and there, meth-
odology, public administration, political psychology, and public law might be
added; and truly adventurous departments may stretch to political economy
and environmental politics. All these sub-fields have a theoretical edge that
potentially connects with the preoccupations of political theory. These con-
nections confirm the importance of political theory to the rest of political
science.

International relations has a well-defined sub-sub-field of international
relations (IR) theory, and we have noted that this is defined largely in terms of
the three grand positions of realism, constructivism, and liberalism. Confus-
ingly, liberalism in IR is not quite the same as liberalism in political theory. In
IR theory, liberalism refers to the idea that actors can co-operate and build
international institutions for the sake of mutual gains; it is therefore linked to
a relatively hopeful view of the international system. Realism, in contrast,
assumes that states maximize security in an anarchy where violent conflict is
an ever-present possibility. Constructivism points to the degree to which
actors, interests, norms, and systems are social constructions that can change
over time and place. Each of these provides plenty of scope for engagement
with political theory—even if these possibilities are not always realized.
Despite its differences, IR liberalism connects with the liberalism of political
theory in their shared Lockean view of how governing arrangements can be
established, and when it comes to specifying principles for the construction
of just and legitimate international institutions. Realism is explicitly
grounded in the political theory of Thomas Hobbes, interpreting the inter-
national system in Hobbesian “state of nature” terms. Thucydides has also
been an important if contestable resource for realism (Monoson and Loriaux
1998). Constructivism has been represented (for example, by Price and Reus-
Smit 1998) as consistent with Habermasian critical theory. As Scheuerman
(this volume) points out, critical theory has reciprocated, in that it now sees
the international system as the crucial testing ground for its democratic
prescriptions. Normative theory is currently flourishing in international
relations, and many of the resources for this are provided by political theory
(Cochran 1999), with postmodernists, Rawlsian liberals, feminists, and crit-
ical theorists making particularly important contributions.?

8 See, for example, Pogge (2002), Lynch (1999), Connolly (1991), der Derian (2001), Elshtain (2003),
Walker (1993), Rawls (1999), and Habermas (20014, 2001b).
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The connections between comparative politics and political theory are
harder to summarize because many of the practitioners of the former are
area specialists with only a limited interest in theory. Those comparativists
who use either large-n quantitative studies or small-n comparative case
studies are often more interested in simple explanatory theory, one source
of which is rational choice theory. But there are also points of engagement
with political theory as understood in this Handbook. The comparative study
of social movements and their relationships with the state has drawn upon
the idea of the public sphere in democratic political theory, and vice versa.
Accounts of the role of the state in political development have drawn upon
liberal constitutionalist political theory. More critical accounts of the state in
developing societies have drawn upon Marxist theory. In the last two decades
democratization has been an important theme in comparative politics, and
this work ought to have benefited from a dialogue with democratic theory.
Unfortunately this has not happened. Studies of democratization generally
work with a minimalist account of democracy in terms of competitive
elections, developed in the 1940s by Joseph Schumpeter (1942), ignoring the
subsequent sixty years of democratic theory. Recent work on race and dias-
pora studies in a comparative context is perhaps a more promising site of
connection, invoking Tocqueville (see also Bourdieu and Wacquant 1999;
Hanchard 2003). And theorists working on multiculturalism and race have
been especially attentive to comparative politics questions about the variety
of governmental forms and their interaction with cultural difference (Carens
2000; Kymlicka 2001; Taylor 1994; Gilroy 2000).

Methodology might seem the sub-field least likely to engage with political
theory, and if methodology is thought of in terms of quantitative techniques
alone, that might well be true. However, methodology is also home to
reflection on what particular sorts of methods can do. Here, political theorists
are in an especially good position to mediate between the philosophy of social
science on the one hand, and particular methods on the other. Taylor (1979)
and Ball (1987) point to the inevitable moment of interpretation in the
application of all social science methods, questioning the positivist self-
image of many of those who deploy quantitative methods. The interdiscipli-
narity that characterizes so much political theory provides especially fruitful
material for methodological reflection.

Public policy is at the “applied” end of political science, but its focus
on the relationship between disciplinary knowledge and political practice
invites contribution from political theory; and many political theorists see
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themselves as clarifying the normative principles that underpin policy pro-
posals. From Rawls and Dworkin onwards, work on principles of justice and
equality has carried definite policy implications regarding taxation, public
expenditure on health, the treatment of those with disabilities, and so on.
While it has rarely been possible to translate the theories into specific
recommendations (Dworkin’s hypothetical insurance market and Amartya
Sen’s theory of capabilities are often said to be especially disappointing in this
respect), they are undoubtedly directed at public policy. Normative reasoning
applied to public policy largely defines the content of Philosophy and Public
Affairs, though this reasoning involves moral philosophy as much as or more
than political theory.® Political theorists working on questions of democracy
and representation have also drawn direct policy conclusions regarding the
nature of electoral systems or the use of gender quotas to modify patterns of
representation (Phillips 1995).

Policy evaluation and design are important parts of the public policy sub-
field, and both require normative criteria to provide standards by which to
evaluate actual or potential policies. Again, political theory is well placed to
illuminate such criteria and how one might think about handling conflicts
between them (for example, when efficiency and justice appear to point in
different directions). It is also well placed to explore the discourse aspects of
public policy, an aspect that has been an especial interest of the Theory,
Policy, and Society group of the American Political Science Association.
Among the linkages this group develops are those between deliberative
democratic theory and policy analysis, between the logic of political argu-
ment and interventions by analysts and advocates in policy processes, and
between interpretive philosophy of social science and policy evaluation
(Hajer and Wagenaar 2003).

Cutting across all the sub-fields of political science in recent decades has
been rational choice theory, grounded in microeconomic assumptions about
the wellsprings of individual behavior. Indeed, to some of its practitioners,
rational choice is what should truly be described as political theory. For these
practitioners, rational choice theory is “positive” political theory, value free,
and geared toward explanation, not prescription. This claim does not hold
up: as explanatory theory, rational choice theory is increasingly regarded as a
failure (Green and Shapiro 1994). But many believe that it is very useful
nevertheless. Game theory, for example, can clarify what rationality is in

9 See the compilations of Cohen, Nagel, and Scanlon (19744, 1974b, 1977); also Goodin (1982).
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particular situations (Johnson 1991), thereby illuminating one of the peren-
nial questions in political theory. And despite the frequent description of
rational choice theory as value free, it has provided for plenty of normative
theorizing among its practitioners. Arch-positivist Riker (1982b) deploys
Arrow’s social choice theory to argue that democracy is inherently unstable
and meaningless in the outcomes it produces, and uses this to back a
normative argument on behalf of a minimal liberal democracy that allows
corrupt or incompetent rules to be voted out—but nothing more. The
conclusions of rational choice theory are often bad news for democracy
(Barry and Hardin 1982); but it is possible to reinterpret this edifice in
terms of critical theory, as showing what would happen if everyone behaved
according to microeconomic assumptions. The political challenge then be-
comes one of how to curb this destructive behavioral proclivity (Dryzek
1992). There are many other connections between rational choice theory
and political theory, exploratory as well as critical; we only touch on them
in this Handbook because they will be more extensively reviewed in The
Oxford Handbook of Political Economy, also in this series.

Leading comparativist Bo Rothstein (2005) has expressed the worry that
the empirical arm of the discipline has lost its moral compass. To use his
running example, its “technically competent barbarians” would have no
defense against lining up in support of a political force like Nazism, should
that be expedient. Rothstein himself sees the remedy in political theory: “The
good news is that, unlike other disciplines, I think we have the solution within
our own field of research. This, I believe, lies in reconnecting the normative
side of the discipline—that is, political philosophy—with the positive/em-
pirical side” (2005, 10). Despite the likelihood of some resistance to this from
both sides of the divide, the examples discussed above suggest that such
connection (or reconnection) is indeed possible.

5 ORGANIZATION OF THE HANDBOOK

We turn now to the way we have organized this Handbook. Part II, “Contem-
porary Currents,” assesses the impact, and considers the likely future trajec-
tory, of literature that proved especially influential in framing debate through



INTRODUCTION 31

the last decades of the twentieth century and opening years of the twenty-first.
The selection is not, of course, meant to sum up what political theory has been
about over that period: ifit did that, there would be little need for the remaining
essaysin the Handbook. We have included three figures—Rawls, Habermas, and
Foucault—whose work has so shaped the field that it became possible for a time
to label (although somewhat misleadingly) other political theorists by their
adherence to one of the three. We have also included three thematic styles of
theory—feminism, pluralism, and linguistic approaches—that have
sought (successfully or not) to refocus debate in a different direction. The
theorists and themes addressed in this section are ones that have particularly
marked out this moment in political theory, and the chapters assess their
continuing influence.

Part III, “The Legacy of the Past,” focuses on historical work in political
thought. As James Farr notes in his chapter, the history of political thought
has been a staple of university instruction since the end of the nineteenth
century, long recognized as a branch of political theory. But the role and
object of historical inquiry has been much debated in recent decades, and the
idea that one should search the classical texts for answers to the perennial
problems of political life has been subjected to especially searching critique.
Some theorists have been happy to jettison any study of historical traditions,
regarding it as a merely antiquarian exercise. But the greater attention now
given to context—to what can and cannot be thought at any given period in
history—has also enabled radically new readings of political thought. The
essays in this section can give only a taste of the wealth of scholarship in this
field, and have been selected with an eye to that continuing discussion about
the legacy of the past and its relationship with the present. They include a
meta-level discussion of the relationship between political theory and the
discipline of history; a disciplinary history of the history of political thought;
and essays on a number of historical traditions that have been subject to
significant re-evaluation and reinterpretation in the recent literature.

Questions of context are spatial as well as temporal, for even the most
abstract of political theories cannot transcend its location, and the issues
with which theorists become preoccupied reflect the histories and concerns
of the worlds in which they live. The chapters in Part IV, “Political Theory in
the World,” make matters of location more explicit. They explore differences,
misconceptions, and mutual influences between Western and non-Western
political traditions, with the latter represented here by Confucianism and
Islam, and look at how ideas of America on the one hand and Europe on the
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other enter into and shape ideas of democracy, representation, and nation.
This section should be understood as a gesture, but just that, towards decen-
tering what has come to be known as Anglo-American theory. This Handbook
of political theory is published in Oxford and written in the English language,
but one modest objective, nonetheless, is to highlight the specificity of allwork
in political theory, and the way the questions addressed reflect particular
histories and locations.

The chapters in Part V, “State and People,” combine historical analysis of
the shifting understandings of state and people with normative explorations
of democracy, constitutionalism, and representation. As the essays indicate,
the last decades have been a time of very considerable innovation. For
much of the twentieth century, democracy was conceptualized as a matter
of universal suffrage (sometimes quaintly equated with one man one vote),
competitive party elections, and the rule of law. The outstanding problems
were not thought to be theoretical, but centered on how to spread this
conception more widely; and much of the work on democracy (often com-
parative, or dealing with the conditions for democratization) was carried out
by political scientists rather than theorists. This picture has since
changed radically, with a complex of concerns about the nature and limits
of constitutionalism, the exclusions practised under the name of democracy,
and the possibilities of wider and deeper practices of popular control. As
reflects the breadth of these debates, this is one of the largest sections in
the Handbook.

Part VI, “Justice, Equality, and Freedom,” evokes the combination of
concerns that runs through the work of John Rawls, Ronald Dworkin, and
the liberal egalitarian tradition: the idea, for example, that justice is a
matter of treating people as equals rather than treating them equally; or
that egalitarians must recognize individuals as responsible agents, account-
able for their own choices. The chapters in this section reflect that legacy,
but also problematize it by reference to arguments drawn from the
feminist literature and work on recognition. They include essays on the
relationship between equality and impartiality, and the relationship be-
tween treating people as equals and recognizing them as different; and
address the questions about individual responsibility that became central
to the literature on justice and equality through the last decades. The
literature on historical injustice goes back further, but has drawn new
sustenance from debates on reparations for slavery and the treatment of
indigenous peoples.



INTRODUCTION 33

Part VII, “Pluralism, Multiculturalism, and Nationalism,” reflects areas of
debate that have proved particularly fruitful over the last thirty years. As
noted earlier in our introduction, it also reflects explorations of the implica-
tions and/or limits of the liberal tradition. The literature on multiculturalism
has its precursor in a sociological literature on cultural pluralism, but as
normative political theory dates from the 1980s. Theoretical work on toler-
ation or the right of nations to self-determination is not, of course, new. But
the recent synthesis of liberalism with nationalism is more unexpected, as is
the reframing of long-established liberal principles of toleration to take
account of issues of identity as well as belief. This last point is part of what
unites the chapters in this section. All engage with arguments that have been
central to the liberal tradition, but in relation to the new questions that arise
when people make claims on the basis of identity. The authors reach very
different conclusions—including, at its most heretical, that the pursuit of
justice may not be such a compelling concern.

Part VIII, “Claims in a Global Context,” takes this from the national to the
global level. It explores the debates that have developed between seemingly
universal discourses of secularism or human rights and more relativist em-
phases on cultural difference; examines the connection between multicultural
and post-colonial theory; and considers the challenges globalization presents
to current conceptions of justice. Although justice has been at the heart of
recent debates in normative political theory, the dominant conceptions have
been very state-centered—and often very Western state-centered. The chap-
ters in this section consider what happens in the move from national to
global-—and what theoretical possibilities become available if the center of
gravity shifts from the Western to non-Western world.

PartIX, “The Body Politic,” takes what haslong been employed as a metaphor
for the political community at its face (or bodily) value, and uses it to engage
with new areas of theoretical debate. These include the way the body itself has
been politicized in the theoretical literature, including in the literature on self-
ownership; and the way the social “body” has been politicized, as in the
discussion of crises and paranoia. A number of the chapters in this section
begin with changes in the social world: the impact of global migration, for
example, and the way this alters our understanding of the individual subject; the
development of new medical technologies, and the dilemmas these
present about organ transplants or genetic engineering; the developments
in surveillance technology combined with radical changes in the relation
between the sexes, and the challenge this poses to our understanding of the
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relationship between public and private space. This reconceptualizing of
the political space owes much to the influence of feminism, as do a number of
the essays themselves.

We have argued in our introduction that political theory is something of a
mongrel sub-discipline, made up of many traditions, approaches, and styles of
thought, and increasingly characterized by its borrowing from feminist and
critical theory, film theory, popular culture, mass media, behavioral science, and
economics. These tendencies will be evident throughout the chapters in the
Handbook, but are most directly addressed in Part X, “Testing the Boundaries.”
Here, we include essays that set political theory in dialogue with work in cultural
studies, political economy, social theory, and the environment. The current
academy confronts two opposing trends. One draws the boundaries of each
discipline ever more tightly, sometimes as part of a bid for higher status,
sometimes in the (not totally implausible) belief that this is the route to deeper
and more systematic knowledge. Another looks to the serendipitous inspir-
ations that can come through cross-disciplinary and interdisciplinary work; or
more simply and modestly, realizes that there may be much to learn from other
areas of study. It is hard to predict which of these will win out—and most likely,
both will continue in uneasy combination for many years to come. The essays in
this section reflect the importance we attach to the second trend.

All the Handbooks in this series end with what is perhaps unhappily termed
the “Old and New” section. In this case, it provides the opportunity for two
highly influential but very different political theorists—Arlene Saxonhouse and
William Connolly—to reflect on their experiences and perceptions of theory as
it has changed, developed, improved, and/or worsened in the course of their
careers. Where other contributors were asked to weave their own distinctive
take on a topicinto essays that would also work as overviews of the sub-field, our
last contributors were encouraged to write from a more personal angle.

6 CONCLUSION

Ours is not the first or only handbook of political theory. We believe this
Oxford Handbook is distinctive in its exploration of political theory’s edges as
well as its several cores, its global emphasis, and its contemplation of the
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challenges that contemporary social and technological change present to the
field. Political theory is a lively, pluralistic, and contested field, and we invite
readers to construct their own summary interpretations and embark on their
own imaginative theorizing by sampling the wide variety of options on the
palette that follows.
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CHAPTER 2

JUSTICE AFTER
RAWLS

RICHARD J. ARNESON

IN the mid-twentieth century John Rawls single-handedly revived Anglo-
American political philosophy, which had not seen significant progress
since the development and elaboration of utilitarianism in the nineteenth
century. Rawls reinvented the discipline by revising the social contract trad-
ition of Locke, Rousseau, and Kant. A series of essays starting with “Justice as
Fairness” in 1958 culminated in a monumental treatise, A Theory of Justice
(Rawls 19994 [originally published 1973]). That theory of justice was in turn
qualified and set in a new framework by an account of legitimate political
authority to which Rawls gave a definitive formulation in his second book,
Political Liberalism (Rawls 1996 [originally published 1993]). Rawls also pro-
duced an important monograph on justice in international relations, The Law
of Peoples (Rawls 1999¢). Rawls’s achievements continue to set the contem-
porary terms of debate on theories of social justice. This chapter comments
on the present state of play in the political philosophy discussions that Rawls
initiated and stimulated.
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1 RaAwLs’s THEORY OF JUSTICE IN A
NUTSHELL

Rawls’s theory consists in an egalitarian vision of justice, specified by two
principles, and the original position, a method for comparing and justifying
candidate principles of justice that is supposed to single out his proposed
principles as uniquely reasonable. The vision is recognizably liberal in its
striving to combine the values of equality and liberty in a single conception,
and controversial both in the kind of equality that is espoused and in the
particular freedoms that are given special priority. The principles are claimed
to be ones that free and equal persons could accept as a fair basis for social
cooperation.
The principles are as follows:

1. Each person has an equal claim to a fully adequate scheme of equal basic
liberties, which scheme is compatible with the same scheme for all; and in
this scheme the equal political liberties, and only those liberties, are to be
guaranteed their fair value.

2. Social and economic inequalities are to satisfy two conditions: first, they
are to be attached to positions and offices open to all under conditions of
fair equality of opportunity; and second, they are to the greatest advantage
of the least advantaged members of society (quoted from Rawls 1996,
Lecture 1).

The first principle is called the equal liberty principle. In discussion, the
second is often divided into its first part, fair equality of opportunity, and its
second part, the difference principle.

The equal basic liberties protected by the first principle are given by a list:
“political liberty (the right to vote and to hold public office) and freedom of
speech and assembly; liberty of conscience and freedom of thought; freedom
of the person, which includes freedom from psychological oppression and
physical assault and dismemberment (integrity of the person), the right to
hold personal property and freedom from arbitrary arrest and seizure as
defined by the concept of the rule of law” (Rawls 19994, 53). Roughly, the
idea is to protect civil liberties of the sort that might well be entrenched in a
political constitution.

The protection accorded to the basic liberties is augmented by the further
stipulation that the first principle has strict lexical priority over the second.
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This means that one is not permitted to trade off basic liberties for gains in
the other justice principle. In addition, fair equality of opportunity, the
nondiscrimination principle, has strict lexical priority over the difference
principle. The principles just stated make up Rawls’s special conception of
justice. This conception does not apply at all historical times, but only when
economic growth produces a situation in which the basic liberties can be
effectively exercised. Rawls’s more general conception of justice holds that
social and economic advantages must be arranged to be of greatest benefit to
the least advantaged members of society.

The measure of individual benefits in Rawls’s theory is the individual’s
holding of multi-purpose goods known as “primary social goods.” In A
Theory of Justice these goods are defined as those it is rational for a person
to want more rather than less of, whatever else he wants. In later writings,
primary social goods are defined as goods that any rational person would
strive to have who gives priority to developing and exercising two moral
powers, the capacity to adopt and pursue a conception of the good and the
capacity to cooperate with others on fair terms (Rawls 1996, 106, 178).
Primary social goods are held to consist mainly of “the basic rights and
liberties covered by the first principle of justice, freedom of movement, and
free choice of occupation protected by fair equality of opportunity of the first
part of the second principle, and income and wealth and the social bases of
self-respect” (Rawls 1996, 180).

According to Rawls, the primary subject of justice is the basic structure of
society, the way that major institutions such as the political system, the
economic system, and the family interact to shape people’s life prospects.
The principles of justice are intended to regulate the basic structure. The
duties imposed by social justice on individuals are ancillary: Individuals have
a duty to conform to the rules of just institutions, if they exist, and if they do
not exist, to strive to some extent to bring them about.

Fair equality of opportunity may be contrasted with formal equality of
opportunity or careers open to talents. The latter principle is satisfied if
positions such as places in universities and desirable jobs and entrepreneurial
opportunities (access to investment capital) are open to all who might wish to
apply, positions being filled according to the relevant fitness of the candidates
for the position in question. Formal equality of opportunity is violated if
positions of advantage are passed out on any basis other than the relevant
merits of the candidates. The more demanding fair equality of opportunity
requires that institutions are arranged so that any individuals with the same
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native talent and the same ambition have the same chances for competitive
success—success in competitions for positions that confer above-average
shares of primary social goods. A society in which fair equality of opportunity
is satisfied is, in a sense, a perfect meritocracy.

Why accept Rawls’s principles? Rawls offers two arguments. One appeals to
the implications of applying these principles in a modern setting. To the
extent that the principles imply policies and outcomes for individuals that
match our reflective judgments about these matters, the principles will
appear reasonable. A second form of argument, a novelty introduced by
Rawls, is the original position construction. The idea is to refine the social
contract tradition. Justice is conceived to be what persons would agree to
under conditions for choosing principles to regulate the basic structure of
society that are ideally fair. The original position argument exemplifies a fair
proceduralist standard of justification: What is right is what people following
an ideal procedure would accept as right.

The original position argument carries the social contract idea to a higher
level of abstraction. The object of the agreement is to be basic principles for
regulating social life not actual social arrangements. The agreement is con-
ceived to be hypothetical not actual. Actual contracts reached by people in
ordinary life reflect their bargaining strength and other contingencies. Rawls’s
notable innovation is to try to ensure that the agreement that defines prin-
ciples of justice is fair by depriving the parties who make the agreement of any
information that might corrupt or bias the choice of principles. In Rawls’s
phrase, the parties are to choose under a veil of ignorance. Rawls urges a thick
veil, with the result that parties in the original position know no particular
facts about themselves, not even their own aims and values, but only general
facts such as social science provides. The parties are assumed to prefer more
rather than fewer primary social goods and choose principles according to
their expectation of the primary social goods they would get in a society run
according to the principles chosen in the original position.

Rawls conjectures that, in the original position so specified, the parties as
defined would choose a maximin rule of choice (choose the policy that will
make the worst possible outcome as good as possible) and on this basis would
favor his principles.

The original position argument as Rawls presents it is significantly shaped
by his conviction that to render his view plausible the formidable opponent
that must be defeated is utilitarianism. According to Rawls, utilitarianism,
although wrong, has received impressive formulation as a genuine normative
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theory of right conduct and institutions. A theory is a set of principles that
specifies the facts relevant to social decision and that, once these relevant facts
pertaining to any decision problem are known, determines what ought to be
chosen in that decision problem without any further need for intuitive
judgment. You cannot beat a theory except with a better theory, Rawls thinks.
Rawls provides a partial theory, a theory of just institutions, that can stand as
a rival to a utilitarian account. Rawls identifies utilitarianism with the view
that one ought always to choose that action or policy that maximizes the
aggregate (or average level) of informed desire satisfaction.

As Rawls sets up the original position argument, three arguments are
prominent. One is that given the special circumstances of choice in the
original position, it would be rational for the parties to choose to maximin
and thus to adopt Rawls’s principles. Another argument is that those in the
individual position are choosing for a well-ordered society in which everyone
accepts and complies with the principles chosen, so they cannot in the
original position choose principles that they expect they might not be dis-
posed to accept and follow in the society ruled by the principles chosen.
A related argument or stipulation is that the parties are supposed to be
choosing principles for a public conception of justice, so a choice of prin-
ciples that could be successfully implemented only by being kept esoteric is
ruled out.

Rawls adds to the original position argument a discussion of stability. He
thinks his theory is only acceptable if it can be shown that in a society
regulated by his principles of justice, people will embrace the principles and
institutions satisfying their requirements and will be steadily motivated to
comply with the principles and the institutions that realize them. Here in
retrospect Rawls locates a pivotal mistake in A Theory of Justice (see Rawls
1996, “Introduction”). In later writings, culminating in Political Liberalism
(1996), he maintains that he initially appealed to a comprehensive Kantian
account of human autonomy and fundamental human aims to establish that
people living under Rawlsian institutions will have good reason and sufficient
motivation to comply with them. But he comes to believe this appeal was
misguided. In any liberal society that sustains a clearly desirable freedom of
speech, people will fan out into different and conflicting comprehensive
views of morality and the good life, so any appeal to a narrow Kantian ideal
of autonomy and the nature of persons is bound to be sectarian (Rawls 1996).

Political Liberalism affirms that a society that avoids sectarianism satisfies a
liberal ideal of legitimacy: Basic political arrangements, the fundamental



50 RICHARD J. ARNESON

constitution of society, are justified by considerations that all reasonable
persons, whatever their comprehensive views, have good and sufficient reason
to accept.

2 CRITICISMS AND ALTERNATIVE PATHS

From its first elaboration, Rawls’s theory of justice has been scrutinized by an
enormous amount of criticism. In my view, Rawls’s theory has been broken
on the rack of this critique. But the upshot is not a defeat for the theory of
justice. New suggestions, not yet fully elaborated for the most part, point in a
variety of promising, albeit opposed, directions.

2.1 Primary Social Goods and Sen’s Critique

Rawls holds that just institutions distribute primary social goods fairly.
Roughly, a fair distribution is identified with the distribution in which the
worst off are as well off as possible according to the primary social goods
measure. Amartya Sen objects that individuals born with different physical
and psychological propensities will generally be unequally efficient transform-
ers of resources such as primary social goods into whatever goals they might
seek (Sen 1992). Consider two individuals with the same allotments of primary
social goods. One is fit, hardy, and quick-witted; the other is lame, illness-
prone, lacking in physical coordination, and slow-witted. In any terms that we
care about, the condition of the two persons is unequal, but a primary social
goods metric does not register the disparity. Sen proposes that we should look
beyond the distribution of opportunities and income and other primary goods
and see to what extent individuals are able to be and do with their primary
goods allotments given their circumstances. The basis of interpersonal com-
parisons for a theory of justice should, according to Sen, be a measure of
people’s real freedom to achieve functionings they have reason to value.

A Rawlsian response is that the theory of justice assumes that all individ-
uals are able to be fully contributing members of society throughout their
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adult life. Problems of disability and chronic debilitating illness are assumed
away. Moreover, for those within the normal range of native talents and
propensities, it is reasonable to hold individuals responsible for taking ac-
count of the primary goods shares they can expect and fashioning a reason-
able plan of life on this basis. As Rawls says, justice as fairness “does not look
beyond the use which persons make of the rights and opportunities available
to them in order to measure, much less to maximize, the satisfactions they
achieve” (Rawls 19994, 80).

The response does not meet the difficulty. Differences in native talents
and trait potentials exist among all persons, including those within
whatever range is deemed to be normal. These differences strike many of
us as relevant to what justice demands, what we owe to one another.
Moreover, one can grant that a person endowed with poor traits would be
well advised not to form unrealistic ambitions and to tailor his plan of life
to what he can achieve. Expecting people to make such adjustments in
their plan of life leaves entirely open whether compensation is owed
to individuals to mitigate the freedom-reducing effect of poor natural
endowment.

Although there is something salutary and correct about Sen’s train of
thought, it immediately runs into a puzzle. There are enormous numbers of
capabilities to function, and they vary from the trivial to the momentously
important. We need some way of ranking the significance of different free-
doms if the capability approach is to yield a standard of interpersonal com-
parison (Arneson 1989; Nussbaum 1992). Viewed this way, carrying through
Sen’s critique would have to involve elaborating a theory of human good.

2.2 The Priority of the Right over the Good

A core ambition of Rawls’s work on justice is to free the idea of what is right
and just from the idea of what is good or advantageous for a person. This is a
crucial part of the enterprise of constructing a theory that is a genuine
alternative to utilitarianism. For the utilitarian, as Rawls correctly notes, the
idea of what is good for a person is independent of moral notions; Robinson
Crusoe alone on his island still has need of a notion of prudence, of what he
needs to do to make his life go better rather than worse over the long haul. If
we could get clear about what is really intrinsically good, the rest would be
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easy—what is morally right is maximizing, efficiently promoting the good. In
contrast, Rawls aims to construct an account of rights that people have,
specified by principles of justice, that is substantially independent of any
particular notions of what is good, which are always bound to be disputable.
Rawls’s paradigm case of a dispute about how to live is religious controversy,
which must end in stalemate. Reasonable people will persist in disagreeing
about such matters. To reach objective consensus on issues of social justice,
we must bracket these disagreements about God and more generally about
the good, and in fact the willingness to set aside controversial conceptions of
good in order to attain shared agreement on rules of social cooperation is for
Rawls a prime mark of reasonableness.

But if the requirements of justice are conceived as disconnected in this way
from human good, we have to countenance the possibility that in a perfectly
just society people lead avoidably squalid lives. Perhaps they are even con-
demned to such lives; Rawlsian justice is no guarantee that your life goes well
or has a good chance of going well. Moreover, the squalor might be point-
less, in the sense that it is not that the misery of some is needed to avoid
worse misery for others. Furthermore, the numbers do not count: If my
small right is inviolable, then it must be respected, no matter the cost in the
quality of human lives and in the number of persons who suffer such losses.

To the extent that we have an adequate conception of human good, that
singles out what is truly worth caring about and what makes a life really go
better for the person who is living it, it makes sense to hold that what people
in a society fundamentally owe each other is a fair distribution of human
good.! An adequate conception will surely be pluralistic, recognizing that
there are many distinct goods and valuable ways of life, and will not claim
more than the possibility or rough and partial commensurability of good
across lives.

Many substantive claims about human good, such as that the list of
valuable elements in a human life includes loyal friendship, reciprocal love,
healthy family ties, systematic knowledge, pleasure, meaningful work, and
significant cultural and scientific achievement, seem to me to be pretty

1 Raz (1986, part II), Nussbaum (1992, 1999, 2000), Arneson (1989, 2000), Sher (1997), and Hurka
(1993) (among others) advance arguments on this theme. Ackerman (1980), Larmore (1987), and
Barry (1995, part IT) defend versions of liberal neutrality on controversial conceptions of the good. On
this issue, Nussbaum’s current view appears in the final chapter of Nussbaum (2004).
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uncontroversial, part of commonsense lore. But what is widely accepted is
still sometimes disputed. Thinking straight about how to live is difficult, and
we make mistakes. Prejudice, ignorance, superstition, and unthinking accept-
ance of convention play roles in rendering ethical knowledge controversial.
Hence it does not offend against human dignity and respect for persons to
endorse the implementation by a society of controversial but (by our best
lights) correct conceptions of human good. The liberal legitimacy norm that
Rawls embraces should be put in question if it is read as denying this. It all
depends on what we mean by “reasonably” in the norm that one should treat
people only according to principles that no one could reasonably reject. If
“reasonably” refers to the ideal use of practical reason, then one reasonably
rejects only incorrect principles and accepts correct ones. The norm is then
unproblematic, but it allows imposition of views that are controversial in the
ordinary sense of being contested among normal reasonable people (who
may be making cognitive errors). But if “reasonably” is used in a weaker
sense, so that one could reasonably make errors in judgment, then the weaker
the standard of reasonableness that is invoked, the stronger and more con-
straining is the idea that one should not impose on people in the name of
principles that are controversial among weakly reasonable people (but for a
defense of Rawls, see Dreben 2003).

Here one might object that I am just pounding the table and dogmat-
ically insisting that we can know the good, a controversial claim for which
I have presented no argument. But I am just insisting on symmetry.
Skepticism about knowledge of human good is a possible option, but by
parity of reasoning, the grounds for that skepticism will carry over to
claims about what is morally right and just as well. Only a sleight of hand
would make it look plausible that reasonable people, if left uncoerced, will
forever disagree about what is good but that all men and women of good
will, if they are reasonable, will agree on principles of right such as the
difference principle.

Restoring substantial claims about the content of human good to the
theory of what is right and just does not necessarily lead back to utilitar-
ianism. A good-based theory of justice asserts that we should choose
actions and institutional arrangements to maximize some function of
individual well-being, but maximizing aggregate or average well-being is
just one option. In particular, more egalitarian principles beckon. In fact,
Rawls has initiated an exploration of broadly egalitarian principles that is
still ongoing.
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2.3 The Difference Principle, Maximin, and the Original
Position

The difference principle says that given the constraints imposed by the equal
liberty and fair equality of opportunity principles, the social and economic
primary social goods of the least advantaged should be maximized. Rawls’s
general conception of justice holds more simply that the basic structure of
society should maximize the level of advantage, calculated in terms of pri-
mary social good holdings, of the least advantaged.

On its face, these principles assert an extreme priority weighting.2 The
principles insist that no gain, no matter how large, and no matter how large
the number of already better off people to whom the gain accrues, should be
pursued at the cost of any loss, no matter how tiny, and no matter how small
the number of worse off persons who would suffer the loss (provided the
change leaves intact people’s status as belonging to the better off or worse off
group). Rawls himself points out that this is counterintuitive (Rawls 19994,
135—-6) but remains unfazed on the ground that it is empirically wildly unlikely
that in any actual society we would be faced with such a choice. But if this
response is deemed satisfactory, this must mean the principles are no longer
being pitched as fundamental moral principles but rather as practical policy
guides, rules of thumb for constitution-makers and law-makers.

The claim that the strict lexical priority that the difference principle
accords to the worst off, although admittedly too strict, will never lead to
mistakes in practice, merits close scrutiny. To the extent this is plausible, its
plausibility is entirely an artifact of the fact that Rawls would have us compare
the condition of people only in terms of their primary goods allotments. If a
possible policy would produce a huge gain in dollars for many better off
people, surely some of that gain can be siphoned off to those worse off. But if
we instead believe that the theory of justice should attend to people’s actual
overall quality of life over the entire life course, then we do face conflicts in
which very tiny benefits for a few can be purchased only at huge cost in other
people’s lives. We could devote huge resources to the education of the barely
educable or to extraordinary medical care that only slightly raises the life

2 This problem was first raised by Harsanyi (1975). A response that defends Rawls is in Freeman
(2003, editor’s introduction). A version of the original position idea appears in Harsanyi (1953), where
it is used in an argument for utilitarianism. For discussion, see Roemer (1996, ch. 4; 2002); also Parfit
(2004, 341-53).
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expectancy of those with grave medical conditions, and so on. Some of us are
very inefficient transformers of resources into an enhanced quality of life. The
hard issue of how much priority to accord to the achievement of gains for the
worse off must be faced.

The difference principle lies at the extreme end of a continuum of views that
accord variously greater weight for achieving a gain of a given size for a
person, depending on how badly off in absolute terms the person would be,
absent receipt of this gain. At the other end lies utilitarianism, which accords
no extra weight at all to achieving a gain for a person depending on the prior
goodness or badness of her condition. The entire range between these end
points corresponds to the prioritarian family of principles, according to
which, the worse a person’s lifetime condition, the morally more valuable it
is to achieve a gain or avoid a loss for her. The distinction between valuing
priority and valuing equality has been clarified in work by Derek Parfit (2000).

Counterintuitive or not, the difference principle and the broader maximin
conception might be derivable by iron logic from undeniable premises. Rawls
gestures at provision of this sort of support in his original position argument,
but in the area in which Rawls is pointing I submit that no good argument is to
be found (see the critical discussions cited in footnote 2). Suffice it to say that
the innovation of the original position has not resonated in recent political
philosophy in anything like the way that Rawls’s powerful but controversial
vision of justice as social democratic liberalism continues to shape the agenda
of political philosophy for both proponents and opponents. In my view the
underlying reason for the relative neglect of original position arguments is
that the basic hunch that motivates the project is wrong. Recall that the idea of
the original position is that the principles of justice are whatever would
emerge from an ideally fair choice procedure for selecting principles of justice.
The presupposition is that we have pretheoretic intuitions, which can be
refined, concerning what are the fairest conditions for choosing basic moral
principles. But why think this? Perhaps one should say that the fair set-up of a
procedure for choosing principles of justice is whatever arrangement happens
to produce the substantially best principles. We have commonsense beliefs
about the conditions under which contracts and private deals are fairly
negotiated, but there is no intuitive content to the idea of a fair procedure
for choosing basic principles of social regulation. (If we knew that a particular
person, Smith, was very wise and knew a lot about principles of justice and
had thought more deeply about these matters than the rest of us, perhaps the
“fairest” choice procedure would be, “Let Smith decide.”)
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This takes us back to a conflict of intuitions that needs to be clarified
and perhaps resolved via theory. Some affirm equality: it is good if every-
one has the same, or is treated the same, in some respect (Temkin 1993).
Others affirm doing the best that can be done for the worst off. Priority
weakens this strict maximin tilt in favor of the worst off. An unresolved
Goldilocks issue arises here; how much priority arising from the badness of
one’s condition is too little, too much, or just enough? Another option
worth mention is sufficientarianism: What matters morally and what justice
requires is not that everyone has the same but that everyone has enough.
Each should achieve, or be enabled to achieve, a threshold level of decent
existence, the level being set by whatever we had better take to be the best
standard of interpersonal comparison for a theory of justice (primary
goods shares, or capabilities to function in valuable ways, or utility con-
strued as pleasure or desire satisfaction, or well-being corresponding to
achievement of the items on an objective list of goods, or whatever).
Expressions of sufficientarian or quasi-sufficientarian opinion are common
in recent political philosophy (Frankfurt 1987; Anderson 1999; D. Miller
2004; Nussbaum 2000), but the doctrines other than the difference
principle mentioned in this paragraph need further elaboration and inter-
pretation before we would be in a position definitively to gauge how
compelling they are.

2.4 Nozick and Lockean Libertarianism

According to Rawls, the choice of economic systems—capitalist, socialist, or
some other—need not reflect a fundamental moral commitment. At least,
either a liberal capitalist or a liberal socialist regime could in principle
implement the Rawlsian principles of egalitarian liberalism. Against this
view Robert Nozick developed a powerful response of right-wing inspiration
(Nozick 1974). His starting point is the idea that each person has the moral
right to live as she chooses on any mutually agreed terms with others so long
as she does not thereby harm nonconsenting other people in ways that violate
their rights. These latter rights not to be harmed form a spare set. Each of us
has the right not to be physically assaulted or menaced with the threat of
physical assault, not to be imposed on by the actions of others in ways that
cause physical harm to oneself or one’s property, not to be defrauded, not to
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suffer theft or robbery. Nozick finds antecedents for these ideas in the
writings of John Locke, who does not fully commit to them.? From this
standpoint, the moral authority of the state to coerce people without their
consent even just to maintain minimal public order appears problematic. The
idea that society has the right and obligation to redistribute property to
achieve a more fair distribution cannot find a place in Lockean natural rights
theory. Property is owned by people, and the state, acting as agent of society,
has no more right to take from some and give to others than a robber does.

The right of each person to act as she chooses has as its core a universal
right of self-ownership: Each adult person is the full rightful owner of herself,
possessing full property rights over her own person. The next question that
arises here is how an individual may legitimately come to acquire rights to use
or own particular pieces of the world. Without some such rights self-owner-
ship would come to very little. The Lockean project is to specify how
legitimate private ownership of property arises in a world in which objects
are initially unowned, and what the terms and limits of such legitimate
ownership are. The main stream of Lockean views defends the idea that
private property ownership can be fully legitimate, given certain conditions,
no matter how unequal the distribution of privately owned property. Left-
wing Lockeans demur (Steiner 1994). They try to defend the view that each
person is the full rightful owner of herself but that the distribution of
ownership of the world must be roughly equal.

Mainstream Lockean views concerning the legitimacy of private property
ownership resonate strongly and positively with commonsense opinion in
modern market societies, but the philosophical elaboration of these views is
still a project that largely awaits completion. Nozick’s arguments are sometimes
brilliant but his views are sketchy. We are not yet in a good position definitively
to compare Lockean versions ofliberal justice with their more egalitarian rivals.

2.5 Desert, Responsibility, and Luck Egalitarianism

Surprisingly, Rawls rejects the platitude that justice is giving people what they
deserve (Rawls 1999a). He argues against the idea that notions of desert
belong in fundamental principles of justice (although, of course, norms of

3 See Locke (1980). See also the interpretation of Locke in Simmons (1992) and Waldron (1988, ch.
6) and developments of Lockean ideas in Simmons (2001).
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desert might serve as means to implement justice goals). A notion of indi-
vidual responsibility is implicit in Rawls’s principles. The basic notion is that
given a social context in which people’s rights to access to primary social
goods are assured, each person is responsible for deciding how to live,
constructing a plan of life, and executing it. If one’s choices have bad results
and one has a poor quality of life, this fact does not trigger a valid moral claim
to further compensation from others.

Some see problems in this picture (see Olsaretti, this volume). One line
of objection holds that a sharper line needs to be drawn between what we
owe to one another and what each individual must do for herself. What we
owe to each other is compensation for unchosen and uncourted bad
luck. Some bad events just befall people in ways they have no reasonable
opportunity to avoid, as when a meteor strikes. Some bad events are such
that one does have reasonable opportunity to avoid them. A paradigm
case would be losses that issue from voluntarily undertaken high-stakes
gambling. Social justice demands a differential response to bad luck, de-
pending on how it arises. A complication here is that each person’s
initial genetic endowment of propensities to traits along with her early
socialization is evidently a matter of unchosen and uncourted luck, good or
bad. But my later, substantially voluntary choice to embrace bad values
and make unwise decisions about how to live may simply express my
initial unchosen bad luck in inherited traits and socialization experiences.
Does justice then demand some compensation for courted bad luck trace-
able in part to uncourted earlier bad luck, paternalistic restriction of
individual liberty to limit the harm to self that my lack of intelligence
generates, or what? Ronald Dworkin has done the most to clarify
these tangles and develop a coherent position concerning distributive
justice on the basis of this line of thought (Dworkin 2000). Some sympa-
thetic to this general line are trying to refine it (Roemer 1998). Others
find the entire approach, labeled “luck egalitarianism” by critics, to be
unpromising (Scanlon 1989; Fleurbaey 1995; Anderson 1999; Scheffler
2003). Luck egalitarianism is said to be too unforgiving to individuals
who make bad choices. Its critics accuse it of exaggerating the significance
of choice and of giving undue weight to the distribution-of-resources
aspect of social justice.

A different but related line of thought finds that egalitarian principles of
social justice inevitably must imply that individuals have moral duties to live
their lives so that the principles are more rather than less fulfilled. How much
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more? If we must live our lives in ways that maximize justice fulfillment, the
demands of justice on the conduct of individual lives will be very stringent
and likely counterintuitive. Rawls suggested that the principles of justice for
the basic structure of society are stringently egalitarian but that individuals
are free to live their lives as they choose so long as they abide by the rules of
just institutions. G. A. Cohen finds this position to be unstable (Cohen 2000).
If well-off persons accept the difference principle (which holds that inequal-
ities that are not to the maximal benefit of the least advantaged are unaccept-
able), they cannot benefit in good conscience from hard bargaining. Instead
of threatening to strike for higher wages, already well-paid medical doctors,
committed to the difference principle, could agree to work extra hours for no
extra pay, or voluntarily to embrace pay cuts, for example. A large question
arises here concerning the degree to which a modern liberal theory of justice
can or should be libertarian in the sense of embracing some close relative of
the principles defended by J. S. Mill in On Liberty.

2.6 Civil Liberties, Diversity, Democracy, and More-than-
formal Equality of Opportunity

Liberalism in normative political theory is more an attitude or stance toward
politics than a specific set of doctrines. Liberalism is strongly associated with
strong protection of freedom of speech and assembly and related liberties.
One argument is good-based: If what I fundamentally want is to lead a life
that achieves truly worthwhile and valuable goals, I will want not just to
satisfy whatever preferences I now have, but to enjoy a sound education and a
culture of free speech, which has some tendency to undermine my false beliefs
and bad values. (Of course free speech can also cause a person to abandon
true beliefs and good values; the liberal position involves a broad faith that
the free use of reason by ordinary persons will tend over time to lead to
improvement rather than corruption.) Rawls appeals to the interest that
persons as such are assumed to have in developing and exercising their
moral powers to adopt conceptions of the good and to cooperate with others
on reasonable terms (Rawls 1996). These arguments have some force, but they
are also in some tension with each other, and it is not clear that either one or
both can be worked into a doctrine that picks out privileged liberties and
justifies according them strict priority.
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Civil liberties traditionally understood strike some as insufficient to resolve
problems of diversity in contemporary society. Women, members of minority
ethnic groups and supposed races, people with nonheterosexual sexual orien-
tation, and others who experience themselves as unfairly pushed to the
margins of society seek recognition of their differences and common human-
ity (see Markell and Squires, both in this volume).

Another question is the place of democratic political rights in liberal theory
(Christiano 1996). Democratic rights are not central in the Lockean tradition.
One might suppose that egalitarian liberals will hold democratic rights to be
of mainly instrumental value in securing other more fundamental rights. An
egalitarian might hold that whatever political arrangements are most likely to
achieve a fair distribution of good quality lives or opportunities for good
quality lives to people should be instituted and upheld.

Advocates of democratic equality (e.g. Anderson 1999; J. Cohen 2003) hold
a sharply contrasting view. They hold that the moral equality and equal
dignity of persons rightly interpreted require above all equal fundamental
liberty for all persons and that prominent among these liberties is the right to
participate on equal terms with other members of one’s society in collectively
setting the laws that coercively regulate all members’ lives. In this perspec-
tive, the right to democracy can appear to be the right of rights, the crown
jewel of individual rights.

A society can be more or less democratic along several dimensions
of assessment. How democratic should society be? Rawls stakes out a
demanding position in answer to this question. His final statement of
his equal liberty principle states that the equal political liberties are to
be guaranteed their “fair value.” What he means is that any two citizens
with equal political ability and equal ambition to influence political out-
comes should have the same chances of influencing political outcomes.
A kind of fair equality of opportunity is to operate in the political sphere
that is close in spirit to the fair equality of opportunity that he holds
should prevail in the competition for positions conferring economic and
social advantages.

4 Another aspect of democratic equality is what we have called “diversity”—how society must be
arranged, in order to assure equality of the appropriate sort between members of groups, for example,
between men and women and between members of different ethnicities or supposed races. On the
former division, see Okin (1989). On the latter, see discussions of the rights of minority peoples in
democratic society, for example, Kymlicka (1989, 1995) and Barry (2001).
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Rawlsian fair equality of opportunity is a strong, controversial doctrine.
Rawls pushes to its logical limit an ideal that others either reject outright
or hold should be constrained by conflicting values (Nozick 1974; Arneson

1999).

2.7 Global Justice

Do we owe more to fellow citizens than to distant needy strangers (Chatterjee
2004)? Should we embrace a two-tier theory of justice, which imposes
demanding egalitarian requirements within each society but much less
demanding requirements on members of one nation toward the members
of other nations? A certain type of cosmopolitan view proposes a resounding
“No” to both questions (Beitz 1979; Pogge 1989; Nagel 1991). This cosmopol-
itanism can take a right-wing form, which asserts that duties are minimal in
both the national and the global context, and a left-wing form, which affirms
strong duties within and across borders.

This issue can be regarded as a part of the morality of special ties (Miller
1998; Scheffler 2001). Many of us intuitively feel that we have especially strong
moral obligations to those who are near and dear to us, to family members,
friends, members of our community, and perhaps fellow citizens, but it is
unclear to what extent a sound theory of justice will vindicate or repudiate
these pretheoretical feelings. And what about putative special obligations to
fellow members of our own social class, ethnic group, or racial lineage?s

A related issue arises if we imagine a society that is just internally by our
lights, and faces the task of choosing a just international relations policy.
Should the just foreign policy of such a society press for ideal justice every-
where or rather extend strong sincere toleration and respect to any political
regime that meets a threshold standard of decency?

Rawls’s book The Law of Peoples (Rawls 1999¢) adopts a conservative and
somewhat anti-cosmopolitan stance toward the issues just mentioned. But
the doctrine of egalitarianism within national borders and minimal duties
across borders may ultimately prove to be unstable under examination. The
arguments that urge minimal duties toward outsiders, if found acceptable,
may undermine the case for egalitarian arrangements among insiders, and

5 See the essays in McKim and McMahan (1997). Also Barry (2001) and Kymlicka (1995).
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the arguments that urge egalitarian arrangements within borders, if found
acceptable, may compel a similar egalitarianism across borders.

Thinking about global justice issues tends to unsettle one’s prior convic-
tions (see C. Brown, this volume). A reflective equilibrium among our justice
beliefs may be hard to achieve, and at any rate not within sight, in the present
state of theory. This claim applies not just to global justice beliefs but to all
beliefs about the content of social justice. The pot that Rawls has stirred up is
still bubbling.
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CHAPTER 3

POWER AFTER
FOUCAULT

WENDY BROWN

TrE English noun, power, derives from the Latin, potere, which stresses
potentiality and means “to be able.” However, origins may be as disorient-
ing as they are helpful in this case, especially in understanding how power
has been reconceptualized by French critical thought in recent decades. In
its emphasis on concerted agency, the Latin root obscures the significance
of power’s dispersion, circulation, and microphysical mechanics, its often
automatic rather than intentional workings, and its detailed imbrication
with knowledge, language, and thought. Moreover, the etymological origin
of power suggests the importance of power as a quality (an ability) which,
however important, diverts appreciation of power as a relation and one
that induces effects, especially in the making of human subjects and social
orders. It is from power’s effects, including unintended ones, that many
recent theories of power have insisted the presence of power be read, an
insistence that underscores an incommensurability between what the puta-
tively powerful desire or intend and what power does. The contemporary
thesis that subjects are socially constructed by power comes hand in glove
with the decoupling of power from familiar notions of agency as sover-
eignty: not only does the social construction of subjects constitute a limit
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on the sovereignty of subject, but when power is understood to flow along
discourses and course through populations, it ceases to appear as the
property of individuals or institutions. Hence the “to be able” of power’s
etymology does more than place important aspects of power in the
shadows; it forthrightly misleads in its conjuration of an actor behind the
action of power, “a doer behind the deed” in Nietzsche’s phrase (Nietzsche
1967 45)-

Many strains in contemporary cultural theory and especially in post-
structuralism have contributed to the recent reconceptualizations of power
suggested above. The past fifty years of Continental thought—not only in
philosophy but also in structuralist and post-structuralist linguistics, an-
thropology, semiotics, literary theory, science studies, psychoanalysis, and
historiography—have radically reconceived the operations, mechanics,
logics, venues, and vehicles of power.! On the one hand, power has been
discerned in relations among words, juxtapositions of images, discourses of
scientific truth, micro-organizations of bodies and gestures, in social or-
chestrations of pain and pleasure, sickness, fear, health, and suffering. On
the other hand, these discernments have undermined conventional formu-
lations of power—those that equate power with rule, law, wealth, or vio-
lence. They have also undermined strong distinctions between power and
knowledge, and between power and ideology: If power operates through
norms, and not only through law and force, and if norms are borne by
words, images, and the built environment, then popular discourses, market
interpellations, and spatial organization are as much a vehicle for power as
are troops, bosses, prime ministers, or police. Moreover, if power constructs
human subjects and does not simply act upon them, if power brings human
worlds into existence and does not simply contain or limit them, then
power is above all generative and constantly exceeds itself—it is neither
spatially bound nor temporally static. Power also exceeds and is distinguish-
able from intentions imputed to it; it is not, as convention would have it,
simply about enactment of the will, though it may well be tactical, strategic,

1 Some of the thinkers associated with this reconceptualization include Giorgio Agamben (1998,
1999, 2005), Talal Asad (1993), Roland Barthes (1972, 1977), Judith Butler (1997, 2004), Gilles Deleuze
(1988, 1995), Paul De Man (1983, 1986), Jacques Derrida (1976, 1978), Jacques Donzelot (1997), Michel
Foucault (2000), Stuart Hall (1991, 1997), Stuart Hall and Paul Du Gay (1996), Donna Haraway (1990,
1991), Jacques Lacan (2002), Bruno Latour (1993), Bruno Latour and Michel Serres (1995), Jean-
Francois Lyotard (1984), Paul Rabinow (1997), Edward Said (1978), Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1987,
1988), Gianni Vattimo (1988), and Hayden White (1987).
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and logical. How to think strategy without human design? Tactics without
perpetrators? Logics without aim?

Enter Michel Foucault.2 Well-known for his insistence that power is
“everywhere,” this insistence is not a claim that power equally and indis-
criminately touches all elements of the social fabric or that power belongs
equally to everyone. Rather, this formulation displaces one in which power
emerges only in explicit scenes of domination or rule-giving. Instead,
power is understood to construct and organize subjects in a variety of
domains and discourses, including those ordinarily imagined to be free of
power, for example science, sexual desire, or the arts. Attention is also
shifted from questions about who holds power to questions about forms
and operations of power, and Foucault is especially interested in those
forms and operations that “categorize the individual, mark him by his
own individuality, attach him to his own identity, impose a law of truth
on him which he must recognize and which others must recognize in him

. a form of power which makes individuals subjects” (Foucault 1982, 212).
In addition, this formulation displaces one in which domination is thought
to inhere only in visible regimes of cruelty or injustice, emphasizing instead
multi-faceted subjectification and subject production by social norms and
practices.

These displacements are most easily grasped by reviewing Foucault’s
critique of what he takes to be three conventional models of power: the
sovereignty model, the commodity model, and the repressive model. These
models are not radically distinct; not only are they interwoven with one
another, they address different moments of power. Sovereignty primarily
refers to power’s putative source, commodity refers to power’s movement,
while repression concerns the nature of power’s action. The sovereignty
model equates power with rule and law; the commodity model casts
power as tangible and transferable, like wealth; and the repressive model
assumes the action of power to be only negative, repressive, constraining.
Foucault’s alternative to these understandings requires what he calls an
“analytics” of power that centers on an appreciation of power’s productive,
regulatory, and dispersed or capillary character—its irrigation of the social
order as opposed to an imagined positioning of power as on top of, visibly
stratifying, or forcibly containing its subject (Foucault 19804, 88—107). In the

2 For a more extended discussion of this point see “Power,’co-authored by Wendy Brown and Joan
W. Scott, in Critical Terms of Gender Theory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, forthcoming).
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following, Foucault’s critique of each model of power is considered in
further detail.

1 THE SOVEREIGNTY MODEL

Although Foucault’s critique of sovereignty extends from the subject to the
state, the sovereign model of power is the most common political notion of
powers; it casts the problem of power in terms of ruling and being ruled, or in
Lenin’s formulation, “who does what to whom.” Power in this view is thought
to be contained in sovereign individuals or institutions and to be exercised
over others by these individuals and institutions. Not only monarchical rule
but representative democracy as it appears in social contract theory from
Hobbes to Rawls is premised upon the sovereign model of power. Power is
equated with rule, and the making and enforcement of law is taken to be its
sign. We are presumed to be sovereign subjects when we are self-legislating,
which is to say that we are presumed to will and hence legislate for ourselves
when another is not legislating for us. Thus, social contractarian formulations
of popular sovereignty rely upon the mutually reinforcing conceits of indi-
vidual sovereignty and state sovereignty, each of which, paradoxically, is taken
to have the power to confer sovereignty on the other.

Foucault challenges the sovereign model of power first by challenging the
a priori of sovereignty itself, insisting instead that the conditions of sover-
eignty or imagined sovereignty are themselves suffused with power. Thus,
sovereignty is revealed as an effect or emblem of power rather than its
source, a move that recasts sovereignty from a universal wellspring of state
formation and individuality to a historically specific expression and dis-
simulation of power relations. At the same time, sovereignty is exposed as a
fiction, neither the origin of power nor in control of the field of power’s
operation to the degree that the conventional model suggests. Second,
Foucault argues, sovereign power is a small rather than governing feature
of modern political life and governance; modern political thought’s pre-
occupation with sovereign power has led it to overlook the range of sub-
jectifying and often unavowed powers that coexist with legitimate forms of
sovereignty (Foucault 1980a). Sovereignty, which defines political power as a
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matter of rule, blinds us to the powers that organize modern polities and
modern subjects.

2 THE ComMoDITY MODEL

The commodity model of power is predominantly an economic understand-
ing of power, although it has substantial relevance to conventional formu-
lations of political domination. In the commodity model, power is
thoroughly material and is a transferable or circulating good. Although
Foucault does not resolutely hold Marx to this model (indeed, Marx’s
move to derive all social power from labor anticipates Foucault’s insistence
on the productive and relational character of power), the Marxist notion of
labor power as extractable, commodifiable, and constituting the basis of
capital and hence the power of capitalism, inevitably partakes of an under-
standing of power as a commodity. But so also does the idea of sovereignty
rely on a view of power as commodifiable: The very possibility of being able
to transfer sovereignty from one king to another, or to divest the king of
sovereignty and distribute it to the people—the understanding of these acts
as transfers or divestments—assumes the commodifiability of power. Thus,
social contractarians draw on the commodity model of power both to
theorize the legitimacy of the social contract and to articulate liberty in a
liberal democratic frame. The commodity model of power also undergirds
social analyses that treat some groups as having power and others as lacking
it, analyses that treat powerlessness as the necessary corollary of power, or
analyses that understand power as equivalent to privilege that can either be
exercised or surrendered depending on the moral commitments of the
subject in question.

Foucault challenges this formulation of power as an object, a transferable
substance external to and hence potentially alienable from the subject who is
said to hold it. He argues that power is constitutive of subjects, not simply
wielded by them; that it operates in the form of relations among subjects, and
is never merely held by them; that it “irrigates” society and is not an object
within society; and that it travels along threads of discourse by which we are
interpellated and which we also speak, thereby confounding distinctions
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between subjects and objects of power, or between agents, vehicles, and
targets of power (Foucault 1980a).

3 THE REPRESSIVE MODEL

The repressive model of power is the most common psychological notion of
power, although like the commodity model, it is also part of what the
sovereign model draws upon. What Foucault names the “repressive hypoth-
esis” in The History of Sexuality identifies power inherently with repression or
restriction, with “saying no” (Foucault 1978). The repressive hypothesis
implies that the aim of institutional and especially state power is either
containment of desire tout court (Freud) or containment of the natural
passions and lawlessness of the body politic (Hobbes).

Foucault’s challenge to the repressive hypothesis is fourfold: (1) power is
productive rather than simply repressive, that is, power brings into being
meanings, subjects, and social orders—these are effects of power rather
than its material or its a priori; (2) power and freedom are not opposites
insofar as there is no subject, and hence no freedom, outside of power; (3)
repressive models of power tacitly posit a human subject (or a human nature)
untouched by power underneath power’s repressive action; and (4) repres-
sion itself, far from containing desires, proliferates them (Foucault 1978,
part 2). It is the critique of the repressive hypothesis that allows Foucault to
develop his formulations of specifically modern varieties of power that work
to one side of the state. He is especially interested in what he names biopower,
which regulates life rather working through the threat of death and orders
and regulates mass populations and their behaviors in a way that no repres-
sive apparatus could rival (Foucault 1978, part 5; Foucault 1979, part 3;
Foucault 2004).

Together, the conventional models of power express a conviction about
power’s tangible, empirical nature—its presence in a rule, an order, a person,
or an institution. They also cast power as largely independent of truth and
knowledge, and in that move, distinguish power from the mechanisms of its
legitimation. While Foucault is careful not to equate power and knowledge,
he does establish knowledge as a significant field of power, and truth as
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inherently political. “Truth is a thing of this world: it is produced only by
virtue of multiple forms of constraint. And it induces regular effects of
power” (Foucault 19805, 131).

It is in the power/knowledge relation, and the recognition of the extent to
which power operates as a field or regime of truth, that the importance of
Foucault’s own formulation of the concept of discourse emerges. Different
from mere language or speech, for Foucault, discourse embraces a relatively
bounded field of terms, categories, and beliefs expressed through
statements that are commonsensical within the discourse. As an ensemble
of speech practices that carry values, classifications, and meanings, discourse
simultaneously constitutes a truth about subjects, and constitutes subjects in
terms of this truth regime. For Foucault, discourse never merely describes but
rather, creates relationships and channels of authority through the articula-
tion of norms. Insofar as discourse simultaneously constructs, positions, and
represents subjects in terms of norms and deviations posited by the
discourse, representation ceases to be merely representation but is import-
antly constitutive of subjects and the world in which they operate. Thus
representation is never innocent of power, but is rather, a crucial field of
power; this in turn unsettles the possibility of a distinction between “truth”
and power, and hence unsettles the possibility of truth in a modern (object-
ivist) idiom. Another important implication of Foucault’s understanding of
the truth-and subject-constituting nature of discourse is that domination or
oppression can no longer be conceived in terms of total or closed systems.
Rather, Foucault’s depiction of the unsystematic interplay of discourses
that potentially converge as well as conflict with one another means
that domination is never complete, never total, never fully saturating of
the social order.

Foucault’s critique of conventional models of power thus challenges models
that account for social systems of rule and replaces them with an understanding
of the multiple, infinitely detailed, and above all incomplete or haphazard
content of particular regimes of truth governing and constituting subjects.
His insistence on the relentlessly historical nature of particular formations of
power, and even particular styles or “technologies” of power, replaces an image
of power governing a social totality with an image of power suffusing the
present with an array of historically freighted discourses that do not harmonize
or resolve in a coherent, closed system. Foucault’s formulation of discourse also
poses a fundamental challenge to the Marxist and neo-Marxist view of power
as material and of ideology as a distorted account of that materiality. Rather, if
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discourses establish truth, and construct and position subjects in terms of that
truth, then power is insidea discourse or truth regime rather than external to it.
Discourse is not mereideology, and ideology, if it remains a coherent concept at
all (about which Foucault is dubious), is never “mere” (Foucault 19805, 118).
Truth is not underneath or outside representation; power is never fully tangible
but, rather, is an effect of the norms issuing from particular orders of words and
images, orders that are constructed as much by silences, blank spaces, and
framing as by the words and images themselves.

4 GOVERNMENTALITY

Foucault’s critique of conventional models of power and his own formulation
of power as productive and dispersed rather than repressive and concentrated
paves the way for a reconsideration of modern governance itself, that is, of
how individuals and populations are ordered and mobilized in mass society.
Foucault’s particular interest pertains to what he dubs the “omnes et singu-
latim” (all and each) technique of modern government, its signature capacity
simultaneously to gather and isolate, amass and distinguish (Foucault 1981).
Modern political governance also involves a combination (but not a system-
ization) of micropowers and macropowers, that is, powers that operate on
the body and psyche in local and often non-obvious fashion, and powers that
may be more overt, centralized, and visible.

Foucault’s lectures on governance in the late 1970s integrate a set of
working ideas that he had been developing for some years: the critique of
sovereignty (state and individual), the decentering of the state and of capital
as the organizing powers of modern history (and a correspondent decenter-
ing of state theory and political economy for mapping power), the elabor-
ation of norms, regulation, and discipline as crucial vehicles of power, the
development of analyses that illuminate the production of the modern
subject rather than chart its repression, the imbrication of truth and power
and the importance of “regimes of truth” or rationalities, and an appreciation
of the imbrication (not the identity) of power and knowledge in organizing
subjects and societies. But the governance studies—and in particular the
theory of governmentality elaborated below—do not simply integrate these
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concerns; rather, they are gathered into a project that moves from critiques of
inadequate models and conceptualizations toward the development of a
framework for apprehending the operations of modern political power and
organization.

The questions of modern government, which, according to Foucault,
“explode” in the sixteenth century, include “how to govern oneself, how to
be governed, how to govern others, by whom the people will accept to be
governed, and how to become the best possible governor” (Foucault 1991, 87).
Government in this broad sense, therefore, includes but is not reducible to
questions of rule, legitimacy, or state institutions; it is not only a formally
political matter but is as applicable to self, family, workplace, or asylum as to
public life and the state. Government involves, in Foucault’s famous phrase,
“the conduct of conduct,” the directing and channeling of the behavior of the
body individual, the body social, and the body politic by means other than
force or even explicit rule (Gordon 1991, 5). Whether conducted on oneself by
oneself or on a social body by a combination of political, economic, and
social powers, government operates through (and molds) the capacity of the
governed body to regulate its own behavior and, in this regard, paradoxically
presupposes a degree of freedom on the part of the governed. At variance
from exercises of domination or force, government in Foucault’s locution is
perhaps best grasped as regularized orchestration, something suggested by
the musical allusion in the phrase, “the conduct of conduct.”

But does governing require a conductor or conductors? Govermentality,
Foucault’s neologism that explicitly hybridizes government and rationality, is
designed to capture the uniquely modern combination of governance by
institutions, knowledges, and disciplinary practices, and to accent the dis-
persed rather than centralized or concentrated nature of modern political
governance. The neologism captures both the phenomenon of governance by
particular rationalities and grasps governing itself as involving a rationality.
As Foucault elaborates it, governmentality has four crucial features. First, it
involves the harnessing and organizing of energies in any body—individual,
mass, national, or transnational—that might otherwise be anarchic, self-
destructive, or simply unproductive. And not only energies but needs, cap-
acities, and desires are corralled, harnessed, ordered, managed, and directed
by governmentality. This is part of what distinguishes it from classical
conceptions of rule or domination in which subjects are presumed to be
bossed by power rather than fashioned, integrated, and activated by it.
Second, as the conduct of conduct, governmentality has a vast range of points
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of operation and application, from individuals to mass populations, and
from particular parts of the body and psyche to appetites and ethics, work
or citizenship practices. Thus, for example, discourses of health, consumer-
ism, or safety are as or more important than discourses of rights in governing
the contemporary liberal democratic subject. Third, far from being restricted
to rule, law, or other kinds of visible and accountable power, governmentality
works through a range of invisible and non-accountable social powers. One
of Foucault’s best examples here is pastoral power, a form that migrates from
church to state and infiltrates workplaces as well. Pastoral power orders and
controls its subjects by promoting their well-being through detailed know-
ledge and regulation of their behavior—simultaneous individualization and
massification and a high degree of moralization of crime, sin, or failure.
Fourth and related, governmentality both employs and infiltrates a number
of discourses ordinarily conceived as unrelated to political power, govern-
ance, or the state. These include scientific discourses (including medicine,
criminology, pedagogy, psychology, psychiatry, and demography), religious
discourses, and popular discourses. Governmentality, therefore, draws upon
without unifying, centralizing, or rendering systematic or even consistent, a
range of powers and knowledges dispersed across modern societies.

Within the problematic of government and governmentality, Foucault’s
interest in the state is largely limited to the way in which it is “governmenta-
lized” today. Governmentalization refers to the internal reconfiguration of
the state by the project of administration and its links to external knowledges,
discourses, and institutions that govern outside the rubric and purview of the
state. The “governmentalization” of the state connects “the constitutional,
fiscal, organizational, and judicial powers of the state ... with endeavors to
manage the economic life, the health and habits of the population, the civility
of the masses, and so forth” (Rose 1999, 18). If governmentality in general
includes the organization and deployment of space, time, intelligibility,
thought, bodies, and technologies to produce governable subjects, the gov-
ernmentalization of the state both incorporates these tactical concerns into
state operations and articulates with them in other, non-state domains.

Foucault’s decentering of the state in formulating modern governmentality
corresponds to a contrast he establishes between governing and the state.
While Foucault acknowledges that the state may be “no more than a com-
posite reality and a mythicized abstraction,” Foucault takes the state to signify
powers of containment and negation, a signification that does not capture
the more complex and diffuse ways that modern citizens are produced,
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positioned, classified, organized, and above all, mobilized by an array of
governing sites and capacities (Foucault 1991, 103; Mitchell 1991). Govern-
ment, as Foucault uses it, also stands in contrast to rule; with the end of
monarchy and the dissolution of the homology between family and polity in
modernity, rule ceases to be the dominant modality of governance. However,
Foucault is not arguing that governmentality chronologically supersedes
sovereignty and rule. In his own words, “we need to see things not in terms
of the replacement of a society of sovereignty by a disciplinary society and the
subsequent replacement of a disciplinary society by a society of government;
in reality one has a triangle, sovereignty—discipline—government, which has as
its primary target the population and its essential mechanism the apparatuses
of security” (Foucault 1991, 102).

5 THEORIZING POWER AFTER FoucAULT

While he did not set out to do so, Foucault has transformed the political
theoretical landscape of power to a degree that rivals the Marx—Nietzsche—
Weber effect a century earlier. Foucault’s infamous insistence that “we must
cut off the king’s head in political theory,” the guillotine for which is
provided not only by his theorization of power but by his genealogies of
non-sovereign and non-juridical modes of political power, opens a fantastic
range of institutions, practices, knowledges, and identities to political the-
oretical inquiry (Foucault 19805, 121). By simultaneously considering the
production, mobilization, representation, and subjectification of the mod-
ern subject, he has threaded together what are conventionally distributed
across economic, sociological, and political perspectives on power, and has
reconceived both the location and action of power itself. Nor is this just a
matter of discerning power in new places: Foucault’s genealogies of the
knowledge/power relations in sexuality, punishment, and other forms of
subject production have also attuned us to the circuitries of power and
governmentality between, for example, the state and the social, the scientific
and the political, or the carceral, the pedagogic, and the medical (Rose
1999; Barry, Rose, and Osborne 1996; Burchell, Gordon, and Miller 1991;
Dumm 1996).
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Foucault’s rich account of power carried in discourse, regimes of truth, and
political rationality, and his mobilization of these accounts in his formulation
of governmentality, provide a post-Marxist framework for articulating the
materiality of knowledge and “truth,” one that escapes the aporia of the
materialism/ideology opposition in Marxism and the truth value imputed
to political ideology characteristic of the liberal and Hegelian traditions. The
centrality and inescapability of power in Foucault’s thinking locates him in a
Realist tradition of political thought that runs from Thucydides and Machia-
velli to Morgenthau, but his emphasis on discourse and the critique of
sovereignty significantly challenges both the materialism and the state-
centrism of that tradition. Foucault’s theorization of resistance, and especially
of resistance as a permanent accompaniment to power, also wrests Realism
away from apologists and conservatives. Foucault’s rich account of power not
only augments the meaning and reach of the political, it also reconfigures
several of its most important components; especially important among these
is the notion of freedom, which now must be thought of in terms of the
specific conditions and subjects produced by power rather than as a project of
emancipation from power or an expression of a (non-existent) sovereign self.
Hence Foucault identifies liberty as a “practice,” as “what must be exercised,”
rather than as an unvarying principle or something guaranteed by laws and
institutions (Foucault 2000, 354—5). Freedom is but one example of the way
Foucault’s account of discourse as a field of power that makes meaning and
produces and orders subjects changes the very nature and terrain of political
theoretical inquiry. After Foucault, the fiction of perennial or universal
concepts—from equality to authority to terror—gives way to an appreciation
of the historical and geopolitical specificity of terms of discourse, themselves
both constructs and vehicles of power.

One interesting paradox of Foucault’s influence on contemporary research
in political theory is that it has been strongest on topics and thematics with
which Foucault himself was little engaged. Post-colonial and subaltern stud-
ies scholars, feminist theorists, critical race theorists, critical legal theorists,
and theorists of political subjectivity and of international relations have made
extensive use of Foucault’s work on power, discourse, and the body; how-
ever, for the most part, these were not Foucault’s own research interests.?

3 Although he did not incorporate this work into a publication, Foucault presented his research on
the construction and mobilization of race in modern Europe in his 1975-6 lectures at the College de
France (Foucault 2003, chs. 3—5 and 11). Examples of theorists working in these areas include Nicholas
Dirks (1992, 2001), Edward Said (1978, 1993), Ann Laura Stoler (1995, 2002), and Gayatri Chakravorty



POWER AFTER FOUCAULT 77

Democratic theorists have employed Foucault’s insights on power and gov-
ernmentality, and have also followed his genealogical approach to study
contemporary political topics ranging from punishment to political reason
to constitutionalism.* These appropriations and mobilizations of Foucault’s
theoretical insights also suggest the importance of Foucault’s thinking in
opening the border between political theory and other domains of critical
inquiry, including social theory, literary and visual criticism, cultural studies,
cultural anthropology, and history. (See, for example, Connolly 2002; Moore,
Pandian, and Kosek 2003; Dean 2000; and Butler and Scott 1992.)

Certainly there are limitations and aporias in Foucault’s theorizations of
power for political theory, some consequent to certain provincialisms on his
part, some consequent to the fact that he was working well outside the field of
political theory. Foucault’s reaction against the dominance of Marxism and
psychoanalysis in mid-twentieth century French critical thought resulted in
his largely eschewing both capital and the psyche in theorizing modern power
and governmentality. Many of his readers have been frustrated by the thin
theory of subjectivity and the absence of political economy in analyses
purporting to comprehend contemporary logics of subjectification and gov-
ernance.> Similarly, Foucault’s argument that disciplinary and other micro-
physical operations of power have largely usurped the importance of juridical
power eschews close consideration of how these work together, and of the
disciplinary and regulatory effects of law itself.

Foucault’s formulation of governmentality is also problematically inflected
by some of his relatively local and temporally-bound theoretical skirmishes
with French structuralists and Marxists. Governmentality stands to state

Spivak (1987, 1999) in post-colonial theory; Sandra Bartky (1990), Wendy Brown (1995), Judith Butler
(1997, 2004), Barbara Cruikshank (1998), Kathy Ferguson (1993), Elizabeth Grosz (1994, 1995),
Meaghan Morris (1988), and Jana Sawicki (1991) in feminist theory; Katherine Franke (1997, 1998),
Janet Halley (2002), and Kimberlee Crenshaw et al. (1996) in critical legal theory and critical race
theory; Michael Dillon (1996, 2004), R. B. J. Walker (1993), James der Derian (1995), and William
Connolly (1995, 2002) in international relations theory.

4 Examples include the work of William Connolly (1991), Tom Dumm (1994, 1996), David Owen
(1997, 1999), James Tully (1995), Michael Shapiro (2001), Barry Hindess (1996), Jeremy Moss (1998),
Meaghan Morris and Paul Patton (1979), Nikolas Rose (1999), and Barry Smart (2002, 2003).

5 Thinkers who have largely rejected Foucault for not making capital central range from various
Marxists to Richard Rorty. But there are also political theorists, and scholars of geography and cultural
studies, who have striven to incorporate Foucaultian insights into thinking about political economy.
See, for example, Gibson-Graham, Resnick, and Wolff (2000). The same is true of Foucault’s rejection
of psychoanalysis. Across a number of her works, Judith Butler has attempted to intertwine the
insights of Foucault and psychoanalysis, especially on questions of the production and regulation of
subjects. See, in particular, Butler (1997).
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theory as genealogy stands to dialectical critique and as discourse stands to
structuralist accounts of ideology; in each case, the former is not only an
alternative to but a critique of what Foucault takes to be the false premises of
the latter. However, each opposition is also overdrawn. If, for example, the
state today is a minor apparatus of governmentality, and is itself govern-
mentalized in a manner that makes it sharply discontinuous with its abso-
lutist or classical modern predecessor, the state nonetheless retains a measure
of sovereignty, expressed in its capacity to wage war, terrorize, detain, and
police. The state also remains an important site of political legitimacy in late
modernity. Both of these points are developed briefly below.

With regard to the issue of sovereignty and the diminished overall sign-
ificance of the state in governmentality, it is telling that Foucault’s consider-
ation of the state is largely limited to the matter of domestic rule. It does not
encompass what Locke denoted as the prerogative power of the liberal state,
its right and capacity to act as a state without regard to the legislative power
of the people or their representatives (Locke 1960). Nor does it consider the
state in terms of what Deleuze has theorized as the security society, what
Schmitt has theorized as the state of exception, and what Agamben has
theorized as the state of emergency (Deleuze 1995; Schmitt 1985; Agamben
1998, 2005).

As for political legitimacy, it was not a matter in which Foucault was much
interested. Indeed, with the exception of his discussions of neoliberalism,
legitimacy is largely excluded from Foucault’s formulation of governmental-
ity, in part because he understands political rationalities to be self-legitimating
(Foucault 2004). Thus, while governmentality usefully expresses both the
amorphousness of the state and the insufficiency of the state as a signifier of
how modern societies are governed, it does not capture the extent to which
the state remains a unique and uniquely vulnerable object of political ac-
countability. Moreover, if the state’s legitimacy needs determine at least some
portion of political life, this is a fact with which a theory of the imperatives
conditioning and organizing governance needs to reckon and which Fou-
cault’s theory does not. For example, the liberal state, whether libertarian or
social democratic, is required to represent itself as universalist, that is, as the
collective representative of a nation’s people. Transnational populations and
powers, especially those associated with globalization, have complicated this
representation in new ways by revealing states’” investments in and privileging
of certain populations and norms, for example Christian, heterosexual, or
native-born. The ideology of civic multiculturalism responds to this crisis of
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universality without resolving it. Within it, most liberal democratic states
struggle to mediate between hegemonic norms and the challenges posed to
them by, for example, Islamic religious requirements or gay marriage and
parenting. Foucault’s restriction of theoretical concern with the state to a
sovereign model of power does not facilitate apprehension of this troubling of
state universality and the conundrums of policy and legitimacy it poses.

Modern political power does not only manage populations and produce
certain sorts of subjects, it also reproduces and enlarges itself. This reproduc-
tion and enlargement is at times even among political power’s primary
objects and thus cannot be treated independently of the project of governing
populations and individuals. A full account of governmentality, then, would
attend not only to the production, organization, and mobilization of subjects
by a variety of powers, but to the problem of legitimizing these operations by
the singularly accountable object in the field of political power: the state.
These two functions may be analytically separable, and may even be at cross
purposes at times. But they do not occur separately in practice and both must
therefore be captured in a formulation of contemporary governance. It is not
that the state is the only source of governance, or even always the most
important one; but where it is involved (and this includes privatization
schemes in which the state’s connection with the enterprises to which it
turns over certain functions is still visible), the question of legitimacy is
immediately at issue (Wolin 1989).

Finally, despite the fecundity of Foucault’s thinking for political theory,
especially that concerned with the nature of power, governance, freedom, and
truth, it is significant that Foucault did not conceive of himself as a political
theorist and did not confine his scholarly inquiry to matters of political life.
(One need only remember his early work on knowledge and epistemology in
The Order of Things (1970) and The Archeology of Knowledge (1972) or his turn
to ethics and arts of the self in the second and third volumes of The History of
Sexuality (1978—-86).) It thus makes little sense to allow Foucault’s work fully to
set the agenda for or articulate the boundaries of contemporary political
theory. Moreover, Foucault’s thinking about power is useful to political theory
only to the extent that power is not equated with the political. If the political
does not have referents that exceed the mere presence of power, then every
human action, activity, and relation becomes political and the political ceases
to be a meaningful category of analysis. This is not to say that Foucault was
wrong in his discernment of the ubiquity of power nor in his discernment
of it in places—knowledge, sexuality, confession, self-care, pedagogy—
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conventionally considered immune from it. Rather, it is to give political
theory the task of apprehending what ground, activities, identities, negoti-
ations, and actions might comprise and define the political. If Foucault’s work
has importantly politicized certain practices and knowledge fields heretofore
imagined relatively insulated from inquiry into the interests shaping them, the
opponents they vanquish, the aims they serve, and the contingent effects they
produce, such politicization need not be conflated with political life tout court
(for a more extended discussion, see Brown 2002, 115-17). Foucault’s formu-
lations of power, and especially of government and governmentality, have
made this distinction extremely difficult. However, rather than giving up the
distinction on the one hand, or rejecting Foucault’s problematization of it on
the other, political theory after Foucault is faced with the task of delineating
it anew.
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CHAPTER 4

CRITICALTHEORY
BEYOND
HABERMAS

WILLIAM E. SCHEUERMAN

THE presently most influential feature of Jiirgen Habermas’ wide-ranging
contributions to political theory is his attempt to formulate a socially
critical as well as empirically plausible conception of deliberative democracy.
Both his earliest contribution to political theory, The Structural Transform-
ation of the Public Sphere (1989, published in German in 1962), and his
more recent Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory
of Law and Democracy (1996), defend an ambitious deliberative model of
political legitimacy, according to which normatively acceptable decisions
are only those which meet with the agreement of affected parties in
possession of far-reaching possibilities to subject them to critical debate.
Not surprisingly, Habermas and those influenced by him have worked
hard to outline the proper philosophical presuppositions of the basic
intuition that only free-wheeling argumentation can both justify the exer-
cise of coercive state power and contribute to its reasonable character.

* Many thanks to Hauke Brunkhorst, John Dryzek, Bonnie Honig, and Peter Niesen for helpful
comments and suggestions.
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In addition, they have taken important steps towards describing the
appropriate institutional moorings of a vibrant deliberative democracy
(Chambers 2003; Dryzek 1990; Habermas 1996), while struggling to dem-
onstrate why deliberative democracy, when properly conceived, is the
rightful intellectual heir of the early Frankfurt School (Bohman 1996).
Habermas’ account of deliberative democracy is not only normatively
distinct from competing liberal and communitarian models (Forst 2001),
but it also purports to pose a more credible challenge to the social
inequalities and injustices of contemporary capitalist society. In addition,
Habermas and his followers repeatedly insist that their version of delibera-
tive democracy remains realistic. It not only acknowledges the fact of
modern social complexity, but we can even begin to see a rough outline
of its proper operations in the otherwise depressing realities of present-day
political practice (Benhabib 1996; Bohman 1996; Hauptmann 2001). Al-
though maintaining a critical perspective on the status quo, it avoids a
methodologically flawed juxtaposition of the “ought” to the “is,” thereby
offering relatively constructive guidance for those seeking to advance over-
due radical reforms of the liberal democratic status quo.

The present-day critical theory obsession with deliberative democracy
nonetheless seems surprising. With the notable but typically overlooked
exceptions of Franz L. Neumann and Otto Kirchheimer, the early Frankfurt
School tended to neglected political and legal theory altogether (Scheuerman
1994). Implicit Marxist theoretical assumptions about the state and law led its
most prominent representatives (Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and
Herbert Marcuse) to discount normative political theory as well as creative
intellectual approaches to the analysis of political and legal institutions. Only
with Habermas’ life-long programmatic overhaul of critical theory—most
important being his formulation of a theory of communicative action—was it
possible for Frankfurt-oriented critical theorists to grasp the full significance
of normative political theory to a critical theory of society (McCarthy 1982;
White 1989). Not surprisingly, Habermas and his followers have been at the
forefront of recent efforts to develop critical models of deliberative democ-
racy in which Habermas’ ideas about uncoerced speech and communication
typically loom in the background.

But should critical theorists continue to devote their intellectual energy to
the project of deliberative democracy? Does deliberative democracy consti-
tute the legitimate future—and not just the contemporary—focus of critical
theory? In order to answer this question, we need first to consider another
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one. Is there some way by which we might sensibly test the capacity of
Habermasian deliberative democracy to advance both critical theory and
progressive politics?

Fortunately, Habermas and those influenced by him have themselves
pointed to the existence of one possible test. Over the course of the last
decade, Habermas and his sympathizers have turned much of their attention
to the pressing question of how democracy needs to be reconfigured in light
of the sizable challenges posed by globalization. Following the broad main-
stream of present-day social science, they recognize that the multi-pronged
process of globalization challenges both the normative legitimacy and effec-
tive regulatory capacity of the liberal democratic nation state. If democracy is
to thrive, it needs to meet the numerous threats posed by globalization (Held
1995). Of course, critical theorists are hardly the only scholars busily exam-
ining the conflict-laden nexus between globalization and democracy. Distinct
to the Habermasian approach, however, is the belief that its vision of delib-
erative democracy is best capable of providing persuasive resolutions of the
normative and institutional quagmires of globalization. From this perspec-
tive, the most difficult challenge to contemporary democracy also provides an
unambiguous corroboration of the impressive normative and empirical cre-
dentials of Habermasian political theory.

Although broadly sympathetic to this view (Scheuerman 2004, 187—224),
I would like to register a number of reservations. Habermasian deliberative
democracy remains profoundly ambiguous in its political and institutional
ramifications. At some junctures, it points the way to a radical overhaul of the
political and economic status quo; at others it makes its peace with present-day
political conditions. This programmatic tension is reproduced in recent critical
theory research on deliberative democracy and globalization (Section 4.1.).
Unfortunately, this tension derives at least in part from conceptual slippage
that we find in the Habermasian account. The potentially misleading imagery of
an “anonymous” and even “subject-less” deliberative civil society sometimes
contributes to a problematic conceptual bifurcation between deliberation and
democracy. Deliberation without the meaningful (deliberative) involvement of
concrete “subjects” is, in reality, no longer democratic. Lively deliberation is
not, in fact, “subject-less,” and the fact that lively argumentative give-and-take
often makesit difficult for us to determine the genesis or initial “possession” ofa
specific insight hardly renders it altogether anonymous either. This conceptual
slippage, I submit, opens the door to a troubling tendency to condone overly
defensive models of deliberative democracy for the global stage (Section 2.).
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1 GLOBALIZATION AND THE ANTINOMIES OF
HABERMASIAN CRITICAL THEORY

A striking programmatic oscillation can be readily identified in Habermas’
most developed account of deliberative democracy.! On the one hand,
Habermas at times proposes an indisputably radical vision of deliberative
democracy, where free-wheeling deliberation would emerge in civil society
but ultimately gain clear expression in the apparatus of government. Al-
though Habermas follows Nancy Fraser in distinguishing weak from strong
publics, with the latter culminating in binding legal decisions whereas the
former fail to do so, there remains no structural difference between the two
publics: in both, “communicative power” derived from spontaneous, unlim-
ited debate and deliberation predominates (Fraser 1992). In this version of the
argument, formal government institutions (most important, the central le-
gislatures) are simply a technical extension of civil society, the “organized
midpoint or focus of a society-wide circulation of informal communication”
(Habermas 1996, 182). In turn, the principle of the legality of the administra-
tion guarantees that bureaucratic mechanisms are rendered unambiguously
subordinate to processes of popular debate and deliberation which effectively
“determine the direction in which political power circulates” via the medium
of law (Habermas 1996, 187). Of course, modern society still requires an
administrative apparatus operating according to a distinct logic, but Haber-
mas hopes that the “administrative state” might gain the requisite democratic
legitimacy which it too often lacks. Even seemingly problematic forms of
administration discretion can be successfully subordinated to the legitimacy-
generating power of deliberation in which “all members of the political
community ... take part in discourse” in a meaningful way. “Each must
have fundamentally equal chances to take a position on all relevant contri-
butions” (Habermas 1996, 182). This equality of chances is by no means purely
formal in character. For Habermas, it demands an egalitarian social and
economic setting that “has emerged from the confines of class and thrown
off the millennia-old shackles of social stratification and exploitation”
(Habermas 1996, 308). A normatively legitimate deliberative democracy, it
seems, can only take the form of radical social (deliberative) democracy.

1 T develop this interpretation in greater depth elsewhere (Scheuerman 2002a). See also Bohman
(1994).
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On the other hand, deliberative democracy periodically takes on sign-
ificantly more subdued hues in Habermas’ discussion. He often seems so
intent on emphasizing the necessity of complex markets that it remains
unclear precisely what social and economic reforms—beyond some sensible
improvements to the (increasingly fragile) welfare state—he has in mind. He
frequently describes popular deliberation as merely influencing, counter-
steering, or “laying siege” to the state administration, justifying this relatively
modest aspiration with the claim that communicative power “cannot ‘rule’ of
itself but only point the use of administrative power in specific directions”
(Habermas 1996, 300). He even endorses the possibility that a truly vibrant
deliberative democracy necessarily plays a limited role in the actual oper-
ations of political decision-making most of the time: typically, “courts deliver
judgments, decisions, bureaucracies prepare laws and process applications,
parliaments pass laws and budgets, party headquarters conduct election
campaigns, clients exert influence on ‘their’ administrators” with civil society
necessarily left at the wayside (Habermas 1996, 357). Even those facets of
government most closely tied to civil society may have to accept a truncated
role: “the initiative and power to put problems on the agenda and bring them
to a decision lies more with the Government leaders and administration than
with the parliamentary complex” under normal political conditions (Haber-
mas 1996, 380). In this version of his model, only during unusual or excep-
tional conditions (as defined somewhat imprecisely by Habermas) can we
expect a genuinely robust deliberative democracy, in which the argumenta-
tive give-and-take of civil society effectively dominates the political machin-
ery, to surface.

In the second section of this chapter, I turn to consider one of the likely
conceptual sources of this tension. For now, I merely hope to show how the
ongoing critical theory debate about deliberative democracy and globaliza-
tion reproduces it.

Contemporary critical theorists generally endorse the view that a delibera-
tive model of democratic legitimacy is especially well suited to the demands of
globalization. Indeed, this is one of the main reasons they adduce for the
superiority of their approach. Habermas defends this position by noting that
his model “loosens the conceptual ties between democratic legitimacy and the
familiar forces of state organization” (Habermas 20014, 111). Although dem-
ocracy always needs some conventional (and typically state-based) forms of
decision-making and representation, the deliberative model “tips the balance”
in precisely the right way by underscoring the centrality of a “functioning
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public sphere, the quality of discussion, accessibility, and the discursive
structure of opinion- and will-formation,” none of which is necessarily tied
to a particular territory or nation-state-based political institutions (Habermas
20014, 110-11). For this reason, Habermas considers the paradigm of delibera-
tive democracy especially fruitful for thinking through the possibility of
developing and democratizing regional political and economic blocs (e.g.
the European Union); it also helps us consider how such regional blocs
might come to constitute core components of a broader cosmopolitan system
of governance. Although, a world-state is undesirable, a stronger and more
democratic United Nations (UN) able to exercise peacekeeping and humani-
tarian functions, operating in conjunction with regional blocs outfitted with
the decision-making muscle necessary for pursuing ambitious regulatory
policies, are now called for.2 In lucky correspondence with the ongoing
intensification of cross-border ties in countless arenas of social life, Seyla
Benhabib notes in the same vein, deliberation “can emerge whenever and
wherever human beings can affect one another’s actions and well-being”
(Benhabib 2002, 147). Deliberative democracy should prove adept at coping
“with fluid boundaries” and producing outcomes across borders since human
communication—especially in an age of high-speed communication and
unprecedented possibilities for simultaneity—easily explodes the confines of
conventional political and geographical boundaries (Dryzek 2000, 129;
Schmalz-Bruns 1999). In the same spirit, Jim Bohman defends a “public
reason” model of decision-making by noting that the profound pluralism
characteristic of political affairs at the global level requires unrestricted com-
munication along the lines encouraged by deliberative democracy. To be sure,
Habermasians need to rethink conventional ideas about the public sphere
in order to liberate them from unnecessary Eurocentric baggage, but there is
no reason to preclude the possibility of doing so successfully (Bohman 1998,
1999b). Whereas communitarian or republican accounts occlude the “fact
of (rapidly growing) pluralism,” deliberative democracy can grapple success-
fully with diversity (Bohman 1997, 185; Dryzek 2000, 129). In contrast
to republican or participatory democratic decision-making models which

2 Whereas Held (1995) suggests that a refurbished UN might conceivably undertake ambitious
forms of social, economic, and environmental regulation, Habermas would more cautiously limit
global government to peacekeeping operations and the protection of fundamental human rights.
Social, economic, and environmental issues—what Habermas describes as “global domestic politics”
[Weltinnenpolitik]| —would be dealt with by transnational—but not necessarily global—political
actors. Habermas suggests that regional blocs such as the EU should play a decisive role at this
transnational level (2004, 134-5).
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privilege face-to-face political interaction (e.g. town meetings or mass dem-
onstrations), deliberative democracy seems well-suited to exploit the virtues
of relatively abstract forms of potentially cross-border communication. For
this reason as well, it offers a fruitful starting point for theorizing about
postnational democracy.

Despite this common starting point, Habermasian deliberative democrats
take different roads in their approaches to globalization. Although the story is
more complicated than I can acknowledge here, those roads ultimately
mirror the tensions in Habermas’ own discussion.

Echoing Habermas in his more radical moments, some of his sympathizers
offer a vision of global (deliberative) democracy resting on the realization of
ambitious new forms of transnational democratic decision-making subject to
global civil society, to be undertaken in conjunction with a plethora of radical
social and economic reforms. In this version of transnational deliberative
democracy, new formal institutions can be successfully established at the
global level. Furthermore, the “commanding heights” of those institutions
can be rendered directly subordinate to deliberatively derived communicative
power. Thus, Iris Young argues that ultimately only “global institutions that
in principle include or represent everyone” (Young 2004, 11) represent the
best institutionalization of the deliberative-democratic intuition that “dia-
logic interaction” can generate regulations that “take account of the needs,
interests, and perspectives of everyone” (Young 2004, 3).3 Given “the in-
creased density of interaction and interdependence” of our globalizing uni-
verse, deliberative democracy—to be achieved in part by strengthening as
well as democratizing the UN—is the only way to assure the legitimacy of
“more global-level regulation of security, human rights, trade regulation,
[and] development policy” (Young 2004, 4; also Young 2000, 271-5). Young
links her defense of transnational deliberative democracy to the necessity of
attacking the stark poverty that still plagues humanity, observing that trans-
national deliberative democracy is destined to founder if poverty continues to
prevent the meaningful political involvement of hundreds of millions of our
fellow prospective global citizens (Young 2004, 8).

Notwithstanding its many differences vis-a-vis Young’s ideas, David Held’s
widely discussed model of a “cosmopolitan democracy,” which has been

3 Of course, Young has been highly critical of some important features of Habermas’ own account
of deliberation (Young 2000). This is also true of other authors discussed in this chapter. However, I
do believe that they all share enough of Habermas’ general approach to be fairly described as
“Habermasian.”



92 WILLIAM E. SCHEUERMAN

influenced by Habermas in numerous ways, can be placed under this rubric as
well.* Held argues that “deliberative and decision-making centers beyond
national territories are [to be] appropriately situated when those significantly
affected by a public matter constitute a cross-border or transnational group-
ing, when ‘lower’ [local or national] levels of decision-making cannot manage
and discharge satisfactorily transnational ... policy questions, or when the
principle of democratic legitimacy can only be properly redeemed in a
transnational context” (Held 1998, 22—3). He immediately links the call for
novel modes of formal global government to the necessity of far-reaching
social democratic social and economic reforms (Held 1995, 239-66). Last but
by no means least, Habermas himself has recently taken on the role of an
outspoken defender of relatively powerful forms of supranational European
governance, and he has struggled to show why his discourse theory of dem-
ocracy can help overcome the tired divisions between skeptics and defenders
of the European Union. Only a refurbished European Union committed to the
ideals of deliberative democracy, the argument goes, offers Europeans a way to
preserve democracy and the welfare state. Habermas conveniently downplays
some of the distinctive features of European regionalization (Lupel 2004), in
part because he tends to interpret the European Union as part of a more
general institutional trend towards more ambitious forms of transnational
deliberative democracy (Habemas 20014, 20015, 2004).

Yet critical theorists also offer models of transnational deliberative dem-
ocracy which mirror Habermas’ more cautious considerations about delib-
erative democracy. Although John Dryzek considers himself a left critic of
many strands of Habermasian theory,® his work reproduces Habermas’ own
occasional suggestion that the “commanding heights” (e.g. existing centers of
decision-making, as well as novel sites as conceived by ambitious models of
transnational democracy) of power are unlikely to be rendered effectively
subordinated to communicative power. Dryzek offers a flattering account
of transnational civil society as a site for spontaneous unconstrained

4 The influence is reciprocal, since Habermas refers favorably to Held’s ideas on occasion. There
are, however, normative and programmatic differences between the two approaches.

5 He worries that Habermasian critical theory has made too many concessions to liberal constitu-
tionalism (Dryzek 2000, 8—20, 115-16). Dryzek is right to emphasize the many ways in which
capitalism potentially restrains global institutional decision-making. He is also right to worry that
some critical theorists tend to downplay those restraints. However, he seems unduly skeptical of the
“reformist” possibility that far-reaching institutional reforms at the global level (for example, a
dramatically strengthened UN) might threaten the social and economic status quo and thereby
contribute to its radical transformation.
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communication, sharply contrasting it with the profound limitations on
deliberation found in the formal political institutions of the capitalist state,
where the dictates of globalizing capitalism truncate meaningful possibilities
for deliberation (Dryzek 2000, 13). This contrast leads Dryzek to favor global
civil society as the central and perhaps exclusive site for transnational dem-
ocratization. In contrast to other theorists of deliberative civil society who
have emphasized the necessity of a “dualistic” strategy linking the democra-
tization of civil society to democratic reforms of the formal apparatus of
government,® Dryzek tends to emphasize the threat of cooptation posed by
attempts to directly exercise, rather than merely influence, formal institutions
(Dryzek 2000, 107-14). In a similar vein, Jim Bohman asserts that “globaliza-
tion processes are too large and complex, escaping not only the boundaries of
the nation-state, but of all state-like institutions and their mode of exercising
power” (Bohman 19994, 508; emphasis added). In light of the necessary
limitations of any state-centered strategy for democracy at the global level,
Bohman tends to emphasize the virtues of a democratization strategy that
extends the influence of emerging global deliberative public spheres to the
existing potpourri of power holders presently operating at the global level.
Although much can be said in favor of this approach, the question of the
relationship between such influence and the actual exercise of power by the
commanding heights of global authority still remains somewhat unclear.
Bohman, in some contrast to Dryzek, appears to hold out the possibility of
establishing more ambitious modes of firmly institutionalized transnational
democracy; some of his observations suggest more far-reaching institutional
aims. Yet his skepticism about conventional forms of state authority—in-
cluding, it seems, conceivable postnational varieties—leaves unresolved the
question of how conflicts between competing global publics ultimately might
be mediated and given a binding legal form.

In these more cautious accounts of transnational deliberative democracy,
understandable skepticism about the prospects of centralized global govern-
ment, in conjunction with a realistic assessment of the pathologies of the
contemporary capitalist state, risks generating a truncated vision of democ-
racy. After all, influenceis not, per se, equivalent to an effective exercise of power

6 Jean L. Cohen, for example, argues that transnational citizenship “involves the exercise of power
and not only of influence,” and she suggests a relationship of codependence between a vibrant civil
society and effective formal channels of political power at the transnational level (1999, 263). Her
recent work, in contrast to that of some critical theory writers who have endorsed her ideas about civil
society, has focused on the difficult question of institutional and legal reform (Cohen 2003).
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(Maus 2002, 249). To be sure, extending the influence of civil society to existing
sources of authority at the global level is an admirable political goal. Yet vassals
also “influenced” feudal lords; children and wives influence patriarchal hus-
bands and fathers. By neglecting the question of how the commanding heights
of global power could be directly subjected to popular self-legislation, these
models risk throwing out the baby with the bathwater. In contrast, the core idea
of modern democracy requires the exercise of political power in accordance
with rules and laws freely consented to by those affected by them. In this
classical view, democracy requires autonomous self-legislation. In the context
of deliberative democracy, this traditional democratic idea can be fruitfully
reformulated as requiring that there can be “no rule of [deliberative] reasons
apart from the self-rule of citizens by justified reasons” (Forst 2001, 374).7
Models of transnational democracy which reduce the unfulfilled quest for self-
rule by deliberative citizens to the popular influence (or, in Habermas’ appro-
priation of systems-theory jargon, counter-steering) of seemingly imperme-
able global power blocs fail to pay proper fidelity to core democratic
aspirations. To put the point more bluntly: deliberative influence does not a
democracy make. Only the exercise of the commanding heights of decision-
making by deliberative citizens can achieve democracy. At the transnational
level, this requires us to think even harder about how both existing and
hitherto unrealized forms of transnational authority can be clearly subordin-
ated to the preferences of deliberative self-legislating citizens.

2 POPULAR SOVEREIGNTY, DELIBERATION,
AND TRANSNATIONAL DEMOCRACY

To what do critical theory analyses of deliberative democracy owe this
peculiar oscillation between “radicalism and resignation” (Scheuerman

7 To be sure, the question of the relationship between the concepts of deliberation and democracy
raises profound philosophical questions. Unfortunately, I cannot address those questions here. But
I think it pivotal that we underscore their mutual dependence: democratic self-legislation without
(rational) deliberation is normatively unattractive and probably impossible; deliberation without
democracy (that is, without the approval of those impacted by resulting binding decisions) may
produce more or less interesting and insightful epistemic results, but it cannot legitimately claim to
justify binding decisions on those affected by them.
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20024a)? Might not its ubiquity in Habermasian theory suggest the existence
of a deeper conceptual weakness?

A certain conceptual slippage plagues Habermasian accounts of delibera-
tive democracy. The problematic implications of that slippage are especially
evident in recent discussions of transnational democracy.

Typically, Habermasians start with a bold account of the normative under-
pinnings of legitimate decision-making. In this account, only those norms are
legitimate when agreed to in a process of deliberation having the following
attributes:

(1) participation in such deliberation is governed by norms of equality and sym-
metry; all have the same chances to initiate speech acts, to question, to interrogate,
and to open debate; (2) all have the same right to question the assigned topics of
conversation; and (3) all have the same right to initiate reflexive arguments about the
very rules of the discourse procedure and the way in which they are applied
(Benhabib 1996, 70).

If applied to the global arena, this normative ideal would probably have
revolutionary consequences. It seems to require the reconfiguration of global
political and economic power so that every one of the planet’s billions of
inhabitants might possess equal and uncoerced chances to determine, via
free-wheeling deliberation resulting in a binding rule, the character of any
decision influencing his or her activities. Not surprisingly, writers like Iris
Young and David Held rigorously pursue this normative intuition by advo-
cating fundamental alterations to the distribution of economic resources on
the global level. But one might legitimately wonder whether even their
sensible reform proposals ultimately would suffice given the shocking in-
equalities plaguing present-day material conditions. Nor is it startling that
some Habermasian deliberative democrats consequently embrace ambitious
models of cosmopolitan democratic government, where supranational for-
mal institutions would take on many tasks presently exercised by the nation
state. Given the transnational character of countless forms of human activity,
such institutional aspirations would appear to make eminent sense.

At the same time, immediate problems present themselves to defenders of
this approach. It seems fundamentally utopian given present economic and
political conditions. Can anyone really imagine the United States peacefully
surrendering its dominant military position within the international state
system, or for that matter the privileged rich countries acceding to a funda-
mental global redistribution of economic resources? Thus far, they have
aggressively resisted even relatively modest (and relatively inexpensive)
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efforts to reduce global starvation. It remains unclear whether those who
defend an ambitious application of Habermasian ideas to the global arena
have sufficiently answered these practical questions (Zolo 1997). On a more
systematic level, applying Habermas’ basic normative vision to the global
arena also potentially undermines one crucial claim for its intellectual super-
iority vis-a-vis competing approaches. As noted above, Habermasians suggest
that republican and participatory democratic models of decision-making
unrealistically exaggerate the necessity of relatively direct forms of small-
scale, face-to-face political exchange. But does not their model require an
equally dramatic politicization of the (global) citizenry? Deliberative democ-
racy in this account calls for a substantial quantitative increase as well as
qualitative improvement to existing forms of political deliberation. Closer to
republican and participatory democratic models than probably acknow-
ledged, deliberative democracy demands a vast increase in participation
and difficult old-fashioned “political work,” since deliberation itself is obvi-
ously a form of participation. Revealingly, Benhabib speaks of “participation
in deliberation,” notwithstanding her attempts to contrast the deliberative
model favorably to competing ones (Benhabib 1996, 70; Hauptmann 2001). In
fact, deliberation is an especially time-consuming and fragile form of par-
ticipation, since it requires tremendous patience, a rare willingness to hear
others out, and the careful evaluation of often ambiguous assertions and
claims. The achievement of meaningful transnational deliberation is likely to
be at least as arduous and demanding in terms of the scarce resource of time
as many other transnational political endeavors.

Not surprisingly, many Habermasian deliberative democrats hesitate be-
fore embracing this radical interpretation of deliberative democracy. Other
elements of Habermas™ account offer a ready basis for a fall-back position.
Unfortunately, those elements pave the way for an unsatisfactory account of
transnational democracy.

Typically, the audacious normative model underlying the demand for
deliberative democracy is quickly translated into the institutional demand
for “a plurality of associations,” or “interlocking net of ... multiple forms
associations, networks, and organizations” constituting “an anonymous ‘pub-
lic conversation’ ” (Benhabib 1996, 73—4). Although formal institutions are
both necessary for the protection of deliberation and are expected to codify its
results via binding general laws, the real site for creative political deliberation
remains a decentered civil society characterized by a multiplicity of associ-
ations. Benhabib favorably contrasts this pluralistic model of “anonymous”
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deliberation to the traditional “fiction of a mass assembly carrying out its
deliberations” in the form of one concrete unified body or institution. The
concretistic and overly unitarian “fiction of a general deliberative assembly”
fails to capture the properly pluralistic character of deliberation (Benhabib
1996, 73). In undertaking this political translation of Habermas’ deliberative
model, Benhabib is simply following Habermas himself, whose Between Facts
and Norms (1996) similarly announces the death of historically anachronistic
ideas of a sovereign democratic macro-subject, in which society is conceived
as a unified “body” or collective subject; Habermas repeatedly scolds trad-
itional democratic thinkers for endorsing overly concretistic interpretations
of the normative ideal of popular sovereignty. The original theoretical inspir-
ation for Benhabib’s reflections is replete with references to the anonymous
and even “subject-less character” of lively deliberative politics (Habermas
1996, 136). Parallel descriptions of an anonymous deliberative civil society
are now commonplace in the critical theory literature.

At first glance, this translation seems harmless enough. Popular sovereignty
has indeed been interpreted in many unconvincing ways in modern political
thought. Who could persuasively claim that a single deliberative legislature
can either legitimately or effectively “stand-in” for a pluralistic people and the
“plurality of associations” they employ?8 Habermas and his followers rightly
praise the virtues of a vibrant civil society and lively process of deliberation in
which ideas and arguments “move” and “flow” in an unpredictable and even
anarchic fashion, and they understandably celebrate, in a postmodern spirit,
the death of anachronistic ideas of a unitary sovereign macro-subject as the
proper carrier of democracy. They are also right to offer a proceduralist
reading of the idea of popular sovereignty (Habermas 1996, 287-328). Given
this starting point, the appeal of such terms as anonymous and subject-less
seems obvious. As we all know from the practical discourses in which we
unavoidably engage, it often remains unclear who initiated a specific argu-
ment or to whom it “belongs.” Many times we simply do not care: lively
argumentative give-and-take can seern anonymous and even subject-less
because fruitful deliberation often flows in complex and unexpected
ways. We may be more interested in the practical resolution of whatever

8 To be sure, this argument has something of a straw man quality to it. Defenders of a simple
parliamentary model of rule—the obvious target of Benhabib’s comments—are few and far between
today. In an important critique of Habermas’ own formulations of this argument, Ingeborg Maus
argues plausibly that this criticism rests on a caricature of the classical theory of popular sovereignty
articulated most clearly by the Enlightenment theorists Rousseau and Kant (Maus 1992; 1996, 874-5).
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question or task is at hand than assigning credit for good arguments and
blame for unproductive contributions. Our contributions to debate can
generate unexpected consequences, taking on meanings or significance
which we would never have imagined possible beforehand.

This translation of the basic normative model of deliberative democracy
provides reason for concern, however. Its overstylized and undialectical
contrast between unity and plurality, anachronistic macro-subjects and sub-
ject-less deliberation, and “concretistic” vs. “desubstantialized” popular sov-
ereignty helps obscure one of the most basic issues of democratic theory: how
can the plurality of deliberative civil society undergo an effective funneling
into a (unified) expression of democratically legitimate political power? If
civil society is to result in coherent legislation to which deliberative citizens
have agreed, if only in a relatively indirect institutional fashion (e.g. by
representative bodies), subject-less discourse and debate must ultimately
take a unified (that is, generally applicable) binding form. To the extent
that political decision-making requires that civil society ultimately speak
with “one voice,” political unity still must be achieved if “anonymous” and
“subject-less” civil society is to speak coherently and decisively.® For trad-
itional democratic theory, formal political institutions play a decisive role in
generating this necessary moment of unity. Of course, Habermasian delib-
erative democrats have proposed a number of thoughtful institutional in-
novations (Benhabib 2002; Young 1990). Yet too little intellectual energy has
been devoted to examining the proper role of those institutional mechan-
isms—most important, perhaps, general law-making and the rule of law—
which historically have played a decisive role in making sure that civil society
can act effectively and coherently via binding legal norms.1°

To be sure, achieving even a minimum of such unity at the transnational
level poses enormous hurdles in light of the unprecedented complexity
and profound pluralism we find there. The UN, of course, constitutes an

9 Of course, speaking with “one voice” may mean agreeing to disagree (as in the case of liberal
abortion laws), or even agreeing to the necessity of relative complex and even differentiated forms of
legal regulation.

10 Of course, there are exceptions here: Andrew Arato (2000), Jean Cohen (2003), Habermas
himself (1996), Maus (1992), and myself (Scheuerman 1994). Against John Dryzek (2000), I would
argue that this theoretical concern has motivated the resurgence of legal theorizing in critical theory,
and not a political sellout to “liberal constitutionalism.” In my view, Dryzek’s criticism rests on an
overstylized contrast between liberalism and radical democracy, since the latter will also require
individual rights, the rule of law, constitutional mechanisms channeling the exercise of political
powers, and independent courts.
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important attempt to do so. Yet one might legitimately wonder whether even
a strengthened UN might successfully meet the stunning regulatory tasks at
hand. How might we subject the “neo-feudal” power blocs (organizations
like the World Trade Organization (WTO) and International Monetary Fund
(IMF), international arbitration bodies, various forms of “soft” transnational
legal regulation, etc.) presently operating on the global scene, in both a
normatively satisfactory and institutionally realistic fashion, to democratic
self-legislation? What form might general legislation and the rule of law
sensibly take at the global level? To be sure, non-state bodies will undoubtedly
play a key role as we struggle to offer a real-life institutional answer to these
questions. But an insufficiently critical homage to (non-state) “governance”
should not lead us to obscure the indispensable functions existing state and
new state-like institutions will need to perform in achieving novel forms of
self-legislation and the rule of law.

Whereas much of the critical theory work on these issues remains defensive
and even anxiety-ridden, tending to emphasize the threats posed to demo-
cratic self-legislation and the rule of law by globalization (Maus
2002; Scheuerman 2002b; 2004, 144—226), some theorists working in the
Habermasian tradition have begun to tackle these issues in more constructive
ways. Hauke Brunkhorst, for example, worries that transnational decision-
making is subject to weak but not yet strong publics. Civil society exercises
moral influence, but only a “‘loose coupling’ between discussion and deci-
sion” can be found at the global level (Brunkhorst 2002, 679). Arguing that we
can separate the normative kernel of constitutionalism from its familiar
carrier, the modern state, Brunkhorst shares the understandable skepticism
of grandiose proposals for new forms of extended state authority at the global
level. Yet because normatively attractive legal and constitutional ideas can still
be salvaged from the wreck of the declining nation state, weak global publics
might still successfully be transformed into strong (that is, legally enforce-
able) publics via “egalitarian procedures for the formation and representation
of a global volonte generale, which would provide ‘direct access. .. for all the
interests concerned’”(Brunkhorst 2002, 686; 2005). The important point for
now is to recognize the potential perils of an interpretation of deliberative
civil society that misleadingly generates an unwarranted neglect—and even
skepticism—of the necessity of institutional mechanisms that will need to
play a crucial role in realizing the legally binding and effectively accountable
general results of free-wheeling deliberation. Unfortunately, some strands of
Habermasian deliberative democracy probably succumb to those perils. Not
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surprisingly, they ultimately engender a defensive account of transnational
democracy in which global publics and civil society do little more than
influence or counter-steer the commanding heights of global authority. The
self-legislation of the deliberative citizen is thereby reduced to one of its
presuppositions, a free-wheeling deliberative civil society. Without more
effective institutional devices, however, existing global power holders will
continue to disregard global civil society if they so desire.

Another potential error flows from the imagery of an “anonymous” and
“subject-less” civil society. Of course, a lively deliberative democracy is only
anonymous and subject-less in a metaphorical sense. If a legitimate delibera-
tive democracy rests on genuinely free and equal opportunities for everyone
to deliberate about matters impacting them, the resulting deliberative process
will in reality rest on the input of numerous subjects. Properly speaking, it is
neither anonymous nor subject-less. Indeed, its core ideal makes it incum-
bent on us to ensure that everyone might have the opportunity to participate
meaningfully in public debate and deliberation and shape decision-making.
As noted in the previous section, deliberative democracy is not per se the
“rule of deliberative reasons,” but instead should be properly understood as
the “self-rule of citizens by (deliberative) reasons.” The danger here is that the
translation of deliberative democracy into anonymous and subject-less dis-
course risks downplaying indispensable democratic attributes of deliberative
democracy; it may also lead those who reproduce this imagery to embrace
correspondingly misleading institutional proposals. Deliberative democracy
only deserves to be described as democratic if deliberation is undertaken by
(concretely situated human) subjects for the sake of achieving self-rule or
self-legislation. The peril at hand is that this translation threatens unwittingly
to privilege (“anonymous,” “subject-less”) deliberation over democracy by
downplaying the central place of self-legislating (and deliberating) subjects to
democracy. As the German critical theorist Ingeborg Maus similarly worries,
by transforming the principle of popular sovereignty into freely fluctuating,
subject-less deliberation, in Habermas’ theory “communicatively generated
power threatens to become nearly ubiquitous” (Maus 1996, 875). But this
move potentially makes it difficult to assure the strict legal accountability of
state actors to the sovereign people, which Maus rightly describes as a
necessary precondition of democratic self-legislation (Maus 1992). To
whom exactly are state agents to be made accountable if the demos is always
fluid and subject-less? How are its desires to be effectively funneled and
ultimately given binding general legal form if communicative power is both
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ubiquitous and fundamentally fluid in character? How might it ever succeed
in carefully regulating the exercise of administrative power?

Some of Habermas’ recent writings on transnational democracy confirm
the basic soundness of this concern. He has recently relied on a distinction
between “democratic procedures whose legitimacy rests on the grounds that
they are fair and open to all, and democratic procedures defended on the
grounds that both deliberations and decisions have sufficiently rational
character” (Fine and Smith 2003, 476—7). This distinction arguably parallels
the general tendency to overstate the practical differences between participa-
tion and deliberation, as well as downplay the centrality of the actual (delib-
erative) participation of those concrete subjects affected by whatever norm or
rule is under scrutiny in favor of the potentially misleading imagery of
anonymous and subject-less deliberation. To put the point polemically (and
rather crudely): if legitimate deliberation can be anonymous and somehow
subject-less, perhaps we need not worry too much when actual deliberative
input possesses a relatively limited participatory basis. In Habermas’ own
words:

democratic procedure no longer draws its legitimizing force only, indeed not even
predominantly, from political participation and the expression of political will, but
rather from the general accessibility of a deliberative process whose structure grounds

an expectation of rationally acceptable results. (Habermas 20014, 110; emphasis
added)

Many intergovernmental negotiating and transnational decision-making
bodies lack the former. According to Habermas, they possess the latter,
however. That is, they lack significant popular participatory input via con-
ventional state forms, yet they nonetheless ground “an expectation of ration-
ally acceptable results” and thus can perform, with some degree of success,
what we might describe as useful epistemnic functions, in the sense of gener-
ating “rationally acceptable results” (Habermas 20014, 110; Fine and Smith
2003, 476). They:

raise the information level and contribute to rational problem solving because they
include different parties and often adhere to arguing as a decision making procedure
and not voting and bargaining. To various degrees such bodies inject the logic of
impartial justification and reason giving into transnational bodies of governance.
(Eriksen and Weigard 2004, 251)

For this reason, Habermas concludes, the supposedly “weak” legitimation
of some transnational bodies, when understood in light of his model of
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deliberative democracy, appears “in another [more positive] light” (Haber-
mas 20014, 111).

As Robert Fine and Will Smith point out, however, this argument down-
plays the indispensable role of democratic representative bodies and threatens
to dissolve any link between deliberative civil society and formal political
institutions (Fine and Smith 2003, 477). Discussing the implications of
Habermas’ ideas for the European Union, they worry that the development
of a civil society “in isolation from such representative institutions might
enhance the feeling of detachment” and alienation already widespread in
relations between European citizens and institutions (Fine and Smith 2003,
477). More generally, Habermas’ distinction potentially opens the door to a
relatively conciliatory reading of actual transnational decision-making bod-
ies, many of which undoubtedly achieve useful “epistemic” functions but
hardly rest on broad democratic deliberation. Many deliberative processes in
the transnational setting arguably contribute to a measure of “rationally
acceptable results.” Unfortunately, few of them can claim to provide a suffi-
cient institutionalization for deliberative global citizens who need to make
sure that their preferences gain a binding legal form.

3 CONCLUSION

At the beginning of this chapter I suggested that recent Habermasian at-
tempts to tackle the normative and institutional quagmires of globalization
offer a useful test for determining whether the paradigm of deliberative
democracy should continue to occupy the energies of critical theorists.
How then has deliberative democracy fared on this test? If I am not mistaken,
the results look mixed. Although Habermas-inspired deliberative democracy
has undoubtedly enriched the ongoing debate about the prospects of trans-
national governance, it remains both programmatically and conceptually
tension-ridden. If it is to prove intellectually fruitful in the future, critical
theorists will need to make sure to avoid the worrisome tendency to discount
the indispensable democratic core of the idea of deliberative democracy. They
will also need to move beyond disappointing defensive models of trans-
national democratization, while simultaneously showing why deliberative
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self-legislation can be meaningfully realized at the transnational level without
succumbing to utopianism. Even though self-legislation has primarily been
realized within the confines of the nation state in modernity, we now need to
consider how it can legally be secured at the transnational level, most likely
with only limited aid from novel forms of formal supranational state organ-
ization. Needless to say, these are difficult challenges. The basic intellectual
richness of critical theory, however, suggests that it remains at least as well
positioned as its main theoretical competitors to rise to those challenges.
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CHAPTER S

FEMINIST THEORY
AND THE CANON
OF POLITICAL
THOUGHT

LINDA ZERILLI

FEMINIST approaches to the canon of political theory are characterized by
deep ambivalence. On the one hand, canonical authors have mostly dismissed
women as political beings in their own right, casting them instead as mere
appendages to citizen man. If the citizen is a gendered category based on
women’s exclusion, then it would appear that the canon is more or less
bankrupt for the development of feminist political theory. On the other
hand, the same Western canon is in important ways constitutive of our
political vocabulary, a valuable resource for political thinking that we can
hardly do without. To recognize this reliance, however, is not to declare a
truce. Feminism’s relationship to the tradition has been and in all likelihood
will remain, if not agonistic, deeply critical.

The stance feminists take toward canonical texts that exclude women as
political subjects can be categorized, for the initial purpose of a schematic
overview, into four critical projects: (1) to expose the absence of women from,
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or their denigrated status in, canonical discussions of politics; (2) to integrate
women into the very categories of political membership from which they had
been originally excluded; (3) to show that women cannot be so integrated
because their exclusion is constitutive of those very categories; (4) to draw the
consequences of this impossible inclusion and reconstitute the categories of
politics anew. According to this fourth project, the appropriate response to
women’s exclusion is an even more rigorous form of feminist critique that not
only deconstructs inherited categories but generates new ways of thinking
about politics. The task is one of critical reconstruction, that is, of transform-
ing the core concepts of the political theory canon such that they speak to the
significant changes in modern gender relations and the political demands of
the feminist movement.

These critical approaches are by no means discrete and only in some very
restricted sense chronologically based in the various waves of the feminist
movement: elements of each can be found in the others and works written in
an earlier historical period may well resonate with fresh insights in a later
one. This chapter offers one narrative of developments in feminist political
thought, but such narration should be viewed with caution. What comes
later is by no means more sophisticated and there are many other ways in
which the story of feminist theory could be told (Phillips 1998). How to tell
the story is itself a matter of dispute among feminists about what matters for
women in political life.

The best way to think about the different approaches described below is not
as responses of solitary feminist theorists to a mostly androcentric tradition of
canonical authors but as a conversation of feminist critics among themselves.
Feminists respond to more than the canonical texts; they respond as well to the
interpretations of those texts by other feminist critics. Like the canonical
authors that Machiavelli famously called upon to stage an imaginary dialogue
while in political exile, feminist critics, too, have created a conversation from a
place of outsideness (Zerilli 1991). This feminist conversation seeks to disrupt
the terms of the canonical one—premised as it is on women’s absence—and to
constitute a sense of political community based in part on the practice of
forming judgments about the canonical texts.

Thus feminist engagements with the canon can be creatively understood as
contributions to the constitution of critical community. Feminists may well
disagree with the canonical authors, but they also disagree with each other.
They discover the nature and limits of their sense of political community
partly through the practice of interpretation and judgment. In this sense, then,
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the canon of Western political theory remains a valuable resource for femi-
nism despite its indifference and even hostility to women as political beings.

1 TRACKING WOMEN’S ABSENCE

Some of the first feminist critiques of the canon concerned themselves with
exposing the absence of women from the core texts of the Western tradition.
Feminists quickly discovered that what appeared to be the absence of women
in many canonical texts was often accompanied by a deep worry about
women’s supposedly disorderly nature and its influence on men and the
public sphere (Elshtain 1981; Okin 1979; Pitkin 1984). The work of excluding
women entirely from discussions about politics was largely carried out by
authors of the secondary literature (Jones and Jonasdottir 1988) rather than
by the canonical writers themselves (Saxonhouse 1985). These writers did not
so much ignore women as tried to justify the exclusion of women from public
life. Such justification took the form of claiming that women were not fully
rational, that they tended to be driven by their passions, especially their
bodily desires, and above all their sexuality (Brennan and Pateman 1979;
Figes 1970; Clark and Lange 1979; Mahowald 1978; Okin 1979). Although
premodern and modern authors had quite different views of female sexuality
(Laqueur 1992), they more or less figured it as an excess to be contained, in
the interests of political and moral life, primarily through the restriction of
the woman to the private realm of the household under the dominion of her
father and/or husband. To be a woman was by definition to be excluded from
participation in the political domain.

Focusing on the egregiously misogynist elements of the canonical texts,
many of the aforementioned feminist critiques declared the canon totally
bankrupt for thinking about women as political beings (Clarke and Lange
1979; Figes 1970). Not all feminist critics agreed, of course, but most held that
the canon was clueless when it came to rethinking fundamental changes in
modern political life, such as the claims made by various waves of the feminist
movement to the rights of citizenship. Asking “What is man’s potential?” but
“what is a woman for?” the canonical authors never considered women as
acting and judging members of the public realm (Okin 1979, 10). Especially
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wanting was the possibility of any reply on the question of the public—private
dichotomy, which feminists of the second wave famously challenged with the
slogan: “the personal is political.” Canonical thinkers took for granted the
naturalized concepts of gender and the sexual division of labor that feminists,
in their claims to citizenship, questioned (Eisenstein 1981; Elshtain 1981;
O’Brien 1981; Okin 1979; Pateman 1988; Phillips 1991; Pitkin 1984;
Scott 1988). The issue, then, was not so much whether, say, Rousseau’s
eighteenth-century argument for women’s domesticity was still valid; rather,
it was whether an author like Rousseau still had anything to say on the issues
that now mattered to feminists.

2 CORRECTING FOR WOMEN’S ABSENCE

To ask whether canonical thinkers have something to say to feminists today is
a rather different project from the aforementioned attempt to track women’s
absence in the canonical texts. Although feminists responding to the first
critiques were still concerned to criticize the various justifications given for
women’s exclusion, their engagement with the canon was driven by a broader
critical impulse, namely the desire to question certain fundamental assump-
tions about what is, and what is not, political. Insofar as certain activities were
deemed by canonical authors to be non-political, so, too, were those human
beings who are primarily associated with them. If issues of sexuality, repro-
duction, and child-rearing are defined as private rather than public, feminists
argued, what hope was there of integrating women into political life?

To question the exclusion of these activities from the domain of politics
was, at the same time, to criticize their exclusive association with women as
beings whose biological capacities defined their social function (Atkinson
1974; Landes 1988; MacKinnon 1987; O’Brien 1981; Shanley 1989). The idea
that anatomy is destiny—which, with certain exceptions (e.g. John Stuart
Mill), remained unquestioned by male canonical theorists—was at the center
of the second-wave feminist critique. Private activities were redefined as
political in the sense that they were no longer ascribed on the basis of
membership in a naturalized sex class, but were subject to collective debate
and change. The sex/gender distinction employed by many feminists of the
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second-wave (Atkinson 1974; de Beauvoir 1952; Firestone 1970; Freeman 1975;
Rubin 1975) was crucially important for questioning the biological basis of
social activities and for loosening the sense of social necessity or destiny that
attached, in the canonical texts, to sexed being.

Traditional assumptions about sexed being can be seen in the idea of a
social contract. Famously articulated in the works of Hobbes, Locke, and
Rousseau, social contract theory excludes women as beings capable of con-
tracting, that is, of making and keeping promises with political significance.
Some thinkers have held that, although the citizen has been historically
gendered masculine, it is in principle neutral and universal; thus we can
expect, as with rights, the extension of social contract theory to women. The
notion that women, too, can be included as signers of a social contract,
however it is construed, fails to account for a constitutive if hidden feature:
namely, men’s property in women. According to Carole Pateman, the other
story of the social contract is that of “the sexual contract,” which secures the
so-called natural basis of political society, namely, the patriarchal family.
Once we recognize this, says Pateman (1988), we will understand why the
contract is not a universal concept whose logic can be infinitely expanded to
include previously excluded groups.

It is incumbent upon feminists to rethink core concepts of “malestream”
political theory, then, not by adding women into the mix, but rather by
altering the very framework of politics in which the concepts were first
developed and the so-called woman question has been posed.

3 TRANSFORMING THE FRAMEWORK

Questioning attempts to integrate women into canonical understandings of
citizenship, some feminists held that critique itself is not enough, for a
genuine transformation of the Western intellectual inheritance requires a
radical reconstruction of core political concepts. Critique was expanded to
include the more positive project of rethinking what core concepts like
authority, rights, equality, and freedom can mean once we recognize the
claims of women as political beings and reject the private—public dichotomy
that functions as the scaffolding of most canonical political thought. Such a
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project is not without its risks. As Nancy Hirschmann and Christine Di
Stefano write:

If an important feminist insight developed through our [feminists’] critique of
“malestream” theory has been that women are excluded, and even that their exclu-
sion is a foundation for these very theories, then bringing women back into these
visions is at once reactionary—because it tries to fit women into an existing anti-
woman framework—and radical—because the fact that women generally won’t fit
requires a serious alteration in the framework. (Hirschmann and Di Stefano 1996, 5)

What it means to “bring women back in” here is significantly different from
attempts to fold women into existing conceptions of the political. Altering the
frame involves risking the loss of political orientation, for the meaning of
inherited concepts can no longer be taken for granted, certainly not as some-
thing to which women could be added. The point is not to declare canonical
theory bankrupt, as some feminists had, but to think of gender as a constitutive
category of politics, a category that, were we to take account of it, has the
potential to alter what we think politics is—especially democratic politics.

Trying to understand the complexity of modern power relations, especially
those of sex and gender, some feminists turned to the work of Michel Fou-
cault. In his view, power is not strictly a limitation or prohibition exerted on
the political subject from above (which is how the canonical thinkers tended
to construe it), but a productive force that constitutes the subject in relation to
a wide-ranging matrix of quotidian disciplinary practices (Foucault 1980).
Theorists working with Foucault’s account of the constitution of modern
subjectivity were among the most critical of previous attempts to resurrect
canonical political concepts in accordance with the demands of feminism.
According to Foucault, “juridical systems of power produce the subjects they
subsequently come to represent,” observes Judith Butler (1990, 2). The very
idea of the subject who freely contracts or claims her rights neglects the
constitutive aspects of the political system, especially the formation of subjects
as sexed and gendered (de Lauretis 1987). Any feminist appeal to such a system
for the liberation of women is doomed to fail, it would seem, for the system
itself is productive of, and dependent on, the feminine subject as subjected.
“The question of the subject is crucial for politics, and for feminist politics in
particular, because juridical subjects are invariably produced through certain
exclusionary practices that do not show once the juridical structure of politics
has been established,” Butler (1990, 2) concludes.

This turn to the subject question in third-wave feminist theory marks a
radical departure from attempts to include women in the category of the
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subject as a sovereign and rational agent. Deeply critical of the assumptions
about the nature of human subjectivity, feminists of the third-wave returned
to the classic texts in order to expose the dangerous ideals of masculinity and
the gendered character of the various fantasies of sovereignty and rationality
found there (Brown 1988; Di Stefano 1991; Pateman 1988; Pitkin 1984;
Wingrove 2000; Zerilli 1994). For some feminists, recognition of the problem-
atic assumptions associated with the sovereign subject in political theory texts
inspired attempts to reconstruct concepts of political subjectivity that would
be less defensively gendered and more attuned to the interdependent nature of
human existence (Benhabib 1992; Di Stefano 1991; Hirschmann 1992, 2002).

More generally, third-wave feminist accounts of subject formation raised
questions about earlier works of feminist political theory, which had taken for
granted the idea that women constitute, by virtue of their sexed identity, a
political group. What in the 1990s came to be known as “identity politics” in
feminism was premised on the assumption, held by most first- and second-
wave feminists alike, that women qua women had shared interests based on
shared experience (Cott 1987; Riley 1988). The idea that women qua women
constitute a giant “sisterhood” waiting to be mobilized was, in the course of the
decade, viewed with increasing skepticism. The very idea that women had
shared interests assumed that gender identity was the nodal point in the
constitution of political subjectivity. Critics pointed out that race, class, and
sexuality (among other identity categories) had also to be considered in
feminist accounts of political community (Grant 1993; Haraway 1991;
Hartsock 1985; Collins 2000; hooks 1981, 2000; Phelan 2001; Rich 1980; Rubin
1984; Spelman 1988). Whereas these critics emphasized the idea of “intersec-
tionality” in the construction of political identity, other feminists remained
deeply skeptical about the very category of identity as the basis for feminist
politics (Butler 1990; Brown 1995; Cornell 1995; Flax 1991; Honig 1992; Laclau
and Mouffe 1985; Riley 1988; Scott 1992; Zerilli 1994). In their view, the focus on
identity tends to take for granted a pre-given feminine subject with a set of
identity-based interests (rooted in the experience of being a woman), whose
collective pursuit gets cast as the raison d’étre of feminist politics itself.

The very idea of “women’s interests,” far from being given in the existence of
women as a natural or social group, is the radical creation of feminist politics.
Interests are not given in the fact of being a woman, in other words, but must be
articulated politically: named and mediated in a public space. Accordingly, one
cannot really speak of women as a unified group whose common interests serve
as the foundation for feminist political community. Rather “women” as a
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political collectivity comes into being through the activity of politics itself. The
ability to say “we,” as Simone de Beauvoir had already recognized in The Second
Sex, requires the transformation of women from a natural (sex) or social
(gender) group into a political one. There is nothing necessary or automatic
about this transition, many feminists argue, for it marks more of a rupture with
socially ascribed forms of identity than their mere extension into another
domain (Butler 1990, 1992; Brown 1995; Phillips 1995; Young 2000; Zerilli 1994).

In this way, many third-wave feminists questioned the core theoretical
concept inherited from the second-wave, namely, the sex—gender distinction.
They now viewed this once radical concept as exhibiting a blind spot: the idea
of a naturally given female body. In their view, the famous sex—gender distinc-
tion threw something of a fig leaf over the female body, all the better to preserve
it and the experiences associated with it (reproduction, motherhood, sexual
violence, etc.) as the universal basis for a unified feminist politics (Butler 1990,
1992; Nicholson 1995). Putting sex into nature and gender into culture, the core
concept of second-wave feminist critique retained the idea of shared experi-
ence based on anatomy while questioning socially ascribed gender roles based
on those biological differences. What Linda Nicholson called the “coat-rack”
theory of gender identity treated the female body as universal, a stable rack onto
which the shifting accoutrements of diverse cultures are thrown (Nicholson
1995). Although second-wave feminists refuted the idea that the body must
take a certain cultural meaning, few doubted that it could serve as the ground
for commonality in the face of tremendous cultural diversity.

Without so much as the idea of the biologically given female body to
anchor a sense of community across cultures and multiple points of social
identification, some feminists protested, it seemed as if feminism had finally
lost any sense of its collective subject; it had relinquished any possibility of
speaking in the name of “women.” Was this not a disappearing act worthy of
the very canonical thinkers that feminists had criticized?

4 FEMINISM WITHOUT WOMEN?

The critique of the feminine subject as the basis for feminist politics came, in
the course of the 1990s, to generate a sense of political crisis. If feminism no
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longer had a “subject” in whose name it could speak, critics argued, how could
one speak of a movement called feminism? How can one make claims in no
one’s name? And what distinguishes feminism from, say, political movements
based on issues of class, race, or ecology? Why speak of feminism at all?

The sense of crisis that characterized feminist theory in the 1990s is in large
part symptomatic of a fairly radical transformation in the very concept of
politics itself. Part of what came under attack in the category of “women”
debates was the idea that politics is the activity of pursuing interests on behalf
of a subject (be it women, African-Americans, workers, or gays and lesbians).
First- and second-wave feminists had challenged the idea that men could
represent women’s interests and that there was, therefore, no need for their
actual presence in elected bodies. This challenge, however, risked reinscribing
traditional understandings of gender insofar as it took identity-based experi-
ence to be the real basis for political membership (Phillips 1995; Young 2000)
and neglected, for the most part, the potentially transformative power of
political participation on identity itself. Besides, feminists argued, it is by no
means clear that women politicians represent the interests of women—
assuming we can talk about such a thing—better than do their male coun-
terparts. At a minimum one has to distinguish between the ability to repre-
sent the ideas and ideals of feminism (however these may be defined in
different historical moments and by different constituencies) and the notion
of women’s interests in some generalized sense (Dietz 2002; Riley 1988).

Central to the pursuit of identity-based interests, moreover, is an instru-
mental conception of politics. But if politics is merely a means to an end (e.g.
a means to procure certain social goods), what sense was there to feminism
understood as a deeply participatory political practice committed to hearing
and exchanging different points of view? Hardly unique to feminism but
deeply inflected by feminist concerns with the hidden power relations of the
private realm, the idea of politics as a practice of empowerment came to
figure as a radical departure from inherited conceptions of the political. In the
complex societies of the Western industrial nations it has become increasingly
difficult to sustain the focus on citizen empowerment, for citizens all too
often lack, if not the expertise, the time required to grasp, and make decisions
about, the issues that concern them. This is especially the case with women,
whose increased participation in the paid workforce has not released them
from the tasks associated with the sexual division of labor (Phillips 1991).
Feminism has not escaped the temptation to hand over the difficult work of
active citizenship to its own set of experts—but at a price. What some critics
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see as the increasing entrenchment of feminism in the bureaucratic machin-
ery of the liberal state raises questions about the ability of feminism to sustain
its commitment to empowerment in the face of the empirical realities that
seem to call for a more instrumental approach to matters of common concern
(Ferguson 1984; McClure 1992; Zerilli 2005).

In the view of some critics, feminism has not been innocent when it comes to
entanglement in what Kirstie McClure calls a “scientized politics” (McClure
19920, 344). The idea that the task of feminist political theory is to establish the
epistemological basis on which the social relations of sex and gender can be,
first, criticized, then properly ordered, implicates feminism in conceptions of
politics that tend to cede enormous power to various authorities or experts and
to the state. The increasing reliance on the state to achieve feminist objectives,
critics argue, tends to increase the impersonal power of bureaucracies and is at
odds with the radical politics of empowerment that has been a central objective
of the feminist movement in each of its waves (Brown 1995; Ferguson 1984).
This reliance undercuts feminism’s power to transform the quotidian spaces of
social and political life and to constitute alternative forms of community,
trapping women instead in an endless quest for reparation whose addressee
is the state and the courts (Brown 1995; Bower 1994; Milan 1990; Zerilli 2005).

Sympathetic to these concerns, Iris Marion Young argues that the voluntary
associations of civil society have indeed been crucial to feminism as to
democracy. “The self-organization of marginalized people into affinity group-
ing enables people to develop a language in which to voice experiences and
perception that cannot be spoken in prevailing terms of political discourse,”
writes Young (2000, 155). Voluntary associations carve out a space between the
economy and the state in which citizens develop important political skills and
practice self-governance. As vital as voluntary associations are to political
movements like feminism, however, it would be mistaken to assume that they
can substitute for the critical functions that the state has performed in
regulating the capitalist economy and alleviating social inequality, in Young’s
view. If a central goal of feminism is social justice, then the state remains a
valuable site for feminist action. Young sees that a deep tension exists between
“the authoritative power of state institutions ... [and] the creativity of civic
activity and the ideas expressed in the public spheres” (Young 2000, 190).
Rather than try to eradicate this tension by refusing to engage with the state,
she argues, we do better to remain vigilant about the ways in which reliance on
state power can discipline citizens and deprive them of the very activities of
empowerment that we associate with civil society.
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Young’s call to develop the associations of civil society and engage critically
with state institutions is partly a reaction to the turn to questions of differ-
ence and subjectivity that characterized the category of “women” debates of
the 1990s. Focused on the problems associated with identity differences and
subject formation, many feminist theorists of the third-wave seem to have
lost sight of the classic and legitimate political concerns of the canonical
authors. The subject question has led feminism away from questions of
collective action and citizenship, indeed from any robust understanding of
the public sphere altogether. Social change seems restricted to work on the
self or micro-practices of self-transformation.

In the view of other critics, the subject question has led feminism away
from broader questions about structures of power and economic justice
(Fraser 1997; Phillips 1999). The demand for recognition of marginalized
identities, they argue, has displaced the questions about economic and social
equality that have been central to feminism throughout its history. The
critique does not call for a return to older models of social justice that sought
the common good but rigorously excluded claims to difference; rather, it
challenges us to rethink classic questions of redistribution from within the
framework of a politics of difference and a multicultural world.

In the 1980s and 1990s, the concept of difference came to be understood in
terms not simply of gender but also of what goes under the sign of multicul-
turalism. The notion of differences among women, in other words, was
inflected with concerns about deep cultural differences among groups, both
within and between nation states. In the view of some feminists, especially
those who endorsed political liberalism, the uncritical embracement of the
idea of differences was often at the expense of women. Asking whether
multiculturalism “is bad for women,” Susan Okin (writing from within a
neo-Rawlsian framework) answered with a resounding “yes.” In her view,
modern feminism’s historical demand for equality ought to trump demands
for cultural difference that oppose such equality. Her argument is explicitly
directed against “the claim, made in the context of basically liberal democ-
racies, that minority cultures or ways of life are not sufficiently protected by
the practice of ensuring the individual rights of their members, and as a
consequence [that] these should also be protected through special group
rights or privileges.” Insofar as “most [and especially non-Western, non-
liberal] cultures are suffused with practices and ideologies concerning gen-
der” which strongly disadvantage women, says Okin, “group rights are
potentially, and in many cases actually, antifeminist” (Okin 1999, 1011, 12).
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Okin’s essay raised difficult questions about the task and scope of feminist
theory, for it articulated a claim to universal values such as rights that,
historically speaking, have been associated with Western democracies. Like
Okin, Martha Nussbaum argues that cultural traditions pose some of the
greatest obstacles to women’s self-development and well-being (Nussbaum
1999, 2000). Defending universalist values in feminism, she tries to give the
concept of respect for and dignity of persons a non-metaphysical grounding
in various cultures and practices. Critics are quick to point out, however, that
Nussbaum’s examples are resolutely Western and that the canonical thinkers
to whom she turns (Aristotle, Kant, and Mill) foreground rationality as
defining of human being. Notwithstanding these critiques, Nussbaum and
Okin see something that we do well to consider: Feminists must make
judgments about cultures and practices not always their own. The question,
then, is, on what basis can such judgments be made?

5 FEMINIST THEORY IN A GLOBAL
CONTEXT

The question of how to make political judgments about other cultures and
practices that deeply affect women is particularly important for feminist
theory today. Globalization and the weakening of nation states have pressed
feminists to raise political demands with an eye to their multicultural and
transnational significance. The difficulties of theorizing in a global context
could be said to center on the old question of universality. Feminists have
critically interrogated the idea of universality for its androcentric bias
(Gerhard 2001; Okin 1989; Young 1990). The problem of universality, however,
is not restricted to the explicit or implicit assumption that Man stands for the
universal and woman for the particular, as de Beauvoir showed long ago. The
problem is also how to posit values and make political judgments without
endorsing ethno- or sociocentrism. This problem is by no means new to
feminists, but it takes on special urgency in our current geopolitical context.
The very idea of the assimilation of cultural minorities to a certain national
political culture, for example, is questionable when nation states themselves
are increasingly diminished as sovereign political entities. Likewise, the
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influence of multinational corporations and an increasingly unfettered cap-
italist economy on the lives of women across the world, as Nussbaum argues,
have brought home the importance of developing a global feminist move-
ment. What if any should be the principles guiding this movement? And how
should feminists form political judgments based on these principles?

In the view of some critics, feminists need norms according to which they
can orient themselves, build a collective movement, and make political judg-
ments. As Seyla Benhabib sees it, the “infinitely skeptical and subversive
attitude toward normative claims” that, in her view, characterizes the work
of “postmodern” thinkers such as Butler, is “debilitating.” (Benhabib 1992, 15).
In the absence of norms we would lack the ability to justify one course of action
over another and thus have no way of acting politically. Likewise, Nussbaum
argues for defining “central human functions [or capabilities], closely allied to
political liberalism” as it has developed in the West (Nussbaum 2000, 5). And
Okin—although (following Rawls) she does not promote a deeply substantive
conception of the common good—advocates women’s capacity for autonomy
and self-development as defining features of any feminism worthy of its name.

To posit a normative basis for feminism, however, does not come without a
risk. The risk is not only sociocentrism but also critical quiescence about our
own norms. These norms can come to function like rules according to which
we judge other cultures and practices but never critically interrogate our own
principles of judgment. We posit norms whenever we judge, of course, but
the question is how to remain critical in relation to whatever norms we posit.
In the work of Okin and Nussbaum, for example, Western cultures and
practices are vastly superior to non-Western ones when it comes to the status
of women. Although both thinkers see that forms of discrimination persist in
the West, these pale when compared to non-Western forms. Recognizing the
problem of sociocentrism at issue here, Benhabib claims that philosophy
could provide the means for ordering and clarifying the norms of one’s
own cultures such that they are subject to rational processes of validation.
This assumes, however, that philosophy can generate so-called higher-order
principles that would somehow transcend the prejudices of culture.

If it is true, as Wittgenstein holds, that our practices are at bottom
ungrounded, part of a form of life that we normally do not question, then
there can be no place outside those practices from which we could judge and
no rational standpoint from which we could generate the higher-order
principles that Benhabib advocates. The point here is not to endorse a
complacent relativism about the treatment of women in societies and cultures
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not our own, but rather to ask how we can develop the critical faculty of
judgment. Second- and third-wave debates showed that inherited categories
such as “women” can no longer serve in an unproblematic way as universals
under which to subsume particulars. The same goes for the inherited cat-
egories of political theory, which feminists have shown to be, not bankrupt,
but hardly suitable as a set of rules for making sense of modern gender
relations and women’s political experience. The faculty of judgment, then,
must involve more than the ability to apply rules.

The problem of judging without a concept is at the heart of the later work
of Hannah Arendt, a political theorist once castigated by feminists for her
lack of attention to questions of gender. In recent years, some feminists have
returned to Arendt in an attempt to recover her action-centered account of
politics and the common world (Bickford 1995; Honig 1995; Dietz 2002; Disch
1994; Zerilli 2005). Such a return is less a rapprochement than an attempt to
move away from the questions of subjectivity and epistemology that con-
cerned feminists throughout the 1990s and to recall instead what makes
political theory a distinctive intellectual enterprise worth pursuing, not
least for feminists. In her work on totalitarianism, Arendt struggled with
the collapse of the Western tradition of political thought, that is, inherited
categories of understanding and judgment. The question for her, as for
feminists, is how to develop the critical faculty of judgment in the absence
of these categories without succumbing either to dogmatism (the reaffirma-
tion of unquestioned principles of judgment) or to skepticism (the claim that
such principles are always subject to radical doubt and thus no judgment can
be made). Moreover, Arendt thought that political community was consti-
tuted through the practice of making judgments. In her view, shared judg-
ment, not identity, is the basis for political community.

Arendt’s call to develop the faculty of reflective judgment and her critical
view of identity as the ground of community make her writings potentially
useful for feminists who worry that gender as a category of analysis could
reinforce, rather than undermine, the sexually dimorphic organization of
social and political life. A danger implicit in many of the feminist critiques
described in this chapter, in other words, is that they reconstitute (albeit
unwittingly) the very categories of masculinity and femininity they question
(Dietz 2002; Wingrove 2000). Arendt is one thinker whose conception of
politics as action eschews identity categories such as gender, but there
are many other political theorists to whom feminists might (re)turn as
they raise questions about their own critical practice, including canonically
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marginalized historical thinkers like Mary Wollstonecraft (Gunther-Canada
2001). No longer content to ask “the woman question” in political theory,
feminists might seek to ask the political theory question in feminism. They
might seek, in other words, to constitute a different frame of reference for
thinking politics, a frame characterized neither by the androcentric orienta-
tion of the canonical thinkers nor the gynocentric orientation of their
feminist critics. Whether this attempt to think politics outside an exclusively
gender-centered frame will succeed without reproducing the now familiar
blind spots associated with the canon of political thought can only be judged
by future generations of feminist critics.
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CHAPTER 6

AFTER THE
LINGUISTIC TURN:
POST-STRUCTURALIST
AND LIBERAL
PRAGMATIST
POLITICAL THEORY

PAUL PATTON

Ar first glance, post-structuralist philosophy and liberal political theory appear
profoundly different enterprises: one is a primarily critical enterprise while
the other is predominantly reconstructive. A common self-understanding
of contemporary liberal theory perceives its aim as setting out rational
principles that sustain the central institutions of a just and democratic society
and cohere with our considered moral intuitions. Providing support for
oppressive institutions or policies that conflict with our egalitarian intuitions
is an argument against a given theory. Conversely, agreement with our
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considered intuitions while structuring them so as to bring out their internal
logic constitutes a powerful argument in favor of that theory (Kymlicka 1992, 6).
Political theory can help to clarify if not to resolve the tensions that may arise
between our intuitions relating to freedom, equality, or other important values
such as security. It can even serve the realistically utopian task of further
entrenching such values within the limits of what is currently possible. How-
ever, a crucial aim remains the justificatory task of providing secure conceptual
and moral foundations for the constitutional principles of liberal democracy
(Rawls 1993, 101).

By contrast, post-structuralist philosophers! see themselves as engaged in a
more radical and critical project. Derrida insists that deconstruction seeks to
intervene in order to change things or at least to engage with events and
transformations already under way (Derrida 1992, 8—9). In Specters of Marx,
he endorses a form of Marxism that is heir to the spirit of the Enlightenment
and that in turn justifies a “radical and interminable” critique of the present
(Derrida 1994, 90). Deleuze and Guattari argue that “it is with utopia that
philosophy becomes political and takes the criticism of its own time to its
highest point” (Deleuze and Guattari 1994, 99). By “utopia” they do not mean
some transcendent vision of a better society but those moments or processes
immanent in a given society which embody the potential for change. They
define philosophy as the creation of concepts in the service of such immanent
utopianism: “We lack resistance to the present. The creation of concepts in
itself calls for a future form, for a new earth and people that do not yet exist”
(Deleuze and Guattari 1994, 108).

Success in this kind of political philosophy is not measured by a test such as
Rawls’s reflective equilibrium or by a contribution to maintaining a well-
ordered society but by the capacity of its concepts to engage productively
with movements of social change. Its aim is to assist new forms of individual
and collective life that, in specific ways, are better than those from which they
emerged. In contrast to earlier forms of utopianism, post-structuralists deny
any overarching criteria of progress. In the aftermath of the failure of Com-
munist regimes in Eastern Europe, the failure of revolutionary movements to
materialize in the West, and the collapse of belief in the philosophy of history
which for so long underpinned the hopes of critics of capitalism, the post-
structuralist philosophers sought to outline other strategies for resistance to

1 In this chapter, I focus on Deleuze and Guattari, Derrida, and Foucault, taking these to be in
many, although not all, respects representative of the different currents of French post-structuralism.
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the present. It is at this point that they differ most sharply, not only from
much liberal theory, but also from those forms of critical theory which insist
on the need for what Habermas calls “a transcendent moment” to provide a
secure basis for such critique of the present (Habermas 1996, 15).

The radicalism of the post-structuralist philosophers leads to the accus-
ation that they focus on the differences that divide individuals and groups at
the expense of the shared values and institutions that are necessary if political
community is to flourish. For this reason, many commentators find it
impossible to envisage any reconciliation between post-structuralist and
liberal political philosophy. Richard Rorty, for example, famously condemns
the entire tradition that extends from Hegel and Nietzsche to Foucault and
Derrida as “largely irrelevant to public life and to political questions” (Rorty
1989, 83). He accepts the significance of this tradition for the private pursuit
of self-transformation but thinks that it is has no bearing on the public
political culture of contemporary liberal democracies. Others draw attention
to the variety of ways in which post-structuralism fails to address the central
institutions of liberal democracy. Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze and Guattari,
et al. provide no foundations for institutions such as the rule of law or the
nature and limits of public reason; they provide no theory of justice, equality,
or freedom; they do not even spell out the normative foundations of their
own opposition to particular kinds of oppression or their support for par-
ticular liberation movements (Habermas 1987, 276; Fraser 1989, 32—3). In
France the rediscovery of normative ethics and political philosophy has led
critics to charge the entire May 1968 generation with rejection of liberal
democracy and refusal to accept the revolutionary social and economic
changes for which it was responsible in postwar France (Mengue 2003, 89).

There is substance to these accusations. There are undoubted differences of
nuance and tone between Deleuze and Guattari’s extreme utopianism, the
more moderate utopianism associated with the liberal egalitarianism of
Rawls, Kymlicka, and others, and the apparent complacency of some varieties
of contemporary liberalism. Rorty’s suggestion that “Western social and
political thought may have had the last conceptual revolution it needs”
(Rorty 1989, 63) stands in sharp contrast to Deleuze and Guattari’s call for
the creation of untimely concepts in Nietzsche’s sense of this term: “acting
counter to [our] time, and therefore acting on our time and let us hope, for
the benefit of a time to come” (Deleuze and Guattari 1994, 112; Nietzsche 1983,
60). However, we should be wary of overstating the real political differences at
issue. Against the received opinion of irreducible differences, I will argue that
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the different orientations and vocabularies that define post-structuralist and
liberal political theory are not completely irreconcilable. While comprehen-
sive convergence is unlikely, they are in some respects complementary rather
than opposed approaches to liberal political institutions and governance.
Moreover, there are encouraging signs of progress towards consensus,
where “progress” must be understood in the sense that we appear to approach
an ever receding horizon, and “consensus” in the Rawlsian sense of sufficient
overlapping points of agreement to maintain an uneasy equilibrium between
disparate world-views.

The outlines of such consensus may be discerned, first, in relation to the
egalitarian and democratic presuppositions of post-structuralist critical strat-
egies; and secondly, in relation to the non-metaphysical and historical con-
ception of liberalism that we find in the late Rawls. Rorty appeals to these
same features of political liberalism in defense of his own liberal pragmatism.
For this reason, although he is skeptical about the value of much post-
structuralist criticism, his work provides a convenient focus for the lines of
convergence between these apparently divergent approaches.?

1 IRONY AND CONTINGENCY

Rorty’s ironism with regard to the vocabulary of liberal democratic politics
provides a first kind of convergence with post-structuralism. Unlike meta-
physicians who believe that there are real essences and an intrinsic nature of
things which it is the task of philosophy to discover, ironists are nominalists
who believe that nothing has an intrinsic nature or real essence. They are
also historicists who believe that all our descriptions of events and states of
affairs are couched in the terms of particular vocabularies that are subject to
change (Rorty 1989, 73ff). As such, an ironist is aware of the contingency of

2 T am not suggesting that Rorty provides an adequate defence of his own liberal commitments,
only that he offers reason to think that liberalism is not incompatible with the historical and
contextual approach of the post-structuralists considered here. For critical assessments of Rorty’s
liberalism, see among others Jo Burrows (1990), Matthew Festenstein (1997), Festenstein and
Thompson (2001), Richard J. Bernstein (2003), and Jean Beth Elshtain (2003).
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his or her own “final vocabulary” and also aware that such vocabularies can
neither be justified nor refuted by argument but only replaced by other
vocabularies.

In these terms, Rorty sees the final vocabulary of liberal political culture as
the product of the institutional settlements that ended the wars of religion
and the Enlightenment ideals that accompanied the end of aristocratic and
monarchical government (Rorty 1998, 167—85). As such, it represents the
historically singular and contingent expression of a particular modus vivendi
that has evolved in societies of Western European origin. Rawls’s political
liberalism is ironic in this sense: conscious of the plurality of reasonable
conceptions of the good which must cohabit peacefully in a well-ordered
society and committed to achieving this through the exercise of practical
rather than theoretical reason. The truth or falsity of moral judgments is not
at issue, only their acceptability in accordance with accepted practices of
public political reason (Rawls 1993, xx, 94).

Foucault, Derrida, and Deleuze are also, each in their own way, ironists in
this sense. One of the avowed aims of Foucauldian genealogy is to demon-
strate the contingency of the discourses in which our public political debates
are conducted, whether they involve the treatment of the insane, the pun-
ishment of criminals, or the nature and purpose of government. For this
reason, he describes the modern systems of mental illness, punishment, and
sexuality as “pure singularities” rather than the incarnation of an essence or
the determination of a species (Foucault 1996, 395). The targets of his
genealogies are not universal principles of justice or right but particular
assemblages of power and knowledge: dispositifs of madness, punishment,
sexuality, or government. These emerge on the basis of particular, contin-
gent, historical conditions that enable them to operate within a given social
context.

Derrida’s practice of deconstruction also affirms the necessity of a genea-
logical study of the history and interpretations of a given concept. His
discussion of law and justice in Force of Law called for an historical genealogy
of different concepts of law, right, and justice, and of the manner in which
these are bound up with responsibility and the network of concepts related to
this, such as property, intentionality, will, freedom, conscience, conscious-
ness, etc. (Derrida 1992, 20). Similarly, his approach to the concept of
democracy in Politics of Friendship is genealogical. He asks how the idea of
democracy arose in the West, in what terms it has been thought, and in
relation to what other concepts it has been defined. Chief among these are the
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concepts associated with kinship, and especially the concept of friendship
(Aristotle), in terms of which democracy was first defined. In this way, his
interest in the concept of friendship is linked to the ambition to deconstruct
the “given concept of democracy” in order to open up the possibility of a
different way of understanding this peculiar manner of living together with
others (Derrida 2002, 178).

2 NON-TELEOLOGICAL PROGRESS

A further area in which there is a measure of agreement between post-
structuralism and non-metaphysical liberalism concerns the abandonment
of Enlightenment inspired philosophies of history in favor of open-ended
and piecemeal conceptions of progress in human affairs. Rorty presents a
version of liberalism that embodies this kind of non-teleological or negative
progress when he defines liberals as those who believe that cruelty to others
is the worst thing that we can do and therefore something we should strive
to eliminate (Rorty 1989, xv). Since “cruelty” here should be understood in
a broad sense to include all forms of causing or allowing others to suffer,
and since it is always open to us to be convinced that behavior that was
formerly considered natural or justified or inoffensive is bound up with the
suffering of others, it follows that there is an historically dynamic element
to liberalism understood in this manner. This dynamic is not merely
theoretical since it ultimately derives from the practical activity of those
who contest, challenge, or otherwise bring to light hitherto unrecognized
forms of suffering.

Foucault presents the critical ethos embodied in his practice of genea-
logical criticism of the present in a similar fashion, in several versions of a
comparison with Kant’s “What is Enlightenment?” (Foucault 1986, 1996,
1997). He describes the aim of such criticism as the identification of limits
to present ways of thinking, acting, and speaking in order to find points of
difference or exit from the past: “in what is given to us as universal, necessary,
obligatory, what place is occupied by whatever is singular, contingent and the
product of arbitrary constraints?” (Foucault 1997, 315). Rather than attempt
to provide normative justification for such departures from established ways
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of thinking, acting, and speaking, or attempt to connect such departures with
purportedly universal tendencies of society or history, he prefers to link the
limits described in genealogical terms to specific social transformations under
way in the present in which he wrote, such as those in relation to prisons,
sexuality, and sexual morality. His characterization of an ethos of enlighten-
ment is therefore progressivist in a non-teleological sense in which the
direction of progress can only be negatively defined in terms of freedom
from past constraints.

Rorty misrepresents Foucault in attributing to him “the conviction that
we are too far gone for reform to work—that a convulsion is needed”
(Rorty 1989, 64). His suggestion that Foucault and other post-structuralist
thinkers yearn for a kind of autonomy that could never be embodied in
social institutions allows him to align them with a failed revolutionary
utopianism (Rorty 1989, 65). However, this diagnosis relies on a misleading
contrast between those who remain in the grip of a Kantian conception of
freedom as an inner realm exempt from natural necessity and those who
view freedom only as the recognition of contingency (Rorty 1998, 326). In
fact, Foucault, Deleuze, and Derrida share this conception of freedom as
the recognition of contingency, along with a commitment to the ever-
present possibility of agency within relations of power. This implies the
permanent possibility of resistance to forms of domination and exclusion,
which they each present, in different ways, in terms of a relation to some-
thing like Kant’s unconditioned or Transcendental Idea: partially realized in
the ongoing process of pushing back the limits of what it is possible to do or
to be, but never finally or entirely achieved. It is for this reason that
Foucault refers to genealogical criticism of the present as “the undefined
work of freedom” (Foucault 1997, 316).

Deleuze expresses a similar view, by reference to Kant’s distinction between
the revolution in France and the enthusiasm aroused by its ideals throughout
Europe, when he distinguishes between the way in which revolutions turn out
historically and the “becoming-revolutionary” that is a permanent possibility
open to all. Like Foucault, he views this kind of individual and collective self-
transformation as our only way of “responding to what is intolerable,” where
the limits of what is intolerable are themselves historically determined and
subject to change (Deleuze 1995, 171). Derrida, as I will show below, appeals
directly to concepts of an unconditioned justice, hospitality, forgiveness,
friendship, and so on in order to ensure the possibility of progress in the
negative sense of a rupture with present, conditioned expressions of those
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virtues. In this sense, in response to Habermas’s claim that he is an anti-
Enlightenment thinker, Derrida affirms his belief in perfectibility and pro-
gress (Derrida 20014, 100).

3 DEMocRrRACY TO COME

The fact that the post-structuralist philosophers do not provide explicit
theoretical support for the institutions of liberal democracy does not
mean that they deplore them or that they renounce the egalitarian values
on which they rest. Rather, these values and institutions are presupposed in
order to concentrate attention on the conditions under which limits to their
application may be overcome. Consider Philippe Mengue’s objection that
Deleuzian micropolitics is anti-democratic, because it is distinguished from
the majoritarian politics of the public sphere and because the privileged
outcome is not the determination of the majority will but a “becoming-
minoritarian” that implies differentiating oneself from the majority. Mengue
argues that this is not properly a theory of politics because it does not seek to
theorize or render legitimate the institutions required to constitute a properly
political society, such as the necessary space for debate and free political
action. While he is undoubtedly correct to point to the absence of any
Deleuzian theory of public political reason, this is no reason to suppose a
fundamental antipathy towards democratic politics. Deleuze’s criticisms of
the present social and political order rely on egalitarian principles and his call
for resistance to the present state of liberal democratic government is ad-
vanced in the name of a becoming-democratic that implies a more extensive
application of those principles (Patton 20054, 2005b).

Moreover, one of the distinctive features of democratic politics is that
even the fundamental convictions expressed in its laws and institutions are
open to change: examples might include the extension of basic political
rights to include those formerly excluded, or the moral values expressed in
the protection of a right to life alongside the denial of a right to die. Among
the conditions of such change are subterranean shifts in the attitudes,
sensibilities, and beliefs of individuals and populations. It follows that
what Deleuze and Guattari call the micropolitical sphere is a no less
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important dimension of democratic politics than the macropolitical sphere
of public reasons and party politics. Since their theory of assemblages of
desire and affect provides a language in which to describe micropolitical
movements of this kind, it complements liberal democratic conceptions of
decision-making and challenges these to take into account such micropoli-
tical processes. On this basis, William Connolly argues that Deleuzian
micropolitics and democratic theory are not merely compatible but that
they require one another. In order to remain open to the kinds of changes in
fundamental conviction mentioned above, democratic institutions must be
supplemented by a pluralist and democratic ethos of engagement, “respon-
sive to both the indispensability of justice and the radical insufficiency of
justice to itself” (Connolly 1999, 68).

Derrida’s exploration of the politics of friendship also presupposes the
value of the democratic tradition even as it addresses a problem within it,
namely the manner in which philosophers have defined friendship and
democracy in familial, patriarchal, and fraternal terms. From an historical
point of view friendship, like democracy, has been an affair among men.
Derrida’s deconstructive genealogy asks:

is it possible to think and to implement democracy, that which would keep the old
name “democracy”, while uprooting from it all those figures of friendship (philo-
sophical and religious) which prescribe fraternity: the family and the androcentric
ethnic group? Is it possible, in assuming a certain faithful memory of democratic
reason and reason tout court—I would even say the Enlightenment of a certain
Aufklirung (thus leaving open the abyss which is again opening today under these
words)—not to found, where it is no longer a matter of founding, but to open
out to the future, or rather to the “to come”, of a certain democracy? (Derrida
1997, 306)

The phrase “to-come” here stands for the future understood in such a way
that it is not to be identified with any future present but rather with something
that remains in the future, a structural future which will never be actualized in
any present even though it remains capable of acting in or upon the present.
In other words, it stands for a perpetually open, yet to be determined future, a
“to come” understood as “the space opened in order for there to be an
event, the to-come, so that the coming be that of the other” (Derrida 2002,
182). This constant orientation towards the other, or towards the open future
that is named here by the phrase “to-come,” underwrites the pragmatic,
political function of deconstructive analysis. Whenever the question of the
purpose or the politics of deconstruction is raised, Derrida points to
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the undesirability of having a “good conscience” about established ways of
acting and thinking. In other words, he points to the desirability of being
willing to question and challenge what is currently accepted as self-evident in
our ways of thinking and acting.

4 USEFUL DESCRIPTIONS

Rorty’s pragmatism eschews any orientation towards a true theory of how
things are in favor of the creation of concepts that enable more useful
descriptions of the world. He abandons talk of truth and falsity in philosophy
in favor of talk about the degree to which a new vocabulary is interesting,
where “interesting” philosophy is usually “a contest between an entrenched
vocabulary which has become a nuisance and a half-formed new vocabulary
which vaguely promises great things” (Rorty 1989, 9). He suggests that, since
ironists do not believe in the existence of a final vocabulary that philosophy
aims to discover, their self-descriptions will be “dominated by metaphors of
making rather than finding, of diversification and novelty rather than con-
vergence to the antecedently present” (Rorty 1989, 77). Deleuze and Guattari
exemplify this ironic attitude by endorsing Nietzsche’s characterization of
concepts as things that philosophers must “make and create” (Deleuze and
Guattari 1994, 5). They agree with Marx and Rorty that the job of philosophers
is not to provide knowledge in the sense of correspondence with how things
are but to “help make the future different from the past” (Rorty 1995, 198). For
them as for Rorty, success or failure in philosophy is not measured by truth or
falsity but by the degree to which it serves this pragmatic aim. The adequacy or
inadequacy with which philosophy performs this task is only assessable in
terms of whether or not a given concept is interesting or useful for some
purpose. Philosophy can offer guidelines for well formed as opposed to flimsy
concepts, but it cannot offer criteria for judging the importance of concepts or
the events they express. The only criteria by which concepts may be assessed
are those of “the new, remarkable and interesting that replace the appearance
of truth and are more demanding than it is” (Deleuze and Guattari 1994, 111).

According to Rorty, philosophy helps to make the future different from the
past by providing new means of description for social and political events and
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states of affairs. Redescription rather than argument is the only appropriate
method of criticism of an existing vocabulary and as a result ironists are those
who “specialise in redescribing ranges of objects or events in partially neolo-
gistic jargon, in the hope of inciting people to adopt and extend that jargon”
(Rorty 1989, 78). Deleuze and Guattari agree that philosophy provides new
forms of description, thought, and action, although, unlike Rorty, they insist
that it does so by inventing new concepts. For them, the elaboration of new
vocabularies is inseparable from the creation of concepts. The prodigious
exercise of concept creation they undertook in A Thousand Plateaus provides
a series of vocabularies in terms of which we can describe significant features
of the contemporary landscape (Patton 2000). These include the terminology
used to describe different kinds of social, linguistic, and affective assemblages
(strata, content and expression, territories, lines of flight or deterritorializa-
tion); the terms employed in the elaboration of a micropolitics of desire
founded on the dynamics of unconscious affect and the different ways in
which this interacts with individual and collective subjectivities (body with-
out organs, intensities, molar and molecular segmentarities); an account of
capitalism as a non-territorially based axiomatic of flows of materials, labor,
and information (as opposed to a territorial system of overcoding); a concept
of the state as an apparatus of capture which, in the forms of its present
actualization, is increasingly subordinated to the requirements of the capit-
alist axiomatic; a concept of abstract machines of metamorphosis (nomadic
war-machines) which are the agents of social and political transformation;
and finally a vocabulary in which to describe transformative processes such as
a becoming-revolutionary that is not reducible to the reality of past or future
revolutions, and “a becoming-democratic that is not the same as any actual
constitutional State” (Deleuze and Guattari 1994, 112—13).

Deleuze and Guattari do not provide any explicit statement or defense of
normative principles. Instead, they demonstrate such principles through the
elaboration of their ontology of assemblages. They describe a natural and social
world that accords systematic preference to certain kinds of movement: be-
coming-minor, lines of flight, deterritorialization, and so on. The concept of
deterritorialization expresses the ethico-political sense of this ontology. In the
concluding statement of rules governing some of their most important concepts
at the end of A Thousand Plateaus, deterritorialization is defined as the move-
ment or process by which something escapes or departs from a given territory
(Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 508), where a territory can be a system of any kind,
conceptual, linguistic, social, or affective. By contrast, reterritorialization refers
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to the ways in which deterritorialized elements recombine and enter into new
relations in the constitution of a new assemblage or the modification of the old.
On their account, systems of any kind always include “vectors of deterritor-
ialization,” while deterritorialization is always “inseparable from correlative
reterritorializations” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 509).

The complexity of their concepts of deterritorialization and reterritoriali-
zation emerges when they distinguish an absolute and a relative form of each
of these processes. This corresponds to an ontological distinction between a
virtual and an actual order of things: absolute deterritorialization takes place
in the virtual realm while relative deterritorialization concerns only move-
ments within the actual. It is the virtual order that governs the fate of any
given assemblage. The sense in which this ontology amounts to an ethics and
a politics of deterritorialization is apparent when they describe absolute
deterritorialization as the underlying condition of all forms of relative deter-
ritorialization. It is an immanent source of transformation, a reserve of
freedom or movement in reality that is activated whenever relative deterri-
torialization takes place. At one point, they describe it as “the deeper move-
ment ... identical to the earth itself” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 143).

In their redescription of the nature and task of philosophy in What is
Philosophy? (1994), Deleuze and Guattari transpose this commitment to an
open future onto philosophy itself. Philosophy, they argue, is a vector of
deterritorialization to the extent that it creates concepts that break with
established or self-evident forms of understanding and description. This is
how philosophy engages with the present and fulfills its utopian vocation.
To think philosophically about the present is to create concepts that give
expression to the pure events that animate the everyday events and pro-
cesses unfolding around us: globalization, democratization, neoliberal gov-
ernmentalization, deterritorialization, etc. To describe current events in
terms of such philosophical concepts is to relate them back to the pure
event or problem of which they appear only as one particular determin-
ation or solution. In other words, through the invention (capture, deterri-
torialization, becoming, etc.) and transformation (democracy, justice,
hospitality, etc.) of concepts, philosophy helps us to dissociate the pure
event expressed in them from the particular determinate forms in which it
has been actualized, thereby pointing to the possibility of other determinate
actualizations. When Deleuze and Guattari suggest that “the concept is the
contour, the configuration, the constellation of an event to come,” they
mean that the creation of concepts opens up the possibility of transforming
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existing forms of thought and practice (Deleuze and Guattari 1994, 32-3).
In this manner, like Derridean deconstruction, their ethics of deterritoria-
lization is oriented towards the permanent possibility of something other,
towards a perpetually open future or “to-come”. The particular concepts
they propose such as becoming, capture, and deterritorialization are not
meant as substitutes for existing concepts of justice, rights, democracy, or
freedom, but they only serve the pragmatic goal of philosophy to the extent
that they assist in bringing about another justice, new rights, or novel
forms of democracy and freedom.

5 THE UNCONDITIONED

Deconstruction, especially in its so-called affirmative phase, does not invent
new concepts or provide new means of description. Rather, its aporetic
analysis is applied exclusively to existing concepts such as democracy,
friendship, the gift, hospitality, and forgiveness in a manner which repro-
duces multiple versions of a distinction between a contingent or condi-
tioned form of the concept and an absolute or unconditioned form. In each
case, this analysis reinvents a distinction between two poles or ways of
understanding the concept in question in order to argue that the ever-
present possibility of transformation in our existing historically condi-
tioned and contingent ways of understanding the phenomenon in question
is guaranteed by the existence of an absolute or unconditioned form of the
concept.

Consider Derrida’s discussion of the concept of hospitality. On the one
hand, hospitality as it is practiced in particular contexts is always condi-
tional. It is always offered to certain determinate others, endowed with a
particular social status and subject to certain reciprocal duties in relation to
the rights of the host. On the other hand, the conditional practice of
hospitality derives its force and its meaning from a concept of absolute
or unconditional hospitality which would welcome the other in the absence
of any conditions such as knowledge of name, status, or provenance, and
without any restrictions with regard to their movements or behavior while
in the domain of the host:
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absolute hospitality requires that I open up my home and that I give not only to the
foreigner (provided with a family name, with the social status of being a foreigner,
etc.), but to the absolute, unknown, anonymous other, and that I give place to
them, that I let them come, that I let them arrive, and take place in the place I
offer them, without asking of them either reciprocity (entering into a pact) or even
their names. The law of absolute hospitality commands a break with hospitality by
right, with law or justice as rights. (Derrida 2000, 25)

Derrida insists on the difference between the conditional and the uncon-
ditional form of the concept: absolute hospitality remains irreducible to
ordinary, conditional hospitality, “as strangely heterogeneous to it as justice
is heterogeneous to the law to which it is yet so close, from which in truth
it is indissociable” (Derrida 2000, 26). Moreover, he argues, it is this
difference and the fact that the conditioned form of the concept inevitably
refers to the unconditioned form that ensures the possibility of criticism
of existing social practices. Thus, in his analysis of law and justice,
he argues that the law is deconstructible in a way that justice is not,
precisely by reference to the unconditioned concept of justice. Elsewhere,
he suggests that in the same way that the law can be modified or improved
by appealing to justice, so we can “inspire” new forms of forgiveness by
reference to the paradoxical idea of the unforgivable (Derrida 2001¢, 53). In
similar fashion, the idea of unconditional hospitality underpins the possi-
bility of improvement or progress in the existing conditional forms of
welcome extended to foreigners:

It is a question of knowing how to transform and improve the law, and of knowing
if this improvement is possible within an historical space which takes place between
the Law of an unconditional hospitality, offered a priori to every other, to all
newcomers, whoever they may be, and the conditional laws of a right to hospitality.
(Derrida 2001b, 22)

Derrida’s concept of the unconditioned bears a remarkable resemblance to
Rorty’s cautionary use of the word “‘true’ (or any other indefinable norma-
tive term such as ‘good’ or ‘right’)” (Rorty 2000, 12). Rorty defines this
cautionary use as “the use we make of the word when we contrast justification
with truth and say that a belief may be justified but not true” and suggests
that this is all the pragmatist may allow in place of the moment of uncondi-
tionality which Habermas thinks necessary in order to ground critique (Rorty
2000, 4). Since Rorty rejects any transcendent concept of truth in favor of
historically specific and contingent protocols of justification, he takes this
cautionary use of “true” to mark the ever-present possibility that what we
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now consider justified may not be so before different audiences in the future.
In the same way, for Derrida, the irreducible gap between the conditioned
and unconditioned forms of the concept removes any basis for good con-
science about present instantiations of our political virtues. The unavoidable
reference to the unconditioned form of the concept ensures the question of
the conditions under which it finds institutional and political expression
remains open.>

In turn, the relationship that he discerns between the conditioned and
unconditioned poles of a given concept parallels the relationship between the
two heterogenous but equally indissociable movements of absolute and
relative deterritorialization that we saw above in Deleuze and Guattari’s
political ontology. Just as their ontology of deterritorializing assemblages
represents a world in which processes of transformation or deconstruction
are immanent in any present state of affairs, so for Derrida the gap between
conditioned and unconditioned, along with the inevitable reference to the
unconditioned within the conditioned forms, remind us of both the possi-
bility and the importance of departing from existing forms of thought or
practice. In this manner, there is a common critical impulse at the heart of
affirmative deconstruction, Deleuze and Guattari’s constructivism and
Foucault’s genealogical work on the limits of the possible. They each share
the orientation towards a future defined by its potential difference from the
present, but which nevertheless acts in the present to ensure the possibility of
criticism and resistance. Their reliance upon democratic and egalitarian
principles as the basis for such criticism is reason to include them among
the contemporary heirs of the liberal tradition. While their non-teleological
historicism aligns them in certain respects with Rorty’s pragmatism,
their commitment to criticism of present institutions, practices, concepts,
and considered convictions differentiates them from all forms of uncritical
liberalism.

3 From the perspective of his own agonistic and practice-based conception of liberal democracy,
and with reference to the Rawlsian thesis of the ubiquity of reasonable disagreement, James Tully
defends a similar position in suggesting that “the orientation of practical philosophy should not be to
reaching final agreements on universal principles or procedures, but to ensuring that constitutional
democracies are always open to the democratic freedom of calling into question and presenting
reasons for the renegotiation of the prevailing rules of law, principles of justice and practices of
deliberation” (Tully 2002, 218).
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CHAPTER 7

THE PLURALIST
IMAGINATION

DAVID SCHLOSBERG

Accepting the legitimacy of difference is theoretically problematic.

(Raz 2001: 11)

1 INTRODUCTION

William James proclaimed in 1909 that the “prestige of the absolute has rather
crumbled in our hands” (1977, 63). A century later, political theory sees
moral, ethical, and cultural pluralism as endemic—an undeniable, empirical,
political reality. Generations of pluralists have theorized ways to undermine
universalism and monism in both political practice and theory; while unsuc-
cessful in a political realm that has seen a revitalized focus on universalism,
pluralist theory has imagined numerous paths toward the development of an
acceptance of varied values, cultures, and ways of life. Further, in its focus on
developing ways to engage authentically across difference, the pluralist im-
agination has permeated the recent history of political theory. White (2002,
475) sees the field as “constrained to an ever deeper and more extensive
engagement with pluralism. And we must become, accordingly, increasingly
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involved with exploring the ethos and strategies that should animate and
guide this adventure.” Likewise, Gunnell argues that the pluralist bias is
deeply infused and diffused in political theory; it is, in fact, “home”—the
discursive heritage of the field (Gunnell 2004, 249).

Central to this school of thought is both acknowledgment of the empirical
and experiential basis of moral and cultural plurality, and the design of
political engagement across that difference. This chapter will examine the
development of these aspects of pluralist theory, in order to illustrate both the
longevity of pluralist thought in the discipline and the resurrection of earlier
pluralist themes in recent theory. Monism, however, has not been pluralism’s
only challenge. The other major discourse of political theory—Iliberalism—
has often overshadowed the pluralist impulse, and much recent pluralist
theory has examined the interplay of the two schools of thought. Central to
both of these discussions is the problematic nature of acknowledging differ-
ence, and the imaginative ways pluralists have proposed to engage that
dilemma.

2 GENERATIONS OF PLURALISTS

Pluralism in political science began both as a case for value pluralism and
incommensurability and as a way to implement that knowledge in innovative
political designs. Centrally, theorists focused on an awareness, consideration,
and institutionalization of difference and group life below the level of the
state. The pluralist universe has always been based on one key empirical and
philosophical claim: the acceptance of the legitimacy of difference in per-
spectives. Here, the original influence was the pluralist and anti-absolutist
philosophy of William James.

James saw the methodology of “radical empiricism” as the basis of pluralist
philosophy. Here, “all we are required to admit as the constitution of reality is
what we ourselves find empirically realized in every minimum of finite life”
(James 1977 [1909], 145). James argued that as both what is experienced and
the consciousness of that experience varies for people, a pluralist universe is
empirically and objectively grounded. His pluralist approach was not just
a validation of the empirical reality of difference, but an insistence on
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understanding that difference will never come together into a single coherent
unity, as the philosophical absolutists desired. According to James, the plur-
alist view “is willing to believe that there may ultimately never be an all-form
at all, that the substance of reality may never get totally collected, that some of
it may remain outside of the largest combination of it ever made, and that a
disruptive form of reality, the each-form is logically as acceptable and empir-
ically as probable as the all-form commonly acquiesced in as so obviously the
self-evident thing” (James 1976 [1912], 14—15). Incommensurability—of val-
ues, visions, and reality itself—was central to James’ explication of pluralism;
he simply wanted philosophy to recognize and embrace the real world of
difference and disunity.

Early political pluralists such as Arthur Bentley (1908), Ernest Barker (1957
[1915]), Harold Laski (1917, 1921), and Mary Parker Follett (1918) were united
against absolutist unity on both philosophical and political grounds. While
often basing their philosophical justification for pluralist concerns on James,
their target was the overriding concern of political theorists with the singular
sovereignty and unity of the state. “What the Absolute is to metaphysics, that is
the state to political theory” (Laski 1917, 6). While Laski insisted that political
theory come to grips with the “plurality of reals” and accept that “the partsare as
real and as self-sufficient as the whole” (1917, 9), Follett (1918, 291) insisted that
“[1]ife is a recognition of multitudinous multiplicity. Politics must be shaped
for that.” A focus on unity, in particular the unified state, they argued, came only
at the expense of the diversity of individual and group experiences. These early
pluralists argued for this plurality of experiences, manifest in groups in civil
society, as the center of political life—and they used that diversity of group
experiences to break the monopoly of the state in political theorizing.

The acknowledgment of plurality, difference, and incommensurability in
values and experiences led directly to pluralist attempts to redesign political
institutions that recognized difference in civil society and avoided unified
singularity at the level of the state. As Hirst (1989, 3) has written, pluralism
was about a “critique of state structure and of the basis of the authority of the
state.” It challenged the idea of unlimited sovereignty and the unitary cen-
tralized state, and argued that it was unrealistic and intolerable to have no
layer of autonomy, authority, and sovereignty between individual citizens and
the singular state.! While this early generation of pluralists may have been

1 Hirst attributes this position only to the English pluralists, but he unfairly compares the early
English pluralists with the later, postwar Americans. There were, however, American pluralists, such as
Follett, making similar claims at the time.
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motivated by the same recognition of plurality, both philosophically and in
civil society, there was never agreement on state design. Cole was a supporter
of guild socialism, Laski of a federal structure with plural authority, and
Figgis argued for the state as an association of associations, charged with the
task of helping citizens establish and maintain such groups (Hirst 1989, 25-7).
Follett’s design for a new state was closest to Laski’s federalism, though she
was constantly trying to balance James’ plurality with a Hegelian (rather than
a monist or uniform) unity. Ultimately, neither this first generation of
pluralists nor those that follow make for a coherent academic school—by
definition, their discourse and institutional suggestions are open-ended,
variable, and unending. Such is the nature of radical empiricism wed to an
imaginative rethinking of political forms.

Pluralist concerns were never given a welcome reception by the discipline of
political science; given the attacks on the statist focus of political theory, there
were harsh critiques of pluralism and pluralist authors in the American Political
Science Review in the 1920s (Coker 1921; Elliot 1924; Ellis 1920). Not surprisingly,
the focus of political theorizing moved back toward the state and a growing
concern with liberalism in the 1930s and 1940s (covered admirably by Gunnell
2004). Still, the pluralist discourse reappeared in the post-Second World War
period, although in a way that ignored the writings and frameworks of the earlier
generation. While articulated as an argument against a unitary explanation of
power politics, for example in Dahl’s (1961) direct response to the elite power
theory of Mills (1956), there was little in it resembling the earlier generation’s
concerns. The underpinning of radical empiricism and value incommensurability
were ignored, replaced with an elevation of liberal institutions as universally
applicable to solving the problem of group (more particularly, interest) difference.

Dahl’s (1961, 1967) version of pluralism argued that power was divided into
multiple centers, with different actors having more power in different sectors.
The ideal, which just so happened to be what these pluralists empirically
found, was a system of balanced power, shared among overlapping groups.
Truman’s classic work (1960) embodied the institutional focus of the post-
war pluralists, focusing on the pressure of interest groups (almost entirely
based on economic identity and interest) in the political realm. Individual
freedoms were to be defended and protected by such pressure groups, and the
stability of the system would be enforced by the incrementalism bred by
“mutual adjustment” (Lindblom 1965). This was a purely political and
institutional pluralism, uninformed by the philosophical or empirical
grounding in difference that was the foundation of earlier pluralists. This
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form of pluralism failed as both an explanation of the political reality of
difference and as a framework for politically embodying and enfranchising
real and growing differences in the postwar landscape.

It did not take long before this school of pluralism was attacked for these
limitations, as well as its explicit, uncritical support of the American political
system. Kariel (1961) argued that while pluralism posed as a positive science, it
was based on an unconscious adoption of “the functional system,” and simply
stopped being analytical (Kariel 1961, 139, 145). Kariel noted how the particular
power of the corporation was ignored in this group approach; Shattschneider
was much more direct with his famous line, that the “flaw in the pluralist
heaven is that the heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent”
(Shattschneider 1960, 35). Connolly, who would later become a major figure in
rethinking the pluralist imagination, challenged a “biased pluralism in which
some concerns, aspirations, and interests are privileged while others are placed
at a serious disadvantage” (Connolly 1969, 16). While a generation of pluralist
authors tried to explain the American system as one of shared power among
groups, its critics saw one where some groups were privileged due to their
economic status, while groups based on other identities were at a distinct
disadvantage (Wolfe 1969, 41). This criticism of the pluralist school continued
for over two decades (see Manly 1983).

Connolly (1969: 26) argued that pluralists needed to extend the conven-
tional limits of politics and contestation if pluralism was to approach its own
ideal. But the focus of the postwar pluralists was the defense of the discourse
of liberalism against that of a unitary elitism; this overrode the original set of
pluralist philosophies, critiques, and its imaginative rethinking of the state. In
essence, pluralism lost its focus on plurality and instead celebrated a singular
institutional form. With criticisms plentiful and growing, pluralism took on a
shameful and haunted connotation in political thought, signifying the lack of
political critique and imagination in the discipline of political science and the
field of political theory specifically.

In the meantime, British political theory had its own second generation of
pluralism, mostly in the expansive thought of Isaiah Berlin. Berlin eschewed
the institutional focus of the postwar American school, and focused on the
epistemological foundation of pluralism. While he never acknowledged a
specific debt to earlier pluralist thinkers on either continent, the tenets of
value pluralism and incommensurability were central to his examination of
the relationship between liberalism and pluralism. While Berlin is most well-
known for his work on liberty, he premises the need for such a focus with an
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acknowledgment against the monist view. “[S]ince some values may conflict
intrinsically, the very notion that a pattern must in principle be discoverable in
which they are all rendered harmonious is founded on a false a priori view of
what the world is like” (Berlin 1969, li). Universalism, he argued, reduces every
value to the lowest common denominator, and “drained both lives and ideals of
the specific content which alone gave them point” (Berlin 1990, 245). The belief
that there is a final, single unity “rests on the conviction that all the positive
values in which men have believed must, in the end, be compatible, and perhaps
even entail one another ... [but] notall good things are compatible, still less all
the ideals of mankind” (Berlin 1969, 167). A singular, harmonious, unitary, and
unified state was neither possible nor desirable within a context of liberty.
Again, while not explicitly acknowledged by Berlin, his work followed the
work of earlier pluralists in two additional ways. First, he argued that recog-
nition of the validity of multiple points of view and the incommensurability
of values is not relativistic. “Relativism is not the only alternative to univer-
salism ... nor does incommensurability entail relativism. There are many
worlds, some of which overlap” (Berlin 1990, 85). Berlin defined pluralism as
“the conception that there are many different ends that men may seek and
still be fully rational, fully men, capable of understanding each other and
sympathizing and deriving light from each other” (Berlin 1990, 11). Second,
Berlin also recognized the importance of groups and social context in the
development of our values; the understanding we get from one’s own group
gives us “the sense of being someone in the world” (Berlin 1969, 157).
Unfortunately, Berlin’s concern with these elements of plurality was a minor-
ity view in the postwar era dominated by the Americans’ institutional focus.

3 RESURRECTING THE PLURALIST
IMAGINATION: DIFFERENCE AND
ENGAGEMENT

By the 1980s, a number of authors began to both resurrect important aspects
of pluralism’s first generation and imagine new paths for pluralist theory. The
epistemological foundation of pluralism, born in James’ radical empiricism



148 DAVID SCHLOSBERG

although ignored by seemingly everyone but Berlin in the postwar years,
came back to the forefront of pluralist thought in order to justify and validate
different ways of seeing and knowing the world. Key to this, as McClure
(1992) argues, was the revitalization of feminist epistemology and the radical
pluralist potential in the multiple subjectivities suggested by Haraway and
other feminist theorists. Critiquing the singular identity required by the
modern state, McClure’s focus is specifically on the relationship between
pluralist understandings of identity and the important political possibilities
inherent in the recognition and validation of multiple subjectivities. Here, she
is one of the very few to use the recent focus on philosophical pluralism while
explicitly echoing and expanding upon the earlier generation.2

Others resurrect the core of pluralism’s first generation without such
explicit recognition. Haraway’s (1988) descriptions of situated knowledge
and embodied objectivity were based on a metaphor of vision—that depend-
ing on one’s experience, context, or view from one’s body we can see and
understand the same object in multiple ways. In this sense, as with James,
only partial perspectives can be considered objective. Similarly, Deleuze and
Guattari (1983) inspired postmodern pluralists with their argument to return
to a focus on multiplicity. Empirically, they argued, we live in an age of
partiality, where we are defined by the many and varied states, situations, and
groups through which we pass. These arguments, in particular their focus on
the way identity is constructed, resurrected James’ radical empiricism in the
postmodern context, and reawakened the pluralist political response to the
reality of difference. Politically, although again without reference to past
pluralists, Mouffe explicitly claims a pluralist intent—starting political
analysis with the recognition of difference, and refusing “the objective of
unanimity and homogeneity which is ... based on acts of exclusion” (Mouffe
1996, 246). These theorists illustrate that at the end of the twentieth century,
plurality again became the basis of a radical and critical political theorizing,
focusing on the meaning of identity, citizenship, and relations across differ-
ence rather than on the unitary state or a singular identity of the citizen.?

2 McClure (1992) is to be credited with the idea of three “generations” of pluralist theory; she tops a
short list of theorists (including Eisenberg 1995; Gunnell 1993, 2004; Schlosberg 1998, 1999; and
Seigfried 1996) who refer back to the first generation in examining current challenges of difference,
identity, and citizenship.

3 This resurgence of theory based on one form or another of James’ radical empiricism was
not always expressly “pluralist” Given the negative connotation of the term, many political theorists
returning to issues of plurality instead began to focus on a discourse of difference. As Honig suggested,
“difference is just another word for what used to be called pluralism” (1996, 251). Theorists such
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Pluralism, from its origins, has always gone beyond a recognition of
plurality, to a central concern with how such difference is to be communi-
cated and engaged. Values and identities can be comparable, even if incom-
mensurable; incommensurability does not mean that values cannot be
shared, or at least understood, across differences. Bohman (2001, 89—90)
argues that the engagement of pluralist perspectives is the central issue for
contemporary critical social theory. As pluralism indicates that no one
perspective may lay claim to epistemic, moral, or rational authority, the
task for theory is to examine what each perspective provides, how to adjudi-
cate among them, and how to reconcile conflicting perspectives in demo-
cratic practice. The job for the pluralist critic is “to relate various perspectives
to each other in acts of criticism within reflective practices that articulate and
adjudicate such conflicts” (Bohman 2001, 90). Importantly, conflicts are not
to be resolved by the critic, “but practically in ongoing and reflective prac-
tices.” Simply put, pluralism demands engagement.

Both Berlin and Raz note the importance of what we learn from others
across difference. Berlin calls on us to try to understand “the standards of
others... to grasp what we are told” by them. Their difference does not
preclude us from “sharing common assumptions, sufficient for some com-
munication with them, for some degree of understanding and being under-
stood” (Berlin 1969, 103). Galston (2002, 90—1) argues that, ideally, pluralist
participants see others not as ignorant, short-sighted, or blinded by passion,
but rather as fellow citizens who happen to see things differently, and whose
positions might be right, add to the larger picture, or at least have some value.
Tully (1995, 25) notes that the “ability to change perspectives—to see and
understand aspectivally—is acquired through participation in the intercul-
tural dialogue itself” This focus on active pluralist engagement and inter-
subjectivity is especially necessary as cultures mix and individuals find
themselves in more than one cultural world simultaneously—Muslim youth
in Western schools, Anglo university students learning about indigenous
cosmologies, urban dwellers coming to know and interact with new immi-
grants (and vice versa).

as Fred Dallmayr, Carol Gould, Will Kymlicka, Anne Phillips, and Iris Young, for example,
revisited pluralist questions—and imagined new responses—within discourses of difference,
multiculturalism, and constitutionalism. Others, such as William Connolly, John Gray, and Chantal
Moulffe, have attempted an explicit resurrection of the term along with the key concerns of plura-
lization.
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Central to pluralist engagement is the attitude that conflict across differ-
ence is to be welcomed, and certainly not avoided. The key claim of those
supporting agonistic encounters is that moral conflict and engagement across
differences is a valuable and indispensable part of social and political life.
Such conflict is good for the body politic, and both groups and individuals
within it. Honig (1993) points out that too much political theory has
been about avoiding conflict and eliminating dissonance, resistance, strug-
gle—the displacement of politics. While she looks to Nietzsche and Arendt as
examples of those who do not displace rivalrous encounters, both first
generation and more recent pluralist theorists embrace such agonistic
engagement.

James embraced the need to see alternatives and imagine other states of
mind (1978, 4). Follett called for an inclusive, integrative resolution
of differences, brought about “by the reciprocal adaptings of the reactions
of individuals, and this reciprocal adapting is based on both agreement and
difference” (1918, 35). She was concerned that addressing conflict not lead to
the dismissal of diversity. “What people often mean by getting rid of conflict
is getting rid of diversity, and it is of the utmost importance that these should
not be considered the same” (Follett 1924, 300). Key to both James and Follett
was a process open to difference and yet focused on making connections
across that difference.

A number of contemporary pluralist theorists pick up on this process, and
the need for an ethic of agonistic respect across difference. For Tully, inter-
cultural dialog is the central task of pluralist politics, and in order for
negotiation to occur across difference, an ethic of mutual respect and recog-
nition will “enhance a critical attitude to one’s own culture and a tolerant and
critical attitude towards others” (Tully 1995, 207). Taylor (1995, 34) notes that
identity is never worked out in isolation; “but that I negotiate it through
dialogue, partly overt, partly internal, with others.... My own identity
crucially depends on my dialogical relations with others.” Connolly, however,
is the key theorist who espouses such an ethos within a critical pluralist
frame. The response to a pluralizing society that is continually and agonis-
tically overlapping, interacting, and negotiating needs to be an ethos of what
Connolly calls critical responsiveness, the “indispensable lubricant of political
pluralization” (1995, xvi). Such an “ethical connection...flowing across
fugitive experiences of intrasubjective and intersubjective difference opens
up relational possibilities of agonistic respect, studied indifference,
critical responsiveness, and selective collaboration between interdependent,
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contending identities” (Connolly 1995, xvii). Connolly’s ethos is crucial to a
viable process of engagement across difference.

There are, however, pluralist critics of such imaginative dreams of agon-
ism. Connolly claims that an agonistic model of pluralist and democratic
engagement could foster greater inclusion of diverse citizens and more
mutual respect; Honig also thinks agonism can disrupt hegemonic political
ideas and spaces. Deveaux (1999) thinks not, and argues that the claim that
agonism “could more readily foster the inclusion of citizens’ moral, cultural,
and ethical differences is simply unfounded” (1999, 3). Agonism, on the
contrary, could lead to the entrenchment of existing identities and “make it
more difficult for diverse cultural communities to see that they do share at
least some social and moral views, norms and interests in common with
others” (1999, 15). Likewise, Raz (1986, 401) notes that “pluralism has an
inherent tendency to generate intolerance, a tendency which ought to be
guarded against.” It is not just agonism that comes out of pluralism, but the
very real danger of intolerance.

The political fact is that such intolerant agonism is already entrenched,
especially in American politics, without the lubricants of critical responsive-
ness, recognition, and respect for the positions of others. Such agonism,
unattached to any formal or informal institutions of engagement, is certainly
laced with the vile and disrespect Deveaux fears, rather than the optimistic
vision of Connolly. Deveaux (1999, 16) argues that “proponents of agonistic
democracy typically fail to acknowledge the key role played by institutions in
making citizens agree, or in finding solutions to common problems.” While
there seems to be agreement among agonists on the value of engagement and
conflict itself, Deveaux argues that some liberals, and certainly those focused
on forms of deliberative democracy, are better in terms of giving that agonism
somewhere to play out. We should, she argues, focus on developing specific
political practices which will facilitate the expression and engagement of
citizens’ disagreements.

The issue here is the move from the theoretical argument regarding
the fact and ethos of pluralism to the much more practical and political
issue of how to bring that existing plurality into political and institutional
engagement. In other words, contemporary pluralist theory is faced with
not only theorizing difference, but also bridging the divide between epi-
stemological and institutional forms of pluralism. This is the point where
contemporary pluralism meets institutional democratic design, in particular
deliberative democracy, for pragmatically addressing the real practice
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of agonistic engagement. Here, inclusive forms of deliberation are indispens-
able in the development of a politics that offers respect and recognition
to diverse citizens. Mouffe (1999) is the only pluralist theorist who explicitly
challenges the link between pluralism and deliberative democracy, but
she mistakenly insists that all deliberation aims at erasing antagonism
and creating perfect, permanent harmony. On the contrary, most pluralist
models of deliberation transform political discourse from antagonism
between enemies to a more civil agonism between adversaries—just what
Moulffe desires.

While this is not the place to go into any detail regarding institu-
tionalization of democratic forms of discourse amenable to pluralist engage-
ment, there are some important aspects that others in deliberative or
discursive democracy might not address. First, institutions of engagement
could not exist solely at the state level; the focus must be at both macro
and micro levels, or both the state political realm and the cultural sub-
political realm. Deveaux (2000) thoroughly addresses this interface of
pluralism and deliberative democracy, and she notes that macro-level
democracy alone cannot secure adequate respect and recognition for cultural
minorities; this requires more democracy down to the micro-level of society.
Second, any agonistic institutions must pay attention to the interplay of
identities, both individual and in groups. Pluralists encourage a move
away from thinking of diversity in terms of individual beliefs; difference is
both socially constructed and collective. Recognizing the role of groups as a
font of the values that form the basis of agonism moves engagement
away from that solely between citizens and the state. Finally, pluralists eschew
the idea that any result of an agonistic engagement is ever permanent.
Institutionally, this means an ever-adaptive management—policies are
developed and implemented, but constantly revised with input from feed-
back, additional knowledge, and ongoing discourse. Pluralism—the engage-
ment, the agonism, the understanding, and the resolution—is always
in the making. James (1976 [1912], xxii) argued that “knowledge of sensible
realities thus comes to life inside the tissue of experience. It is made;
and made by relations that unroll themselves in time.” From James
to Connolly, pluralists have cited the influence of Bergson’s notion
of creative evolution and the continuously creative nature of our engage-
ments; the process is one of becoming, rather than finishing. It gives us a
permanent and always contingent politics, affirming the importance of on-
going engagement.
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4 THE LIBERALISM/PLURALISM DEBATE

While much of the pluralist imagination has been focused on radical empiri-
cism, engagement, and the development of plural and agonistic institutions
and processes, a good portion has been engaged with the question of whether
or not pluralism is compatible with the other central theoretical discourse of
political theory—liberalism. Pluralists differ on the point, with some arguing
compatibility, others vehemently denying the link, and still others proposing
imaginative redesigns to build compatibility.

At the heart of the argument that liberalism and pluralism are compatible
is the claim that value pluralism—multiple and incommensurable concep-
tions of the good—is the starting point of liberalism. As Crowder (1999, 9)
notes, there are really two steps in laying out this compatibility: “first, the
claim that pluralism gives us a reason to value diversity; second, the claim
that diversity is best accommodated by liberalism.” For liberal pluralists or
pluralist liberals, liberal principles serve the empirical reality of value plural-
ism. Ideally, a liberal pluralist society “will organize itself around the principle
of maximum feasible accommodation of diverse legitimate ways of life”
(Galston 2002, 119).

Raz (1986) argues that valuing the liberal staple of autonomy commits one
to a weak value pluralism. The connection is simple: if a life does not have
diverse choices, than that life is not autonomous, as “autonomy presupposes
a variety of conflicting considerations” (1986, 398). The liberal value of
autonomy, then, can only be realized in a pluralistic society, and so valuing
autonomy leads to the endorsement of moral pluralism. Likewise, Galston’s
main concern is with the way that monist or unitary states deny liberty. Moral
pluralism, he argues, “supports the importance of expressive liberty in a way
monist theories do not” (Galston 2002, 37-8). Berlin is perhaps the premier
theorist of this argument. For Berlin, freedom is the central liberal value. As
Gray (1996, 142) argues in his comprehensive examination of Berlin’s thought,
Berlin privileges “choice-making as the embodiment of human self-creation.
We make ourselves what we are ... through our choices.” Pluralism is the
best context for this choice-making because it recognizes both incommen-
surability and rivalry across values (Berlin 1969, 171). “It may be,” Berlin
argues, “that the ideal of freedom to choose ends without claiming eternal
validity for them, and the pluralism of values connected with this, is only the
late fruit of our declining capitalist civilization” (1969, 172).
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For Berlin, this freedom and recognition for self-definition in a plural
society is not solely for individuals, but for groups as well. As with individ-
uals, what oppressed classes or nationalities want “is simply recognition (of
their class or nation, color, or race) as an independent source of human
activity, as an entity with a will of its own, intending to act in accordance with
it ... and not to be ruled, educated, guided, with however light a hand, as
being not quite fully human, and therefore not quite fully free” (Berlin 1969,
156). This focus on group autonomy has been taken up by multicultural
pluralists looking for a liberal justification for group difference and self-rule.
Both Galston (2002, 124) and Tully note the relationship between demands
for recognition and demands for forms of group autonomy. Tully (1995, 6)
argues that multicultural demands for recognition “share a traditional polit-
ical motif: the injustice of an alien form of rule and the aspiration to self rule
in accord with one’s own customs and ways.” Similarly, for Raz, multicul-
turalism “emphasizes the role of cultures as a precondition for, and a factor
which give shape and content to, individual freedom” (Raz 1994, 163). Such
struggles are struggles for liberty, autonomy, and self-rule—certainly endur-
ing characteristics of liberalism.*

Berlin would have agreed. As Gray (1996, 62) points out, while freedom is
the central liberal value for both individuals and groups in Berlin’s theory, the
claims of freedom can never be absolute; it is reasonable, within a pluralist
framework, to trade off liberty for other values, or to trade off some types of
liberty for others. This is what makes Berlin’s form of the liberal-plural
interface so unique and imaginative. The acknowledgment of, and the real
space for, the incommensurability and the diversity of various goods draws a
strong contrast to other liberal theories (such as in Rawls and his followers)
based in universal theories of justice or fundamental rights (Gray 1996, 145).
The point of Berlin’s pluralism is that we need to make choices in liberal
systems without the kind of overarching, singular, universal rules at the heart
of most liberal theory. He is unwilling to lay out a theory with such a
universal right to liberty, given the pluralist context liberalism finds itself
within. Berlin, then, expands both the pluralist and liberal imagination in
arguing for a politics with room for the underlying support for difference in
each. He embodies the argument for a tense compatibility between liberalism
and pluralism.

4 See both Galeotti and Spinner-Halev in this volume for more on these themes.
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But not all pluralists agree with this happy marriage, and Gray is perhaps
the harshest critic. As much as he admires the attempts of Berlin and Raz to
bridge liberalism and pluralism, Gray (1996, 142, 146) argues the connection
does not hold, and he criticizes both Berlin and Raz for believing that a value
pluralism based in incommensurability can live compatibly with liberalism.
“The central flaw in this common reasoning is in the assumption that
principles of liberty or justice can be insulated from the force of value-
incommensurability” (1996, 147). In practice in liberal societies, liberty
trumps diversity, and if you are a value pluralist, there can be no justification
for that norm (1996, 152).

Gray is an unrelenting pluralist critic of modern liberalism, and his com-
plaints go further than this difference with Berlin and Raz; they generally fall
within two categories: the individualist nature of contemporary liberalism and
the attempt to universalize its applicability. On the first, Gray follows com-
munitarian critics in noting the lack of the social in liberal understandings, but
his focus is on lack of attention to the meaning of specific group memberships.
In essence, Gray’s critique is that liberalism in contemporary practice is too
individualist to fit in the group-centered world of pluralism; American liber-
alism in particular trivializes value pluralism as “alternative lifestyles.”

Here Gray resurrects one of the long-standing pluralist critiques of liber-
alism—the lack of a middle ground between individuals and the state, which
is in essence a lack of recognition of the difference and autonomy of group
life. Mouffe (1992, 231) also explains the pluralist challenge in exactly these
terms: “Our only choice is not one between an aggregate of individuals
without common public concern and a pre-modern community organized
around a single substantive idea of the common good. Envisaging the mod-
ern democratic political community outside of this dichotomy is the crucial
challenge.” Key to pluralism through its generations is the understanding that
our identity comes through cultural groups and our social interactions within
and among them. While some pluralists believe that liberalism offers recog-
nition and autonomy to groups, the more thorough pluralist critique is that
liberalism is simply not accommodating to that group focus. Deveaux (2000),
for example, disparages Raz’s and Berlin’s attempts to bridge the liberal/
pluralist divide by explaining group life as the context for personal autonomy.
The approach is both too individualist in its focus—groups as the context for
personal autonomy—and is in conflict with groups that simply may not value
individual autonomy as much as liberals. Illiberal groups, especially, make
pluralist/liberal compatibility tenuous, at best.
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Gray’s second major worry regarding the relationship between liberalism
and pluralism concerns the singularity of liberalism itself. His key critique of
both Berlin’s and Raz’s attempts to reconcile liberalism and pluralism is that
the liberal way of life has no special or universal claim in a pluralist universe.
“[1]f value pluralism is true, the range of forms of genuine human flourishing
is considerably larger than can be accommodated within liberal forms of life.
As a matter of logic alone, it is safe to say that value pluralism cannot
mandate liberalism, where that is taken to be a theory or set of principles
claiming universal authority” (Gray 1995, 133). Gray (1995, 126) argues that we
need to reject the idea that liberalism can be the singular response to a plural
world, the single regime ideally best for all humankind, applicable to all
cultures; he insists that there may be other, non-liberal ways of adopting
plurality that exist in other cultures and ways of life. We should look for those
first, in context, in arguing for pluralistic systems outside of the historically
liberal societies of the USA and Europe.5

For other pluralists, liberalism is pluralistically redeemable with more
attention to the differences and particularities of social and cultural groups.
These theorists examine the potential of expanding liberalism in pluralist
directions, or of resolving the various critiques or limitations of liberalism
with a thorough dose of pluralistic understanding. The point is not to reject
liberalism or limit plurality, but to focus on particular potential-laden aspects
of liberalism—respect, consent, democratic participation—that can serve a
pluralistic society. Deveaux (2000), for example, argues that liberalism can be
expanded to encompass a broadly defined, group-based, cultural pluralism
with three broad conceptual shifts. First, liberalism’s understanding of diver-
sity would be reconceived, from an individualist to a social and collective
conception (Deveaux 2000, 32). Second, although clearly related, liberalism
must move from accepting solely moral or value pluralism to an understand-
ing of cultural pluralism. Individual moral and value differences simply do
not cover all of the crucial features of social and cultural diversity in con-
temporary states. Third, Deveaux argues for a more thorough recognition of

5 Gray criticizes the liberal universalist dream of overthrowing regimes and replacing them with a
Western liberalism, when in fact more could be done to preserve plurality by exploring historical,
traditional, and/or cultural processes that would more seamlessly be implemented from within. But
there are two weaknesses in Gray’s anti-liberal argument. First, he does not discuss societies that are
not only illiberal, but anti-pluralist; plenty of non-liberal systems are far from the pluralist ideal.
Second, Gray’s focus on whole societies offers no specific help for dealing with the growing cultural
pluralism in already-defined liberal societies.
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the value of diversity. Too often in liberal societies difference is seen as a
problem or hindrance. Pluralism, on the contrary, understands the self-
respect and dignity diversity brings to group members and recognizes the
enrichment it brings to larger cultures. Deveaux criticizes pluralistic liberals
like Raz and Kymlicka for only recognizing the liberal value of religious,
ethnic, and cultural identities, as opposed to their greater pluralistic value
(2000, 110).

Multicultural pluralists attempt to broaden liberalism’s understanding
and recognition of group difference, but there is one key lesson from the
first generation of pluralists lost—an increased role for group sovereignty. In
the attempt to reconcile liberalism and pluralism, the focus is often solely on
the institutional tasks and responsibilities of the state. While groups
are discussed as a central place where individuals get meaning, and so should
be protected as such, they are not, as they were for earlier pluralists, a
place where we should have not just autonomy, but sovereignty as well.
Such a step is necessary if we take individual liberty and autonomy seriously
as liberals, and respect group life as pluralists. There is a danger that such a
step which would make pluralism illiberal—multicultural pluralists are
concerned that offering limited sovereignty to groups might create illiberal
pockets in plural societies. But no pluralist argues that we replace the liberal
state with group sovereignty writ large; states are necessary, at the very least,
for the protection of individual rights and autonomy and the protection
of group contexts, if not for the promotion of their specific values. Still,
a cultural pluralism based in an expanded liberalism and a resurrection
of respect for groups requires a shared sovereignty between groups and
the state.

Some pluralists more directly address the importance of this interface.
Many go as far as Galston (2002) in insisting that a pluralized liberalism
calls for the maximum feasible accommodation of groups, even where there
are internal practices many disagree with. Tully (1995), perhaps, goes further,
insisting that the politics of cultural recognition is about liberty in the most
enduring sense of the term—the demand for some level of self-rule. Pluralism
in a liberal context, then, means at minimum the political liberty and
autonomy for groups to practice diverse moral beliefs, and the limited
sovereignty to make that liberty meaningful. In essence, it means an integra-
tion of pluralism’s epistemological grounding and ontological valuing of
difference with the variety of institutions necessary to express that difference
in the social and political realms.
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5 CONCLUSION

The most important outcome of this encounter between pluralism and
liberalism has been a general move to the acceptance of numerous underlying
pluralist assumptions. The reality and value of difference and diversity, and
their group origins, have been widely accepted in the theoretical realm. The
argument is not, as it was earlier, between monism and unitary political
theory on the one hand and pluralist theory on the other; rather, the focus is
on how to accommodate pluralist reality in contemporary societies. This has
brought a need for flexibility to liberal politics, and while it makes liberals
interested in universal rules uncomfortable, that flexibility has been a central
tenet of pluralism from the first generation to the present. While some may
not be happy with the resulting uncertainties, conflicts, and endlessly unfin-
ished business, such uncertainty is the stufft of everyday, pragmatic pluralist
politics. Dilemmas of difference, group autonomy, inclusion, engagement,
and agonistic relations remain just that: dilemmas.

Is this progress? James may have been prescient when he noted the crum-
bling of the absolute—in the realm of theory. He imagined the pluralist
universe with which political theory is now fully engaged. For Tully (1995,
186), pluralist progress is about “learning to recognize, converse with and be
mutually accommodating to the culturally diverse neighbors in the city we
inhabit here and now.” The argument here is that pluralist theory has indeed
imagined such progress. The larger problem, of course, is that the political
realm itself suffers from a much larger failure of imagination.
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CHAPTER 8

THEORY IN
HISTORY:
PROBLEMS OF
CONTEXT AND
NARRATIVE

J. G. A. POCOCK

1 THE PROBLEMS OF TERMINOLOGY

To constructa study of the relations between “political theory” and “history”—
as conceptualized phenomena or as disciplines we practice—it is necessary to
study these terms and, if possible, to reduce them to manageable forms. The
term “political theory” is imprecise; it has been used in a diversity of ways, and
the contributors to this Handbook are probably not agreed on any single usage.
From the standpoint from which this chapter is written, it is observable that
“political theory” is often used as if it were interchangeable with “political
thought,” a term equally inexact. In the first half of the twentieth century, there
were written a number of “histories of political thought,” or of “political
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theory,” of which the subject-matter and the method were practically indis-
tinguishable. By “political thought” (and therefore “theory”) were meant a
number of intellectual disciplines—or alternatively, modes of rhetoric—which
had from time to time been applied to a subject or subjects which it was agreed
formed that of “politics.” The “history” of these modes of discourse was
agreed to form the “history of political thought” or “theory.” They contained
much that amounted to a “theoretical” treatment of an abstract concept of
“politics,” and each of them—at least in principle—had generated a second-
order discourse which critically examined its conduct, and so amounted to
“theory” in a further sense of that term.

These “histories” of political thought/theory were canonically constructed;
that is, they arranged modes of discourse—and above all, the major texts that
had acquired classical status and authority in each—in an order which it had
come to be agreed formed the “history” being presented. Classically—and, it
should be emphasized, for historical reasons, many of which were good—they
began with the invention in fourth-century Athens of what was termed
“political philosophy,” so that “political philosophy” became a term of equal
status (and imprecision) with “political thought” and “theory.” A historical
grand narrative emerged, in which “the history of political thought,” “theory,”
or “philosophy” moved from Platonic or Aristotelian beginnings through a
medieval period in which “philosophy” encountered Christian theology, into
one in which this encounter was liquidated and replaced by modes of thought,
theory, and philosophy it was agreed to term “modern.”

It was a further characteristic of these “histories” that they were not written
by historians so much as by “political theorists” and “philosophers” who held
that the study of this “history” was in some way conducive to the enterprise or
enquiry in which they were themselves engaged. To study “the history of
political theory” was helpful to the practice of “political theory.” This assump-
tion came, at and after the middle of the twentieth century, to be attacked in two
ways. There arose ways of conducting both the empirical and the normative
study of politics which claimed to have no need of historical knowledge—still
described in its canonical form—because they possessed means of validating,
criticizing, verifying or falsifying, the statements that they made, which
depended upon the method that they practiced and not upon historical cir-
cumstance or character. This may be considered one of the moments at which
the term “political science” made its appearance. Concurrently—and in some
ways in response to this development—historians appeared who proposed
(often aggressively) to reduce “the history of political thought” to a rigorously
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autonomous mode of historical enquiry. The writing of texts, the slower for-
mation of belief systems or “philosophies,” were to be reduced to historical
performances or “speech acts,” the actions of historical actors in circumstances
and with intentions that could be ascertained. They were not part ofa “theory of
politics;” or if they were, the processes by which they had come to be so, and the
very existence of “political theories” themselves, were historical processes in the
performance of acts and the formation of languages, to be studied as such.

Important claims can be made about the increase and intensification of
historical knowledge which this revolution in method brings about. The theorist
or philosopher is faced with the question of whether “political theory” is or is
not to be reduced to the knowledge of its own history. A typical response has
been to treat this question as itself a problem in theory or philosophy, and it can
be observed that more has been written about Quentin Skinner—a leader in the
historical revolution—as political theorist or philosopher than as historian. The
author of this article, however, treats Skinner’s work, and his own, as the
construction of historical narratives, in which things happen (in this case the
utterance of theoretical statements about politics), the conditions or “contexts”
in which they happen exist and change, and processes occur in the history of
these performances that can be narrated. In what follows, it will be presupposed
that a “historian,” interested in the question “what was it that was happening?”,
and a “political theorist,” engaged in an enquiry possessing its own ways of self-
validation, confront each other over the reading of a given text. I will bias my
own enquiry by pointing out that the text will be a historical artifact, but that the
theorist desires to make use of it for purposes other than establishing it as a
historical phenomenon.

2 HisTORY AND THEORY: THE ENCOUNTER

The activity of the mind called “political theory” will have been defined—
probably, and properly, in more ways than one—by the contributors to this
volume. For purposes of abbreviation, I will suppose that they have defined it
as the construction of heuristic and normative statements, or systems of such
statements, about an area of human experience and activity called “politics” or
“the political.” I will also suppose that the activity called “political theory” is a
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discipline possessing its own rules: that is to say, the statements it aims to
construct acknowledge certain procedures according to which they are con-
structed and may be validated and criticized. There will instantly arise, how-
ever, a further activity of questioning how such procedures have been and are
being constructed, to what capacities of the mind they make appeal, whether
their claims to validity are or have been justifiable, and in short whether, and
how, it is possible to construct a discipline called “political theory” at all. This
activity of the second order may be called “political philosophy”—although
this term has borne other meanings—and distinguished from “political the-
ory” as carried on at levels confident enough of its procedures to dispense, at
least provisionally, with the questioning of them at the levels called “philoso-
phy.” Having made this distinction, of course, we observe that the two activ-
ities continually intersect, although the distinction does not disappear.

It is valuable to imagine the “political theorist”—given that this term may
have more than one meaning—confronted by a “historian of political thought,”
who regards “political theory,” in any of its meanings, as one of many ways in
which “thought,” or rather “discourse,” about “politics” has been going on. Even
if we suppose our agonists to agree on a definition of the activity to be called
“political theory,” and to agree that this activity has had a continuous history of
some duration, there will remain many senses in which they do not and perhaps
should not have much to say to one another. The “theorist” is interested in the
making of statements (hypotheses?) obedient to certain modes of validation; the
“philosopher” in the question of how (and whether) it is possible to construct
these (or any) modes of validation (or evaluation). The historian is not inter-
ested primarily, although perhaps secondarily, in any of these questions, but
in the question “what happened?” (or was happening)—more broadly still,
“what was it that was happening?”—when events or processes occurred in the
past under study. One aims to characterize, to evaluate, to explicate (rather than
explain), and therefore in the last analysis to narrate, actions performed in the
recorded past; and if they were performed according to, or even in search
of, certain modes of validation, one is interested in their performance rather
than their validity, and in the validations to which they appealed as the context
that renders them the happenings they were. The questions “is this statement
valid?” and “what has happened when it is made?” are not identical, unless—
and this is the issue—the theorist who asks the former can oblige the historian
who asks the latter to admit that nothing has been going on except the practice of
a certain mode of validation; and this the questions asked by the “philosopher”
have already rendered somewhat uncertain.
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The historian, then, may be thought of as scrutinizing the actions and
activity of political theory, and asking questions about what it has been and
done, answers to which will necessarily take the form of narratives of actions
performed and their consequences. The historian’s activity is clearly not
identical with that of the political theorist. Before we go on to set these two
activities in confrontation and interaction, it is desirable to ask whether
“histories of political theory” have been or may be constructed, and what
character they may possess. Here the focus of our enquiry shifts. A “history of
political theory” would clearly move beyond the scrutiny of particular acts in
the construction of such theory, and would suppose “political theory” to be
and have been an ongoing activity, about which generalizations may be made
and which can be said to have undergone changes in its general character over
the course of time; changes which could be recounted in the form of a narrated
history. There are, however, few such histories; few, that is, which are or may
be called histories of political “theory” in any sense in which that term may be
distinguished from, or isolated within, the “history of political thought” as the
academic genre it has become. Histories of this kind are themselves indeter-
minate, in the sense that options exist and have been exercised as to what kinds
of literature may or should be included in them, and it is a consequence that
the terms “political thought” and “political theory” have often been used
interchangeably, or with no precise attention to differences between them. The
political theorist whose attention turns to history, therefore, is often con-
fronted with historical narratives whose content bears little relation to the
activity of “political theory” as it may have been defined. It is not unreasonable
if such a theorist asks why such histories deserve attention.

3 HISTORIES AND THEIR PURPOSE

In the last forty or fifty years, canonical histories of this kind have fallen into
disfavor (although there have recently been some signs of a revival!). The
best-known alternative in English, associated with the work of Quentin

1 For example, Coleman (2000); she might not accept the adjective “canonical.”
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Skinner and others,? has taken the form of a close scrutiny of the history—a
key word has been “context”—in which texts and patterns of political dis-
course may be situated and said to have happened. It will be seen that the
distance, mentioned earlier, between the questions asked by the theorist or
philosopher, and by the historian, has grown wider. Historians of this school
look upon the political literature of any period as composed of acts of speech
or writing, articulations performed by authors in the language or diversity of
languages available to them. These languages have histories; they can be seen
in formation and in change; the performances of authors act in and upon
them; and this is the sense in which they can be termed the primary “context”
in which texts and debates happen in history. There are of course further
contexts, the political, religious, social, and historical situations in which
authors and their publics were situated; and what these were is to be dis-
covered as much from the implications of their languages as from the
researches of historians. What actors thought was happening is of equal
importance with what historians think was happening; history is the study
of subjective behavior.

In this multiplicity of “contexts”—both linguistic and situational—histor-
ians pursue the interactions between an author’s intentions, the language
available for him or her to use, and the responses of those who read, or were
informed concerning, the text and its author; the tensions between what an
author “meant” to say and what a text “meant” to others, are often complex
and productive of ambivalences. It may be the case that an author wrote in
more than one “context” and was read in contexts other than those he
intended. To give examples: Leviathan was written in both English and
Latin, and one may differentiate between Hobbes’s intention and reception
in a circle of philosophers in Paris, the court of the exiled Stuarts, the
pamphlet-reading public in London, and the Dutch and German universities.
The works of Machiavelli were written in manuscript for discussion groups in
the politics of Florence, and it was by others after his death that they were
released on the print networks of Europe, where they were read and
responded to by other groups and publics, in ways it is not immediately
certain he intended. The happenings of communication and performance are
of primary concern to the historian, but not to the political theorist. The
former is interested in what an author “meant” and in what a text “meant” to
actors in history; the latter in what it “means” to a theorist, in the context of
the enquiry she or he is conducting.

2 Skinner (2002, i); Tully and Skinner (1988); Palonen (2003); Pocock (1962, 1985, 1987).
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Works on the history of political thought, written in the above manner, tend to
be microhistories rather than macrohistories, studies of particular performances,
actions, and compositions, focused on the immediate context of the action rather
than its long-term consequences. If confined—as there is no reason why they
should not be—to a particular text or group of texts, and to the state of the
language culture at the time these were written, they will be synchronous rather
than diachronous in their emphasis; and it has been asked whether the context-
ualistapproach is capable of supplying a history of contexts. This, however, can be
done in several ways. The text and its author can be shown innovating in and
acting upon the language in which the text is written, obliging the language to say
new things and modify or reverse its implications. The text can be studied as it is
read and responded to by others, becoming what it means to them as distinct
from what its author intended. Lastly, texts sometimes outlive both their authors
and the contexts in which they are written, traveling both in space and in time to
act and be acted upon in contexts of language and circumstance sharply unlike
those in which they received their original meaning. There will now be the
possibility of historical narrative, recounting both how the text underwent
changes in use and meaning, perhaps and perhaps not continuing to convey its
author’s intentions in situations he cannot have foreseen, and how the language
context underwent change for reasons not reducible to the intended perform-
ances of identifiable speech actors. It may even be possible—although it seems
thatit must be questionable—to supply unified “histories of political thought,” in
which one pattern of consensus and challenge is progressively replaced by
another, although recent Cambridge Histories have tended to present several
such histories going on concurrently in contexts distinguishable from one an-
other.? If anything like the former canonical histories is restored, it will probably
be the work of political theorists desirous of a usable past, rather than of historians
not interested in supplying them with one.

4 THE ENCOUNTER RESUMED

To suppose a direct encounter between a political theorist and a historian,
each engaged in studying the same text, we must make two assumptions. In

3 Burns (1988); Burns with Goldie (1991); Goldie and Wokler (2006).
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the first place, we should suppose the theorist to be carrying out a pro-
gramme of theoretical enquiry, possessing its own discipline and means of
validating the statements it advances; this will enable us to juxtapose the
theorist’s propositions with those put forward by the historian, and enquire
into any meeting or collision that may appear between them. In the second
place—and here it is hard to avoid placing an additional burden on the
theorist—we must suppose that the two actors are studying the same text,
which has not been written by the theorist but by some other agent at some
point in history. It is hard, although in principle not impossible, to imagine
the historian studying a text written by a contemporary theorist as if it were a
historical phenomenon. Historians are typically concerned with the past; they
let time go by, during which evidence may assemble and perspectives emerge
and alter. But once we suppose the theorist to be engaged with a text written
by another hand, and itself a historical document, we must ask why this is
happening, and what role a text written by another and—the historian
instantly adds—in another context plays in the self-discipline and self-valid-
ating enterprise we have supposed the theorist to be conducting. The answer
to our questions may emerge in literary and almost serendipitous terms. The
theorist has, for whatever reason, read the historic text and finds its language
to serve the purpose of some enterprise in political theory being conducted in
the present; the language of the text is therefore presented as a proposition to
be evaluated in the terms and by the criteria of the present enterprise. The
historian now appears, asking questions and making statements concerning
the intentions of the text’s author and the meaning (a two-faced term) of his
words in the context or contexts he and they occupied in history. In what
ways, if any, will the propositions advanced by theorist and historian affirm or
deny one another?

The theorist may assert that the author in the past was engaged in a
programme of political theorizing identical with, or very closely resembling,
that being conducted by the theorist in the present; so that the author’s
language may be quoted, cited, or paraphrased as language employed in the
theorist’s enterprise. The historian will scrutinize this assertion. We will
suppose her or him capable of understanding a programme of political
theory conducted in the present, as well as of reconstructing the languages
in which programs of a similar kind have been conducted in past historical
contexts. Such a historian will therefore be capable of pronouncing the
theorist’s assertion valid or invalid. If the former, the past author’s language
can be employed in the present theorist’s enterprise without doing violence to
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the former (with which the historian, as historian, is primarily concerned);
that is without doing violence to the past author’s intentions or the meanings
of the words used in the text. It is not in principle impossible that this will be
the outcome of the historian’s enquiry.

But the historian’s business is with then, not now; with what the author
was doing,* with what was happening and happened when the text was
written, published, read, and answered. The former’s concern is with con-
texts, rather than programs; with the multiplicity of contexts in which the text
may have had meaning and may have been intended; with the diversity of
languages (or conceptual vocabularies) in which it will have been read and
may even have been written (since authors are not incapable of recognizing
multivalence and taking part in it). The theorist’s reading of the text will
therefore have been an act of selection, a decision to read the text as engaged
in a particular program, even if the author proves to have made the same
decision. The historian is interested in the multiplicity of the things that have
happened and the contexts in which they happened, and will probably
respond, even in the extreme case where it can be shown that an author
wrote in only one language and was engaged in only one enterprise, by
enquiring if that is the only way in which others read and have read that
author’s works. When texts outlive the historical situation in which they were
first written and read, intended and understood, the likelihood of a diversity
of effect becomes greater.

The theorist is performing an act of selection on grounds which are not
those on which the historian acts. We have so far supposed a situation in
which this selection raises no problems for the historian and is even accept-
able as a historical statement about the text’s or the author’s “meaning,” but it
is methodologically interesting to move away from this supposition. Suppose
instead that what the theorist is doing is less quotation than translation; a
removal of the author’s words from the meanings and implications they bore
in a past historical context to those they may bear in a present context—one,
that is, defined by the enterprise the theorist is engaged in rather than by any
other language situation. The last stipulation implies that the enterprise is
purely theoretical and is not being carried on into practice, since practice
takes place in a world of multiple contexts and history. Given this condition,
however, the theorist may still be asked why the historically distant text has
been chosen as the subject of this act of translation. The answer may be that it

4 Skinner (1978, i, xiii).
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has happened accidentally; the theorist happens to have read this text, and it
happens that its language lends itself to this theoretical purpose. The circum-
stance that the author had similar intentions, or alternatively that his or her
language can be so interpreted, is itself accidental; we are in a situation where
history is accidental, or incidental, to theory. These hypothetical circumstan-
ces, however, entail different historical statements; the former is about the
author acting in her or his moment in history, the latter about the action and
moment of the theorist. The latter claims to be acting now, making a
statement whose validity does not depend upon the historical context in
which it is performed. It may be called positivist in the sense that it offers its
own conditions of validation and appeals only to them.

This is of course wholly justifiable; it is valuable to set up laboratories and
construct hypotheses subject to validation under rigorously controlled con-
ditions. A common consequence of falsification, however, is the discovery
that something was present which the experiment did not foresee or succeed
in excluding, and here our theorist’s enterprise may be the better for knowing
its own history; what exactly are the conditions it specifies, and why does it
specify these and not others? This question becomes all the more pressing as
we enter the realms of practice and history, where the conditions under
which, and the contexts in which, we operate can never be defined with
finality. Here we pass beyond the simple dialogue between theorist and
historian, beyond the problem of congruence between a text’s meaning in
the present and those it has borne in pasts. The historian has begun to
resemble a post-Burkean moderate conservative, reminding us that there is
always more going on than we can comprehend at any one moment and
convert into either theory or practice. One has become something of a
political theorist in one’s own right, advancing, and inviting others to ex-
plore, the proposition that political action and political society are always to
be understood in a context of historical narrative. There is room therefore for
consideration of historiography as itself a branch of political thought and
theory, literature and discourse.

The theorist, however, may be imagined using historical information,
making historical assumptions either explicit or implicit, or reflecting
upon historical processes as these appear relevant to the enterprise in political
theory being conducted.> The question now arises whether these operations
are entailed by the method of framing and validating statements in which the

5 Schochet (1994).
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theorist is engaged, or whether they are incidental or accidental to it. If the
former, the theorist is claiming to make historical statements validated in
either the same ways as those the historian practices, or in other ways which
must be defined and defended. If the latter—and this the historian finds
easier to imagine—the distinction between “political theory” and “political
thought” has begun to disappear: that is, the former has begun to coexist with
other modes of political discourse, and we are re-entering the historical world
in which discourses interact, modifying, changing, confusing, and distorting
one another. There are historians who study and narrate what goes on in this
world; it is possible that there may be a “political theory” which addresses the
same phenomena.
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CHAPTER 9

THE POLITICAL
THEORY OF
CLASSICAL GREECE

JILL FRANK

The classical Greek world differed greatly from our own. Athens may have
been the birthplace of Western democracy, but it was hospitable to practices
that democracy as we know it resolutely disavows, including the institution of
slavery and the systematic subordination and exclusion of women from
citizenship. Moreover, the classical Greeks expressed their views about dem-
ocracy, and about politics more generally, in poetry, narrative, speeches,
tragedies, comedies, and dialogues. The canon of modern and contemporary
Western political thought, by contrast, is primarily made up of discourses,
treatises, essays, and letters. Despite these and other significant differences
and also because of them, contemporary political theorists remain as com-
mitted as ever to studying the classical world. This is in no small part because,
in the words of Bernard Williams, “our ethical ideas have more in common
with those of the Greeks than is usually believed” (Williams 1993, 11). This is

* For their contributions to this chapter, my thanks go to Ryan Balot, Gerald Mara, Patchen
Markell, Allen Miller, and the editors of The Oxford Handbook of Political Theory.
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true not only of our ethical ideas but also of our political ideas, and not just of
our ethical and political ideas but also of our ways of thinking about those
ideas, and of relating thought to practice. In short, the classical authors, in all
their many genres, are fertile resources for contemporary scholars because
they inaugurated a reflective approach to the study of politics that is no less
reflective for being about the world of action, power, and institutions, and no
less political for being reflective.

Politics counts among its constituent parts individuals, families, complex
and plural social groups, classes, and cultures, the practices and institutions
that regulate the relations among these parts, and also the constitutions that
guide them. Studying politics thus involves studying all sorts of matters
having to do with human beings, both individually and collectively, includ-
ing, but not limited to, history, economics, sociology, psychology, philoso-
phy, education, anthropology, and ethics. Treating as equally political matters
relating to public and private, community and individual, institutions and
ethics, Aristotle, to name only the most explicit example, calls politics the
most authoritative, kuriotates, or architectonic, arkhitechtonikés, art (Nico-
machean Ethics 11—2). The disciplinary boundaries that today often restrict
the study of politics to political science departments would have made no
sense to the classical authors.

In the past two decades this reflective and pre- (or, for us, multi-) discip-
linary approach to the study of politics has been adopted by a host of scholars
of the classical world. The practitioners of this approach find their academic
homes in and out of political science departments, in North America, the
United Kingdom, and Europe. Some produce studies of single thinkers.!
Others examine multiple thinkers across time.2 Still others are guided by a
particular topic, such as punishment (Allen 2000), greed (Balot 2001), mem-
ory (Loraux 2002; Wolpert 2002), gender (Saxonhouse 1985; Thompson
2001), or law (Schwartzberg 2004). Some see significant discontinuities
among the classical authors, locating in Plato’s Socrates, for example,
the development of a set of concepts (Williams 1993) or the onset of a
theoretical attitude (Cartledge 2000; Thompson 1996) or a mode of audience

1 See, e.g., Bodéiis (1993), Connor (1984), Crane (1998), Frank (2005), Kraut (2002), Lane (2001),
Lear, J. (1988), Lear, G. (2004), Mara (1997), Mayhew (1997), Monoson (2000), Nichols (1992), Orwin
(1994), Price (2001), Raaflaub (2000), Rood (1998), Salkever (1990b), Sherman (1989), Smith T. (2001),
Tessitore (1996), Thompson (1996), Wallach (2001), and Yack (1993).

2 See, e.g., Deneen (2000a), Euben (1990, 1997), Farrar (1988), Goldhill (2000), Gray (2000),
Nussbaum (1986), Ober (1998), Saxonhouse (1992, 1996), Schofield (1999), and Rocco (1997).



THE POLITICAL THEORY OF CLASSICAL GREECE 177

engagement (Salkever 1986) absent from the poets and historians, while
others seek and find continuities not necessarily of form or conclusion but
of theme from Homer to Plato and Aristotle. These scholars bring different
sets of questions to the materials they examine and they often offer competing
interpretations of the texts they engage. Despite all of these important
differences, they have a sufficiently large set of substantive and methodo-
logical commitments in common that it is possible to speak of them as
sharing a political theoretical approach. Focusing on scholarship available
in English and published in the past twenty years, this chapter provides an
overview of the commitments these scholars share and then shows them at
work in some recent scholarship on Aristotle.3

1 FOurR COMMITMENTS

I. The first commitment shared by the practitioners of this reflective and
multidisciplinary approach to the study of politics in the classical world is to
treat the authors they study not as “systematic philosophers” who provide
their readers with “conclusive truths established by rigorous arguments”
(Mara 2000, 841) but as educators. These practitioners, accordingly, seek in
the materials they engage not impregnable foundations for a particular
political regime or ultimate justifications for some set of institutions or
transcendent doctrines of morality, but rather ways of reflecting about and
expanding the horizons of stubborn and complex ethical and political ques-
tions. Moreover, for these political theorists, as for the classical authors they
study, theory and practice are not opposed. Instead, theory directly engages
and reflects the changing world of human thought, character, actions, and
institutions in which the political questions themselves arise. Theorizing, so
understood, as in the original sense of the word, from the Greek theoria, is a
practice of seeing and an active engagement with the local and observable
world of contingency and particularity.

3 There are, to be sure, instances of scholars adopting some of these commitments earlier than the
mid-1980s, yet it is primarily in the years since then that a group of political theorists has emerged who
more or less share all of them. This chapter explicitly focuses on those political theorists and not on
the classical philologists or ancient historians upon whose work most of those theorists liberally draw.
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Because theorizing about sets of stable and changing human practices is not
particularly precise, these political theorists do not set out to impose coherent
rational orderings on those practices or to produce consistent sets of argu-
ments for their own sake. Discovering no universalist theories or abstract
essences, they aim instead “to enrich our moral vocabulary and so our moral
lives; to re-enchant the world by respecting contradiction and paradox; to
undermine the triumph of especially those experts and that expertise that
reduce political and social life to problem solving and efficiency management;
and to recapture [a] sense of mortality and mutability” (Euben 1986, 16). For
this reason they borrow from the social sciences and humanities, drawing not
only on analytic philosophy but also on the work of continental thinkers like
Hannah Arendt, Walter Benjamin, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Pierre
Hadot, Martin Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Friedrich Nietzsche, Jac-
ques Ranciere, and Leo Strauss. Sharing with these thinkers an interest in
exposing and analyzing tensions and inconsistencies and the commitment to
treating these as purposive rather than as sites of unintended philosophical
failures, these political theorists also depart from some of those continental
thinkers in seeing tension and contradiction not as stymying the possibilities
for political action nor as making moot frameworks of falsity and truth, but
rather as opening the way to less binary ways of thinking about age-old
problems and dilemmas.

II. The first commitment, to political theorizing as “practical philosophy”
(Salkever 19904, 4), produces, and is also guided by, a second commitment, to
an expansive classical canon. Because the world of human thought, character,
actions, and institutions is seen no less fully by poets, historians, and play-
wrights than it is by philosophers (and often more so), these political theorists
do notlimit their studies to the political writings of Plato and Aristotle, the most
famous philosophers of the classical Greek world. Additionally, the poetry of
Homer, Hesiod, Solon, and Theognis, the histories of Herodotus and Thucydi-
des, the tragedies and comedies of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, and Aris-
tophanes, the speeches of Lysias, Demosthenes, and Aeschines, the less famous
political works of Xenophon and Isocrates, and the less explicitly political
writings of Plato and Aristotle, including their works on rhetoric and poetry,
the soul and the senses, nature and beauty, friendship and virtue, are all treated
as fertile resources for the excavation of political phenomena.

Owing to the differences among these classical genres, the political theorists
under consideration attend closely to the literary form of the materials they



THE POLITICAL THEORY OF CLASSICAL GREECE 179

study, bringing different interpretative strategies to bear, where appropriate.
This means that they treat the poetry of Homer differently from the tragedies
of Sophocles and these differently from the narrative of Thucydides and the
dialogues of Plato. Attention to these differences in genre in their larger
context, namely, a primarily oral culture, does not produce series of discon-
nected and particularistic interpretations, however. Committed to probing
thematic continuities in the writings of a single author, among, say, Herod-
otus’ ethnographies or Isocrates’ speeches, or across the works of multiple
authors, among, say, Homeric poetry, Sophoclean tragedy, and Platonic
dialogue, these scholars are able to offer context-sensitive insights that,
taken together, bring out shared theoretical concerns on the part of the
specific author or set of authors they study. For these political theorists,
attending to genre also means taking seriously that the classical authors do
not always speak in clear authorial voices or announce declarative truths and
that, at times, they use tropes like irony, myth, and metaphor to invite the
truth of their compositions to be called into question. Focusing on these
practices, their venues, and the genres that disclose and produce them, the
political theorists under discussion seek to illuminate the attitudes of the
classical authors to such things as authorship and authority, truth and cred-
ibility, judgment and imagination, all key issues for politics.

III. A third commitment shared by this group of political theorists is to take
seriously the sometimes declared, sometimes implicit claim made by most of
the classical authors that they wrote for present and future audiences and
understood their work as, in Thucydides’ words, “a possession for all time.”
From the perspective of this commitment, the classical authors’ reflections on
human action and character, political practices, and institutions and their
modes of expressing these reflections are examined for the light they shed on
the worlds these authors inhabited and on the attitudes these authors took to
their worlds, and also for their relevance to our own contemporary world.
These political theorists thus reject the view that there is an unbridgeable
chasm between premodernity and modernity. They also, however, reject
the view that the best way to understand the classical Greeks is as part
of a particular and unfolding historical narrative, whether progressivist
or declinist. Seeking to demonstrate neither essential otherness nor causal
continuity, or to explain why certain singular events occurred, or why par-
ticular figures acted in specific ways, or how given institutions arose, they
explore instead the ways in which these events, actions, and institutions,
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along with their analysis and evaluation by the classical poets, playwrights,
historians, and philosophers, “are what they are yet they possess a transcend-
ent significance as well” (Thompson 2001, 24). In other words, they treat the
classical authors as bringing a past to the present. They do so not because
there are no discontinuities between ancient and modern but because they see
the Greeks as reflecting on ethical and political dilemmas and problems that
are analogous to our own and so as co-thinkers, not museum-pieces. Because
unpacking similarities and differences between ancient and modern often
involves careful reconstruction of local contexts and horizons, these theorists
draw liberally on the works of classical philologists, ancient historians, arche-
ologists, anthropologists, and sociologists.

Exploring how the classical authors engaged critically not only with their
contemporary practices and institutions but also with their contemporary
values and ideas, and sensitive to the language and tone in which these
engagements are expressed, the political theorists under discussion trans-
late these classical critical attitudes into an interrogation of current practices
and institutions and also of the political and philosophical ideas and values
informing them. Like the classical authors they study, these political
theorists undertake critical interrogation at least in part to stimulate individual
and collective self-reflection and thoughtful and meliorative political
change. Thus, the premodern practice of political thought becomes not
only imaginable as a living tradition but actually lived, which is to say, rein-
vented and also respected for what it was, namely, a way of life (Hadot 2002).

IV. The final shared commitment among these political theorists is to engage
the classical Greek poets, historians, and philosophers specifically with a view
to how they may educate contemporary theorists and practitioners of demo-
cratic politics, domestic or international. To do this is not to treat Thucydi-
des or Aristophanes or Plato or Aristotle as a friend of democracy in any
simple sense. This is not least because these and other fifth- and fourth-
century authors adopted largely critical, although varied, attitudes to the
democratic regimes they inhabited and to democracy more generally. But
neither are the classical authors treated as democracy’s foes. Instead the
political theorists I am describing attend to the ways in which the criticisms
of democracy offered by the classical authors are made within, and “to a
certain extent enabled by, a democratic culture” (Mara 1997, 3) and are often
made with a view to its improvement. Thus, Thucydides’ treatment of
Greekness (Mara 2003), Sophocles’ and Euripides’ tragedies, staged before
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Athenian audiences, but depicting events in Thebes and Argos (Zeitlin 1986),
and Plato and Aristotle’s treatments of the manly virtues (Salkever 1991;
Smith 2001) are read as condemnations of attitudes fostered by contempor-
ary democratic Athenian culture and also as opening more tolerant and,
indeed, more democratic, practices towards “others,” be they foreigners or
women. In these and other ways, the classical authors are, in large part,
interpreted as “immanent critics” (Ober 1998, 48—51) of democracy and as
subtle practitioners of the politics they critiqued, intent on thinking critically
about their cultures with a view to improving relations not only among
individual human beings and social groups within democratic Athens but
also between Athens and other polities, no small task given the pervasiveness
of war in the classical world.

Taken together, these commitments—to seeing an education for the
present from the past in the classical integration of theory and practice via
a multiplicity of disciplines in many genres—produce a powerful political
theoretical approach to the diverse theorists of the classical world. From
the standpoint of these commitments, Aristotle appears, at first glance
at least, to be an outlier among the classical authors. His writings come to
us not as dialogues, narrative, or poetry but, like those of most Western
political philosophy, as prose, presented in his own voice. His prose,
moreover, appears to follow modern analytic conventions regarding consist-
ency and argumentation, and propositional declarations may be extracted
easily from his texts. This prose style appears to reflect a mode of theor-
izing fundamentally different from that of the earlier classical authors,
to be more modern in form and to inform a set of substantive doctrines
that are more modern in effect. Indeed, Aristotle is often treated as
the inventor of modern constitutionalism, and an authoritative source for
modern accounts of private property, distributive justice, rights, and the rule
of law.

For many of the political theorists under discussion here, Aristotle’s
accounts of the building blocks of politics, along with his contributions to
the history of political thought and to current theory and practice, must be
read through the lens of his practice of theorizing. By their lights, however,
Aristotle’s political theory is, like that of his predecessors, less formal and
systematic and more complexly engaged with the politics and authors of his
time than is often supposed. The next section explores how this is the case by
showing the ways in which the four commitments just sketched are at work in
some recent Aristotle scholarship.
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2 ARISTOTLE

Aristotle’s style may distinguish him from poets, orators, and historians but,
for many of the political theorists considered here, his work is no more
systematic than that of his predecessors. Treating his political and ethical
writings, including the Nicomachean Ethics, Eudemian Ethics, Politics, and
Rhetoric, as examples of practical philosophy and concerned with individual
and collective action and change, they take Aristotle at his word when he
rejects certainty as a standard for ethics and politics, maintaining instead that
“we must ... be content if, in dealing with subjects and starting from
premises thus uncertain ... we seek the degree of precision which belongs
to its subject matter” (Nicomachean Ethics 1104a4, 1094b21-30). Aristotle’s
works, interpreted in this way, set out no blueprints for correct ethical or
political behavior, produce no transcendent prescriptions, indeed produce
few transparent prescriptions at all. Reading Aristotle in the way they read his
predecessors, the political theorists under consideration extract from his texts
no abstract or formal doctrines. Instead, they treat him as an educator in the
mode of Plato, Euripides, or Thucydides and attend to how his texts lay out in
their depth and breadth the conundra of ethical and political life.

They read him in this way, at least in part, because they take the presence
and role of an audience to be no less important to Aristotle’s practice of
theorizing than it was to the earlier classical authors. Even though he did not
write plays to be produced before an audience, Aristotle did stage dialogues
among interlocutors (lost to us), and most ancient historians believe that his
non-dialogic works are lecture notes taken by students attending his school,
the Lyceum. Thus, like tragedies, comedies, and dialogues, his practical works
are best treated as “forms of pedagogical rhetoric” that engage their contem-
porary readers and auditors, and everyone else who reads them, in a dialogue
about the ethics and politics these audiences practice. Aristotle thus educates
his audience by inviting them to participate in “conversations about the
advantages and limitations of individual ways of life ... and specified
forms of common partnerships” (Mara 2000, 855—6), by inviting them, in
other words, to participate in the very mode of life to which he wishes to
educate them, which is to say, a theoretical practical life. He does this by
engaging, himself, in dialectic.

Aristotle engages in dialectic in any number of ways: he converses
with earlier Greek poets, historians, and philosophers by incorporating or
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referring to their works in his own; he invites his readers to bring into
conversation different parts of his texts by his use of paradox and inconsist-
ency; and, within his texts, he brings the particular, different, and conflicting
opinions of the many and the wise into dialogue with one another by way of
his endoxic (from doxa, opinion) method. These dialogic practices subvert
the conventional appearance of his prose style and decenter his authorial
voice.

Consider, for example, Aristotle’s treatment of natural slavery in the first
book of the Politics. Judged by the standards of conventional propositional
philosophy, Aristotle there offers a defense of natural slavery that is incoher-
ent. As evidence that Aristotle defends natural slavery, passages such as the
following that appear to establish a clear distinction between foreigners as
natural slaves and Greeks as naturally free are cited from book I: “ ‘It is meet
that Hellenes should rule over non-Greeks’; as if they thought that the
foreigner and the slave were by nature one” (Politics 1252b5—9). Aristotle’s
defense of natural slavery is deemed incoherent because it is full of incon-
sistencies. Aristotle says that slaves lack the deliberative element (Politics
1254b22-23, 1260a12—13) but also that if they did not participate in reason
they would not be able to execute their masters’ orders (Politics 1254a23—24).
He says that slaves are not capable of self-rule (Politics 1254b16—21) but also
that they have the excellence necessary to fulfill their functions (Politics
1259b22—-28, 1260a1-3, 1260a35—36). He distinguishes slaves from children on
the ground that children possess the deliberative element (albeit in an
immature form) (Politics 1260a13), but then insists that the proper response
to slaves, even more than to children, is admonition rather than command
alone (Politics 1260b5—7). He says that slaves are simply matter or bodies
waiting for minds as form to impose order on them (Politics 1252a31—34,
1254b15—20) but also that, as human beings, they are constituted by matter
and form (Politics 1254a32—34), and share in the capacity to reason (Politics
1259b29).

Probing Aristotle’s textual references and unpacking his inconsistencies,
the theorists considered here draw substantially different conclusions. Noting
that the claim that “It is meet that Hellenes should rule over non-Greeks” is a
quotation Aristotle attributes to “the poets,” they maintain that Aristotle
invokes this passage, from Euripides’ Iphigeneia in Aulis, with knowledge of
its context, not to establish a fundamental distinction between foreigners as
natural slaves and Greeks as naturally free but to call into question any too-
easy opposition between them: “Iphigeneia, who is speaking, is about to be
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sacrificed by her father, Agamemnon to propitiate the gods so that the Greeks
can continue their expedition against Troy. Is this less barbaric than treating
women as slaves? Iphigeneia is a living instrument used for the sake of an
action” (Davis 1996, 17). The passage, read in its embedded context, as an
incorporated reference to the words of a poet, may, thus, be seen to call into
question the very distinction it is often claimed to establish. Taking seriously
Aristotle’s inconsistencies in his account of natural slavery, such scholars
conclude not that his account is incoherent but that he uses these inconsist-
encies to underscore the difficulty, if not impossibility, of determining con-
clusively who, if anyone, may be a slave by nature.

Bringing popular, persuasive, and conflicting opinions between the many
and the wise into conversation with one another and orienting them in a way
that draws on both sets of opinions but endorses neither, Aristotle’s endoxic
method is explicitly dialectical. He applies this method to the prevailing
opinions and ideas of his time and also, as is evident in his account of the
mean, to the ethical practice of virtue and to the political institution of a
middle class. In all these ways, Aristotle, like the earlier theorists, brings into
dialogue ideas and practices that, in his culture as well as in our own, are
more usually opposed.

The dialectical quality of Aristotle’s theorizing is evident not only in his
dialogues with other classical authors and in his endoxic method, but in the
ways these inform his substantive teachings about the building blocks of
politics. In book I of the Politics, for example, Aristotle describes the
polity both as emerging out of and preceding such smaller units as individual
human beings, households, and villages. These claims seem contradictory.
They may be taken, however, not as a sign of shoddy thinking, but as evidence
of Aristotle applying his dialectical approach to the polity itself. These
claims underscore his methodological commitment to thinking about polit-
ics both from the top down (from whole to parts) and from the bottom
up (from parts to whole) and his substantial commitment to understanding
the polity as an organic and preexisting whole with its own characteristic
features and functions and also as composed of individuated and differen-
tiated parts.

An exploration of the ways Aristotle’s dialogic practices inform his treat-
ments of individual human beings and collectivities and the constituent parts
of each of these unities—including soul and virtue, education, property,
justice, and law—shows Aristotle to be a fertile resource for current theory
and practice, although not in a particularly straightforward way. Attention to
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his understanding of virtue as constituted by habits and actions informed by
nature and culture (Nicomachean Ethics 1.8 and I1.1), or of property as a mode
of holding things as one’s own for common use (Politics 1263a25—26), or of the
polity as a differentiated unity (Politics I1.1), reveal him to be not a conceptual
forerunner of contemporary theorists of virtue ethics or private property or
identity politics but rather a proponent of a way of thinking beyond some of
the binarisms that inform and stymie much of contemporary political
thought about these questions. Aristotle is able to move beyond binary
thinking (is virtue a matter of nature or nurture? is property public or
private?) because his dialogic practice of theory, which produces, and is
informed by, complex understandings of ethical and political phenomena,
brings together into plural or differentiated unities ideas and practices that
are today often treated as being in an unbridgeable tension. Aristotle, too,
understands the relation between the differentiated parts of any whole to be
always in a possible tension but, to him, the difference that can produce
tension also and in the first instance makes possible these unities as plural
wholes.

It is especially productive to engage Aristotle with the specifically
democratic culture and practices of his time and of our own because of
the ways in which his simultaneous commitment to difference and unity
offers a kind of education in democratic citizenship. It does this by,
among other things, modeling the dynamic reciprocity characteristic of
democratic deliberation and rotational rule, or ruling and being ruled in
turn. These signal features of democratic self-sovereignty depend on
the simultaneous recognition of and respect for plurality and unity, as
do Aristotle’s philosophical method as well as his substantive accounts of
ethical and political phenomena. Democratic deliberation depends on
a plurality of points of view and aims to achieve consensus out of
these differing opinions. Rotational rule involves hierarchy and
obedience and aims to achieve the common good for both rulers and those
being ruled.

These aspects of Aristotle’s theorizing are best exemplified, perhaps, in
his familiar celebration of the mean as that which aims at “what is inter-
mediate” (Nicomachean Ethics 1106b28—29). Functioning simultaneously as
an ethical attitude—the embodiment of virtue—and as a political mandate—
in defense of a middle class—and positioned between excess and deficit,
Aristotle’s mean is a unified middle. But it is neither a middle nor a
unity in any usual sense. It is not achieved simply by combining opposing
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extremes into an organic and undifferentiated whole. A person will not act
courageously by combining rashness and cowardice. A middle class will not
emerge by aggregating the discrete self-interests of rich and poor. Hitting the
mean calls rather for bringing opposing extremes into conversation with one
another and orienting them in a new way that draws on both extremes but is
reducible to neither. Hitting the mean, in other words, produces a unified
whole that preserves the plurality of its differentiated parts. This orientation
to the middle is not in any sense an orientation to mediocrity. On the
contrary, requiring ethical and political work over time in the form of trust,
good judgment, and an enlarged sense of self-interest, it cultivates, even as it
depends on, the practice of democratic citizenship.

3 CONCLUSION

For the political theorists discussed in this chapter, there is no better
place to seek answers to the fundamental questions of politics than in the
texts of the classical Greek world. That the answer these texts offer takes
the form of a question should not be altogether surprising. This question is
most familiarly associated with Socrates. It is also the central question
for figures ranging from Homer’s Achilles to Sophocles’ Philoctetes to
Thucydides’ Pericles to Aristotle’s Theramenes. That question, both the
subject of political science for the Greeks and also its object, is: What
should I do? To call this the signal question for politics is not to reduce
politics to ethics or to claim that the aim of political science is to answer that
question. It is rather to view politics and theorizing about politics as at once
individuated and collective projects that critically interrogate a complex
ethical and political world at least in part by reflecting the questions it
poses back at it.

The “What should I do” question shows politics to be an individuated
project insofar as it is posed by one person addressing himself and signaling
his preparedness to account for his actions. Engaging that question
involves the person with his immediate and particular circumstances
which are, in important ways, unique to him. The actions he takes distinguish
him from others and exemplify his singularity insofar as those actions
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belong to no one but him. At the same time, by engaging a person with his
local and observable world of contingency and particularity, the “What
should I do” question calls that person to the practice of theory, theoria.
And theorizing brings to light, among other things, the ways in which
individual human beings are always in relation not only to what is immedi-
ately around them but also to that which makes their unique circumstances
what they are, namely, a culture, a set of institutions, a constitution, and the
other members of their community, past and present, that brought these into
being.

By inviting reflection that reveals the ways in which agency is both indi-
viduated and also embedded in collectivities made up of, and made by,
others, the “What should I do” question brings to light the dependence of
individual human beings on the collectivities of which they are parts and also
the dependence of the collective whole on the actions, choices, and judgments
of the parts that make it up. It underscores the centrality to politics of
individual agency and accountability, the human impossibility of taking
into account everything one would need to in order to answer fully ad-
equately for one’s actions, and the utter vulnerability of those actions to
collective power and institutions. In all these ways, the “What should I do?”
question contains within it other questions, including “What is there to be
done?” and “What do we wish to be able to do?” and “What should we do as a
collectivity?” These questions, together, indicate the possibilities, responsi-
bilities, and limitations of a political life.

Modern and contemporary political theorists are no less concerned than
were the Greeks with the possibilities, responsibilities, and limitations of a
political life. Studying individual agency or rational choice or identity or
culture or state-centered institutions, these theorists tend to orient their
analyses of politics to one particular axis of inquiry. The Greeks, by contrast,
theorized politics by drawing all of these axes together. There is, to be sure, no
easy fit between these domains of inquiry, and so the classical authors
theorized as well about the quarrelsome interfaces among individual
human beings, households, social groups, and polities, and also between
politics and philosophy, politics and piety, politics and society, and politics
and poetry. By putting the “What should I do” question at the center of their
study of politics the classical poets, historians and philosophers disclosed the
scope and breadth of politics. Asking that question now, and again, returns us
to their methods and contexts, and allows us to appreciate anew the possi-
bilities of political theory.
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CHAPTER 1O

REPUBLICAN
VISIONS

ERIC NELSON

The early-modern period in Europe witnessed the rise of two distinct kinds of
republican political theory. One of these was Roman in origin: it valued
independence, private property, and the glory brought by empire. The
other was fundamentally Greek, and valued the natural ordering of the
state made possible by the regulation of wealth. The first inspired all subse-
quent theories that have preached the sovereignty of the individual in his own
sphere; the second was the archetypal expression of the view that men in
commonwealths must be “forced to be free.”! Each would exert a powerful
influence on the shape of eighteenth-century political thought in both the
Old World and the New.

When present-day scholars and political theorists use the term “republic-
anism,” they usually have in mind the first of these traditions, an ideology
generated in late Medieval Europe out of a set of ancient Roman texts. The
unifying feature of these texts is that they all constitute, in one way or
another, a nostalgic reflection on the collapse of the Roman respublica:

* 1 am grateful to Bernard Bailyn, James Hankins, and Quentin Skinner for their thoughtful
comments on this chapter.

1 This famous phrase appears in the seventh chapter of Rousseau’s Social Contract (see Rousseau
1994, 141).
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the government of consuls, senate, and tribunes which ruled Rome until
Augustus instituted the principate after the Battle of Actium in 31 BCe. For
defenders of the old regime, the end of Roman liberty had signaled the end of
Roman virtue; and the end of Roman virtue had put at grave risk the
imperium that Rome had so assiduously cultivated over centuries. These
writers treated the relationship between libertas and virtus as axiomatic.
Only men who governed themselves in a free state (civitas libera) could
summon the level of agency necessary for virtuous action, and, as a result,
only they could acquire glory. By contrast, slaves—those unfortunates who
lived in a state of dependence upon the will of their masters—became passive,
demoralized, and impotent in the face of tyranny (Skinner 2001, 237-68; Pettit
1999). The historian Sallust sums up this equation in a famous passage of his
Bellum Catilinae: “Because kings hold the good in greater suspicion than the
wicked, and to them the merit of others is always fraught with danger,” the
city of Rome “was only able to rise so suddenly to her incredible level of
strength and greatness once she gained her liberty, such was the thirst for
glory that filled men’s minds” (Sallust 1921, 13). Because kings fear competi-
tion from the virtuous, virtue can only thrive in a free state. Accordingly, once
the Roman people had achieved freedom and political rights, Roman virtue
could become the engine of imperial glory. With the rise of factions and
dictators, however, Rome returned to a state of subjection, and became “the
worst and most vicious” of cities (Sallust 1921, 11).

Liberty, then, served two functions in the system of thought with which we
are concerned. It was, first of all, a good in and of itself. As Cicero hasitin the De
officiis, liberty is that value “for which a high-souled man should stake every-
thing” (Cicero 1913, 71). But liberty was equally important as an instrumental
good: it was a prerequisite for glory, the animating principle of the Roman
tradition.2 For Cicero, public service in a self-governing commonwealth is the
source of “the highest and most perfect glory” (Cicero 1913, 199), and justice
likewise recommends itself to men because it is the source of “true glory” (1913,
211). The glory described in these passages is not an abstract, other-worldly
quality; it is, like the Greek kléos,? a function of reputation and public recog-
nition, and, in the case of states, its most prominent guarantor is imperium
(empire). But how precisely does liberty make glory possible? This question

2 The centrality of gloria in Roman thought has been a focus of Renaissance historiography since
Burckhardt (1990, 104). See also Brunt (1978, 159—91); Skinner (1988, 412—41; 1990, 121—41).

3 The etymology of this word is quite revealing. Kléos derives from the same root as the verb kliio,
meaning “to hear.” A person’s kléos is, thus, literally what is “heard” about him.
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preoccupied Roman writers to a remarkable degree, and the surviving Latin
treatises and histories exhibit a startling unanimity concerning its answer. First,
as we have seen, Roman writers were convinced that liberty created the space
for virtue—a disinterested commitment to the public good, together with the
will and agency necessary to act on behalf of that commitment. Virtue, in turn,
carried with it a reverence for justice, canonically defined in the Digest of
Roman law as “the constant and perpetual aim of giving each person that
which is his [ius suum]” (Mommsen and Kruger 1985, vol. 1, 2). This account of
justice placed extraordinary emphasis on the preservation of private property,
not only for its own sake, but in order to secure concordia, the internal harmony
of the respublica. Turning once again to the De officiis, we read that usurpations
of private property “undermine the foundations of the commonwealth ...

they destroy harmony [concordia], which cannot exist when money is taken
away from one party and bestowed upon another” (Cicero 1913, 255). And once
we realize, in Sallust’s words, that “harmony makes small states great, while
discord undermines the mightiest empires” (Sallust 1921, 149), the final link in
the chain of values connecting libertas to gloria comes into view.

This theory of the Roman state, with its impassioned insistence on the
sanctity of private property and its terror of civil strife, represents an over-
whelmingly patrician inheritance (Long 1995, 216). Almost all of the surviving
Roman authors adopt the point of view characteristic of the small group of
families who controlled the republican oligarchy before the tumults of the
Triumviral period—the so-called “optimate” party, as opposed to the “popu-
lar” party sympathetic to the plebs. This realization, in turn, helps make sense of
the particular manner in which many of the surviving Roman authors account
for the decay and collapse of the republic. All of our sources—including Sallust,
who had strong plebeian sympathies—agree that, in several important respects,
Rome’s imperial success contained within itself the seeds of decline. To begin
with, conquest brought riches and luxury from the East, corroding the martial
character of Roman life. As the poet Lucan has it in his Pharsalia, “When Rome
had conquered the world and Fortune showered excess of wealth upon her,
virtue was dethroned by prosperity, and the spoil taken from the enemy lured
men to extravagance” (Lucan 1928, 15). Furthermore, military commanders in
far-flung lands retained control of their legions for too long, cultivating a
personal following and exercising private patronage at the expense of the
common good. Sallust alludes to this problem explicitly when he writes in
the Bellum Iugurthinum that, after the destruction of Carthage, “affairs at
home and in the field were managed according to the will of a few men, in
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whose hands were the treasury, the provinces, public offices, glory and
triumphs. ... The generals divided the spoils of war with a few friends” (Sallust
1921, 255; cf. Gruen 1984, 60—3). When virtuous citizens “who preferred true
glory to unjust power” finally rose up against these private men with their
personal armies, “the republic was torn to pieces” (Sallust 1921, 223—4).

This account of the nexus between foreign conquest and personal ambition
is, as noted above, a feature of virtually every surviving account of the
collapse of the republic. But a second explanatory narrative appears in
many, if not most, of the Latin sources, and it is this second story that is
unambiguously drawn from patrician polemic. It concerns the Roman agrar-
ian laws. Under Roman law, lands captured in war or bequeathed to Rome by
foreign princes were designated ager publicus, “public land.” The uncultivated
portions of this public territory were, in theory, meant to be distributed in
small parcels among Roman citizens, who would then farm the land and pay a
tithe to the republic. In reality, however, patricians quickly acquired vast
tracts of the uncultivated ager publicus, often by means of fraud and violence,
and then neglected to pay the required tax—a practice which provoked the ire
of even some of the most rabidly anti-plebeian Roman authors. However, by
the time of the Gracchan laws (133 and 122 BCE) these large estates had been in
private hands for generations, and had acquired the aura of private property.*

Beginning in the fifth century BcE, tribunes periodically proposed laws
designed to redivide the ager publicus and distribute it among the plebs; such
laws became known as leges agrariae (“agrarian laws”). It is an article of faith
of the patrician narrative that these laws constituted unjust expropriations of
private property, and that the controversy surrounding their proposal
and passage ultimately brought about the fall of the republic (Nelson 2004,
49-86). Speaking of the land law put forward by the tribune Spurius Cassius
in 486 BCE, Livy observes pointedly that “this was the first proposal for
agrarian legislation, and from that day to within living memory it has never
been brought up without occasioning the most serious disturbances” (Livy
1919, 353). Livy’s Roman successors were even more emphatic on this subject,
but they directed their animus chiefly toward the agrarian program of
Tiberius and Caius Gracchus. In Lucan’s Pharsalia, the Gracchi, “who dared
to bring about immoderate things,” appear in the underworld alongside other
famous Roman traitors in the “criminal crowd” which rejoices at Rome’s civil
war, while the blessed dead weep (Lucan 1928, 363).

4 On the Roman agrarian laws, see Badian (1962, 197—245); Bernstein (1978); Carcopino (1967);
Cardinali (1965); Crawford (1992, 94-122); and Stockton (1979).
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The most forceful Roman opponent of the agrarian movement was, however,
Marcus Tullius Cicero. Cicero lays the groundwork for his view in the first book
of the De officiis. “Property becomes private,” he writes, in part “through long
occupancy,” and “each one should retain possession of that which has fallen to
his lot; and if anyone appropriates to himself anything beyond that, he will be
violating the laws of human society [ius humanae societatis)” (Cicero 1913, 23).
In book two, he makes clear that the agrarian laws should be regarded as
precisely such a violation. “The man in administrative office,” he explains,
“must make it his first care that everyone shall have what belongs to him and
that private citizens suffer no invasion of their property rights by act of the state”
(Cicero 1913, 249). As his example of this kind of “invasion,” he submits that
“ruinous policy” called the lex agraria. This policy, he continues, favored an
“equal distribution of property.” “What plague could be worse?”, he asks,
especially since it negates the basic purpose for which people enter civil asso-
ciation—namely, the preservation of their private property (custodia rerum
suarum). In De legibus, Cicero adds that the strife over the Gracchan laws in
particular brought about “a complete revolution in the State” (Cicero 1928,
483). In short, Cicero characterizes the agrarian movement as seditious, dan-
gerous, and violently unjust. For what is an agrarian law, he asks, but an
initiative “to rob one man of what belongs to him and to give to another man
what does not belong to him?” (Cicero 1913, 261).

For Cicero, as for so many other Roman writers, agrarian laws driven by
plebeian envy had disrupted the concordia of the Roman republic, given rise
to factions, and ultimately dismembered the body politic. This conviction, as
we have seen, had an enormous impact on the shape of the political theory
preserved for European readers in the Roman sources. If it was the libertas of
the Roman republic that made virtue possible, it was the protection of private
ius that brought it imperium and gloria. And when justice ceased with the
agrarian laws, neither the republic nor its glory could long survive.

1 REPUBLICANISM IN ITALY

It is not difficult to understand why this scale of values handed down from
Roman sources appealed so strongly to the Italian communes of the so-called
regnum italicurm—the portion of northern Italy which theoretically remained
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under the suzerainty of the Holy Roman Empire during the High Middle
Ages. By the late twelfth century, these city-states had evolved a distinctive
form of political life centered on an elected official known as the podesta
(from the Latin potestas, meaning “power”), and had begun to assert their
independence from imperial rule.> During the thirteenth century, their argu-
ments for self-government tended to be couched in the traditional language
of the Roman civil law, which had also served as the legal basis for the
Emperor’s claim on the Italian cities. But the end of the thirteenth century
witnessed the rise of a powerful new cultural force: a fascination with the
ancient studia humanitatis, now known as humanism, swept through Euro-
pean universities and brought with it a deep reverence for ancient Roman
history, poetry, and moral and political philosophy.” By this time, most of the
Italian city-states had abandoned their system of elective self-government in
favor of more conventional, hereditary signori (Pisa, Mantua, and Verona are
good examples), but two important exceptions remained: Venice and Flor-
ence.? Defenders of these two cities used their Roman sources to construct a
case for the inherent superiority of popular self-government, drawing freely
from the ancient poets, historians, and statesmen as they went.

Perhaps the most famous early example of such an exercise is the Laudatio
florentinae urbis (“Panegyric of the City of Florence”) of Leonardo Bruni.
Although not a Florentine himself (he was born in the city of Arezzo),
Bruni had made Florence his adoptive home, and in 1404—the probable
date of the composition of the Laudatio—he was conducting a campaign
to replace Coluccio Salutati as chancellor of the republic (Hankins
2000, 143—78). In a formal sense, the Laudatio is based on the Panathenaicus,
an oration by the second-century Greek rhetorician Aelius Aristides.
But the reader is left in no doubt as to the true direction of Bruni’s
thoughts. We first read that Florence is to be praised on account of its
glory, manifested in its “power and wealth” (Bruni 1996, 570). The ultimate
source of this grandezza is Florence’s founder: Rome. As Bruni writes, “Your

5 As early as the eleventh century, in fact, the Italian communes had begun to appoint their own
“consuls.” On this development, see Jones (1997, 130—51).

6 The term was coined by Cicero, although substantially redefined in this context by Coluccio
Salutati. On the rise of humanism, see Witt (2000).

7 Paul Oskar Kristeller famously defined the humanists as “essentially rhetoricians and heirs to the
tradition of the medieval dictatores” who began to use classical sources as models for their composi-
tions. See Kristeller (1944—5, 346—74); cf. Skinner (2002, vol. 2, 10-38).

8 Two smaller cities, Lucca and Siena, also maintained their republican forms of government
(intermittently in the case of Lucca).
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[Florence’s] founder is the Roman people, conqueror and master of the
globe ... what a beginning this is, for the Florentine race to be born from
the Roman people! What nation in the whole world was ever more famous,
more powerful, or more pre-eminent in every kind of virtue?” (Bruni 1996,
596). But Bruni has in mind a more specific thought. Florence was not simply
founded by Rome, but by the Roman republic. That is, Florence had the
distinction of being founded by the Romans at the height of Roman liberty.
When Rome founded Florence, Bruni reasons, “the Caesars, the Antonines,
the Tiberii, the Neros, plagues and destroyers of the republic, had not yet
abolished liberty. ... From which I think it results that, in this city more than
any other, we see that a particular quality is present and has been present:
namely, that the men of Florence delight in liberty above all things, and are
the greatest enemies of tyrants” (Bruni 1996, 600).

It is important to recognize what a substantial departure this passage
represents. It had been an orthodoxy of Roman historiography throughout
the Medieval period that Rome achieved her true greatness under the Caesars,
and that the famous republican antagonists of the emperors had simply been
traitorous rebels—an account that also drew strength from Church history,
which idealized the imperial pax romana as the great enabler of Christian
proselytization (Baron 1955, 39). The most celebrated formulation of this
classic view appears in Dante’s Inferno, where Caesar’s assassins, Brutus and
Cassius, appear in the claws of Lucifer alongside Judas Iscariot in the very
lowest level of hell (Dante 1960, 677). Here, Bruni reverses the standard
reasoning. Rome, he informs us, reached its zenith as a self-governing
republic, and the end of Roman liberty brought decline and corruption.
The manner in which he makes this case should sound quite familiar. “For
after the republic had been brought under the yoke of one man,” Bruni
writes, “‘those remarkable minds, as Cornelius [Tacitus] says, ‘disappeared’:
so it is of great interest whether a colony was founded in the later period, for
by then all of the virtue and nobility of the city of Rome had been extirpated”
(Bruni 1996, 606). This is a straightforward recapitulation of the standard
Roman claim: liberty makes virtue possible, and without virtue there can be
no glory.

Bruni continues by making a set of connected claims about how liberty
promotes grandezza in the Florentine state. Because Florence is governed by
numerous magistrates each serving short terms, and because each part of the
city is represented in government, “there is liberty, without which this people
would not consider life worth living” (Bruni 1996, 634). This balanced system
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of rulership, in turn, ensures that injustice is banished from the city. As Bruni
puts it, “every care is taken so that justice is held completely sacred in the city,
without which a city is not even worthy of the name.” “For this reason,” he
writes later on, “no one here can suffer any injustice [iniurial, and no one has
to part with his property [res sua] unless he is willing” (Bruni 1996, 642). The
rich are protected by their wealth, the poor by the state, and justice applies
equally to all. This is, of course, a difficult claim to take seriously; yet the
ideological commitments behind the claim are important. Florence is just, we
are told, because it respects the private property of its citizens. Bruni adds
that this reverence for ius produces “armonia” (1996, 632)—concord and
harmony in the city—without which imperial glory is unattainable. With
all of these values in place (liberty, virtue, justice, concord), Florence is poised
to acquire empire. In Bruni’s words, “to you, men of Florence, belongs
dominion over the globe by a kind of hereditary right, as a paternal inherit-
ance” (1996, 598). Having inherited Rome’s liberty and virtue, Florence will
surely inherit its empire.

The innocent republican enthusiasm of Bruni’s panegyric could not, how-
ever, withstand the events of the fifteenth century. Beginning in 1434, Florence
came increasingly under the control of the Medici family, and apart from a
theocratic experiment under Girolamo Savonarola (1494-8) and a brief
republican interregnum (1498-1512), Florence was clearly moving in the
direction of a principate. It was against this backdrop of Medici rule and
civic decline that Niccolo Machiavelli wrote his monumental Discorsi sopra la
prima deca di Tito Livio (known in English as the Discourses on Livy),
unquestionably the most influential republican text of the period. In 1513,
after the Medici had been returned to Florence under the protection of
Spanish arms, Machiavelli had written Il Principe in order to advise the new
rulers on how best to govern the city. Yet, although he was not above seeking
patronage from the new regime, Machiavelli never relinquished his convic-
tion, born of long service to Florence, that republican government was best—
and the Discorsi (written between 1515 and 1519) are eloquent testimony to
that belief.

Machiavelli’s text might seem at first glance to adopt the prevailing Roman
republican tradition in toto. He announces early in the second discourse that
“it is an easy thing to know whence arises among peoples this affection for the
free way of life, for it is seen through experience that cities have never
expanded either in dominion or in riches if they have not been in freedom”
(Machiavelli 1996, 129). The reason, Machiavelli insists, is that “it is not the
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particular good but the common good that makes cities great. And without
doubt this common good is not observed if not in republics” (1996, 130). The
willingness to do what is necessary to advance the common good, and thereby
acquire glory for the city, is virtue (virtu), which for Machiavelli explains why
monarchies cannot compete with republics. After freedom is replaced by
princely rule, he argues, cities “go backward” because a prince “cannot
honor any of the citizens he tyrannizes over who are able and good since he
does not wish to have suspicion of them.” This passage, as we have seen, is a
straightforward paraphrase of Sallust’s famous observation in the Bellum
Catilinae. It is, on this account, in the nature of princely government to
repress virtue and to invite flattery and corruption. Liberta, on the other
hand, breeds virtu and leads to grandezza. As Machiavelli puts it in the Istorie
Fiorentine, “from order comes virtue, and from this comes glory and good
fortune” (Machiavelli 1963, 773).

So far Machiavelli is simply ventriloquizing the standard Roman account
of republican government. But he dissents from this tradition in two vital
respects. First, Machiavelli completely rejects the value of concordia, or
“internal harmony.” It was, as we have seen, a staple of the Roman narrative
to claim that civic peace and quiet were necessary prerequisites of empire and
glory: if the city was divided, it could not conquer. This conviction accounted
in large part for the hagiography of Venice that grew up in the fifteenth
century; Venice, after all, was called la serenissma, the most tranquil of cities.1°
For Machiavelli, however, tranquility was no virtue. On his view, Rome had
indeed been a “perfect republic,” but its perfection had been the result of “the
disunion of the plebs and the senate,” not their concord. Machiavelli defends
this startling claim by articulating his theory of the umori (temperaments).
Those who deride the Roman tumulti (the frequent battles between patricians
and plebs), he argues, “do not consider that in every republic are two diverse
humors, that of the people and that of the great, and that all laws in favor of
freedom arise from their disunion” (Machiavelli 1996, 71). The great wish to
rule, while the people simply wish not to be ruled. These two temperaments
are inherently adversarial, and a republic can only survive if it allows them to

9 Here Machiavelli is clearly thinking of Florence.

10 Venice’s serenity was thought to flow from its “mixed” constitution. The historian Polybius, in
his analysis of the Roman constitution, had famously argued that a mixture of the three predominant
sorts of regime (rule by the one, the few, and the many) would save the state from the ravages of
continual revolution. Venice, with its doge, Consiglio di Pregati, and Consiglio Grande, appeared to
have realized this ideal. See Polybius (1923, vol. 3, 271-311).
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tame and restrain each other. If one or the other were allowed to predomin-
ate, the result would be a return to the political chaos and instability from
which republican government had rescued Rome. It is, therefore, precisely
the antagonism inherent in the Roman constitution which, for Machiavelli,
renders it worthy of praise and emulation (Skinner 1990, 135-6).

Yet if Machiavelli has little patience for the notion of concordia, he has even
less for another pillar of the Roman system of values: the principle of justice.
His complaint here is, once again, lodged on purely empirical grounds. On
the Roman account, justice is, at least in part, an intermediate value: Roman
theorists prize justice because it produces concord, which in turn makes glory
possible. We have already seen that Machiavelli eliminates concord from this
equation, but the question remains whether the pursuit of ius leads us to
glory. Given his survey of history, and his own diplomatic experience,
Machiavelli concludes that the answer to this question is “sometimes.”
There are occasions on which doing the “just” thing contributes to the
aggrandizement of the republic, and there are other occasions on which the
opposite is true. But, given this fact, if we are serious about placing glory at
the summit of values, then we will have to agree that justice should not be the
guide of our actions.!! If it were, our pursuit of glory would be compromised.
Machiavelli is conscious that this conclusion is unprecedented and will prove
extremely unsettling to his readers. But as he puts it in Il Principe, he is not
interested in describing men as we might wish them to be; he is interested,
rather, in the “effectual truth” (la verita effetuale), the way things actually are
(Machiavelli 1991, 150).

This subversive rejection of justice as a value is everywhere on display in
the Discorsi, but perhaps its most dramatic appearance comes during Machia-
velli’s discussion of a familiar topic. At the end of the first discourse, there is a
chapter entitled, “What Scandals the Agrarian Law Gave Birth to in Rome.”
Given the title, Machiavelli’s readers might be forgiven for assuming that he
was about to restate the conventional Roman attack on the redistribution of
wealth. And, sure enough, Machiavelli does indeed condemn the Gracchan
laws for “turning the city upside down,” causing the rise of factions, and
furnishing “the cause of the destruction of the republic” (Machiavelli
1996, 79). But his readers would then be quite surprised to discover Machia-
velli’s more general view of agrarian laws: he states unambiguously in the
same chapter that “well-ordered republics have to keep the public rich and

11 See, for example, Machiavelli’s vindication of Romulus in Discorsi, 1.9.
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their citizens poor.” Machiavelli makes clear that he approves of legal meas-
ures designed to ensure an equal and moderate distribution of wealth on
prudential grounds: great wealth, he argues, attracts dependents and under-
mines the supremacy of the public good (Nelson 2004, 73—-86). Machiavelli’s
only complaint about the Gracchan agrarian laws is that they were “back-
ward-looking.” They attempted to address a civic pathology that was of such
scale and long-standing that they were doomed to failure. Machiavelli is not
at all concerned with the standard Roman objection that agrarian laws are
“unjust.” His only worry is that, in this case, they undermined the glory of the
republic. Such was the transformed version of the Roman republican case
that Machiavelli bequeathed to the seventeenth century.

2 NORTHERN EUROPE AND THE TURN
TowARD GREECE

Up until now, we have defined republicanism as an essentially Roman
ideology, and that is, indeed, the dominant definition among contemporary
scholars and political theorists.!2 But this view is incomplete.1? At the very
same time that Machiavelli was writing his Discourses, an English humanist
was busy composing an imaginative account of the ideal republic which
adopted an overtly polemical attitude toward the Roman sources we have
been discussing. The humanist in question was Sir Thomas More, and the
treatise he wrote was Utopia. More’s work was written in the shadow of the

12 A notable exception is J. G. A. Pocock, who views the republican tradition as an outgrowth of
Aristotle’s political teleology. See Pocock (1975).

13 To begin with, in the 1260s, William of Moerbeke’s Latin translation of Aristotle’s Politics was
introduced into the regnum italicum. It provided a powerful new perspective on the situation of the
self-governing Italian city-states, and was the animating force behind the Neapolitan Thomas Aqui-
nas’s account of political life in the Summa theologiae and in the unfinished De regimine principum.
Several of Aquinas’s scholastic disciples, such as Ptolemy of Lucca and Marsilius of Padua, used
Aristotelian arguments about the relationship between widespread political participation and civic
peace to augment the standard Roman encomia of “free states” in the following century. This literature
did not, however, challenge any of the cardinal assumptions of the Roman tradition. The challenge
came, rather, from another quarter. See, for example, Rubinstein (1982, 153—200); and Skinner (1978,
vol. 1, 49-65).
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Tudor monarchy, and it emerged out of an early sixteenth-century “culture
war” over the study of Greek. The Dutch humanist Erasmus had gathered
around himself a circle of English scholars—More among them—who be-
came the first men in England to learn the Greek language. One of their
immediate priorities was to direct their new philological skills to the task of
correcting the Vulgate New Testament, a project which culminated in Eras-
mus’s Novum Instrumentum of 1516. This enterprise was met with charges of
heresy, and anti-Greek sentiment reached such a fever pitch at Oxford that
bands of students calling themselves “Trojans” rampaged through the streets
accosting classmates who were studying Greek (Saladin 2000; Nelson 2001,
897—8; Goldhill 2002). The Erasmians responded to this wave of hostility by
asserting the superiority of Greece over Rome, of Hellenism over Latinity,
and, most notably, of Greek philosophy over its Roman counterpart. More’s
friend Richard Pace wrote in one polemical pamphlet that “philosophy
among the Romans was so feeble that nothing could seem more stupid to
learned ears than to compare Roman philosophers to the Greeks” (Pace 1967,
128), and More himself agreed that, in philosophy, “the Romans wrote next to
nothing” (More 1986, 220). Utopia is an elaborate and ingenious expression
of this argument, and is designed to champion a wholly different set
of political values drawn from the primary sources of Greek moral and
political philosophy.

The dichotomy between Greece and Rome is made explicit from the very
outset of the text. More places his description of Utopia in the mouth of
Raphael Hythloday, a mysterious mariner who, we are told, is not ignorant of
Latin, but is extremely learned in Greek. His main interest is philosophy, and
“he recognized that, on that subject, nothing very valuable exists in Latin
except for certain works of Seneca and Cicero” (More 1995, 45). When
Hythloday later recommends books to the Utopians, his rejection of
Roman philosophy extends even further. Echoing More himself, Hythloday
observes that “except for the historians and poets, there was nothing in Latin
that they would value” (More 1995, 181). Accordingly, Hythloday gives the
Utopians most of Plato’s works, and some of Aristotle’s—none of Cicero’s or
Seneca’s—and continues by noting that the Utopian language is related to
Greek. More amplifies this Greek commitment throughout the text with his
skillful use of Greek nomenclature. “Utopia” itself is a Greek coinage, mean-
ing “no place,” and the island’s cities, rivers, and government officials are all
given Greek names.
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All of this conspicuous Hellenism provides a powerful backdrop for More’s
thoroughgoing subversion of the Roman republican tradition. Following
Plato in particular, but also Aristotle to some degree, More recovers and
advances a very different sort of political theory. This essentially Greek
ideology does not particularly value freedom as “non-domination”—living
without dependence on the will of other human beings. The sort of “free-
dom” it values is the condition of living according to our rational nature, and
it assumes that most men can only become free in this sense if they are ruled
by their moral superiors (if someone ruled by his passions is left to rule
himself, then he is enslaved). The Greek tradition also assumes that the
purpose of civic life is not “glory” (which it dismisses as the irrelevant
approval of non-experts), but rather “happiness” (eudaimonia), the fulfill-
ment of our rational nature through contemplation. Most important of all,
the Greek account exhibits a sharply contrasting theory of justice. Justice, on
this view, is not a matter of giving each person ius suum in the Roman sense,
but is rather an arrangement of elements that accords with nature. In the case
of the state, justice is instantiated by the rule of reason in the persons of the
most excellent men—an arrangement which corresponds to the rule of
reason over the appetites in the individual soul. This view of justice in turn
leads to a completely anti-Roman endorsement of property regulations. If
property were allowed to flow freely among citizens, both Plato and Aristotle
reason, then extremes of wealth and poverty would inevitably develop. The
resulting rich and poor would both be corrupted by their condition: The rich
would become effeminate, luxurious, and slothful, while the poor would
become criminals and lose their public spirit. Neither group would defer to
the rule of the best men, and, as a result, justice would be lost. Accordingly,
the Greek view recommends either the outright abolition of private property
(as among the guardians in Plato’s Republic), or, at the very least, severe
regulations designed to prevent its undue accumulation (as in Plato’s Laws
and Aristotle’s Politics).

More replicates this set of commitments to a remarkable degree. The
Utopians, we are told, have abolished private property, thus avoiding the
great and pervasive injustice of European societies. Hythloday explains this
decision as follows: “Wherever you have private property, and money is the
measure of all things, it is hardly ever possible for a commonwealth to be just
or prosperous—unless you think justice can exist where the best things are
held by the worst citizens” (More 1995, 101). In such states, the rich become
“rapacious, wicked, and useless,” the poor “look out for themselves, rather
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than for the people,” and justice is lost. The Utopians, on the other hand, have
abolished private property and find it shocking that “a dunderhead who has
no more brains than a post ... should command a great many wise and good
men, simply because he happens to have a big pile of gold coins” (More 1995,
155). Accordingly, the Utopians enjoy the rule of the wise, and government is
reserved exclusively for those who “from childhood have given evidence of
excellent character, unusual intelligence, and a mind inclined to the liberal
arts.” This elite rules over the commonwealth, we are told, like parents over
children—an image no Roman writer would ever use to describe citizens,
because children are not considered to be sui iuris (under the guidance of
their own sovereign will) (More 1995, 147). The goal of Utopian life is not
glory, which the Utopians disdain, but rather “happiness” (felicitas)—and life
is organized so that “all citizens should be free to devote themselves to the
freedom and culture of the mind. For in that, they think, lies the happiness of
life” (More 1995, 135).

At the bottom of this scale of values, then, is an uncompromising claim
about the relationship between property and justice. Private property, we are
told, must be abolished if the wise are to rule and the state is to fulfill its
nature; indeed, More writes explicitly that attempts to regulate and moderate
private property will not succeed in preventing the wealthy from dominating
offices “which ought to go to the wise” (More 1995, 103). Yet More’s later
acolytes, although they fully accepted his equation of justice with the rule of
the best men, were reluctant to embrace the outright abolition of private
ownership, and were attracted instead to another model we have already had
occasion to discuss: the Roman agrarian laws. As we have seen, the surviving
Roman sources had uniformly negative things to say about these laws, and the
attitude of these ancient writers was replicated throughout the Italian quat-
trocento. Yet a radically different view of the same subject could be found in a
second set of ancient sources which had entered widespread circulation only
in the middle of the sixteenth-century: the Greek historians of Rome, in
particular Plutarch.14 For Plutarch, himself a Platonist, the Roman view of the
agrarian movement was entirely unacceptable. He styled the Gracchi as “men
of most generous natures” who “tried to exalt the people ... and tried to
restore an honorable and just civil polity,” only to be frustrated by “the hatred
of the powerful men, who were unwilling to relax their usual rapacity”
(Plutarch 1914, 7). Indeed, on his account, the Gracchi are to be faulted, not

14 On the availability of classical historians during the Renaissance, see Burke (1966, 135—52).
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for going too far, but for failing to go far enough; they did not, like the Spartan
kings Agis and Cleomenes, wholeheartedly institute “the unwritten laws con-
cerning balance and equality of property” so vital to republican survival. For
Plutarch, in short, the agrarian laws were praiseworthy if minimal attempts to
restore the balance and justice of the state, and the blame for the collapse of the
republic should fall squarely on the shoulders of rapacious patricians.

This rival account of the agrarian movement appealed in particular to
More’s great seventeenth-century disciple, the philosopher James Harrington.
In Harrington’s The Commonwealth of Oceana, published in 1656 during the
Cromwellian protectorate, we find, in many respects, a straightforward re-
prise of the Morean project, complete with Greek nomenclature and a
comprehensive endorsement of More’s theory of justice. For Harrington, as
for More, there was a “natural aristocracy diffused by God throughout the
whole body of mankind,” and the people have “not only a natural, but a
positive obligation to make use of their guides” (Harrington 1977, 173). These
wise and virtuous men, designed for rulership by nature herself, will “lead the
herd,” and their fellow citizens will “hang upon their lips as children upon
their fathers.” Harrington further agrees with More that wealth represents the
greatest single threat to the realization of this ideal arrangement; extreme
wealth, he firmly believes, brings with it both political power and corruption,
and renders the rule of the wise impossible. Yet Harrington rejects More’s
insistence that the problem of wealth can only be addressed through the
abolition of private property: “To hold that government may be founded
upon community [of property],” he muses, “is to hold that there be a black
swan or a castle in the air” (Harrington 1977, 808). Harrington’s solution is to
institute something he calls “the equal agrarian,” a limit on the accumulation
of wealth buttressed by inheritance laws designed to break up large estates. If
by these means fortunes are kept relatively equal, he argues, “the eminence
acquired by suffrage of the people in a commonwealth ... can be ascended by
no other steps than the universal acknowledgement of virtue” (1977, 182).
Agrarian laws, in short, allow for the rule of the wise, and that is the source of
their justice. Harrington draws support for this view, as he himself tells us,
from one source in particular: “he who, considering the whole story [of the
Roman agrarian laws] or only that of the Gracchi in Plutarch, shall judge
aright, must confess that, had Rome preserved a good agrarian but in Italy,
the riches of her provinces could not have torn up the roots of her liberty”
(1977, 689). For Harrington, “the Roman writers,” as he calls them, have
missed the moral of their own story. It was the lack of redistribution that
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doomed the Roman Republic, and, accordingly, if England wished to main-
tain its own commonwealth, it would have to embrace the agrarian move-
ment (Nelson 2004, 87-126).

We see, then, that the battle between Rome and Greece defined the
development of republican political theory throughout the early-modern
period. It was a battle waged over the central values of political life: freedom,
property, and the nature of human beings. Both neo-Roman political theory,
with its commitment to the sovereignty of the individual will, and the Greek
tradition, with its passion for the rational ordering of the political commu-
nity, would cast imposing shadows over eighteenth-century political thought
in Europe and the emerging American republic. But, as between them,
perhaps it was the Greek account’s tantalizing mixture of radical means and
hierarchical ends that more conclusively captured the Whig imagination.
After all, it was Thomas Jefferson in 1776 who sponsored a set of redistribu-
tionary inheritance laws in order “to lay the axe to the Pseudo-aristocracy” of
wealth, and “to make an opening for the aristocracy of virtue and talent,
which nature has wisely provided for the direction of the interests of society”
(Jefferson 1984, 32). “That form of government is the best,” he fully believed,
“which provides the most effectually for a pure selection of these natural
aristoi into the offices of government” (Cappon 1959, 390). Neither More nor
Harrington could have said it any better.
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CHAPTER 11

MODERNITY AND
ITS CRITICS

JANE BENNETT

Seeking insight into the political events and debates swarming around them,
undergraduates enrolled in “Modern Political Thought” courses are often
surprised to learn that the focus is on writers from the seventeenth, eight-
eenth, and nineteenth centuries. This is because, as part of the series ancient—
medieval-modern—contemporary, “the modern” in political theory is that
which has already passed, although its traces are said to remain in the
background of today. The term “modernity” functions somewhat differently
in the discipline: it names a contemporary condition. As I contend at the end
of this chapter, modernity is alive and kicking even within a theoretical
framework of postmodernism.

In what does the condition of modernity consist? First, in a distinctive
constellation of intellectual tendencies, including the propensity to subject
established norms and practices to critical reflection, to seek physical
causes for disease, to believe both in universal human rights and in
cultural specificity, and to affirm oneself as an individual even while
lamenting the lack of community. The condition of modernity refers,
second, to a set of institutional structures associated with such a
temper, including popular elections, rule by law, a secular bureaucracy,
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an independent judiciary and free press, public education, capitalism, and
monogamous marriage.

“Modernity and Its Critics,” therefore, is perhaps best approached as the
story of this habit of mind and its institutional embodiments. In a version of
the story that circulates widely in North America, Europe, and Australia, the
plot goes something like this:

Once upon a time there was a (medieval Christian) world where nature was purpos-
ive, God was active in the details of human affairs, all things had a place in the order
of things, social life was characterized by face-to-face relations, and political order
took the form of an organic community experienced as the “prose of the world”
(Foucault 1970). But this premodern cosmos gave way to forces of scientific and
instrumental rationality, secularism, individualism, and the bureaucratic nation
state.

“Modernity and Its Critics” is a tale of this epochal shift, of the secularization
of a traditional order that had been imbued with divine or natural purpose.
Some tellers of the tale celebrate secularization as the demise of superstition;
others lament it as the loss of a meaningful moral universe. When placed
against the backdrop of a dark and confused premodernity, modernity
appears as a place of reason, freedom, and control; when it is compared to
a premodern age of community and cosmological coherence, modernity
becomes a place of dearth and alienation. Even the celebrators of modernity,
however, share something of the sense of loss accentuated by its critics—and
this is to be expected, given what seems to be the tale’s prototype, the biblical
story of the Fall.

As a cultural narrative or civilization fable, “Modernity and Its Critics” tells
us who we are and are not, and it identifies the key ideals to guide us and the
most important dangers and opportunities we confront. As such, the narra-
tive serves less a historiographical than a therapeutic function. It helps to
order the vast and variable field of experience, and thus to shape the actual
world in which we live. Under its banner, a certain tradition of thought
and a certain group of people try to make sense of themselves and their
collective life.

But which tradition of thought, which group of people? The story
of modernity is embedded in the history of seventeenth-, eighteenth-, and
nineteenth-century Europe, in particular in its political struggles against
totalizing forms of rule and unthinking forms of obedience. The twenty-
first-century encounter between militant strains of Islamic fundamentalism
and “Western culture” has been read by Michael Thompson, for example, as a



MODERNITY AND ITS CRITICS 213

recapitulation of Europe’s own internal struggle between modern and anti-
modern forces, between, that is, “Enlightenment notions of reason, secular-
ism, universalism, civil society” on the one hand and “the volkish tendencies
of cultural particularism, nativism, provincialism, and spiritualism” on the
other (Thompson 2003, 1-2).

Bruno Latour has shown how the story of modernity portrays modern,
Western culture as a radical break from all other modes of human thought,
social organization, and inquiry into nature. Only the moderns, the story
goes, have mastered the art of categorical purification, of distinguishing
clearly between what is natural and what is cultural, between what is universal
and true and what is particular and partial. Latour rejects this conceit,
arguing that the difference between modern and other cultures is not quali-
tative but quantitative; that is, a matter of “lengthened networks.” If modern
critiques are more global, if modern self-consciousness is more explicit, if
modern technologies are more masterful, it is only because of a difference in
the “scope of mobilization,” which, while important, “is hardly a reason to
make such a great fuss” (Latour 1993, 124).

Other critics have noted that modernity, precisely because it is part of
European history, cannot be exclusively European. Modernity cannot be
divorced from the imperialist and colonialist projects of Europe or America,
and thus is a product of the (psychic, linguistic, normative, bureaucratic,
military) interactions between the West and the non-West. This means that
multiple modernities exist side by side around the globe. Amit Chaudhuri
makes a version of this point when he says that, “if Europe is a universal
paradigm for modernity, we are all, European and non-European, to a degree
inescapably Eurocentric. Europe is at once a means of intellectual dominance,
an obfuscatory trope, and a constituent of self-knowledge, in different ways
for different peoples and histories” (Chaudhuri 2004, 5; emphasis added). For
Partha Chatterjee, too, because the cultural exchanges that generate modern-
ity are not unidirectional, modernity must be understood as a multicultural
production. Speaking in the context of India’s modernity, he says that:
true modernity consists in determining the particular forms of modernity that are
suitable in particular circumstances; that is, applying the methods of reason to
identify or invent the specific technologies of modernity that are appropriate for
our purposes. (Chatterjee 1997, 8—9)

The postcolonial scholarship concerning non-Western or “alternative mod-
ernities” is rich and ongoing (see Gaonkar 2001; Chatterjee 2004). In insisting
upon the geographical, cultural, and subcultural specificities of coterminous
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modernities, such work resists the idea that modernity has a single lineage or
is a univocal practice. This resistance is also served by acknowledging that
every version of modernity includes, right from the start, its critics. “There
must be something in the very process of our becoming modern that con-
tinues to lead us, even in our acceptance of modernity, to a certain skepticism
about its values and consequences” (Chatterjee 1997, 14). Although he writes
from a position deep inside Europe, Max Weber helps reveal just what this
something is, just how modernities of all kinds generate their own critics.

1 DISENCHANTMENT AND THE PROBLEM OF
MEANINGLESSNESS

Max Weber (1864-1920) identified the central dynamic of modernity as
Entzauberung or de-magification, usually translated into English as disen-
chantment. Disenchantment names the processes by which magic is gradually
supplanted by calculation as the preferred means for enacting human ends.
Disenchantment is itself an instance of a more general process of “rational-
ization,” which in turn encompasses several related processes, each of which
opts for the precise, regular, constant, and reliable over the wild, spectacular,
idiosyncratic, and surprising. In addition to eschewing magic as a strategy of
will (“scientizing” desire), rationalization also systematizes knowledge (pur-
sues “increasing theoretical mastery of reality by means of increasingly
precise and abstract concepts”); instrumentalizes thinking (methodically at-
tains a “practical end by means of an increasingly precise calculation of
adequate means”); secularizes metaphysical concerns (rejects “all non-utili-
tarian yardsticks”); and demystifies traditional social bonds in favor of those
founded on the shared reason of all men (Weber 1981, 293).

Systematization, instrumentalization, secularization, demystification: the
shared grammatical form of these terms emphasizes the fact that moderniz-
ing transformations are ever ongoing, never fully completed. There will
always be some phenomena that remain resistant to full mathematical or
social-scientific analysis. These remnants, in Weber’s account, are to be left
aside until such time as scientific knowledge has advanced further into the
logic of nature and society, or they are relegated to (the distinctly modern



MODERNITY AND ITS CRITICS 215

invention of) the realm of private “values” and aesthetic, sexual, or mystical
“experiences.”

Weber acknowledges that the “modern” processes of rationalization pre-
date modern times: attempts to displace magic were made, for example, by
the ancient Hebrew prophets “in conjunction with Hellenistic scientific
thought” (Weber 1958, 105; Jameson 1988, 26). But Weber describes the urge
to demystify, pursued in fits and starts throughout history, as reaching its
“logical conclusion” in seventeenth-century Puritanism. The ascetic ethic of
Puritanism and its idea of a “calling” eventually became the entrepreneurship
and acquisitiveness of modern capitalism (Weber 1958).

Whether directly or indirectly touched by Puritanism, any culture of
modernity will encourage a distinctively analytical style of thinking. More
specifically, to be modern is to be able to discern what things are “in
principle” and not only what they are in current practice: one learns to relate
to phenomena by seizing upon the logic of their structure, upon the principle
of their organization, and this enables an even more careful and precise
categorization of things. In a passage that also exemplifies how modernity
is defined by way of contrast to an imagined primitivism, Weber describes
this “in principle” logic:

Does ... everyone sitting in this hall ... have a greater knowledge of the conditions
of life under which we exist than has an American Indian or a Hottentot? Hardly.
Unless he is a physicist, one who rides on the streetcar has no idea how the car
happened to get into motion.... The increasing intellectualization and rationaliza-
tion do not, therefore, indicate an increased and general knowledge of the conditions
under which one lives. It means something else, namely, the knowledge or belief that
if one but wished one could learn it at any time. Hence, it means that principally there
are no mysterious incalculable forces that come into play, but rather that one can, in
principle, master all things by calculation. This means that the world is disenchanted.
(Weber 1981, 139)

Modernity produces a self skilled in the art of discerning the hidden logic of
things. Key to Weber’s story is the claim that while this skill is a laudable
achievement, its cost is very high: a rationalized world stripped of all “mys-
terious incalculable forces” is a meaningless world. “The unity of the primitive
image of the world, in which everything was concrete magic,” gives way to
“the mechanism of a world robbed of gods” (Weber 1981, 281). Or, as Charles
Taylor puts the point:

People used to see themselves as part of a larger order. In some cases, this was a
cosmic order, a “great chain of Being,” in which humans figured in their proper place
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along with angels, heavenly bodies, and our fellow earthly creatures. This hierarchical
order in the universe was reflected in the hierarchies of human society. ... But at the
same time as they restricted us, these orders gave meaning to the world and to
the activities of social life.... The discrediting of these orders has been called the
“disenchantment” of the world. With it, things lost some of their magic. (Taylor

1991, 3)

Weber identified modern science as the “motive force” behind these disen-
chanting and discomforting effects: in defining nature as a mechanism of
material parts, in defining materiality as deterministic and devoid of spirit,
and in allowing spirit to retain its premodern definition as the exclusive locus
of “meaning,” science empties the lived, natural world of moral significance.
What is more, the very logic of scientific progress also demoralizes. Because
every piece of scientific knowledge must be understood merely as a tempor-
ary and soon-to-be-superseded truth, modern selves are denied the psycho-
logical satisfaction of closure, the pleasure of a fully accomplished goal:

civilized man, placed in the midst of the continuous enrichment of culture by ideas,
knowledge and problems, ... catches only the most minute part of what ... life ...
brings forth ever anew, and what he seizes is always something provisional and not
definitive, and therefore death for him is a meaningless occurrence. And because
death is meaningless, civilized life as such is meaningless: by its very “progressive-
ness” it gives death the imprint of meaninglessness. (Weber 1981, 140)

How, then, does Weber illuminate the link between modernity and self-
critique? How does modernity necessarily engender radical repudiations of
it? In subjecting norms to a demystification that weakens their efficacy without
providing any critique-proof alternatives, in reducing nature to a calculable
but heartless mechanism, and in celebrating a scientific progress that precludes
the pleasure of completion, modernity alienates. One response, perhaps the
most common one, is the demand for a return to a social whole exempt from
relentless analysis and to a natural world restored to its cosmic purpose. Weber
did not quite foresee the rise of Christian, Islamic, and Jewish fundamental-
isms that would characterize the last years of the twentieth and beginning of the
twenty-first centuries. But he did insist that rationalization inevitably gener-
ates a black hole of meaninglessness and a set of profoundly disaffected critics.

To sum up the story that Weber recounts: modernity is now-time, posi-
tioned against a lost age of wholeness; moderns are swept up in accelerated
processes of disenchantment, scientization, secularization, mathematization,
bureaucratization, and alienation; as such, they bear the burden of a world
without intrinsic meaning, although they also benefit from an unprecedented



MODERNITY AND ITS CRITICS 217

degree of critical acumen. The story ends, as do all fables, with some advice:
do not resent the condition of modernity, counsels Weber, because a world
devoid of intrinsic purpose positively overflows with opportunities for indi-
viduality and freedom. Modernity calls one to make one’s own valuations, to
choose for oneself among competing meanings:

So long as life remains immanent and is interpreted in its own terms, ... the
ultimately possible attitudes toward life are irreconcilable, and hence their struggle

can never be brought to a final conclusion. Thus it is necessary to make a decisive
choice. (Weber 1981, 152)

For Weber, the anti-modern project is futile because disenchantment, al-
though never complete, is not a reversible historical trajectory. And so it is
most profitably met by a heroic will to choose rather than by a cowardly slide
into resentment.

The more recent work of Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens, and Scott Lash on
“reflexive modernization” pursues a similar line of response. They argue that
modernity is now:

a global society, not in the sense of a world society but as one of “indefinite space.” It
is one where social bonds have effectively to be made, rather than inherited from the
past.... It is decentred in terms of authorities, but recentred in terms of opportun-
ities and dilemmas, because focused upon new forms of interdependence. (Beck,
Giddens, and Lash 1994, 107)

In its emphasis on the inevitability of the disenchantment process, Weber’s
tale distinguishes itself both from attempts to re-enchant modernity (Moore
1996; Sikorski 1993; Berman 1981) and from attempts to identify opportunities
for wonder and enchantment in secular, counter-cultural, or even commer-
cial sites within modernity (Bennett 2001; During 2002). Weber’s version also
diverges from Marx’s story of modernity, which explores the possibility of a
more radical escape.

2 ComMmoDITY FETISHISM

Karl Marx’s (1818-1883) narrative of modernity focuses upon two linked
social processes not emphasized by Weber: commodification and fetishiza-
tion. A commodity is an article produced for market exchange rather than
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“for its own immediate consumption.” In the commodity form, “the product
becomes increasingly one-sided. ... [I]ts immediate use-value for the gra-
tification of the needs of its producer appears wholly adventitious, immater-
ial, and inessential” (Marx 1977, 952—3). Commodification thus homogenizes
objects, destroying their “sensuously varied objectivity as articles of utility”
(Marx 1977, 166) and reduces them to equivalent units of exchange. Marx
presents this alchemy, through which unequal things are made equal, as a
sinister process (Jameson 1991, 233).

It is sinister not only because people are deprived of “sensuously varied
objectivity,” but also because, as commodified entities themselves, people
(workers) come to be treated as mere objects. This objectification of labor
is what makes profit possible: although a portion of labor is indeed
“exchanged for the equivalent of the worker’s wages; another portion is
appropriated by the capitalist without any equivalent being paid” (Marx
1977, 953). The masking of this swindle is the most pernicious effect of
modernity.

Second to that is its unnatural animation of artifacts. Marx compares the
tromp Poeil of commodification to the mystification perpetrated by religions:
The mysterious character of the commodity-form consists ... in the fact that the
commodity reflects the social characteristics of men’s own labour as objective
characteristics of the products of labour themselves.... In order ... to find an
analogy we must take flight into the misty realm of religion. There the products of

the human brain appear as autonomous figures endowed with a life of their own.
(Marx 1977, 163-5)

In capitalism as in theism, nonhuman entities are empowered and humans
are deadened.

Thus, commodity fetishism: the idolatry of consumption goods. This is an
irrationality quite at home in the modern, rational self. Under its sway, the
human suffering embedded in commodities (by virtue of their exploitative
system of production) is obscured, and mere things gain hegemony as they
dominate attention and determine desire. Commodity fetishism is moder-
nity’s relapse into primitivism, into the superstition that “an ‘inanimate
object’” will give up its natural character in order to comply with [one’s] ...
desires” (Marx 1975, 189).

Here again the Eurocentric tenor of the story comes to the fore: the
negative force of the phrase “commodity fetishism” derives in part from an
image of the repulsive non-European savage. More specifically, the primitive
is aligned with the negro, the negro with pagan animism, animism with
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delusion and passivity, passivity with commodity culture. And this line of
equivalences is contrasted with another, consisting of the modern, the light,
the demystified, the debunking critical theorist. Here Marx highlights for us
the central role played by the technique of demystification or “ideology
critique”—what Weber called a rationalization process—within the narrative
of modernity. For Marx, modernity is ideology; it is a narrative that main-
tains the existing structure of power by obscuring or defending as legitimate
its inherent inequalities and injustices. The just response to modernity qua
ideology is modernity qua critique; that is, the clear-eyed unmasking of
inequities that reveals them to be products of social choices that could be
otherwise.

3 IDEOLOGY CRITIQUE

An exemplary instance of ideology-critique is Max Horkheimer and Theodor
Adorno’s 1944 essay on “The Culture Industry” (see Horkheimer and Adorno
1972). This elaboration of Marx’s analysis of commodity fetishism aims to
awaken man’s critical faculties, which have been blunted by a postwar world
saturated with commercialism. Horkheimer and Adorno echo the calls of
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844—1900), Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-82), Henry
Thoreau (1817-62), and others for a life lived deliberately and in opposition
to the voices of conformity, normality, and respectability. Unlike Nietzsche
and the American Transcendentalists (and the Adorno of Aesthetic Theory
and Negative Dialectics), however, Horkheimer and Adorno are skeptical
about the role that aesthetic experience might play in this project of wake-
fulness. They argue that even the senses have been colonized, rendered
incapable of posing an effective challenge to the “iron system” of capital.
“The culture industry can pride itself on having energetically executed the
previously clumsy transposition of art into the sphere of consumption”
(Horkheimer and Adorno 1972, 137). Despite its constant invocation of
novelty, the culture industry serves up only formulaic amusements designed
to produce a passive, consumeristic audience.

In the version of the story told by Horkheimer and Adorno, modernity is
on the brink of no return. It has solidified into a system where commercial
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forces have almost wholly triumphed. Almost—for these heirs of Marx still
harbor hope for a way out through the demystifying practice of radical
critique. For Nietzsche, too, unmasking was a key strategy in the fight with
modernity, a modernity that he identified with Christian and scientific
asceticism. Nietzsche’s practice of “genealogy,” like ideology-critique,
sought to uncover the violent, cruel, or simply contradictory elements
within conventional ideals and concepts, including those constitutive of
the modern self (e.g. moral responsibility, guilt, and conscience) (Nietzsche
1987, 1989)

Horkheimer and Adorno evinced a particularly strong faith in the power of
ideology-critique, in, that is, the ability of human reason to expose the truth.
Unlike Nietzsche, for whom reason required the supplement of aesthetic
motivation, Horkheimer and Adorno imagine this truth as morally compel-
ling, as capable of enacting itself. They reveal for us the extent to which the
modern temper includes a belief in the efficacy of debunking, in the idea that
insight into injustice carries with it its own impetus for undoing wrong and
enacting right.

In invoking an independent and efficacious realm of critical reflection,
Horkheimer and Adorno interrupt their own, more dominant, image of cap-
italist modernity as an all-powerful system of exploitation. In so doing, they
display something of Gilles Deleuze’s (1925—95) and Felix Guattari’s (1930—92)
sense that “there is always something that flows or flees, that escapes ... the
overcoding machine,” that although “capitalists may be the master of surplus
value and its distribution, ... they do not dominate the flows from which
surplus value derives” (Deleuze and Guattari 1986, 216, 226).

4 NATURE

Marx and the historical materialists indebted to him identify modernity
with the exploitation of human labor and human sensibility. As in Weber’s
account, the abuse of nonhuman nature receives less attention. But asso-
ciated with every cultural narrative of modernity is a particular image of
nature. In general, the modern assumption is that nature is basically law-
governed and predictable, “in principle” susceptible to rationalization.



MODERNITY AND ITS CRITICS 221

Let us consider critics who contest this nature-picture. Martin
Heidegger (1889-1976), for example, rejects modernity’s “enframing” of
the world, an institutional, mental, and bodily habit whose ultimate goal
is to reduce the Earth to the abject status of “standing reserve.” He calls
instead for humans to become more receptive to nature and to let it be.
Heidegger also contends that the rationalizing zeal of modernity will itself
bring to light that which it cannot rationalize, that is, the “incalculable” or
“that which, withdrawn from representation, is nevertheless manifest
in whatever is, pointing to Being, which remains concealed” (Heidegger
1982, 154).

There is a sense in which Heidegger aims to re-enchant the world, to
recapture a premodern sense of the universe as an encompassing whole that
fades off into indefiniteness. There, nature and culture regain their primor-
dial cooperation. Other critics of the picture of nature as calculable mechan-
ism, however, eschew the serenity of Heidegger’s counter-vision. They draw
instead from “pagan” conceptions of materiality as turbulent, energetic, and
surprising. For these vital materialists, nature is both the material of culture
and an active force in its own right. Nietzsche is one such materialist. He
describes nature as:

a monster of energy ... that does not expend itself but only transforms itself.... [A]
play of forces and waves of forces, at the same time one and many. .. ; a sea of forces
flowing and rushing together, eternally changing..., with an ebb and a flood of its
forms; out of the simplest forms striving toward the most complex, out of the stillest,
most rigid, coldest forms toward the hottest, most turbulent..., and then again
returning home to the simple out of this abundance, out of the play of contradictions
back to the joy of concord. (Nietzsche 1987, 1067)

Political theorists described as postmodern or post-structuralist (see Foucault
1970, 1973, 1975, 1978; Butler 1993; Brown 1995; Ferguson 1991; Dumm 1996;
Gatens 1996) also figure nature as resistant to human attempts to order it,
although capable of emergent forms of self-organization. Like Marx and
Nietzsche, they believe in the power of demystification: Foucaultian geneal-
ogies of madness, criminality, and sexuality; feminist and queer studies of
gender and power; and postcolonial studies of race and nation all seek to
expose the contingency of entities formerly considered universal, inevitable,
or natural. But what is more, these exposés insist upon the material recalci-
trance of contingent products. The mere fact that gender, sex, and race are
cultural artifacts does not mean that they will yield readily to human under-
standing or control.



222 JANE BENNETT

Nature appears in this work as neither imbued with divine purpose nor as
disenchanted matter. Instead, all material formations—human and nonhu-
man—are described as processes with the periodic power to surprise, to
metamorphosize at unexpected junctures. Drawing from discussions of na-
ture in Spinoza (1632-1677) and Lucretius (c. 99—55 BCE), Deleuze and Guat-
tari, for example, speak of nature as a perpetual “machine” for generating
new and dynamic compositions, as “a pure plane of immanence... upon
which everything is given, upon which unformed elements and materials
dance” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 255).

For this “postmodern” set of critics of modernity, the nonlinearity of nature
and culture retains a logic that can be modeled, despite the fact that the
emergent causality of the system means that trajectories and patterns can
often be discerned only retroactively, only after the fact of their emergence.
Complexity theory, initially developed to describe a subset of chemical sys-
tems (Prigogine 1997), offers these political theorists the beginnings of a
theoretical framework and methodology (see Serres 2001; Lyotard 1997; Ben-
nett 2004; Latour 2004; Connolly 2002; Massumi 2002). Modern science is not
rejected; on the contrary, one version of it is actively affirmed. And that is the
one that understands nature as a turbulent system where small changes in
background conditions can have big effects, where micro-shifts can produce
macro-effects. However, the nature that consists of flows, becomings, and
irreducible complexity is nof a random set of fluctuations unrecognizable as a
world. It remains, rather, a world “in which there is room for both the laws of
nature and novelty and creativity” (Prigogine 1997, 16).

Within the rich and heterogeneous story of modernity, therefore, it is
possible to identify three nodal points or attractors, each with its own
image of nature and culture. At one point, we find a “Weberian” social
order plagued by meaninglessness (or a “Marxist” world of economic injust-
ice and alienating commodification), and a “dead, passive nature, ... which,
once programmed, continues to follow the rules inscribed in the program”
(Prigogine and Stengers 1984, 6). At a second point, we find a “Heideggerian”
modernity of ruthless enframing, accompanied by a nature that gestures
darkly toward a higher purpose. At the third, “Nietzschean,” point lays a
world where creativity and novelty endlessly compete with the forces of
regularization. All three versions, however, are infused with the hope that
the world is susceptible to the critical reasoning, careful analysis, and practical
interventions typical of modernity, and with the will to render that world
more intelligible.
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CHAPTER 12

THE HISTORY OF
POLITICAL
THOUGHT AS
DISCIPLINARY
GENRE

JAMES FARR

The history of political thought refers, ambiguously, either to the actual
chronology of past thought about politics, or to the narration and critical
commentary on past thought. This parallels a similar ambiguity when refer-
ring to the history of science (Laudan 1977). Unlike the history of science,
however, the ambiguity attending the history of political thought (in the
second sense, which shall govern our usage) is deepened by the fact that
past political thinkers engaged in narration and critical commentary on the
political thought that preceded them. Whereas past scientists were not his-
torians of science, at least beyond recent precedents, past political thinkers
were historians of political thought whose reach extended to the thinkers of
antiquity. This is a reminder how entangled political thought is in its own
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history; and this entanglement has changed over time. There is a history of
the history of political thought.

This chapter focuses on the history of political thought—understood as
narration and critical commentary on past thought—between the mid-
nineteenth and the later twentieth centuries. With Robert Blakey (1855), Wil-
liam Dunning (1902, 1905, 1920), and George Sabine (1950), among others, the
history of political thought became a disciplinary genre within political science.
Its defining features marked a break from what passed as the history of political
thought before the nineteenth century when greater and lesser political thinkers
were not bound by any recognizable discipline. A methodological awakening in
the later twentieth century brought the disciplinary genre to a close and
initiated the latest chapter in the history of the history of political thought.

1 NARRATION AND CRITICAL
COMMENTARY, NEw AND OLD

The latest chapter in this history is the one most familiar to readers of this
Handbook. “The history of political thought” names an academic specialty or
subdivision of labor among political theorists in departments of politics,
government, or political science at college or university. In this way, it is part
of the broader “real history” of political theory in the discipline of political
science (Gunnell 1993). The history of political thought is acknowledged, by
name, as an area of inquiry by professional academic associations like the
American Political Science Association (APSA), the Political Studies Associ-
ation, and the Association of Political Theory. Academic journals publish
articles in this category, among the more prominent being The History of
Political Thought.

The academic specialists known as historians of political thought in these
departments, associations, and journals are political theorists with a heigh-
tened consciousness of the bearing of the past on the present who engage in
the time-honored, although contested, practice of narrating and critically
commenting on one or more past thinkers or themes—from Plato to Dewey,
power to democracy, and much else. The history of political thought in this
contemporary and wide-ranging sense is marked by considerable depth of
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scholarship, evident in extensive research and citation of primary and
secondary sources. It is also attended and partly constituted by sustained
methodological reflection on the practice of narration and critical commen-
tary. Thinkers like Leo Strauss, Quentin Skinner, and Michel Foucault,
among others, are known not only for what they wrote or have written
brilliantly about Hobbes, Machiavelli, liberty, power, or sovereignty. In add-
ition, their competing methodological prescriptions—whether to pursue
esoteric doctrines, intentional speech acts, archaelogy, or genealogy—are
followed, resisted, or amended by historians of political thought who go
about their business of narration and critical commentary. Proof of this
methodological consciousness may be found in the sizable and growing
literature on what it is “to do” the history of political thought (Pocock
1962, 1971; Dunn 1968, 1996; Skinner 1969; Gunnell 1979; Condren 1985;
Tully 1988; Bevir 1999). Broader testimony to the depth and range of the
contemporary practice of the history of political thought may be found in
scores of books, articles, and entries in this Handbook.

There are exceptions to this quick portrait of our time. There are alternative
academic settings for historians of political thought in departments of phil-
osophy, geography, or cultural studies, and a few professional alternatives in
foundations, think tanks, or print media. Some forms of political theory—Ilike
social choice theory—are decidedly ahistorical. Some popular works of fiction
like Sophie’s World (1994) by Jostein Gaarder suggest how free of method and
academic specialization the history of political thought can be for a broader
readership. There are also tensions over the importance of historical inquiry—
if not political theory itself—between historians of political thought and
political scientists in the departments they mutually inhabit. But, exceptions
or tensions notwithstanding, the history of political thought is today largely
the province of academic professionals in political science engaged in serious
scholarship and the diverse practices of narration and critical commentary.

This state of affairs dates roughly to the third quarter of the twentieth
century, and features of it go back much earlier. The history of political
thought was professionally acknowledged when the APSA was formed in
1903. By the late nineteenth century, it had already become an identifiable
subject of higher education (Haddow 1939; Collini, Winch, and Buron 1983).
Narration and critical commentary on previous political thought date nearly
to the earliest political writings. But what passed for the history of political
thought before 1969—to hazard a symbolic date—was notably different
than today’s academic specialization, scholarly depth, and methodological
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consciousness. Pre-nineteenth century history of political thought was more
different and diftuse still.

Before the nineteenth century, “the history of political thought” was not a
category or phrase in circulation, if it was yet coined or used at all. Political
thinkers nonetheless engaged in narration and critical commentary on pre-
vious political thought as an essential element of their own thinking. This was
true of epigone, as well as the greatest thinkers of antiquity and early
modernity. Consider, famously, Plato on Socrates or Aristotle on Plato.
Waves of neo-Platonists across history could only identify themselves as
such by critical commentary on Plato, so as to adapt his thought to changing
circumstances. Aristotle—“the greatest thinker of antiquity” to Marx—
proved to be the dialectical spur for subsequent thinkers like Cicero, Averroes,
Aquinas, Marsilius, and (negatively) Hobbes. Sections of Augustine’s City of
God read like a medieval literature review of the Old Testament and the
writings of pre-Socratics, Romans, and neo-Platonists. Locke reacted to
Filmer at great length before proposing his own construction of civil govern-
ment. Rousseau presented his originality in republican thought after a blazing
pass by natural lawyers and social contractarians like Grotius and Hobbes, as
well as earlier republicans like Machiavelli. Such examples can be multiplied
without end. The thinkers in question did not (nor can we) understand their
thinking apart from their narration and critical commentary on the political
thought that preceded them—when, of course, they actually did so.

There are some noteworthy features of this earlier period when the history
of political thought proceeded without name. While many thinkers were
teachers in that their works were “teachings,” as followers of Strauss say,
they were usually not educators or academics, Plato and Aristotle aside. They
certainly were not professionals and their political writings seldom earned
them their bread. Moreover, narration and critical commentary on previous
thinkers was often brief, without quotation, citation, or mention of the works
in question. The great exception in the Christian West after the fourth
century was commentary on the sacred canon, especially the Bible. Biblical
commentary was a defining feature of medieval and early modern political
thought, thus marking another distinction from what came later. While many
political thinkers were rhetoricians, aware of the array of humanistic sciences,
they narrated and commented critically on what they read without much
discussion of what it was to narrate or criticize in the way they did. There
were exceptions to this in certain matters of interpretation, especially for
political thinkers who were also jurists. But to read Rousseau’s abbreviated
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critical commentary on Hobbes without benefit of quotation or to read
Hobbes’s abbreviated critical commentary on Aristotle without benefit of
quotation conveys how some great political thinkers went about their work in
light of figures who preceded them.

There was also an immediacy and viability in the history of political
thought in these earlier eras. The thought of prior thinkers was alive and
present to those who narrated them, however long dead the thinkers actually
were. A sense of contextual difference or historical distance was scarcely in
evidence. Machiavelli, for example, announced his intention to open a “new
route” for political thought in the Discourses by commenting upon the books
of Livy, as if written yesterday. The Florentine republican left special testi-
mony to this sense of immediacy and viability in a famous letter concerning
The Prince that begins with his doffing his work clothes, muddy from the
day’s labors, and assuming courtly garments:

Thus appropriately clothed, I enter into the ancient courts of ancient men, where,
being lovingly received, I feed on that food which alone is mine, and for which I was
born for; I am not ashamed to speak with them and to ask the reasons for their
actions, and they courteously answer me. For hours ... I give myself completely over
to the ancients. (translation in Wolin 1960, 22)

Hobbes made the point from an opposing, more menacing direction: sedi-
tion of modern state authority frequently followed the reading of classical
writers. Leviathan should beware the living threat of antiquity.

2 A DisciPLINARY GENRE

Beginning in the nineteenth century and in full maturation by the twentieth,
the history of political thought changed dramatically. There certainly were
great political thinkers, like Hegel, Mill, and Marx, who narrated and com-
mented critically on those who came before. This was a continuation of the
age-old practice. But they were more attuned to context and historical
distance, as well as to breaks in the chronological trajectory of political
thought. The Bible was ceasing to be a required text for political reflection,
or even requisite for spiritual uplift. More significantly, “the history of
political thought” came into use as a phrase, among kindred phrases, often
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figuring as the title of textbooks for collegiate instruction. This phrase and
these textbooks announced the arrival of a disciplinary genre.

As an ideal-type, admitting of exceptions and differences, this genre dis-
played striking commonalities. (For related accounts, to which this entry is
indebted, see Gunnell 1979 and Condren 1985.) The genre bundled together
and presented in chronological order the thinkers deemed to be great,
important, or representative. Sometimes these bundles of thinkers were
organized in terms of eras or nationalities, as if they were defined by or
themselves defined these eras or nationalities. More often, a chapter was
dedicated to each of several individual greats. Thus emerged the long line
of famous thinkers: Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Augustine, Aquinas, Machiavelli,
Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Hegel, and Mill. It was not just that this list, even
when extended to include a larger cast, contained and presented in chrono-
logical order the great, important, or representative thinkers who deserved
attention. They had long since deserved and received attention. Rather, they
went together as a line-up, later thinkers being understood in t