
2 Democracy: the constituent power as

augmentation and/or revolution

In the Introduction I invoked Wolin’s insight that democracy is best

understood as a constituting moment rather than a specific form or pro-

cess of government. In this sense, democracy is intrinsically related to

the emergence of the constituent power, to the irreducible element of/for

creation associated with genuine moments of political action. This raises

difficult questions about the relationship between the constituent power

and constituted authorities, between a pre-judicial capacity for innova-

tion (potentia) and the claims to legitimacy, lawfulness, and normativity

embedded in extant social and political forms (potestas). We saw that

it is possible to envisage both an absolute and a relative priority of the

constituent power, where the former is associated with radical moments

of innovation and the latter with the power of emergence and expansion

within the horizon of a given constitutional form. These differences are

best captured by Arendt’s distinction between revolution and augmenta-

tion, and I suggested that the leading contemporary theorists of agonistic

democracy focus exclusively on the latter, whereas a consistently strate-

gic form of agonism will keep both these qualitatively distinct options

in play. In this chapter, I return to these discussions and offer a fuller

account of the Arendtean categories. At an analytical level, this facilitates

a better understanding of how contemporary agonistic democracy is posi-

tioned in relation to liberalism as well as to other contemporary models

of democracy. However, we will also reconsider some of the strategic

reasons why, in the present conjuncture, it is important not to associate

agonism exclusively with augmentation.

The chapter commences with a discussion of Schmitt’s reflections on

the absolute priority of the constituent power, figured as a moment

of ‘sovereign decision’. We see that Schmitt’s formulation is close to

Arendt’s notion of revolution in many respects, but that there are also

crucial differences between them, and the Schmittean notion of abso-

lute ‘sovereignty’ is incompatible with agonistic pluralism. This point is

then picked up and explored further in Chapters 6 and 7 in response

to Agamben’s analysis of the contemporary security state as a resurgent
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60 Part I

mode of sovereignty. Having identified some of the differences between

Schmitt and Arendt, I then offer a detailed account of the latter’s dis-

tinction between ancient Roman augmentation and modern revolution.

I also consider her preference for the American over the French Revo-

lution, and what this tells us about the strengths and the limitations of

her rendition of the revolutionary event. Following this, I offer an initial

account of the forms of augmentation presented by the contemporary

agonistic democrats, by considering more closely their proximity and

their distance from Habermas’ co-originality thesis. The unique versions

of augmentation presented by each of the four main contemporary the-

orists of agonism are then explored in detail in Part II of the book. The

latter sections of this chapter offer a brief synopsis of the main alterative

models of liberalism and democracy: liberal constitutionalism, aggrega-

tive, deliberative, and cosmopolitan democracy. We see how they all seek

to subsume the constituent power under constituted forms of authority

in various ways, and this is in contrast also to the radical democrats who

present an exclusive emphasis on revolution. The agonistic democrats

are right to criticise the radical democrats for their singular emphasis on

the moment of radical transformation, but it does not follow that the idea

of revolution is entirely incongruent with the agonistic circumstances of

pluralism, tragedy, and the value of conflict, and a consistently agonistic

viewpoint will retain both of these two qualitatively distinct moments of

the constituent power.

Carl Schmitt: the absolute priority of the constituent

power figured as sovereign decision

In the previous chapter we explored whether or not a basic distinction

can be drawn between Schmittean and Arendtean forms of agonism.

We considered and rejected Mouffe’s claim that her version of agonistic

democracy has a monopoly on clear thinking and self-honesty about the

irreducible role of violence in politics. We noted that Nietzschean and

Arendtean forms of agonism should not be dismissed (or celebrated) as

cheerful ethical forms of agonism, in contrast to Mouffean realism. How-

ever, we also noted that, unlike the other theories, Mouffe’s does place

an exclusive emphasis on the need to sublimate violence and antagonism.

In Chapter 5 I look at Mouffe’s theory in more detail and we see that

she repeatedly invokes Schmitt’s On the Concept of the Political (1927),

with its core thesis of the friend/enemy relationship, to elaborate a notion

of elementary antagonism. However, we will also see that Mouffe does

not draw on a wider range of potential resources in Schmitt’s thought,
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Democracy: constituent power as augmentation and/or revolution 61

and, in particular, she has little to say about his specific formulation of

the constituent power in his magnum opus Constitutional Theory (1927)

and in the brilliantly insightful Political Theology (1922). These texts were

published on the verge of the crisis of the Weimar Republic that would

soon see Adolf Hitler delivered to power and the Weimar constitution

overturned. The relationship between the clarity of Schmitt’s thought

and his proximity to these events is probably not a coincidence. As I

said in the Introduction, the contingency of constituted authorities vis-

à-vis the absolute priority of the constituent power is most apparent in

times of crisis. Indeed, we need a more detailed examination of Schmitt’s

account of the constituent power at this point, partly because he offers

a prescient rendition of the ultimate priority of the constituent power,

but also because there are key points of similarity and difference between

Schmitt and Arendt on the manifestation of the constituent power, and

so this discussion provides an essential prelude to the consideration of

Arendtean revolution and augmentation in the following section. It is

also important to engage Schmitt here, because his position provides the

basic framework for Agamben’s analysis of sovereignty, which we discuss

in Chapters 6 and 7.

In Constitutional Theory Schmitt argued that every constitution in the

limited sense, i.e. as a system of basic laws, whether codified in a particu-

lar document or not, presupposes a constitution in a broad sense, under-

stood as the ‘political . . . and social order of a particular state’ (Schmitt,

2008, 59). Moreover, the existence of the social order is not derived from

the constitution in a narrow sense, but ultimately from the constituent

power, which, in Schmitt’s terms, is manifest as ‘a pre-established, uni-

fied will’ (Schmitt, 2008, 64–5). The constitution in the narrow sense

endures only ‘by virtue of the existing political will of that which estab-

lishes it. Every type of legal norm, every constitutional law, presupposes

that such a will already exists’ (Schmitt, 2008, 76). This emphasis on

the absolute priority of the constituent power as ‘unified will’, vis-à-vis

specific constitutional forms leads Schmitt to a fundamental critique of

liberalism, which is a false and apolitical doctrine that seeks to reverse

this priority.1

The aspiration of the bourgeois Rechtsstaat . . . is to repress the political, to limit
all expressions of state life through a series of normative frameworks, and to
transform all state activity into competencies, which are jurisdictions that are
precisely defined and, in principle, limited. Thus, it is evident that the bourgeois

1 For discussions of Schmitt’s critique of liberal constitutionalism see: Scheuerman, 1996;
Lindahl, 2007; Kalyvas, 2008; and the essays collected in Dyzenhaus, 1998.
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Rechtsstaat component [i.e. a written constitution, the bill of rights, etc.] can
constitute only a part of the entire state constitution [in the broad sense], while
another part contains the positive decision over the form of political existence.
(Schmitt, 2008, 93)

Moreover, unlike particular constitutional laws which can always be

amended, by Schmitt’s account the constitution in the broad sense is

‘inviolable’, unless and until it is ‘annihilated’ by the act of another con-

stituent power, another ‘sovereign will’ (Schmitt, 2008, 80, 147).

Although there are clear differences, as we will see in a moment, it is

nonetheless important to first acknowledge the key point of coincidence

between Schmitt and Arendt, their common insistence on the absolute

priority of the constituent power.2 As we saw in the introduction, for

Arendt the constituent power manifests in decisive action, understood

always as an interruption of a given process or state of affairs, and in

these formulations she was undoubtedly influenced by Schmitt’s Political

Theology, where he described the constituent power as an exceptional

moment that ‘breaks through the crust of a mechanism that has become

torpid by repetition’ (Schmitt, 2005, 15). Both thinkers were concerned

to reassert the primacy of political action not just against liberalism, but

also in contrast to Marxist and other progressive or evolutionary con-

ceptions of history. Like Arendt, Schmitt differentiated genuine political

action from any mechanical or organicist conceptions of state and society:

the constituent power is a decisive intervention that disrupts social and

historical processes otherwise understood as a ‘continual series of devel-

opment’ or ‘organic evolution’ (Schmitt, 1988, 56). Similarly, Schmitt

invoked the idea of a miracle to depict this non-dialectical, a-teleological,

and unpredictable capacity of/for origination (Schmitt, 2005, 36).

Given these important points of connection we can see that the claims

we examined in the previous chapter, i.e. that there is a basic difference

between Schmittean and Arendtean theory, move too quickly over this

aspect of their respective contributions. Nevertheless, this does not mean

that the differences are unimportant; indeed they are also crucial, and

we turn now to these differences because they start to provide an insight

into how Arendt, unlike Schmitt, developed a conception of absolute

innovation that is well suited to pluralism. In the introduction we said it

is not possible to depict the miraculous human capacity of/for innovation

without making some conceptual and probably also some ethical prior-

ities, which inevitably become worked into the nomination. This is all

2 Negri recognises this profound point of connection between Schmitt and Arendt, in their
common emphasis on the ‘ontological intensity’ of the ‘constitutive act’ (Negri, 1999,
19).
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Democracy: constituent power as augmentation and/or revolution 63

too clear in Schmitt’s account of the constituent power as absolute and

‘unified will’. In fact, on this point he strictly follows Sieyès in associating

the constituent power with the unified will of ‘the Nation’. As Sieyès puts

it, the ‘nation exists prior to everything: it is the origin of everything. Its

will is always legal. It is the law itself ’ (Sieyès, 2003a, 136). In Schmitt’s

terms, when, under conditions of modernity, the National Will displaces

‘princely absolutism’ as the source of authority in the state, the ‘nation

puts itself in the prince’s place just as absolutely’ (Schmitt, 2008, 102).

So, for example, in the context of the founding of the Weimar Constitu-

tion in 1918, he says:

The unity of the German Reich does not rest on the . . . 181articles and their valid-
ity; but rather on the political existence of the German people . . . The Weimar
Constitution is valid because the German people ‘gave itself this constitution’.
(Schmitt, 2008, 65)

Moreover, Schmitt did not appeal to an organic conception of the

Volk , and so here we start to see how his conception of the constituent

power is linked in an intrinsic way to his concept of the political as

antagonism. This is because, in Schmitt’s account, the identity of the

National Will, i.e. the constituent power, is effectively ‘awakened’ into

being in reaction to the external threat of the existential enemy (Scheuer-

man, 1996, 305–6). Indeed, the constituent power, as National Will,

becomes most alert in times of crisis such as a civil war or violent insur-

rection, when the ‘normal situation’ gives way to the moment of ‘excep-

tion’ (Schmitt, 1996, 33, 43; 1999, 199, 203). The ‘principle of unity’

becomes absolutely ‘definitive in critical cases of conflicts’, and at this

point the constituent power as National Will, which is forged through

a relation of enmity and exclusion, becomes embodied in the form of

‘sovereign decision’, or, as Schmitt famously put it, sovereign is ‘he who

decides on the exception’ (Schmitt, 2005, 5; 2008, 59). This need for

unity and self-preservation in the moment of crisis is also expressed in the

constitution, in the limited sense, i.e. in Article 48 of the Weimar Con-

stitution that granted emergency powers of commissarial dictatorship to

the Reichspräsident. Schmitt’s theory consequently becomes a defence of

a plebiscitary democracy focused on the executive, in which the Reich-

spräsident becomes the personal embodiment of the ‘national will’ or of

the constituent power.

When we consider the sequence of this argument it becomes clear that

the Schmittean formulation of the absolute priority of the constituent

power is incompatible with the circumstances of agonistic pluralism that

we examined in the previous chapter. We will have to wait till Chapter 7

for a detailed account of how the moment of absolute initiative can be
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made consonant with pluralism. However, we have already seen that the

meaning and significance of political action is always picked up upon and

judged by a plurality of human agents, action is always action in concert,

and so the actor is never fully in control of the reception, consequences,

or outcome of her or his action. This Arendtean understanding of con-

stitutive pluralism effectively precludes the possibility of the emergence

of the constituent power in the form of ‘sovereignty’ and ‘unified will’.

The presentation of the constituent power as sovereign ‘will’ projects the

hubris of omnipotence, and we are left with a depiction of politics as

a zero sum game whereby the sovereign exists in perpetuity, unless and

until it is annihilated by another equally unified sovereign will. This delu-

sion of omnipotence can only possibly be sustained through a violation

of human plurality and so as Arendt put it:

Under human conditions, which are determined by the fact that not man but men
live on the earth, freedom and sovereignty are so little identical that they cannot
even exist simultaneously . . . If men wish to be free, it is precisely sovereignty
they must renounce. (Arendt, 1977b, 163)3

This passage strikes an ominous tone when we consider the trends

towards extra-judicial executive power in the current conjuncture. We

return to a fuller discussion of the machinations of sovereignty and to

Agamben’s reworking of Schmitt, in the notion of a ‘permanent state

of exception’ in Chapters 6 and 7.4 However, at this point we turn

to Arendt’s alternative depiction of the distinct moments of the con-

stituent power, but, first, we should also note an additional observa-

tion that Honig has stressed about the difference between these two

thinkers, because this also remains pertinent in the present conjuncture.

Ultimately, at the core of these different delineations of the constituent

power is a set of assumptions about what we might expect from politics.

Honig summarises the difference neatly. In the Schmittean problematic

of friends and enemies, of emergency, and of the sovereign decision,

politics, she says, is essentially ‘biological’, concerned simply with the

3 For a detailed discussion of Arendt’s critique of sovereignty, see: Kalyvas, 2008, 210–22.
4 For Negri, the ‘juridical’ notion of the constituent power is inappropriately hemmed

in; all the while it remains in a strained relationship (i.e. as both constitutive of and
disruptive of) constituted authority (Negri, 1999, 13). Like Schmitt, he also figures the
constituent power in terms of ‘omnipotence’. However, in contrast to the category of
‘sovereignty’, by Negri’s account the ‘constitutive strength never ends up as power, nor
does the multitude tend to become a totality but, rather, a set of singularities, an open
multiplicity’ (Negri, 1999, 14). In Negri’s thinking, this conception of the constituent
power as ‘absolute process’ is also tied to the Marxist idea that the constituent strength
‘finds its own capacity for innovation’ in the ‘spontaneity of living labour’ (Negri, 1999,
13, 32). I pick up on the problems associated with these formulations at various points
in the chapters that follow.
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maintenance and protection of life, whereas Arendt’s theory is ‘aspira-

tional’, concerned instead with a yearning for ‘more life’ (Honig, 2009b,

103) – concerned, that is, with the open chanciness and possibilities asso-

ciated with the politics of innovation. It is to Arendt’s presentation of the

two key moments of the politics of innovation that we now turn.

The constituent power as augmentation and revolution

One of the central themes of Arendt’s On Revolution (1963), as well as of

the essay ‘What is Authority?’ is a detailed account of the exercise of free-

dom in the mode of augmentation. The notion of augmentation derives

from the specific experience of the constituent power characteristic of

Roman antiquity, ‘from the beginning of the republic until virtually the

end of the imperial era’ (Arendt, 1977a, 120). At the core of the Roman

practice of augmentation was a certain reverence for the foundations

of the city, so that ‘all innovations and changes remain tied back to the

foundation which, at the same time, they augment and increase’ (Arendt,

1965, 203). Indeed:

Roman freedom was a legacy bequeathed by the founders of Rome to the Roman
people; their freedom was tied to the beginning their forefathers had established
by founding the city, whose affairs the descendants had to manage, whose conse-
quences they had to bear, and whose foundations they had to ‘augment’. (Arendt,
1977b, 165)

This meant that action in the form of absolute initiative, without refer-

ence to established authority or tradition, was literally inconceivable in

the Roman republic (Arendt, 1977a, 124). Indeed, the ‘word auctoritas

derives from the verb augere, ‘augment’ and what authority or those in

authority constantly augment is the foundation’ (Arendt, 1977a, 121).

This is why the Romans [unlike the Greeks] were unable to repeat the founding
of their first polis in the settlement of colonies but were capable of adding to
the original foundation until the whole of Italy and, eventually, the whole of the
western world were united and administered by Rome, as though the whole world
were nothing but Roman hinterland. (Arendt, 1977a, 120)5

5 This passage demonstrates the link between Roman augmentation and the experience of
imperialism. This point has been stressed by Mikael Hornqvist and others as a critique of
contemporary theorists of republicanism such as Skinner and Viroli, who largely sidestep
this problem in their re-appropriation of the tradition (Hornqvist, 2004). However, as
we will see in more detail below, the contemporary agonists have a solution to this
difficulty and they refigure the element of augmentation so that it does not result in
imperial ‘acquisition’ but rather in a conception of augmentation as (re)politicisation
and as ‘continual world-building’ (Honig, 1993, 112).
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In the Roman experience authority was embodied in the Senate or

the patres, and Arendt attributes the great longevity of Rome to the spe-

cific combination of authority, tradition, and religion, and, of course, the

Catholic Church also effectively reworked this admixture after the fall of

the empire. Arendt didn’t think it was possible or desirable to reproduce

the details of the Roman experience under conditions of modernity. How-

ever, she did think it was feasible to rework the practice of augmentation

in a way that is suited to modern conditions, as we will see below.

However, Arendt also proceeds to contrast this inherently Roman con-

ception of freedom with the qualitatively distinct modern experience of

revolution. According to Arendt, the correspondence between freedom

and the ‘experience of a new beginning’ is once again decisive for under-

standing the revolutions of the modern age (Arendt, 1965, 21). However,

the vital difference here is that the practice of freedom or initiative is

manifest in a way that does not simultaneously call up or supplement an

original foundation. This change is evidenced in the subtle but highly sig-

nificant shift in the meaning of the term ‘revolution’ from the seventeenth

to the eighteenth centuries. Reflecting on the upheavals of the seventeenth

century – for example the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1689 – Arendt shows

that the modern concept of revolution originally meant ‘restoration’, the

removal of tyranny or a corrupt form of government and the ‘restora-

tion of monarchical power to its former righteousness and glory’, or the

return of ‘freedom by God’s blessing restored’ (Arendt, 1965, 36). This

was not unlike the antique Roman conception of augmentation, where

the exercise of freedom was conceptualised as the return of a corrupted

state of being to an original state of liberty. Indeed, the seventeenth-

century agents of change ‘pleaded in all sincerity that they wanted to

revolve back to the old times when things had been as they ought to be’

(Arendt, 1965, 37). However, in the course of the eighteenth-century,

the term revolution took on an altogether different connotation.

Once again actors on both sides of the Atlantic initially envisaged them-

selves as (re)constituting the Roman foundation, and this was evident in

their enthusiasm for dressing themselves and their actions up in antique

Roman costume, pseudonyms, and other accoutrements.6 Nevertheless:

6 Numerous commenters on the eighteenth-century revolutions have remarked on this
tendency of the revolutionaries to refer back to the Roman experience, and perhaps most
notably Karl Marx and Derrida (Marx, 1983c, 287–8; Derrida, 1994). Derrida sees this
as indicative of the ‘law of an invincible anachrony’ that constitutes the conditions of
(im)possibility of the revolutionary event (Derrida, 1994, 140). He says, ‘the more the
new erupts in the revolutionary crisis, the more the period is in crisis, the more it is “out of
joint” the more one has to convoke the old, [or] “borrow” from it’ (Derrida, 1994, 136).
This predicament is ultimately a consequence of the quasi-transcendental conditions of
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when the Americans decided to vary Virgil’s line from magnus ordo saeclorum to
novus ordo saeclorum, they had admitted that it was no longer a matter of founding
‘Rome anew’ but of founding a ‘new Rome’, that the thread of continuity which
bound Occidental politics back to the foundation of the eternal city and which
tied this foundation once more back to the prehistorical memories of Greece and
Troy was broken and could not be renewed. (Arendt, 1965, 213)

On Arendt’s reading, this was a development of unprecedented impor-

tance, introducing an altogether different experience of political freedom,

or of the constituent power. Unlike augmentation, the modern revolu-

tionary pathos is specifically manifest in the emergence of the ‘absolutely

new, of a beginning which would justify starting to count time in the

year of the revolutionary event’ (Arendt, 1965, 30). In other words, this

distinctively modern concept of revolution is bound up with a specific

temporality, revealed in the idea that ‘the course of history suddenly

begins anew, that an entirely new story . . . is about to unfold’ (Arendt,

1965, 17).

It is as though . . . [the revolution] . . . came out of nowhere in time or space. For
a moment, the moment of beginning, it is as though the beginner had abolished
the sequence of temporality itself, or as though the actors were thrown out of the
temporal order and its continuity. (Arendt, 1965, 207)

Again, there is a clear connection between Arendt’s formulation of revo-

lutionary innovation and Benjamin’s rendition of the Ursprung. Indeed,

Arendt was influenced by Benjamin’s depiction of the revolutionary ‘now

time’ in his Theses on the Philosophy of History, understood as a ‘present

which is not a transition, but in which time stands still and has come to

a stop’, but nonetheless where the revolutionary actor ‘remains in con-

trol of his powers, man enough to blast open the continuum of history’

(Benjamin, 1999, 254).

Some have suggested that On Revolution should be read as a critique

of absolute beginnings,7 and it is not uncommon in this regard for com-

mentators to note the elements of continuity that Arendt described as

différance that ensure that ‘no time is contemporary with itself ’, including the ‘time of
the Revolution’ (Derrida, 1994, 136). Derrida’s reading stands in marked contrast to
Arendt and effectively serves to ensure augmentation (transformation plus continuity, or
(re)iteration) as the only game in town. I return to this difference between Arendt and
Derrida in my discussion of Honig’s evaluation of On Revolution in Chapter 6. For an
example of what post-revolutionary militant politics might look like from this Derridean
viewpoint, see: Arditi, 2008.

7 For example, Kalyvas acknowledges that Arendt identified an important distinction
between absolute and relative new beginnings, but he mistakenly claims that ‘she rejected
the idea of total breaks and absolute foundings’ (Kalyvas, 2008, 192, 223–31). This con-
clusion can’t be sustained from a reading of On Revolution, or the essay ‘On Freedom’,
or Arendt’s subsequent reiteration of these ideas in The Life of the Mind.
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preparing the way for the American Revolution: the link back to the

Mayflower compact, the experience of relative self-governance in New

England during the colonial period, made possible by the physical dis-

tance from the British Crown, etc. However, the decisive point comes at

the end of Chapter 5, where Arendt stresses unequivocally the moment

of radical innovation in spite of these preliminary elements of continuity

(Arendt, 1965, 213). Moreover, when she summarised her arguments

about the uniqueness of modern revolutions vis-à-vis the Roman experi-

ence years later, in The Life of the Mind, Arendt reiterated what she called

the ‘abyss of freedom’ or the ‘abyss of nothingness that opens up before

any deed that cannot be accounted for by a reliable chain of cause and

effect’ (Arendt, 1978, 207).

Moreover, although this distinctly modern consciousness of time and

of radical innovation only became manifest in the eighteenth-century

experience, Arendt nonetheless also pointed to the first stirrings of this

idea in Machiavelli. In the previous chapter, we saw that Machiavelli pro-

vided the first explicit account of the value of internal conflict within the

republic, and how this was linked to augmentation. However, as Arendt

noted, Machiavelli was also the first to hint at what hangs in the balance in

the modern conception of revolution (Arendt, 1977a, 136). Indeed, ‘like

Robespierre and Lenin and all the great revolutionaries whose ancestor

he was, [Machiavelli] wished nothing more passionately than to initiate a

new order of things’ (Arendt, 1977a, 140). His admiration for founders –

for Moses, Cyrus, Theseus, and Romulus – is evident in both The Prince

and The Discourses and, although Machiavelli understood that ‘there is

nothing more difficult to plan, more doubtful of success, nor more dan-

gerous to manage than the creation of a new system’, he reiterated that

there was also nothing more likely to ‘bring a prince into greater respect’

than the successful foundation of a new state (Machiavelli, 1947, 15, 65;

1970, 133). Similarly, in his short book on Machiavelli, Althusser stressed

that the Machiavelli was the original theorist of the absolute beginning

and, moreover, that he understood the importance of revolution and

augmentation as two distinct moments of innovation, with the first being

the principal focus of The Prince and the latter brought to the fore in

The Discourses, and, as we will see below in Arendt’s discussion of the

great advantages of the American revolution, with the two qualitatively

distinct moments of the constituent power forming a necessary union

in the best examples of republican politics (Althusser, 1999, 64–5).8

8 On Arendt’s account, Machiavelli has an ambiguous relationship to the Roman past.
Like the Romans he understood the importance of founding, but he envisaged the new
beginning as a violent act of making, rather than a moment of innovation or origination,
and this paves the way for Robespierre, Marx, and Lenin (Arendt, 1977a, 139).

D7B C 8 C7 3 3 34 7 3D :DD C  53 4B 97 B9 5 B7 D7B C :DD C  B9  ,1  
. 3 7 8B :DD C  53 4B 97 B9 5 B7 3 4B 97 2 7BC D /3 0 3D C 4 75D D D:7 3 4B 97 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511777158.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Democracy: constituent power as augmentation and/or revolution 69

I come back to the importance of this formulation in my own account of

agonism and militant cosmopolitanism in Chapter 7, and shortly we will

return to the way in which the contemporary agonistic theories are char-

acterised by an exclusive emphasis on augmentation. First, however we

need to probe Arendt’s notorious preference for the American over the

French Revolution as this tells us something more about the limitations

of her approach, but also provides some important insights about how

the absolute beginning might be made consonant with pluralism.

Arendt’s preference for the American Revolution follows from five

key points, one of which is utterly indefensible, though the other four

are highly pertinent. On Arendt’s account, the French and American

Revolutions were emphatically alike in their common understanding of

the absolute priority of the constituent power, in their emphasis on the

precedence of the ‘constituting act’ as resolutely ‘antecedent’ to the con-

solidation of political institutions (Arendt, 1965, 205). This stress on

the originary event was not the source of the violence of the French

revolution. Instead, Arendt’s preference partly reflected her untenable

views about the need to draw a fixed distinction between the political

and the social and her renunciation of the prospect of any political trans-

formation of social relations. Things went wrong in France because ‘it

appeared to revolutionary men more important to change the fabric of

society . . . than to change the structure of the political realm’ (Arendt,

1965, 17). Indeed, she attributed what she judged to be the failure of the

French Revolution to the moment ‘when the poor, driven by the needs

of their bodies, burst onto the scene’ and ‘unleashed the terror and sent

the Revolution to its doom’ (Arendt, 1965, 54, 55). From Arendt’s per-

spective ‘nothing . . . could be more obsolete than to attempt to liberate

mankind from poverty by political means; nothing could be more futile

and more dangerous’ (Arendt, 1965, 110). This reading is deeply prob-

lematic for reasons we have touched on already, and which we will discuss

in detail in Chapters 6 and 7. Indeed, we might say instead that nothing

is more obsolete today than the Arendtean attempt to establish a fixed

topography of the political and the social, and to deny any possibility of

the political transformation of social relations.

However, in her evaluation of the French Revolution, Arendt raised

three additional points of criticism, which are only indirectly related

to her misguided analysis of the ‘social question’, and each of which

remains highly pertinent. Firstly, she stressed that from the outset the

French protagonists tended to figure the Revolution in metaphors taken

from nature, as a wild force or energy, and consequently lost sight of the

fact that the Revolution was a uniquely human creation (Arendt, 1965,

43). From this, the second hamartia swiftly followed, which was to see
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the Revolution no longer ‘as the work of men’ but rather as a product of

history, understood as ‘irresistible process’ (Arendt, 1965, 43). Whereas

in America the revolutionaries never really lost sight of the fact that they

themselves were the authors of this innovation, in France this sentiment

was readily transformed into a ‘feeling of awe and wonder at the power of

history itself ’, and, by Arendt’s account, this idea would go on to to have

an enormous impact on the Hegelian and Marxist traditions (Arendt,

1965, 45). Finally, the French revolutionaries depicted the constituent

power in terms taken from the philosophy of the subject, as a unified

or sovereign ‘will’ of the nation, and this misconception, which, as we

have seen, was reiterated in Schmitt, effectively delivered the dictator-

ship in the figure of Napoleon, who, to the ‘applause of a whole nation’,

could so easily declare ‘I am the pouvoir constituant’ (Arendt, 1965, 162).

Each of these observations is crucially important. Indeed, we will see that

Arendt’s stress on the uniquely human quality of the constituent power,

and her depiction of the act of human freedom as something essentially

exogenous to natural processes, provides an important critique of Con-

nolly’s attempt to figure agonistic politics on the basis of a naturalist

philosophy. Her stress, with Benjamin, on the revolutionary event as

disruptive of any notion of historical process, or progress, provides an

important component in my own account of militant cosmopolitanism,9

9 Arendt’s critique of the Marxist conception of history is important; she anticipates more
recent discussions amongst post-structuralists, and neither of her conceptions of action
(i.e. as revolution or augmentation) is compatible with any kind of dialectics. Republican
freedom is always a creative interruption of a given process, and so to present revolution
instead as an internal moment within the dialectic of history is to deny the actors the
dignity of their specific innovations. However, she was only half right when she said that
the conception of political revolution as an outcome of historical development was ‘what
the men of the Russian Revolution . . . learned from the French Revolution’ (Arendt,
1965, 51). The conception of history as determinate process was most explicit in the
evolutionary framework of Second International Marxism, and the debates in Russia
turned on the question of whether or not a socialist revolution could occur in a largely
‘backward’ agrarian society and therefore in spite of the framework of the historical
schema. Indeed, the priority of the strategic question was most acutely felt in February
1917, when Lenin perceived how the ‘unique historical situation’ of the imperialist
war had produced a golden opportunity for revolution in Tsarist Russia. In fact, in his
‘Letters from Afar’, written in March, he also drew attention to the importance of the
1905 Revolution in preparing the Russian people for action, in much the same way that
Arendt discusses the foregrounding of the American Revolution in the New England
town meetings, and he similarly refers to this fortuitous combination of circumstances as
a ‘miracle’ (Lenin, 2002). Žižek has recently stressed this aspect of Lenin’s 1917 writings
(Žižek, 2002). Nevertheless, at no point in the context of the Russian Revolution did the
major protagonists fully dissociate the strategic question from a determinant theory of
history. This latter idea was central to Trotsky’s notion of ‘permanent revolution’, which
was his answer to the question of whether or not, under the direction of the revolutionary
proletariat, a backward country could skip different historical stages and move directly
from a bourgeois democratic revolution to the socialist revolution (Trotsky, 2007). And,
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and, as I have already said, her critique of sovereignty and the con-

stituent power figured as ‘unified will’ provides insights into how we

might respond to the present day security state. We return to each of

these points in due course.

However, in addition to these negative criticisms of the French experi-

ence, Arendt’s final reason for preferring the American event was because

of the great wisdom of the founders. Unlike the French and the Rus-

sian revolutionaries, the American protagonists understood the need to

institutionalise the experience of the revolutionary event, to be ‘enacted

further, to be augmented and spun out by their posterity’ (Arendt, 1965,

40). In other words, they grasped the importance of combining the

moment of radical initiative with a subsequent augmentation. This insight

was evident, for example, in Thomas Jefferson’s sentiment that ‘a little

rebellion now and then is a good thing’, because it ‘prevents the degener-

acy of government, and nourishes a general attention to the public affairs’

(Jefferson, 1999b, 108). In a sense, this Jeffersonian instinct has found

a place in modern democracies in the organisation of periodic elections

for executive and legislative power. And in this regard we might think

of Lefort’s insight that, under conditions of modern democracy, follow-

ing the withdrawal of the theological foundations of political legitimacy,

‘division’ has become ‘in a general way, constitutive of the very unity of

society’, because in modern democracies no ‘group can be consubstan-

tial with’ sovereignty, and the ‘locus of power becomes an empty space’

(Lefort, 1988, 16–18). More specifically, however, in Arendt’s account,

the wisdom of the American founders and their profound appreciation

of the value of reworking the Roman notion of augmentation, is evident

in the doctrine of the separation of powers, elaborated by John Adams

and especially by James Madison in The Federalist Number 10 (Hamilton

et al., 1987, 123, 125, 319). Indeed, when the Founders insisted that

‘power must be opposed to power, force to force, strength to strength,

interest to interest, as well as reason to reason, eloquence to eloquence,

and passion to passion’ this was not – according to Arendt – to put

‘impotence in the place of power’ but ‘rather [an] instrument to generate

of course, this idea also underpinned Lenin’s conception of the vanguard party as the
guardian of historical consciousness, which he formulated in 1902, and his insistence, in
August 1917, that the liberation of the oppressed class was impossible without a violent
appropriation of state power, and the instigation of a revolutionary ‘dictatorship of the
proletariat’ that would guide the great mass of the population in the organisation of a
socialist society (Lenin, 1978, 1943). These Marxist assumptions about revolution all
reflect the dialectical theory of history, and, thankfully, each of these debates becomes
redundant in an agonistic theory of revolution, where democratic struggles rediscover
their specificity and their dignity, and they are not explained or justified with reference
to any wider historical process.
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more power, more strength, more reason’ (Arendt, 1965, 151). Indeed,

the ‘principle underlying the whole structure of separated powers’ was

‘deliberately designed to keep the power potential of the republic intact

and prevent any of the multiple power sources from drying up in the

event of further expansion’ (Arendt, 1965, 149, 153, 155). Moreover, in

this insight they were directly drawing on Montesquieu’s intuition that

ultimately ‘only power (of the people, i.e., constituent power), and not

laws, can check power (of the state, i.e. constituted power)’ (Vatter, 2005,

131).10

Furthermore, it is precisely in amongst these particular insights that we

need to situate the contribution of the contemporary theories of agonistic

democracy. In Part II, I show how Connolly, Tully, Mouffe, and Honig

all offer distinct iterations of agonistic politics in terms of augmentation

through contending powers. Of course, this does not commit them to any

narrow definition of American constitutional arrangements, and we will

need to look closely at where the agonistic theorists locate the sources of

augmentation and how their positions differ from deliberative theories,

as well as from liberal interpretations of the constitution; but it does com-

mit the agonistic theorists to the more general spirit of republican expan-

sion and revitalisation though democratic contestation. In this, Connolly,

Tully, Mouffe, and Honig all share something like the antique Roman

view that freedom is constantly (re)generated through the introduction

of novel forms of action that simultaneously produce innovation and sup-

plement or increase the foundations; except now the foundations are no

longer those of the ‘eternal city’ instituted by Aeneas, but rather the revo-

lutionary events of the eighteenth century themselves which have become

our foundation, have become the basis of modern constitutional democ-

racy with its foundational principle of the co-originality of public and

private autonomy. As I have said, the exclusive emphasis on augmentation

is problematic, and not least because this effectively positions the demo-

cratic agon forever within the broad horizon of modern liberal democratic

constitutionalism. I come back to this point at the end of this chapter and

then, in Part III, I offer an alterative account of agonism, one that seeks

to retain the qualitative distinction between revolution and augmentation

and to think through the manner of their combination. However, firstly,

in Part II, the more immediate objective is to provide a detailed anal-

ysis of the different versions of contemporary agonistic augmentation,

and, as a prelude to this enquiry, I briefly consider here the points of

similarity and difference between the contemporary agonistic approach

10 For Montesquieu’s discussion of power, liberty, and the role of competing powers in
ensuring liberty, see: Montesquieu, 1989, Part 2, Book 11.
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and Habermas’ take on ‘co-originality’. Indeed, we will see that one key

point of emphasis in the agonistic conception of augmentation, contra

Habermas, is the crucial importance of its non-dialectical qualities.

Against the dialectical reading of modern

constitutionalism

In his influential paper entitled ‘Constitutional Democracy: A Para-

doxical Union of Contradictory Principles?’ Habermas effectively picks

up where Arendt leaves off (Habermas, 2001). Habermas takes the

eighteenth-century foundation of modern constitutionalism as given,

and so the (potentially) contradictory principles of public and private

autonomy are presented as ‘co-original’. Indeed, modern constitution-

alism is defined by an acknowledgement that expressions of democratic

‘sovereignty’ and the constitutional guarantees that protect individual

rights, are both necessary and interdependent components of legitimate

forms of government (Habermas, 2001, 767; 1997, 49). This particu-

lar combination represents the horizon of possibility for contemporary

democratic struggles. Under conditions of political modernity ‘the laws

of the republic . . . set limits on the people’s sovereign self-determination’

and ‘the rule of law requires that democratic will-formation not violate

human rights that have been positively enacted as basic right’ (Haber-

mas, 2001, 766). In other words, modern constitutionalism implies a

necessary degree of containment of the constituent power by the rule of

law (Habermas, 2001, 766). However, in contrast to some liberal con-

ceptions of the absolute priority of the law, which we explore briefly in a

moment, Habermas claims that on his model freedom and right are in a

relationship of mutual dependence.

The two concepts . . . are related to each other by material implication. Citizens
can make an appropriate use of their public autonomy, as guaranteed by political
rights, only if they are sufficiently independent in virtue of an equally protected
private autonomy in their life conduct. But members of society actually enjoy
their equal private autonomy to an equal extent . . . only if as citizens they make
an appropriate use of their political autonomy. (Habermas, 2001, 767)

Moreover, in order to further establish the credibility of this account

of modern constitutionalism, Habermas appeals to a dialectical concep-

tion of modernity understood as a ‘self-correcting learning process’ in

which the populus becomes increasingly competent in the exercise of its

democratic freedom in ‘the course of applying, interpreting, and supple-

menting [existing] constitutional norms’ (Habermas, 2001, 771, 774–5).

From this perspective:
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the allegedly paradoxical relationship between democracy and the rule of law
[between the constituent power and constituted authority] resolves itself in the
dimension of historical time, provided one conceives the constitution as a project
that makes the founding act into a on-going process of constitution making that
continues across generations. (Habermas, 2001, 768)

On this confident model of political modernity, the ‘still-untapped nor-

mative substance of the system of rights laid down in the original doc-

ument[s] of the [eighteenth-century] constitution[s]’ are progressively

realised as each new generation ‘tap[s] the system of rights ever more

fully’ (Habermas, 2001, 774–6).

This distinctive account of modern constitutionalism has enjoyed

widespread recognition, and clearly bears some resemblance to the

Arendtean delineation of the Roman experience of augmentation. We

have also said in the introduction that contemporary agonistic theories

accept the basic premise of the legitimacy of modern liberal democratic

constitutionalism, and they seek to offer an alternative iteration of the co-

originality thesis. Nevertheless, Habermas’ position has been criticised,

especially by Honig and Mouffe, and the differences here are instruc-

tive (Honig, 2001a; Mouffe, 2005a). Honig sees in ‘Habermas’ effort to

establish co-originality . . . an admirable attempt to stem the translation

tide of liberal constitutionalism and give participation its due’ (Honig,

2001a, 801). However, whilst his thesis overturns strictly foundationalist

conceptions of law, Habermas ultimately subordinates democratic agency

to another form of law: the dialectical law of progressive development

towards the reconciliation of public and private autonomy. Although

Habermas acknowledges that political modernisation is not ‘immune to

contingent interruptions and historical regressions’, his conception of

progress nonetheless represents an up-to-date version of the theories of

providence and teleological development elaborated by Kant and Hegel,

which we considered in the previous chapter (Habermas, 2001, 774).

Honig says, when ‘Habermas characterises his hoped-for future in pro-

gressive terms, he turns that future into a ground. Its character as a future

is undone by progress’ guarantee’ (Honig, 2001a, 797). This narrative of

progress misunderstands the tragic dimension of politics, and effectively

constrains the constituent power of present and future generations by

encasing them in a unilinear temporality destined to perfect the ideals of

modern constitutionalism that were laid down in the eighteenth century.

As Honig puts it, ‘in what sense can the people [really] be said to have

free authorship . . . if they understand themselves to be bound to a pro-

gressive temporality in and out of which constitutional democracy in its

full, unconflicted expression is required to unfold’ (Honig, 2001a, 795)?
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Indeed, this dialectical framework ‘launches us into a subsumptive

logic’ in which genuine moments of democratic innovation ‘are assessed

not in terms of the new worlds they may bring into being but rather in

terms of their appositeness to . . . models already in place: incomplete,

but definitive in their contours’ (Honig, 2006, 110). In other words,

Habermas’ theory, along with those inspired by him, does not fully grasp

the politics of invention, because like all forms of dialectical and teleo-

logical thought, he ‘restrict[s] the autonomy of action by placing it in the

context of a larger . . . necessity’ (Villa, 2006, 123). In fact, Habermas

confirms this assessment when he says:

Because the practice of civic self-determination is conceived as a long-run process
of realising and progressively elaborating the system of fundamental rights, the
principle of popular sovereignty comes into its own as part and parcel of the idea
of government by law. (Habermas, 2001, 778)

Indeed, Habermas’ subsumptive logic (subtly) privileges the logos (dialec-

tical development) over the constituent power (genuine innovation), and

this marks a basic dissonance between Habermas and the contemporary

theorists of agonistic democracy.

These criticisms of Habermas are significant, and, by way of contrast,

the contemporary agonists do manage to combine, paradoxically per-

haps, the possibility of genuine innovation in democratic politics with

a stress on the basic legitimacy of liberal democratic constitutionalism.

Although the current theorists of agonism reject the possibility of the

absolute priority of the constituent power, and so the democratic agon

is hemmed in within a certain horizon, the horizon of liberal democratic

constitutionalism and its basic set of values founded in the last great rev-

olutions, contemporary agonistic democracy is nevertheless built around

the idea of a genuinely open-ended, a-teleological, and adventurous expe-

rience of democratic augmentation.11 Honig puts it in precisely these

terms. She says agonistic freedom represents a form of ‘augmentation

that is committed not to [the] entrenchment or [eventual] settlement

[of pre-established constitutional norms] but to a utopian possibility

of [democratic freedom understood as] a perpetual . . . self-overcoming’

(Honig, 1993, 157). Agonism presents citizens with ‘opportunities for

political activity other than revolution by committing [modern liberal

democracies] institutionally to continual world building’ (Honig, 1993,

11 As Mouffe and Honig have both stressed, in order to grasp the tensions within modern
constitutional government in a genuinely open way it is necessary to acknowledge the
inherently paradoxical, rather than dialectical, relationship between democratic free-
dom and liberal constitutionalism (Mouffe, 2000b; Honig 2007). I come back to these
formulations again Chapters 6 and 7.
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112). The emergence of the constituent power repeatedly opens up ‘new

spaces of politics and individuation for others to explore, augment, and

amend in their turn’ (Honig, 1995, 155).

This experience of democratic politics is exemplified in the politics of

the new social movements from the late 1960s. As Connolly has said,

retrospectively people treat these movements as having ‘either exposed

hypocrisy in the profession of universal rights by the dominant group or

prompted a cultural dialectic that fills out the [progressive] logic [sup-

posedly] already implicit’ in modern societies (Connolly, 1999b, 52).

However, these mistaken ways of thinking force new social movements

into ‘disabling identifications’ as we inevitably judge them through exist-

ing criteria of justice, and so underestimate their transformative power

as they introduce genuine novelty into existing democracies (Connolly,

1995a, xv, xvi). From the agonistic perspective, it is precisely this con-

ception of democratic augmentation – what Connolly calls ‘the politics

of enactment’ – which should be the focal point of democratic theory and

practice, and in Part II I examine a variety of different ways of formulat-

ing this conception of the constituent power. First, however, we need to

take a brief detour and outline the other contemporary models of liberal-

ism and democracy, which also provide important points of contrast with

the agonistic viewpoint. Apart from the theory of radical democracy, we

see that there is a marked tendency in contemporary democratic theory

to try to subsume the innovative capacity of the constituent power under

constituted forms of authority in a variety of distinct but comparable

ways.

Contemporary theories of liberal democracy

In the introduction we spoke about the age-old quarrel between politics

and philosophy, where philosophy has recurrently sought to bring the

generative power of political action under some version or other of the

rational principle. Once again, the tension between the constituent power

and constituted authority, between potentia and potestas, helps to explain

this difficult relationship. This is because we not only encounter claims to

constituted right (potestas) embedded in extant social and political forms,

and their associated norms and practices, in modes of constitutionalism

in the narrow sense, etc., we also come across claims to authority in the

law like principles – of right, justice, and progress, etc. – elaborated by

political philosophers. Indeed, contemporary political philosophy, espe-

cially in the Anglo-American academy, has to a large extent been con-

cerned with elaborating rational conditions of validity for the rightful

expression of the constituent power, and to subsume the creative power
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of the demos under some set of determinant principles. In this respect,

much contemporary liberal democratic theory follows, very broadly, in

the rationalist traditions of Kant and Hegel, explored in the previous

chapter, for whom it was imperative to transcend the tragic circum-

stances of politics with principles of right or to incorporate the agon into

the overall movement of a dialectical cunning of reason. We have just seen

how Habermas presents another iteration of these same broad ambitions

in his presentation of modern constitutionalism as a dialectical learning

process, and we also find comparable versions of these basic objectives

in most contemporary democratic theory. In short, these theories typ-

ically provide examples of what Rancière calls parapolitics. From the

agonistic perspective these attempts to subsume the constituent power

under norms of balance and good measure are ultimately futile, since, as

Kalyvas says, the constituent power ‘always escapes subsumption under

any rule or norm because, in fact, it constitutes their ultimate origin’

(Kalyvas, 2005, 228). Nevertheless, the various attempts to achieve this

impossible end are instructive and provide important points of contrast

with the agonistic perspective. This tendency is certainly prevalent in the

predominant liberal perspectives, but it is also pretty much central in a

range of alternate models of democracy, and I turn now to a (necessarily

brief) synopsis of the most important examples.

Liberal constitutionalism

The foundationalism of liberal constitutionalism is expressed most clearly

in the social contract tradition, and in early modern doctrines of the nat-

ural rights of Man. From this perspective, the purpose of government is

essentially to protect a determinant set of basic rights, the existence and

validity of which is understood to be prior to all forms of political consti-

tution. This aspiration was more or less approximated in the early Rawls,

and especially in the work of Ronald Dworkin, for whom legally sanc-

tioned basis rights necessarily trump the particular decisions of democrat-

ically elected legislatures (Rawls, 1972; Dworkin, 2005). Indeed, from

the viewpoint of liberal foundationalism, the cut and thrust of democratic

politics presents a potential threat to individual liberty, and so the ‘lib-

eral . . . needs a scheme of civil-rights, whose effect will be to determine

those political decisions that are antecedently likely to reflect strong exter-

nal preferences, and to remove those decisions from majoritarian political

institutions altogether’ (Dworkin 1978, 134). However, more recent lib-

eral thought has moved in much the same direction as Habermas, and

is characterised instead by an acknowledgement of the need to reconcile

constitutionalism with the importance of democratic sovereignty. This
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adjustment is seen, for example, in the passage from the early to the later

Rawls, from the foundational status of a hypothetical ‘original position’

that ensures impartiality, to an emphasis on a de facto use of ‘public rea-

son’, and this revised version of liberal constitutionalism is exemplified

in the work of Bruce Ackerman (Rawls, 1972, 2005; Ackerman, 1991).

On this modified theory, there is an appreciation of the role of the con-

stituent power in moments of significant constitutional change, but this

influence is delimited within a two-track model of the process of law mak-

ing, which established a fixed distinction between ‘normal’ majoritarian

politics expressed through Congress, and ‘higher law-making’ where the

Supreme Court is the authoritative institution (Ackerman, 1991, 6).12

Moreover, on this model the Supreme Court is the pivotal institution

in moments of constitutional augmentation, understood as the branch

of government that embodies principles of justice and reciprocity, and

which ‘serves as the exemplar of public reason’ (Rawls, 2005, 231). Over-

all, these revised models of liberal constitutionalism are still orientated

towards an insistence on the authority of a set of transcendent principles

of right over and above the innovations of the democratic constituent

power. As Frank Michelman says, for example: ‘whoever is engaged in

higher law making for a country . . . is, in that engagement, answering to

some still higher law [of reason] that is already there’ (Michelman, 1995,

230).

Indeed, at the core of contemporary liberal theory is the idea that the

locus of constituted authority resides in an independent judiciary whose

function is to prevent any excessive exercise of power by upholding and

amending the constitution and guaranteeing the negative freedom of

citizens understood as a sphere of individual private right. From the

agonistic viewpoint, the ongoing predominance of liberal constitution-

alism in Anglo-American political theory is indicative of a dangerous

trend towards a juridification of politics. As Gray says, the basic objec-

tive of the current theories of liberal constitutionalism is to ‘supplant’

politics by law, and, as Mouffe puts it, the ‘increasing moralisation and

juridification of politics, far from being a progressive step in the devel-

opment of democracy, should be seen as a threat to its future existence’

(Gray, 2007, 9; Mouffe, 2005b, 123). This degeneration has been evi-

dent in some dramatic events – such the Supreme Court’s decisive role

12 Indeed, in the context of the wave of revolutions in 1989/90 that brought an end to Soviet
rule in Eastern Europe, Ackerman even stressed the importance of a liberal theory of
revolution, where the revolutionary constituent power is seen as an opportunity for the
judiciary to consolidate a new constitutional document and a framework of basic law
(Ackerman, 1992).
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in settling the outcome of the 2000 US Presidential Election – and, less

remarkably, in the ever increasing hold of administrative procedures on

the day-to-day activities of citizens, as political questions are understood

in juridical terms and decided upon by lawyers and experts as opposed

to the people and their elected representatives.

Most importantly, agonistic theory rejects the liberal presentation of

the Supreme Court Justices as the pivotal element in ‘higher law making’.

For example, Arendt stressed instead the decisive role of civil disobe-

dience in the on-going augmentation of the republic (Arendt, 1972). As

she put it, the law can ‘stabilise and legalise change once it has occurred,

but the change itself is always the result of extra-legal action’ (Arendt,

1972, 80). For example, the Supreme Court’s eventual enforcement of

the Fourteenth Amendment in the Southern States, only followed the

‘drastic change in attitudes of both black and white citizens’ brought

about by the civil rights campaigns (Arendt, 1972, 81). Moreover, the

occurrence of civil disobedience cannot itself be explained with reference

to acts of individual moral conscience or appeals to a higher law, but

should be understood simply in terms of the unpredictable emergence

of minorities of citizens associated together in the common conviction of

some particular opinion (Arendt, 1972, 56). Similarly, for the contem-

porary agonistic democrats, augmentation is engendered not through

supermajorities and juridical review, nor (primarily) through simple

majorities and the ‘normal’ legislative process, but most importantly

through direct action, civil disobedience, and the identity-transforming

emergences of the politics of the new social movements. It is precisely this

periodic (re)emergence of the constituent power – and not the rulings

of constitutional lawyers – which provides the generative movement of

democratic politics.

Aggregative democracy

The term ‘aggregative democracy’ refers to models that present the

democratic system as a mechanism for the aggregation of economic inter-

ests. This outlook can be traced to the work of Joseph Schumpeter in the

late 1940s, and the focus in this tradition is on the negotiation of interests

in the day-to-day workings of democracy, in various forums of majoritar-

ian decision making (Schumpeter, 1970). This includes rational choice

models, exemplified in the writings of Anthony Downs, Mancur Olson,

and William Riker, which have become predominant in political science

since the late 1960s, as well as the tradition of interest group pluralism
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developed by writers such as David Truman, Robert Dahl, Charles Lind-

blom, and Nelson Polsby, which was similarly prominent in the 1950s

and 1960s.13 Many important debates surround these contributions,

and I can only touch on a few key issues here. I focus on the pluralist

approach, because, unlike the rational choice model, it shares a certain

proximity to agonism.14 Indeed, the conventional pluralists understood

interest group politics to be typified by many cross-cutting cleavages and

multiple lines of contestation, and Dahl and others stressed the idea of

the positive value of conflict. Like the contemporary agonists, and in con-

trast to deliberative theories, the pluralist writers understood democratic

politics to be sewn together by its own inner contests. Nevertheless, in the

late 1960s and early 1970s the pluralist approach was subject to extensive

criticism, and was widely derided as a conservative doctrine, concerned

above all with the stability of the American system of government in the

context of the Cold War.15 The most significant criticisms included the

following claims, that the conventional pluralists: failed to account for

the constitutive exclusions from the decision-making arenas of poorly

articulated interests, and so worked with a limited and superficial view of

political power; understood the contests of democratic decision making

to move inherently towards a condition of stable equilibrium; assumed

that a background consensus, or the democratic ‘rules of the game’,

could be taken as given; were cynical about the high levels of apathy in

modern democracies, and saw this as contributing to the overall stability

of the system; were unable to account for the politics of innovation; and

propagated a narrow instrumentalist vision of democracy that could not

give rise to any wider public goods.16 Out of these debates emerged

various theories of ‘participatory democracy’ in the 1970s and early

1980s, which insisted instead on the vital importance of meaningful

participation for any credible theory and practice of democracy, and

in some respects these interventions prepared the ground for the

13 For the rational choice approaches, see: Downs, 1985; Olson, 1977; and Riker, 1984;
and for some of the key texts of American pluralism in its heyday see: Dahl, 1956, 1961;
Truman, 1962; Dahl and Linblom, 1976.

14 For an account of the differences between pluralism and social choice theory, see:
Miller, 1983. These theories diverge in their respective assessments of the consequences
of repeated suboptimal decision making for the well being of democratic institutions
over time. The pluralist emphasis on the overall value of conflict, as a consequence of
recurrent sub-optimality in the aggregation of preferences, resonates with the agonistic
model.

15 See, for example: Walker, 1966, 289; Eisenberg, 1995, 158, 165.
16 For critical commentaries on post-war pluralism, see: Bachrach and Baratz, 1962; Dun-

can and Lukes, 1963; Walker, 1966; Bachrach, 1969; Connolly, 1969, 1995a; Pateman,
1970; Skinner, 1973; Lukes, 1974; Macpherson, 1979; Mansbridge, 1983; Barber,
1984.

D7B C 8 C7 3 3 34 7 3D :DD C  53 4B 97 B9 5 B7 D7B C :DD C  B9  ,1  
. 3 7 8B :DD C  53 4B 97 B9 5 B7 3 4B 97 2 7BC D /3 0 3D C 4 75D D D:7 3 4B 97 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511777158.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Democracy: constituent power as augmentation and/or revolution 81

more recent models of deliberative democracy.17 I come back to this

point below.

One reason why these discussions are significant here is that Connolly

was an important contributor to these debates, and a prominent critic of

conventional pluralism in the late 1960s (Connolly, 1969). However, in

the mid 1990s he presented his particular iteration of agonistic democ-

racy as an alternative model of pluralism, and partly as a reconstruction of

the American pluralist tradition (Connolly, 1995a). Nevertheless, Con-

nolly also remained critical of the conventional pluralists – and precisely

for what he saw as their lack of appreciation of the politics of innovation

and change. In the recent interpretive literature on Connolly’s work a

consensus has emerged that he offers a distinctly new form of plural-

ism, one that breaks categorically with the conservatism of the post-war

writers.18 However, I have argued elsewhere that the various criticisms of

conventional pluralism identified above don’t stand up to scrutiny, and, in

fact; the post-war writers anticipated Connolly’s conception of augmen-

tation as ‘pluralisation’ in many important respects.19 Indeed, Dahl and

Lindblom in particular should not be read as conservative figures, but

rather as important forerunners of contemporary agonistic democracy,

and especially close to the Connollian iteration. I pick up on this point

briefly in the following chapter, but for now we should note how all three

writers follow in the Madisonian tradition, where on-going pluralistic

democratic contests are seen to contribute to an open-ended expansion

of the republic, and can help prevent domination in the form of a tyranny

of the majority (Madison) or of intense minorities (Dahl and Connolly).

As Dahl put it, pluralism can help ‘minimise government coercion’ of

social life, ‘curb hierarchy’, ‘prevent domination’, and facilitate ‘mutual

control’ (Dahl, 1982, 1, 32).

Despite these important points of connection, there is at least one area

where the aggregative and agonistic models of democracy do diverge in

important respects, and this follows from the exclusive emphasis on the

politics of ‘interest’ in the aggregative model. This contrasts with the

agonistic model, where, as we will see in the following chapters, there

is a much wider focus on democratic politics as a means of constituting

identities, as well as values, interests, and preferences. Furthermore, there

is a tendency in the aggregative model – or at least in the rational choice

17 For the generation of participatory theories see: Walker, 1966; Bachrach, 1969;
Pateman, 1970; Macpherson, 1979; Mansbridge, 1983; Barber, 1984.

18 See for example: Carver and Chambers, 2008, 1, 4; Campbell and Schoolman, 2008,
9.

19 I appreciate this is a controversial claim. There is not the scope to argue the case here.
For a full account, see: Wenman, forthcoming.
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variants – to present these ‘interests’ as always already constituted, in

the form of fixed preferences, at the point they enter the democratic

arena, and so the constituent power of democratic politics is delimited

to a negotiation and rearrangement of those pre-established preferences,

preferably in ways which are efficient and fair. In this regard, there is

no scope for a conception of democratic politics as a constitutive force

that shapes the identities (interests and preferences) of social actors.20

As Owen puts it, by way of contrast, from the agonistic perspective:

The interests that one understands oneself and/or one’s fellow citizens as having
or sharing are always already conditional on the way in which one understands
the form and substance of our relationship to one another as citizens – and this
requires acknowledging the priority of a view of constitutional democracy as the
medium through which we work out our civic identities rather than as the vehicle
through which we negotiate conflicts of interest. (Owen, 2009, 72)

Moreover, the stress on fixed preferences (at least) in the (rational choice

variants of the) aggregative model also contrasts with deliberative democ-

racy, which shares with the agonistic view an understanding of democratic

politics as a constituent power that transforms social identities, interests,

and preferences. Nevertheless, whilst the agonistic and the deliberative

models share this emphasis vis-à-vis the aggregative model, we will now

see that the deliberative democrats add an additional clause, which is

that these transformations ought to be in the direction of generalisable

interests or something like the ‘common good’. Moreover, in their formu-

lation of this additional requirement, the deliberative democrats typically

aim to bring the constituent power under clear principles of the ‘public

use of reason’.

Deliberative democracy

The model of deliberative democracy has established a strong hold

in the discipline over the past two decades.21 Unlike the juridical

20 For a discussion of this aspect of the aggregative model see: Warren, 1992, 8–9. In an
earlier paper, I explored this tendency in the conventional pluralist model, see: Wenman,
2003a. However, on closer inspection it becomes clear that the pluralists had a more
nuanced grasp of the political formation of ‘interest’. As Dean Mathiowetz has shown,
Arthur Bentley for one understood ‘interests’ as forged in the active contestation of
political life (Mathiowetz, 2008, 632–3; Bentley, 1908). Again, for a discussion of the
close proximity between Connolly and Bentley, see: Wenman, forthcoming.

21 The literature on deliberative democracy is now very extensive and this highlights
the increasingly hegemonic position of deliberative approaches within contemporary
democratic theory. For a selection, see: Fishkin, 1991; Benhabib, 1996; Gutmann
and Thompson, 1996; Cohen, 1997; Elster, 1997; Habermas, 1997; Bohman, 1998;
Dryzek, 2002; Fraser, 2008.
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foundationalism of liberal constitutionalism, the deliberative model

acknowledges the relative priority of the constituent power, and deliber-

ative theorists are not primarily concerned with the constitutional pro-

tection of basic rights, but with the need instead to reform institutions

in western democracies in order to improve the quality of democratic

debate and public deliberation. For example, Amy Gutmann and Den-

nis Thompson have applied the deliberative model to areas of deep

moral disagreement such as abortion, capital punishment, and affirma-

tive action (Gutmann and Thompson, 1996). Whereas, in the hands of

John Dryzek, Seyla Benhabib, Fraser and others, deliberative democ-

racy becomes a more far-reaching critique of existing societies, con-

cerned with widespread reform of liberal democratic institutions. From

this more radical perspective, a whole series of developments – such as

the increasing alienation of ordinary people from the political process,

the enormous influence of large media corporations, and the increasing

bureaucratisation of political decision making – are explained in terms

of the debasement of rational forms of communication by a politics of

narrow self-interest. This corrupted state of affairs is contrasted to an

idealised conception of democratic deliberation – overseen by principles

of inclusion, transparency, and reciprocity – which serves as a norma-

tive criterion by which to evaluate the actual workings of contemporary

institutions.

In contrast to the aggregative model, the emphasis here is on the

constituent power of deliberative processes to transform partisan and

short-sighted interests, preferences, values, and opinions specifically in

the direction of the public good.22 Deliberation is presented as a reflec-

tive process of political judgement and decision making, whereby partic-

ipants gradually become more informed about a range of issues as they

listen to the opinions of others in the course of the discussion (Benhabib,

1996). Through this process, interlocutors progressively come to see

themselves as partners working out shared solutions to shared problems,

and this enables a certain detachment from their narrow self-interest

(Cohen, 1991, 221). On this model the general interest – or common

good – emerges from rational public debate, as ‘everyone is required

to take [on board] the perspective of everyone else’ and to develop an

22 Many of the earlier theories of participation shared the same basic objective as con-
temporary theories of deliberation. Participation was ‘designed to develop responsible,
individual and social political action’, where citizens ‘learn that the public and the private
interest are linked’ (Pateman, 1970, 24). See also: Barber, 1984, 136. The deliberative
model was also prefigured in the early twentieth century in the work of John Dewey
(See: Dewey, 1977, 211–15).
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‘extended ‘we’ perspective’ (Habermas, 1988, 58). The idea is that pro-

cesses of transparent deliberation generate distinctly rational moments

of the constituent power, or of ‘communicative action’, based exclusively

on the ‘force of the better argument’, which can be brought to bear in

a ‘steering capacity’ upon legislative debates, electoral campaigns, legal

institutions, and the formation of public policy. For the more radical

elements within deliberative theory, as well as for Habermas in his ear-

lier work, this rational communicative power needs to be extended to

‘alternative venues’ that might include autonomous public spheres or

‘civil-society in confrontation with the state . . . or workplace democracy’

(Dryzek, 2002, 27).

From the agonistic perceptive, the deliberative emphasis on ‘appropri-

ate’ or ‘rational’ forms of democratic will formation, ultimately tries to

subordinate the constituent power to determinant principles of rational-

ity. In the deliberative model, the constituent power is either governed

normatively from the start by transcendent principles of inclusion and

reciprocity, and/or locked into a dialectical movement, where interlocu-

tors progressively learn these virtues as they move towards the ideal of

‘unconstrained rational consensus’. These ideas can ultimately be traced

to Kant and/or Hegel and, as we saw in the previous chapter, these ratio-

nalist viewpoints are incommensurate with a tragic view of the world,

where reciprocity is necessarily limited and conditional and where con-

flict is understood as an ineliminable feature of human relations and

not a temporary condition on a journey towards any kind of reconcilia-

tion. In response to these kinds of criticism, some deliberative theorists

have sought to qualify the idea of ‘rational consensus’ and to insist that

unanimous agreement is not necessarily the goal of democratic poli-

tics. For example, Gutmann and Thompson have said that, although

the consensus reached through democratic deliberation under condi-

tions of fairness and inclusion is ‘binding in the present on all citizens’,

it nonetheless remains ‘open to challenge in the future’ (Gutmann and

Thompson, 2004, 7). Indeed, with respect to issues of deep moral dis-

agreement – such as abortion and gay marriage – consensus may not

be the goal of democratic debate, but we might expect deliberative pro-

cesses to enable the interlocutors to ‘find greater common ground than

they had before’ thus making the issues ‘more tractable’ (Gutmann and

Thompson, 2004, 54; Dryzek, 2002, 17). By practising an ‘economy

of moral disagreement’ participants still promote ‘the value of mutual

respect (which is at the core of deliberative democracy)’ (Gutmann and

Thompson, 2004, 7). This qualification is accompanied by an increasing

emphasis on feasibility, and an acknowledgement that – because of the

constraints of time and imperfect information – voting and bargaining
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also have a part to play in democratic processes (Elster, 1997, 9).23 As

James Bohman puts it, ‘few deliberative democrats now think of delib-

eration independently from voting or bargaining. The question is only

how to make them more consistent with deliberation rather than under-

mining it’ (Bohman, 1998, 415).24 However, as Mouffe has said, even

where the achievement of rational – that is fair and transparent – delib-

eration is ‘conceived as an ‘infinite task’ or only a ‘regulative idea’, this

still presents a rationalist constraint on the democratic constituent power

(Mouffe, 1996a, 11; 1996b, 138). As Andrew Schaap says, the deliber-

ative principles of fairness and reciprocity predetermine what counts as

legitimate political action (Schaap, 2006, 257).

The question of the relationship between the agonistic and delibera-

tive approaches has generated significant debate. Some commentators

have suggested that Habermas’ theory is more attentive to forms of con-

flict than his agonistic critics suppose (Brady, 2004, 331; Markell, 1997,

391). Fraser thinks that the distinction between agonism and delibera-

tion is overdrawn, and that they both have a part to play in democratic

politics (Fraser, 2008, 74). As we will see in Chapter 4, Tully also places

agonistic and deliberative democracy on a continuum and presents his

particular take on agonistic democracy as part of a more general deliber-

ative turn in contemporary political theory. However, these readings fail

to grasp the basic incommensurability between a model of democracy

where contest and fallibility are understood as contingent limitations on

otherwise potentially rational forms of democratic will formation, and

the wholeheartedly tragic vision of agonistic democracy where conflict is

understood as intrinsic to political life. As we saw in the previous chap-

ter, this does not mean that agonistic democracy is an immoral doctrine

devoid of any normative claims. But it does mean that we should examine

prospects for alterative forms of contest, and think of agonism in terms of

the artful innovations of games of power played with a minimum of dom-

ination, rather than judging the relations between protagonists from any

‘reasonable’ or ‘impartial’ viewpoint deemed to be somehow beyond the

democratic mêlée. Indeed, as we will see in Chapter 5, one of the strengths

of Mouffe’s contribution has been her resolute critique of the delibera-

tive viewpoint. Fuat Gursozlu is correct when he insists that the two

approaches are fundamentally distinct, and Schaap is right when he says

that it is not possible to combine these approaches ‘without according

23 Bohman describes these developments in terms of deliberative democracy ‘coming of
age’, whereas Stephen Elstub distinguishes between different ‘generations’ of delibera-
tive democracy (Bohman, 1998; Elstub, 2010).

24 For comparable claims see: Habermas, 1997, 47; Elster, 1997, 14; Elstub, 2010, 296.
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priority to the claims of one over the other, which would not be a matter

of combination but cooption’ (Gursozlu, 2009, 356; Schaap, 2006, 257).

The cooption of the agonistic to the deliberative viewpoint is perspicu-

ous in Fraser’s attempt to combine the two viewpoints (Fraser, 2008),

and, as we will see in Chapter 4, Tully comes very close to repeating this

miscalculation.

Cosmopolitan democracy

In addition to the models of democracy examined thus far, a sizable

literature has emerged over the past few decades promoting notions of

cosmopolitan democracy and global justice. This development needs to

be seen as a response to the changing circumstances of democratic poli-

tics under conditions of globalisation. Again, this literature is very exten-

sive, but some of the major contributions include those of David Held

and Daniele Archibugi who focus on the institutional reforms required

to ensure effective forms of transnational governance; Richard Falk and

Mary Kaldor who emphasise instead the importance of transnational

social movements and ‘global civil society’; Simon Caney and Kok-Chor

Tan who have sought to extend Rawlsian principles of distributive justice

across state borders (Caney, 2005; Tan, 2004); and a range of thinkers –

including Gutmann and Thompson (2004, 39), Dryzek (2006, vii),

Benhabib, and Andrew Linklater (1998b) – who have conceptualised

cosmopolitan forms of deliberative democracy. These theories differ in

their respective accounts of the agents and institutions of cosmopolitan

democracy, and in their precise formulations of the principles of right

and justice that are said to ground cosmopolitanism. Nonetheless, they all

share the basic Kantian view that there are reciprocal forms of moral duty

which bind humans to one another, and which transcend the particularis-

tic loyalties and forms of identification that tie citizens to the nation-state

(see for example: Beetham, 1998, 60; Linklater, 1998a, 113, 127).

From the perspective of Archibugi and Held, global, social, and eco-

nomic problems require global solutions and these can only be brought

about through social democratic reform of the United Nations, and the

use of transnational institutions to strengthen global governance and to

ensure the effective implementation of international human rights law

(Held, 1993, 1995). These theorists do not envisage that we will dis-

pense entirely with democracy at the national level, but national forms

of democracy need to be supplemented by an elaborate architecture of

transnational institutions. In the long run, this variety of institutions

will be brought together to ‘create a [single] multi-ethnic, transnational

social democracy which protects the legal, political, social, and cultural
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rights of all members’ (Linklater, 1998a, 118). The idea is to ‘integrate

and limit the functions of existing states with new institutions based on

world citizenship. These institutions should be entitled to manage issues

of global concern as well as to interfere within states whenever seri-

ous violations of human rights are committed’ (Archibugi, 1998, 216).

Before the present crisis, the European Union was often presented as a

model for the effective pooling of sovereignty, which is inherent in this

model of transnational democratic governance (Archibugi, 1998, 200,

209, 220). These approaches exhibit a clear institutionalist and techno-

cratic bias. However, Falk and Kaldor emphasise instead the importance

of transnational social movements and NGOs understood as the carriers

of cosmopolitan values, and of global civil society presented as a site of

active participation, collective solidarity, and the renewal of democratic

self-determination that rises above the parochial concerns of national

politics (Kaldor, 1998, 109; 2003; Falk, 1999). Environmental groups,

community organisations, and NGOs can bring pressure to bear both

on nation-states and the transnational institutions of the UN and other

organisations such as the WTO and the IMF, and these theorists empha-

sise the constituent power of a globalisation from below (Falk, 1995,

171).

From the agonistic viewpoint, this second depiction of cosmopoli-

tanism is much more promising and, as we will see in Part II, Connolly

and Tully in particular have also drawn attention to the opportunities

presented by globalisation for novel forms of social movement politics

that transcend the boundaries of the nation-state. I also share the view

that this is where innovative forms of cosmopolitan consciousness might

emerge, and this basic supposition underpins my account of agonism

and militant cosmopolitanism elaborated in Chapter 7. However, in their

representations of global civil society, the Kantian theorists make a num-

ber of pivotal assumptions that are deeply problematic from the agonistic

viewpoint. Once again, the difficulty is that these theories try to subsume

the constituent power of a globalisation from below under predetermined

principles of right. The transnational movements are depicted as the

standard bearers of a ‘law of humanity’ that is supposedly already

prefigured in the framework of international law and human rights,

which has been partially established since the end of the Second World

War (Falk, 1995, 163, 164, 170). In turn, these developments represent

the Kantian ideal of moral agents as ‘co-legislators within a universal

kingdom of ends’ (Linklater, 1998b, 44). The contemporary Kantian

theorists don’t assume that globalisation will inevitably deliver a fully-

fledged cosmopolitan democracy, and they are mindful of the powerful

forces pulling in the opposite direction; such as the resurgence of ethnic
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conflict, the emergence of novel forms of warfare, and the threat of inter-

national terrorism. Nevertheless, despite the many challenges associated

with globalisation, these theorists share Kant’s idea that the European

Enlightenment has provided us with a vision of progress in which we can

be reasonably confident that man will eventually be brought to ‘establish

a way of thinking that . . . transform[s] the crude natural capacity . . . into

a moral whole’ (Kant, 1991a, 32, 39). Through the federation of

democratic and peaceable forms of government, the human race can

gradually be brought ever closer to a ‘universal cosmopolitan state’

(Kant, 1991a, 38; 1991b, 118). As Linklater puts it, the realisation of the

cosmopolitan ideal is ‘already immanent within contemporary patters of

social, economic, cultural and political change’ (Linklater, 1998a, 120).

Tully and Mouffe in particular have stressed the element of imperi-

alism inherent in these approaches, as they presume the cultural supe-

riority and universal status of European principles of justice and right

(Mouffe, 2005b, 91). As Tully puts it, the ‘Kantian idea of free states

and federation is not culturally neutral but is the bearer of processes of a

homogenising or assimilating European cultural identity’ (Tully, 2008b,

23). In their quick and easy association of cosmopolitanism with these

culturally specific and predetermined principles of right, the Kantian

theorists effectively impose an arbitrary model of cosmopolitanism on

the democratic movements of the globalisation from below. This reflects

and reinforces the role of the major western NGOs in the current global

human rights regime. As Tully says, these organisations have been respon-

sible for ‘reproducing and expanding some of the [most] undemocratic

features’ associated with globalisation (Tully, 2008b, 192). As the soft

power agents of Euro-American imperialism, these organisations often

discount the ‘traditional forms of communication and cooperation’ of

‘excluded peoples’ when they bring them ‘into the major government

and corporate development networks’, and they effectively ‘assimilate

them to the . . . form of . . . subjectivity they bring with them, rather than

nurturing non-assimilative forms of inclusion’ (Tully, 2008b, 192).

In Part II, we see that each of the agonistic theorists has been critical

of these Kantian models of cosmopolitan democracy and, as I said in the

Introduction, with the exception of Mouffe, they all present alternative

models of cosmopolitanism. One underlying sentiment in these agonistic

modes of cosmopolitanism is that the new forms of transnational soli-

darity associated, for example, with the World Social Forum, should be

grasped in terms of their capacity for innovation, and not represented

as the embodiment of any predetermined principles of right. In Tully’s

contribution, in particular, the stress is on the linking together of cul-

turally specific forms of a globalisation from below. These are important
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insights, but the agonistic theorists generally evade the question of link

between cosmopolitanism and universality. By way of contrast, in my

own formulation of agonism and militant cosmopolitanism, I make the

claim that cosmopolitanism is something more than simply transnation-

alism, and that it is possible to reconfigure the universal as something

other than simply a rational (European) imposition on the globalisations

from below. Instead, in Chapter 7 I draw on Arendt’s reworking of Kant’s

theory of reflective judgement, as well as a theory of leadership, to figure

the universal as a moment of absolute initiative; one that is increasingly

recognised to be of broader or more cosmopolitan significance, so that

it is taken up by diverse publics at the local, national, and transnational

levels and begins to provide an alternative set of priorities in response to

pressing issues such as climate change and global poverty. Ironically per-

haps, we will see that this alternative reading of cosmopolitanism is also

derived from Kant (via Arendt), but this is from the hidden, subversive,

(post-modern) Kant of the third critique, and is entirely out of step with

Kant’s own reflections on morality and politics.

Radical democracy

I have surveyed a range of alternate models of liberalism and democ-

racy, and we have seen that the predominant trend in contemporary

democratic theory is to try to contain the creative power associated with

moments of democratic innovation and to subsume the constituent power

under constituted authority in various ways – specifically: under invio-

lable principles of constitutional right and justice (constitutionalism lib-

eralism), in respect of the constituted inertia of fixed preferences (some

forms of aggregative democracy), beneath the rational principles of inclu-

sion and reciprocity (deliberative democracy), below the universal status

of international human rights law (Kantian theories of cosmopolitanism).

By way of contrast, the contemporary agonistic theorists emphasise the

relative priority of the constituent power, in the form of a non-dialectical

expansion that sees genuine innovation periodically introduced into lib-

eral democratic constitutionalism. In a moment we will return to the

strategic question, and whether or not it is wise to place an exclusive

emphasis on augmentation in the context of the present conjuncture.

However, as a prelude to this discussion I first return briefly to the radi-

cal democrats, who, as I have said, place an equally exclusive emphasis on

the absolute priority of the constituent power in the form of revolution.

In the Introduction I briefly invoked the tradition of radical democracy,

represented by Badiou, Laclau, Rancière, and Žižek, as the other major

strand of democratic theory to emerge from post-structuralism. These
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thinkers don’t draw on Arendt, and they are critical of her contribution,

and especially her inadequate reflections on the ‘the social question’.

Nevertheless, I suggested that these theorists present conceptions of the

constituent power which are strictly analogous to Arendt’s depiction of

the temporality of the modern revolutionary event. I now look more

closely at this point of association, and reconsider the limitations of con-

temporary radical democracy because, unlike Arendt and Machiavelli,

these theorists place an equally exclusive emphasis on revolution, under-

stood as something like the essence of the political, and fail to grasp the

crucial significance of augmentation. The limitations of radical democ-

racy are perhaps especially pronounced in Badiou and Žižek, and these

thinkers in particular lack the wisdom of the agonistic democrats and

their grasp of the conditioning qualities of pluralism, tragedy, and the

value of conflict.

One of the central features of contemporary radical democracy is the

idea that genuine moments of the constituent power, always take the form

of a radical break. In this respect, their approach is indelibly marked by

the events of May 68. I cited Badiou on this point in the Introduction,

but the other thinkers make the same claim. As Žižek puts it, the revolu-

tionary event situates the actor ‘in the ex nihilo of the interstices of reality,

momentarily suspending the very rules that define what counts as (social)

reality’ (Žižek, 2001, 176). In Laclau’s terminology, ‘the genuine ethical

act, is always subversive; it is never simply the result of an ‘improvement’

or a ‘reform’’ (Laclau, 2005, 228).

The passage from one hegemonic formation, or popular configuration, to another
will always involve a radical break, a certain creation ex nihilo. It is not that all
of the elements of an emerging configuration have to be entirely new, but rather
the articulating point, the partial object around which the hegemonic formation
is reconstituted as a new totality, does not derive its central role from any logic
already operating within the preceding situation. (Laclau, 2005, 228)

Whether or not they are aware of it, these formulations are exactly con-

gruous with Arendt’s depiction of modern revolution.25 As we have seen

above, what singles out the modern revolutionary moment from the

Roman experience of augmentation, is that revolution radically inter-

rupts the continuity of the temporal sequence and marks the origin of an

absolutely new beginning. Again, as I have said, the common root of this

conception of revolutionary change is Benjamin’s understanding of the

Ursprung.

25 This important point of connection between Arendt and Žižek and Badiou is stressed
by Marchart, see: Marchart, 2007b, 105.
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This formulation of the absolute priority of the constituent power

has been criticised from the contemporary agonistic viewpoint. Indeed,

the radical democrats are inattentive to moments of genuine innovation

found in less dramatic forms of politics, and their exclusive emphasis on

the originary event harbours authoritarian tendencies. As Norval puts it,

the radical democrats:

work with too sharp a distinction between the moment of the political, which
is usually understood in terms of the institution of regimes, and the ordinary
on-going business of politics, in which they denigrate the latter in favour of the
former. (Norval, 2007, 11)

Indeed, the exclusive emphasis on revolution results in ‘a dualistic narra-

tive according to which the great and rare emancipatory event is opposed

to the always repressive machinations of the state’ (Marchart, 2007a,

132). For example, in Rancière’s theory ‘politics exists when the nat-

ural order of domination is interrupted by the institution of a part of

those that have no part. This [revolutionary] institution is the whole of

politics as a specific form of connection . . . Beyond this set up there is

no politics’, there is only the regulatory administrative power of what he

calls the police order (Rancière, 1999, 12). This tendency to depreciate

any moment of innovation that falls short of the monumental event is

compounded in Badiou and especially Žižek, because of their criticisms

of the politics of cultural diversity, and an insistence on the essentially

violent nature of the revolutionary transformation.26

Agonistic democracy as augmentation and/or revolution

I concur with a great deal of what the agonistic theorists have to say

about the limitations of radical democracy.27 There are many moments

26 See: Žižek, 1999a, 236, 238; 2001, 6; 2006a, 250; 2008, 119; Badiou, 2003, 10, 13;
and for criticisms of these tendencies see: Coles, 2005; Marchart, 2007a; Norval, 2006,
237, 246; Stavrakakis, 2005, 195.

27 Two additional features of radical democracy differentiate these theorists from the con-
temporary agonistic democrats, as well as from Arendt; their stress on the intrinsically
binary nature of authentic political contests, and their formulation of political univer-
salism in terms of a part that comes to stand in for the whole. On the first point see:
Laclau, 2005, 77 and Rancière, 2007, 34. On the second see: Laclau, 2000, 35, 55;
2001, 5; Žižek, 2006a, 198. There is not scope here to examine these features of rad-
ical democracy in any detail, but I do pick up on the question of the binary nature of
political struggles and how this relates to pluralism in Chapters 4 and 5, and one of my
objectives in Chapter 7 is to make use of Kant’s notion of reflective judgement to present
an alternative account of the emergence of the universal, one that is compatible with
pluralism and which is never consolidated, even temporarily, in the form of a Whole. In
contrast to Schaap’s locating of Rancière in the agonistic camp, we should also reiterate
that all three elements I have identified here with radical democracy – i.e. the exclusive
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of genuine innovation in modern democratic politics that do not take the

form of an absolute initiative or of the grand revolutionary event. The

repeated emergence of social movement politics is indicative of a rela-

tive priority of the constituent power over extant norms and practices,

and we should not dismiss these emergences as mere repetitions that do

not have any transformative effect; we should not simply sit around and

wait for the absolute priority of the constituent power to become mani-

fest again in a moment of profound transformation. However, as I said

in the Introduction, the exclusive emphasis on augmentation character-

istic of contemporary agonistic democracy is equally problematic. The

idea of augmentation denotes moments of innovation that bring about

genuine (i.e. open-ended and non-dialectical) change in existing norms

and practices, but also, and at the same time, refer back to and expand

a prior moment of authority or foundation. In Part II, we will see that,

despite their differences, Connolly, Tully, Mouffe, and Honig, all present

formulations of agonistic politics where this is the essential structure of

the constituent power. Indeed, the idea of radical origin is inconceivable

from within the paradigm of any one of their respective approaches. In

addition to these theoretical delimitations of the constituent power to a

particular type of politics, the agonistic theorists also explicitly endorse

the traditions and practices of modern liberal democracies, and their

basic grammar of the co-originality of public and private autonomy. The

combined effect of these assumptions is to limit agonistic politics to

a non-dialectical expansion of the basic social and political forms that

were founded in the eighteenth-century revolutions. These conclusions

are problematic because the forms of domination that shape the current

conjuncture call for more radical moments of innovation, and in order

to tackle problems such as climate change. Indeed, Arendt herself also

remarked on the eventual ‘failure’ of the American Revolution to ‘pro-

vide . . . a lasting institution’ of its freedom (Arendt, 1965, 234). This

corruption was evident in the steady displacement of ‘public freedom,

public happiness, [and the] public spirit’ by the insistence on the priority

of civil liberties and the pursuit of private property (Arendt, 1965, 131,

223). In other words, whereas the French Revolution quickly collapsed

into a cycle of violent destruction, the American Revolution suffered a

more prolonged disappearance brought about by the slow stranglehold

emphasis on extra-ordinary moments of rupture, on the intrinsically binary nature of
these events, and on the linking of the part with the whole – are all intrinsic to his
account of political disagreement, understood as a ‘fundamental dispute’ that ‘actually
happens very little or rarely’, and that reveals the demos – or part that has no part – as
‘identical to the whole: the many as one, the part as whole, the all in all’ (Rancière,
1999, 10, 13, 17, 42).
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of bourgeois ‘negative liberties’. The central principle that effectively

became foundational for the eighteenth-century events was the idea of

the legal protection of forms of possessive individualism, and today the

corruption of this principle has become systemic and entrenched, and

we find ourselves in the stranglehold of disciplinary neo-liberalism.28

Thankfully, we do not have to choose either revolution or augmentation

as the only authentic form of republican politics. In fact, we saw in the

previous chapter that the principally strategic nature of agonism compels

us to keep open the range of possible moves available to situated subjects.

In the contemporary agonistic literature Tully comes closest to this view.

In response to the extant forms of power that condition their subjectivity,

he says:

individual or collective agents . . . are [always] faced with a limited field of possible
ways of thinking, speaking, acting, organising and conducting themselves within
the (rules of the) relationship . . . [of power] . . . And, furthermore, if they refuse
to be governed in this way and to work within the relationship, there is also a
range of possible ways of directly confronting and negotiating the limits of the
relationship itself, from the acceptable procedures of grievance and negotiation,
strike and direct action to strategies of disobedience, revolt and revolution. (Tully,
2008b, 276)

These are crucial observations, and in this passage the inspiration of

Foucault, who is one of the major influences on Tully’s iteration of ago-

nism, shines through. However, in Chapter 4 we will see that the signif-

icance of these insights is undermined in Tully’s contribution, because

at an ontological level he presents a mono-typical account of the con-

stituent power in the form of augmentation, and on the basis of a series

of theoretical assumptions taken from Wittgenstein. By way of contrast,

if we really are to grasp the priority of the strategic question then we

also need to maintain the qualitative distinction between revolution and

28 In her account of the distinction between reform and revolution, Rosa Luxemburg
grasped the qualitative difference between augmentation (as reform) and revolution (as
decisive moment of transformation). In contrast to Edward Bernstein, for whom reform
is a means to revolution as the end, she said ‘during every historic period, work for
reforms is carried on only in the direction given to it by the impetus of the last revolution,
and continues as long as the impulsion of the last revolution continues to make itself
felt . . . work for reforms is carried on only in the framework of the social form created
by the last revolution’ (Luxemburg, 2008, 90). These are important observations that
help us to see some of the consequences of the contemporary agonistic theories and
their exclusive emphasis on augmentation. Although this expansion is figured in non-
dialectical terms, and is dissociated from any notion of progress, it nonetheless remains
bound within the horizon of the basic forms of life that originated in the last great
revolutions. Of course, Luxemburg’s insights remained limited because of her Marxist
theory of history, where revolution is seen ultimately as a product of underlying social
processes.
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augmentation that is elaborated in Arendt’s On Revolution. However, this

qualitative distinction between augmentation and revolution is inconceiv-

able from the perspective that Tully develops from Wittgenstein. In fact,

Tully, Norval, and Owen, who all draw on Wittgenstein, have arrived at

exactly the opposite conclusion, i.e. that there is no qualitative distinction

to be drawn between the kind of politics that found a new regime or a

new framework of law, and the agonic freedom of citizens to challenge

the constituted forms of authority from within the horizon of a given con-

stitutional arrangement (Norval, 2007, 185; Tully, 2008b; Owen, 2009,

78–9). As Owen puts it, this distinction is a matter of degree and not kind:

‘because (i) the activity of politics extends across both (a) contests within

the current constitutional rules and (b) contests over those rules, and (ii)

because there is no sharp line between (a) and (b)’ (Owen, 2009, 79).

We will have to wait until Chapter 4 to really appreciate the limitations

of these claims, but suffice it to say at the moment that these formula-

tions are made from within a theoretical framework where augmentation

represents the essential modality of the constituent power. Consequently,

from this Wittgensteinian viewpoint, revolution becomes at best a par-

ticularly acute or intense form of augmentation. In Chapter 6 we will

see the same basic sentiment at work in Honig’s desire to translate the

truly extraordinary event into an agonistic politics of the little bit extra-

in-the-ordinary. There are several problems with these approaches, and

not least that, from this perspective, we lose any capacity to differentiate

genuinely extraordinary moments. Of course, there are sometimes truly

astonishing qualities to what passes for everyday politics, and the ago-

nists are right to draw attention to these moments of virtù that emerge

from the many democratic struggles within the horizon of liberal demo-

cratic constitutionalism. However, these democratic emergences should

not be confused with those genuinely exceptional moments that institute

and announce the novus ordo saeclorum. So one of the central claims in

this study is that we need to keep open Arendt’s qualitative distinction

between revolution and augmentation and envisage forms of agonistic

democracy where these unique moments of the constituent power each

have a part to play. Tied to this claim is the additional assertion that the

experience of radical origin is not incongruent with the agonistic circum-

stances of pluralism, tragedy, and the value of conflict. This is evident in

Arendt and Benjamin, but not in Schmitt or the contemporary radical

democrats. Again, we will have to wait to Chapter 7 for a fuller account

of this contention, but we have already glimpsed in Arendt’s account of

pluralism, in her critique of the Schmittean depiction of the constituent

power in the form of a ‘unified will’, and in her discussion of the differ-

ences between the French and American Revolutions, some indications
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of how this might be possible. Indeed, the idea of absolute initiative is

not equivalent to omnipotence, and in this regard Laclau is right to stress

in the quote above that the idea of radical origin does not mean that

everything has to change, but only that a new principle emerges that is

entirely unaccounted for in the present conjuncture.

In fact, we will see in Chapter 7 that the originator of new forms needs

the conditioning circumstances of pluralism and of on-going, multiple,

and open-ended judgements, if her initiative is to have any prospect

of continuing and expanding. Indeed, Arendt’s most significant insight,

which she shared with Machiavelli and the American founders, is that

the radical leap of the origin requires subsequent augmentation, that

is, if it is to root itself in the people. These two qualitatively distinct

moments of the constituent power have become separated into different

models of democracy in the current debates between radical and agonistic

democrats. However, one principal challenge today is to rediscover this

important combination of the constituent powers, in order to generate

profoundly new forms of communal and ecologically sustainable ways

of being, forms that might endure and expand and become the basis

of a new militant cosmopolitanism. We will pick up this discussion in

Part III, but first we turn to a detailed examination of the forms of

augmentation presented by the four leading contemporary theorists of

agonistic democracy. This is the focus of Part II, where we map the

terrain of contemporary agonistic augmentation.
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6 Agonism and the paradoxes of

(re)foundation: Bonnie Honig

Bonnie Honig has developed her style of agonistic democracy in

Political Theory and the Displacement of Politics (1993),1 Democracy and the

Foreigner (2001), and Emergency Politics (2009). She joins Connolly and

Tully in diagnosing excessive claims to unity as the principal menace to

the agonistic ideal of a positive contest between proximate equals, rather

than the threat of antagonism. In Political Theory she exposes this aspira-

tion towards homogeneity in the predominant liberal and communitarian

approaches in normative political theory and deconstructs the work of

Kant, Rawls, and Sandel. Despite important differences, Honig describes

each of these thinkers as advocates of a politics of ‘virtue’, because, in

their different ways, they are all exemplary theorists of political closure.

The underlying impulse in each of these theories is to ‘confine politics . . .

to the juridical, administrative, or regulative tasks of stabilising moral and

political subjects’ (Honig, 1993, 2). They are, therefore, all complicit in

their own petty forms of tyranny. By way of contrast, Honig develops an

alternative vision of a politics of agonistic virtù. The presiding instinct

in this agonistic view is, with Nietzsche, to ‘rouse enmity towards order’

and, through strategies of genealogy and deconstruction, to uncover the

excesses, remainders, and resistances that the conventional theories seek

to contain. In the first section of this chapter we examine Honig’s account

of agonism in terms of the tensions between virtue and virtù, and we see

that she concludes her first book by stressing that both of these impulses

are inevitably at play in the democratic agon. On her reading, politics

always ‘consists of practices of settlement and unsettlement, of disrup-

tion and administration, of extraordinary events . . . and [of] mundane

maintenances’ (Honig, 1993, 205).

Honig draws primarily on Nietzsche and Arendt for her illustration of

the politics of agonistic virtù, with, she says, Machiavelli in only a ‘minor,

supporting role’ (Honig, 1993, 3). In Chapter 3 we considered Niet-

zsche’s ideas in some detail in the assessment of Connolly and Owen’s

1 Henceforth: Political Theory.
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contributions and, in the course of that discussion, we also picked up

on Honig’s engagement with Nietzsche. Indeed, much of what Honig

takes from Nietzsche resonates with Connolly and Owen, and so in this

chapter I only touch very briefly on Nietzsche’s ideas again. Instead,

the core of this chapter is built around a detailed appraisal of Honig’s

reworking of Arendt. By Honig’s own account, Arendt ‘forms the spir-

itual and conceptual centre’ of Political Theory, and so the analysis of

Honig’s version of agonistic democracy also presents the opportunity to

further elaborate those aspects of Arendt’s thought which we have already

introduced in the course of this study (Honig, 1993, 10). In particular,

in the second section we will examine Honig’s very insightful reworking

of Arendt’s topographical distinction between the political and the social,

and in section three we examine her problematic repudiation of Arendt’s

formulation of the revolutionary event. These discussions also provide

an important prelude to my own discussion in the following chapter

of Arendt’s concepts of pluralism and reflective judgement, which con-

stitute crucial components in my formulation of agonism and militant

cosmopolitanism.

Honig’s modification of the Arendtean division between the social and

political is very compelling, and she is right to stress that the creative

qualities that Arendt associated with political freedom can be brought to

bear in the realms of necessity that Arendt associated with ‘the social’.

Honig illustrates this point by drawing attention to the proximity of her

modified Arendtean categories and Butler’s notion of gender performativ-

ity. I raise some concerns about how certain areas of social relations are

less susceptible to these strategies than others, but overall we can pretty

much endorse this aspect of Honig’s theory, and indeed Honig has gone a

long way towards demonstrating how Arendt’s problematic understand-

ing of the social (as a realm of pre-political violence) can be overcome,

and how Arendt’s theory can thus be recuperated for a contemporary

model of agonism concerned with challenging domination. These are

really crucial contributions. Unfortunately, however, Honig undermines

her breakthrough revision of Arendt, at least in my view, by her simulta-

neous repudiation of the Arendtean understanding of revolution.

Honig elucidates her critique of Arendt’s formulation of the ex nihilo

event, by comparing Arendt and Derrida’s readings of the American

Declaration of Independence. Whereas Arendt celebrates the Declaration as

a ‘purely performative speech act’, and wants to rid the revolutionary

event of any reference to a constative moment, and especially of any

grounding in the transcendent power of the deity, Derrida understands

instead that some allusion to a constative moment is part of the necessary

aporetic structure of every constituent (speech) act. This analysis forms
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part of a more general appropriation of Derrida’s position, and Honig

presents the movement of différance and the circumstances of iterability

as conditions of all forms of political innovation, including those extraor-

dinary moments that Arendt, following Benjamin, associated with the

revolutionary Ursprung. Indeed, Honig seeks to convert what she sees

as Arendt’s overblown formulation of the moment of radical foundation

into a form of agonistic politics focused on a perpetual (re)foundation in

the day-to-day practices of the citizens. In other words, Honig explicitly

trades in a framework that permits a qualitative distinction between alter-

nate moments of the constituent act – revolution and augmentation – for

a single framework of augmentation (or iterability) in the everyday cir-

cumstances of the republic, and, in this respect, it is Derrida and not

Arendt who really provides the spiritual core of Political Theory.

This strategy of taking (only apparently) extraordinary moments and

translating them into the (only apparently) ordinary circumstances of

everyday politics becomes the central theme in Honig’s subsequent writ-

ings. In the remainder of the chapter we explore the strengths and lim-

itations of this approach by looking at her analyses in Emergency Politics

and Democracy and the Foreigner. We explore these books in this order

of priority, even though this disrupts the chronology of their respective

publication, because Emergency Politics is a manifestly political text, which

demonstrates very clearly the genuinely transformative power of agonistic

augmentation, whereas the focus in Democracy and the Foreigner is more

problematic and is indicative of just how far Honig travels from Arendt.

In Emergency Politics Honig brings her basic strategy to bear on

Rousseau’s depiction of the paradox of foundation, and on the tensions

between the ‘general will’ and the ‘will of all’, as well as in response to

the Schmittean notion of the ‘exception’ that Agamben has reworked to

explain the present circumstances of the resurgent security state. Honig’s

approach places the consistent power decisively in the hands of situated

political actors, and especially in their capacity to resist and redirect

the decisions of the sovereign, for example through creative moments

of administrative discretion. This provides an excellent account of the

constituent power in the mode of agonistic augmentation, and how this

capacity can be brought to bear even in the present context of an expand-

ing realm of extra-judicial executive power. These are really important

insights. However, with her exclusive emphasis on the politics of the

extra-in-the-ordinary, Honig runs the risk of complicity in the status

quo, in the idea that there is no genuinely extraordinary alternative to the

security state and the neo-liberal capitalist regime.

The focus in Democracy and the Foreigner is different. This book

works through a series of foreign founder myths from popular and high
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culture, and demonstrates that this figure is a ‘fantasy construction’, and

one that enables the democratic polity to live with its own constitutive

aporia. The central message of this book is the irreducibly alien quality

of the law and, here again, Honig is close to Derrida, and essentially

to a Hebrew conception of the law as an unfathomable moment of

divine command, which, by Honig’s account of agonistic politics, can be

perpetually resisted and redirected, but which precludes the possibility of

the demos ever becoming the full authors of the law. At this point, Honig

really has journeyed into very different territory to Arendt whose great

insight was to show how a reworked Roman conception of authority

as self-foundation, without reference to the divine or the transcendent,

could be made consonant with the condition of human plurality.

Agonism and the politics of virtù

In Political Theory Honig explores the inherent tension between freedom

and order, which is definitive of political life, with recourse to a concep-

tual distinction between theories of virtue and of virtù. Honig’s reference

to ‘virtue politics’ has the potential to mislead, and it is important to

stress that she does not employ this term, as it is usually understood,

i.e. to refer specifically to virtue ethics or communitarian conceptions

of the good. Instead, Honig describes any political theory that ‘con-

fine[s] politics (conceptually and territorially) to the . . . regulative tasks

of . . . building consensus, maintaining agreements, or consolidating com-

munities and identities’ as a form of virtue politics (Honig, 1993, 2). In

other words, in Honig’s classification, this term applies not only to the

Aristotelian view, but also to the deontological justification of liberalism

put forward by Kant and Rawls (Honig, 1993, 2). Despite fundamen-

tal differences, each of these theories is characterised by the conceited

view ‘that the world and the self are . . . completed by their favourite con-

ceptions of order and subjectivity’ (Honig, 1993, 2–3). Drawn by the

‘irresistible compulsion’ of their ‘foundational truths’, they understand

the basic role of the political theorist to find ways to ‘displace politics with

bureaucratic administration, jurocratic rule, or communitarian consoli-

dation’ (Honig, 1993, 4, 9). In the terms of this study, these theories aim

to subsume the constituent power under constituted forms of authority,

either the authority of extant communities and their particular ethical

traditions, or of context-transcending principles of justice presented as

foundational and rationally demonstrable.

In line with Connolly’s critique of normalisation and Tully’s opposition

to imperialism, Honig perceives this will-to-order, system, and stability,

which is deeply entrenched in western traditions of political thought, as
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a potential threat to genuine ‘diversity, plurality [and] freedom’ (Honig,

1993, 10, 78). This is ‘because the efforts of political and moral orders

to stabilise themselves as the systematic expressions of virtue, justice,

or the telos of community drive them to conceal, deny, or subdue resis-

tances to their regimes’ (Honig, 1993, 3). Honig’s basic objective is,

therefore, to safeguard diversity from the prospective despotism of foun-

dational political theory and practice, in the name of a counter-model of

the democratic agon where politics is understood instead as a ‘practice

that is disruptive, agonistic, and, most important, never over’ (Honig,

1993, 9). Like Connolly and Owen, Honig sees Nietzsche’s method of

genealogy as an indispensable tool for challenging the always ‘imperfect

construction’ of some ‘would-be unity’, and in the service of alterna-

tive ‘forms of life that have . . . been lost, silenced, or concealed’ (Honig,

1993, 43–4). In Political Theory she presents a series of detailed genealo-

gies of the contributions of Kant, Rawls, and Sandel. I won’t set out the

details of Honig’s genealogies here, for want of space, but her overall

conclusion is that, despite the polemical exchanges of the 1980s, and

the clear differences in points of emphasis, there ‘is a deep and abiding

agreement among liberal and communitarian thinkers’ (Honig, 1993,

164). They coalesce around a displacement of politics, and they seek in

various ways to ‘shut down the agon’, and, in turn, this does violence to

genuine plurality, and especially towards what Honig sees as the original

multiplicity of the self.

Honig’s encounter with the liberal and communitarian debate is differ-

ent to Mouffe’s. In the previous chapter we saw that Mouffe’s objective

was to combine the best insights of liberalism and communitarianism in

a republican theory of citizenship, whilst dispensing with the underly-

ing philosophical assumptions of both approaches. By her account, this

conception of citizenship then becomes a precondition for agonistic pol-

itics. Honig, on the other hand, points to the respective versions of unity

and closure that define the liberal and communitarian approaches, and

she associates agonism in part with an unruly politics that contests the

remainders that are suppressed and denied in these respective theories

of ‘virtue’ (in her extended usage of that term). Indeed, Honig’s various

genealogies of the systems of moral and political closures are designed

to liberate the remainders and resistances that the virtue theories seek

to conceal. The point is to provide ‘otherness [with] a legitimate avenue

of expression instead of silencing it by branding it abnormal, unnatural,

or irresponsible’, and in this regard she takes her direction from Niet-

zsche (Honig, 1993, 65). Like Connolly, Honig stresses that the ideal of

unity – exemplified in Kant, Rawls, and Sandel – ‘fosters self-loathing’

and ‘bad conscience’ in the subject towards those elements of the self
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which remain stubbornly resistant to self-discipline (Honig, 1993, 51).

By way of contrast, Nietzsche’s approach is ‘more generous to life’ and

above all provides an antidote to the politics of ressentiment (Honig, 1993,

42). Indeed, Nietzsche is a theorist of ethical responsibility, and through

many repetitive labours the Nietzschean Overman cultivates a capacity

to ‘successfully . . . organise a small portion of an otherwise meaningless

world’ (Honig, 1993, 53, 60). Moreover, it is exactly these qualities she

will need in the world of agonistic politics, because to affirm, in the

manner of a theorist of virtù, the ‘perpetuity of contest’ requires con-

siderable courage, for this is to ‘reject the dream of displacement, the

fantasy that the right laws or constitution might some day free us from

the responsibility for (and, indeed, the burden of) politics’ (Honig, 1993,

211).

Importantly however, Honig concludes her book with the thought that

virtù and virtue do not represent two ‘distinct and self-sufficient options

but two [necessary] aspects of political life’ (Honig, 1993, 201). These

terms signify respectively the ‘impulse to keep the contest going and the

impulse to be finally freed of the burdens of contest’, and, in Honig’s

account, these two impulses are forever played out in movements of

the democratic agon (Honig, 1993, 14). The specificity of the political

would be lost in ‘the victory of either impulse over the other’, because

politics consists of the interminable tensions between ‘settlement and

unsettlement . . . disruption and administration . . . extraordinary events

or foundings and mundane maintenances. It consists of the forces that

decide undecidabilities and of those that resist those decisions at the

same time’ (Honig, 1993, 14, 205). This iteration resembles Connolly’s

claim that politics is composed of the endless play between pluralism

and pluralisation, governance and enactment, concentric and rhizomatic

forces, etc., and both of these accounts echo Nietzsche’s depiction of

the non-dialectical production of form from the tension between order

and chaos, Apollo and Dionysius, in The Birth of Tragedy (Nietzsche,

1956). These delineations clearly contrast to all those theories that seek

to establish a clear conceptual priority in favour of order, justice, or

virtue, but, as Honig says, to ‘affirm the perpetuity of contest is not to

celebrate a world without points of stabilisation, it is to affirm the reality

of perpetual contest, even within an ordered setting’ (Honig, 1993, 15).

In other words, we find ourselves again in the terrain of the constituent

power as augmentation, where freedom (as contest and interruption)

is understood simultaneously as a movement of innovation and as an

expansion of existing forms of order. In fact, Honig puts it in precisely

these Arendtean terms. She says that her theory is directly informed by

‘Arendt’s theorisation of authority as a practice of augmentation that is
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committed not to entrenchment or settlement but to a utopian possibility

of a perpetual Nietzschean self-overcoming’ (Honig, 1993, 157). In this

initial venture into her theory, we can clearly see Honig’s proximity to

Connolly and Owen’s uses of Nietzsche. However, we have also said that

Honig sees Arendt as the central figure in her version of agonistic politics,

and it is to a detailed evaluation of Honig’s reworking of Arendt that we

now turn.

Honig on Arendt (1) – the exercise of freedom

into the social

In Chapter 1 we touched upon Arendt’s account of the exercise of free-

dom in the ancient polis. In The Human Condition, Arendt’s Hellenism

defined her phenomenology of the vita activa, which is presented in

terms of a fixed distinction between the political (the realm of freedom

as innovation) and the social (the realm of necessity). We have said that

Arendt’s formulation is problematic. This leaves her with an inadequate

conception of the social, understood as a realm of pre-political violence,

and, taken literally, has the effect of placing social issues such as poverty,

patriarchal forms of oppression, and racism beyond the reach of political

redirection and transformation. At this point, we need to examine this

distinction more carefully and, in particular, explore Honig’s reworking

of Arendt’s theory, where she stresses the importance of political inter-

ventions into the social, rather than seeing the two realms as a fixed

topography. We will see that Arendt’s formulation does contain some

important criticisms of modernity, despite the clear limitations of her

approach, and I argue that Honig’s reconstruction of Arendt’s categories

is largely persuasive and she shows how Arendt’s theory can be recu-

perated for a model of agonistic democracy concerned with challenging

forms of inequality and domination. However, we should also note that

some areas of social life have been much more susceptible to political

reworking in this way than others.

In Arendt’s account of Greek antiquity the bios politikos is characterised

by ‘action (praxis) and speech (lexis), out of which rises the realm of

human affairs’ and ‘from which everything merely necessary or useful is

strictly excluded’ (Arendt, 1958, 25).

To be political, to live in a polis, meant that everything was decided through words
and persuasion and not through force and violence. In Greek self-understanding,
to force people by violence, to command rather than to persuade, were prepolit-
ical ways to deal with people characteristic of life outside the polis, of home and
family life, where the household head ruled with uncontested, despotic powers.
(Arendt, 1958, 14)
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We have seen that, for Arendt, action is synonymous with the constituent

power of human agents to bring something new into the world. This

is ‘contrasted with the tiresome repetitions of the domestic realm and

of the body’, i.e. with the work and labour entailed in the reproduc-

tion of life (Honig, 1993, 80–1). Indeed, ‘strictly speaking’, Arendtean

action ‘lies outside the category of means and ends’ (Villa, 2006, 94). As

Dana Villa says, the Greek conception of politics is, therefore, entirely

incommensurate with the modern way of ‘viewing the political order

as an instrumentality of the social order, as primarily concerned with

the protection of life (Hobbes), the preservation of property (Locke), or

the promotion of the general welfare (Bentham, Mill)’ (Villa, 2006, 91,

emphasis in the original). Indeed, one of the central theses of The Human

Condition is the idea of the steady encroachment of the social into the

political under conditions of modernity, so that genuine action is made

more and more difficult, as (so-called) political questions are brought

under the means/ends reasoning of economic calculations (Arendt, 1958,

Chapter 6).

This aspect of Arendt’s argument is close to Weber’s thesis about the

triumph of modern instrumental reason that was reworked by the early

Frankfurt School (Adorno and Horkheimer, 1979). There is also a clear

convergence between Arendt, Foucault, and also Agamben in terms of a

‘biopolitical diagnosis’ of modern society (Duarte, 2006, 410). Although

the details in their respective narratives are quite distinct, for example

on the question of where these tendencies originate and on the role of

sovereignty in relation to bio-politics, each of these thinkers shares the

view that, under conditions of modernity, political life has more or less

been reduced to the instrumental tasks of reproducing biological life.

Arendt was right to draw attention to these problematic tendencies. Her

critique of modernity was more profound than a great deal of contem-

porary academic political theory, with its limited range of questions,

largely about how to address the so-called ‘fact of pluralism’, and her

position is ‘more compelling, than a complaint that we fail to live up to

some dated Hellenic ideal’ (Tsao, 2006, 360). Her claim that the public

realm ‘has almost completely receded’ in the modern age is very telling,

and is evidenced not only in the mid-twentieth-century experience

of totalitarianism, but also in the badly diminished quality of public

life under conditions of globalisation, where societies are increasingly

organised around the pleasant totalitarianism of consumer capitalism.

At the heart of Arendt’s critique of modernity and her thesis about the

‘triumph of the social’ is the idea that we need to retain a sense of politics

as something more than simply housekeeping, more than the effective

administration of basic needs, whether that is through welfare measures
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or market mechanisms. On the Arendtean view, ‘politics should not be

subordinate to social ends, which only can corrupt it’ (Canovan, 1983,

288).

Nevertheless, Arendt’s bio-political diagnosis of modernity does not

come without certain costs, and it is perhaps a little ironic that the diffi-

culties associated with this Arendtean perspective are neatly summarised

by Habermas, who, we have seen, is rightly criticised by the contemporary

agonists for himself having an overly idealised conception of democratic

politics. Habermas says that Arendt ‘pays a certain price’ for her preoc-

cupation with Greek antiquity: ‘(a) she screens out all strategic elements,

as force, out of politics; (b) she removes politics from its relations to the

economic and social environment in which it is embedded through the

administrative system; and (c) she is unable to grasp [the nature of] struc-

tural violence’ (Habermas, 2006, 261). However, Habermas’ response to

Arendt’s overly purified conception of the political effectively reiterates

and compounds these difficulties. He elaborates a conception of ‘com-

municative action’ that ought to be brought to bear in a ‘steering capacity’

into the realms of economy and society with their means/ends strategic

reasoning. This facilitates the important idea of political interventions

into the social; however, Habermas’ solution falls short, because his ide-

alised conception of communicative action is also hermetically sealed

from strategic considerations, and, to make matters worse, his theory of

communicative action is established on rationalist and cognitivist foun-

dations that are absent in Arendt and which are entirely incommensurate

with the agonistic view of politics.

Honig shares the basic sentiment in this critique of Arendt’s topograph-

ical approach, if not Habermas’ solutions. She says, perhaps ‘unduly

influenced by her own reading of ancient Greek political thought, Arendt

sometimes seems to assume that the political space has to be an empty

site, situated in a stable space’ entirely insulated from the realms of neces-

sity (Honig, 1993, 123). The problem with this insistence on the purity

of the political is that it ‘seems to leave so much in place: god, capi-

tal, technology, gender, race, class, ethnicity – none of this is touched

by Arendt’s politics’ (Honig, 1993, 118). Arendt effectively quarantines

political action, or the constituent power, from the private realm and

refuses ‘to treat private realm identities, like gender, as potential sites

of politicization’ (Honig, 1995, 136). Moreover, in Greek antiquity the

realm of labour in the household was associated specifically with women

and slaves, and so as ‘victims of both the tiresomely predicable, repeti-

tious, and cyclical processes of nature and the despotism of the house-

hold’ women are ‘determined incapable of the freedom that Arendt iden-

tifies with action in the public realm’ (Honig, 1995, 142). These are
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good reasons then why feminists, for example, would want to steer clear

of Arendt’s categories – at least, in their unreconstructed form.

Indeed, the potentially disastrous consequences for feminism of insist-

ing on a fixed distinction between public and private, or political and

social, belie a more general problem with the Arendtean schema. As

Deranty and Renault put it:

Arendt’s notion that there can be no political treatment to misery and poverty
has implications beyond the attempt to preserve the purity of politics from the
demands of the social. It implies also that there is nothing to be done about
‘necessity’, that one must simply accept, as a fact of the human condition, that
many will have to be devoted to its service. Indeed, this is entailed in the very
logic of the ontological separation of the spheres of labour, work and action: those
who engage in the space of ‘appearances’ cannot, by definition, be the same as
those who labour and work. (Deranty and Renault, 2009, 45)

As they understand it, this elitist orientation in Arendt’s thinking means

that she is not an appropriate source of inspiration for a contemporary

theory of democracy, especially if we see the ‘struggle against the social

causes of political exclusion’ as one of the main dimensions of radical

politics (Deranty and Renault, 2009, 52). In spite of her reverence for

political action, Arendt was not concerned, as modern socialists have

been for example, ‘with the conditions of access to political action’

(Deranty and Renault, 2009, 44). On a literal reading of Arendt,

political equality for the citizens can, therefore, ‘coexist with significant

inequality’ for those condemned to a life of labour in the oikos and conse-

quently excluded from the public realm. Moreover, this is an ‘inequality

which . . . cannot itself become the object of politics’ (Deranty and

Renault, 2009, 51).

These are forceful criticisms, and they get to the heart of the limita-

tions of Arendt’s celebration of the Greek polis as a realm of reciprocal

freedoms held in place by ‘pre-political’ violence. Moreover, as we said in

Chapter 2, she demonstrated the same aristocratic distain for those who

are forever bound to the constraints associated with the reproduction of

life in On Revolution, in her insistence that social problems such as poverty

are not susceptible to political intervention (Deranty and Renault, 2009,

45). However, Deranty and Renault move too quickly in their repudia-

tion of Arendt. By way of contrast, Pitkin has identified the key question

for those who understand what is valuable in Arendt’s categories, and

yet who seek to resist these aristocratic conclusions. She says how can we

‘acknowledge the centrality of economic and social issues in public life

without reducing political freedom to either mere competitive manoeu-

vring for private profit or a mere by-product of some inevitable social
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process?’ (Pitkin, 2006, 228). Put slightly differently, we might ask how

can we envisage the relations between the social and the political, so that

the constituent power of politics (i.e. the power of genuine innovation)

can be invested into the realm of social necessity, yet without subordi-

nating political freedom to the instrumental calculations that sustain the

conditions of life? To say that politics should not be fully subordinate to

social ends or processes, that there is something more to political action

than means/end calculations, is not the same as saying, with Arendt, that

social processes are entirely unsusceptible to political intervention, or to

celebrate ancient institutions because they effectively isolated the purity

of politics from social necessity. As Deranty and Renault have said, this

response involves focusing on precisely the realms that Arendt rejected

as non-political, i.e. the ‘social processes of political exclusion’ (Deranty

and Renault, 2009, 46). However, they do not provide any coherent

reasons – logical, conceptual, practical or otherwise – why it should nec-

essarily follow that Arendt’s categories are beyond recuperation in this

way. In fact, Honig’s contribution goes a fair way to demonstrating that

this recovery is possible. Honig effectively presents two responses to these

complex questions. The first of these doesn’t really get to the heart of the

matter, and effectively reinforces Arendt’s aristocratism. However, the

second response is much more promising.

Honig says Arendt ‘often speak[s] as if her private realm and its activ-

ities of labour and work were to be identified with particular classes of

people, or bodies, or women in particular’, but, as Pitkin points out, at

other times the private realm and its activities of labour and work seem

to represent ‘particular attitude[s] against which the public realm must

be guarded’ (Honig, 1993, 82, emphasis in the original). As Pitkin puts

it, ‘perhaps a “labourer” is to be identified not by his manner of produc-

ing nor by his poverty but by his “process” orientated outlook; perhaps

he is “driven by necessity” not objectively, but because he regards him-

self as driven, incapable of action’ (Pitkin, 2006, 227, emphasis in the

original). This ‘reading of labour, work, and action as (rival) sensibili-

ties . . . might point the way to a gentle subversion of Arendt’s treatment

of [social life and] the body as a master signifier of irresistibility, imitabil-

ity, and the closure of constation’ (Honig, 1995, 143). On this reading,

it is ‘the labouring mentality that is excluded from political action, a

mentality that is taken to be characteristic of labouring as an activity but

which may or may not be characteristic of the thinking of any particu-

lar labourer’ (Honig, 1993, 82). Consequently, ‘no determinant class of

persons is excluded from political action. Instead, politics is protected

from a variety of mentalities, attitudes, dispositions, and approaches all

of which constitute all selves and subjects to some extent and all of which
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are incompatible with the understandings of action Arendt valorises’

(Honig, 1993, 82, emphasis in the original).

This corresponds with Connolly’s rejoinder to the aristocratism in the

Nietzschean celebration of the ‘Overman’. As we saw in Chapter 3, Con-

nolly rereads Nietzsche’s distinction between the courage of the Overman

and the weakness of the ‘herd mentality’ as competing dispositions within

the self. In a way, this reading is plausible in respect of the Nietzschean

categories, because the criterion that distinguishes the Nietzschean ‘Over

man’ from the ‘last man’ is his relative strength in confronting the mean-

inglessness of existence, and this disposition really is found amongst

people from all walks of life, and can be quite easily dissociated from the

question of social-economic hierarchy and domination. In contrast to

Connolly, we saw that Owen locates the perfectionist dimension of Niet-

zsche’s thought not (only) in the inner dimension of the self, but rather in

the centre of the democratic agon, understood as a collective struggle to

determine a ranking of virtues and vices. But here too Owen dissociates

this struggle from any socio-economic hierarchy and stresses that, in his

model, all citizens would be encouraged and supported in cultivating a

capacity for post-foundational autonomy. However, the Arendtean cate-

gories are more problematic and don’t lend themselves to reworking in

these ways. This is because, by Arendt’s account, the criteria that set

off the few from the rest are inextricable from forms of socio-economic

hierarchy and domination. Indeed, the few were determined in the Hel-

lenic polis, precisely by their relative success in extricating themselves

from the drudgery of social work and labour, and through subjecting

others who remain bound to the tasks of reproducing the necessities

of life.

Consequently, Honig and Pitkin’s response is too easy, and their for-

mulations are in danger of turning a blind eye to the hard realities of life

in late capitalist societies, i.e. that the distribution of degrees of neces-

sity is severely unevenly parcelled out. Keeping with Arendt’s distinction

between labour and work, we might surmise that a basic distinction can

be drawn between those white collar professionals whose careers include

an element of making (although increasingly also an inordinate amount

of labouring), and all those who predominantly labour: blue collar work-

ers, the majority of women, as well as the poor, and especially in the

developing world, where existence for many is often exclusively bound

up with reproducing the necessities of life. Arendt appears to treat these

hard facts with an aristocratic shrug of the shoulders, as a misfortune

about which nothing can be done politically. Honig and Pitkin are right

to reject this response. However, in a perverse kind of way, Arendt is more

honest, because at least she acknowledges this reality, rather than trying
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to step over these details by translating them instead into a safer discus-

sion about competing psychological dispositions.

However, Honig mobilises a second response to Arendt’s distinc-

tion between the social and the political, which is more promising. She

explains that there is no reason why the relation between the realm of

social necessity and political freedom has to be formulated topographi-

cally. Indeed, if ‘action is boundless and excessive, why should it respect

a public–private distinction that seeks, like a law of laws, to regulate

and contain it without ever allowing itself to be engaged or contested by

it’ (Honig, 1993, 119). ‘What if we treat Arendt’s notion of the public

realm . . . as a metaphor for a variety of (agonistic) spaces, both topo-

graphical and conceptual, that might occasion action?’ (Honig, 1995,

146). This facilitates the idea of political interventions into the social,

and here the constituent power is refigured as ‘an unstable fissure in any

otherwise highly ordered and settled practice or identity’ (Honig, 1993,

123). With this model of human freedom we are:

in a position to identify and proliferate sites of political action in a much broader
array of constations, ranging from the self-evident truths of God, nature, technol-
ogy, capital, labour, and work to those of identity, of gender, race, and ethnicity.
We might then be in a position to act – in the private realm. (Honig, 1993, 121)

Indeed, on Honig’s reading ‘action is possible in the private realm because

the social and its mechanisms of normalisation consistently fail to achieve

the perfect closures [that]Arendt attributes to them’ (Honig, 1993, 124).

This seems to me to be a very fruitful way to proceed, and, on this reading,

agonistic democracy becomes again a strategic doctrine concerned with

identifying and encouraging opportunities for the expression of human

freedom, which ‘escape or resist administration [and] regulation’, and

which have the capacity to disrupt the otherwise cyclical movements of

social processes within the ostensibly ‘private’ realms of the household

and the economy (Honig, 1993, 123–124).

Perhaps the area where this approach has been most compelling is

in the realm of gender relations and the politics of sexual identity, and

this is evident in the proximity between Honig’s reworked version of

Arendt and Butler’s account of the politics of gender performativity.

Indeed, Arendt emphasised that the ‘Greeks always used such metaphors

as flute-playing, dancing, healing, and seafaring’ to distinguish political

from other activities, ‘they drew their analogies from those arts in which

virtuosity of performance is decisive’ (Arendt, 1977b, 152). According

to Honig, there is no reason why this same basic conception cannot be

dissociated from the Hellenic pursuit of greatness and applied instead

to the construction of gender identities, so that we ‘de-essentialize and
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denaturalise the body, perhaps pluralise it, maybe even see it as perfor-

mative production, a possible site of action, in Arendt’s sense’ (Honig,

1995, 144). In fact, Honig shows how the relations of gendered identity

played out in the so called ‘private’ realm of the oikos, which Arendt asso-

ciated with the ‘oppressive repetition of the univocal cycles of nature’,

are in reality ‘performatives that daily reproduce’ relations of inequality

but are nonetheless subject to the possibility of transformation through

political action – and, of course, this is exactly Butler’s same point of

emphasis (Honig, 1993, 123). According to Butler, established gender

roles and heterosexual identities are given a false naturalisation by the

relations of power that reproduce the normativity associated with the

nuclear family (Butler, 1990, 187). However, the gendered body really

has ‘no ontological status apart from the various acts which constitute

it’ in certain culturally circumscribed ways (Butler, 1990, 185). Indeed,

the ‘possibilities of gender transformation are to be found precisely in

the arbitrary’ status of extant roles and performatives (Butler, 1990,

192). Gender differences and sexual identities are only ever held in place

by a ‘stylized repetition of acts’, which are intrinsically open to a poli-

tics of subversion or resignification through a performative displacement

(Butler, 1990, 191). This takes the form of a ‘parodic proliferation’,

which we have seen particularly in queer politics, and which ‘deprives

[the] hegemonic culture . . . of the claim to naturalised or essentialist gen-

der identities’ (Butler, 1990, 188).

This approach enables Honig to shift the Arendtean emphasis on

performance away from the ‘classical polis experience’ centred on

‘excellence and theatrical self-display’, and towards instead a ‘quest for

individuation and distinction against backgrounds of homogenisation

and normalisation’ (Honig, 1995, 159). Instead of simply ‘reproducing

and representing “what” we are’, agonistic politics ‘generates “who” we

are by episodically producing new identities’ (Honig, 1995, 149). In

this respect, her association of agonism with gender performativity is

also close to Connolly’s politics of enactment. Both approaches nurture

a conception of the ‘self that is never exhausted by the (sociological,

psychological, and juridical) categories that seek to define and fix

it’ (Honig, 1995, 159). These conceptions of the constituent power

have been exemplified in the periodic and multifarious expressions of

autonomy associated with second wave feminism and the struggles for

gay rights, which have culminated in massive transformations in gender

relations, personal sexual identities, and the role of women in western

societies from the late 1960s. Indeed, these developments testify to the

power of the politics of performativity, as many different iterations over

a sustained period of time can bring about substantive change in the
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dominant norms and practices within the context of liberal democratic

regimes.

However, it is also clear that these forms of political action have had

very little impact in other areas of social relations. In particular, these

forms of performance politics appear to be powerless to effect change

in the core structures of economic inequality, rooted in the division of

labour and in the global circulation of capital. Honig does not adequately

address these issues, and there is no systematic analysis in her work of the

structures of domination comparable to Tully’s critique of imperialism.

However, this doesn’t nullify the basic orientation of Honig’s recovery of

Arendt. It means instead that, if we are going to understand political free-

dom as something that emerges from and can be directed back into the

realms of social necessity, then we had better also appreciate that there

are some areas of social life that are more resistant to this political rework-

ing than others. Indeed, one of the key issues in contemporary politics is

whether or not it is at all possible to introduce genuine innovation in the

context of the neo-liberal disciplinary regime. In the following chapter I

explore prospects for this eventuality, and I argue that, in order for this

kind of politics to become achievable, we need to retain the idea of the

kind of radical innovation that Arendt associated with the revolutionary

event. By way of contrast, Honig explicitly rejects this possibility, and we

move now to her critique of the Arendtean conception of revolution.

Honig on Arendt (2) – from revolution to the politics

of daily (re)foundation

In addition to her perceptive reworking of Arendt’s conception of the per-

formative character of politics, Honig also repudiates Arendt’s depiction

of revolution, which she describes as an ‘act of foundation [that] requires

no appeal to a source of authority beyond itself ’ (Honig, 1993, 101). In

essence, Honig praises Arendt’s appreciation of augmentation, but criti-

cises her naive and exaggerated picture of revolution, and so once again

this brings to the fore the difference between Arendt, with her stress on

augmentation and revolution as two qualitatively distinct modalities of

the constituent power, and the contemporary agonistic viewpoint with

its exclusive emphasis on augmentation, and represented here by Honig

supported by Derrida. However, on careful examination these distinc-

tions are more nuanced still, because it becomes clear that Honig and

Arendt present different accounts of precisely what is expanded in the

moment of agonistic augmentation. This is explored in the following

section, where we will see that, in her own formulation of augmentation,
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Honig invokes the Hebrew conception of law as command, and she envis-

ages agonistic politics in terms of a perpetual resistance to this irresistible

authority. Arendt, on the other hand, envisaged the modern experience

of augmentation, as it was embodied, for example, in the doctrine of

the separation of powers, as a reworking of the Roman model, where

augmentation represented an on-going and open-ended expansion of the

original foundations of the city. Indeed, this reflects a more deep-seated

tension between Arendt on one side and Honig and Derrida on the

other, between the Roman and Hebrew conceptions of law, and we need

to begin to tease out this difference, because Honig’s understanding of

the law in the mode of command and alterity has considerable bearing

on her subsequent elaboration of agonistic democracy in Democracy and

the Foreigner and Emergency Politics.

Honig’s critique of the Arendtean Ursprung focuses on Arendt’s dis-

cussion of the American Declaration of Independence, and Honig invokes

Derrida’s reading of Jefferson’s famous text as a counterpoint to Arendt.

Honig seeks to problematise what she sees as Arendt’s overstated resis-

tance to the ‘absolute’, and she sees in Derrida’s contribution a more

nuanced understanding of political freedom, which does not completely

disavow any reference to the ‘absolute’. However, in the course of this

discussion it turns out that Arendt and Honig are not always talking

about the same thing when they refer to the question of the status of the

‘absolute’. Arendt certainly repudiated the idea that political authority

can ever be grounded in any kind of transcendent moment of command,

and she understood modern rationalist accounts of the transcendent as

essentially modelled on the Hebrew understanding of law as divine com-

mand. In contrast to Honig and Derrida, who think that some reference

to the transcendent remains ‘irresistible’, Arendt understood that a con-

sistently republican conception of politics really should find the courage

to get by without any reference to the absolute in the mode of transcen-

dent authority, and, importantly, this has no place in her conception of

either revolution or augmentation. However, at the same time, Arendt

did not entirely repudiate the idea of the ‘absolute’. As we saw in Chap-

ter 2, she fully accepts the idea of the absolute priority of the constituent

power over constituted forms of authority. Indeed, in her view, it is pre-

cisely this capacity for an ‘absolute beginning’ that distinguished the

events of the eighteenth century from the Roman experience of augmen-

tation, with the latter moment of freedom being understood instead in

terms of a relative priority of the constituent power that manifests in a

moment of innovation, but one that always also refers back to an already

established foundation. In other words, the differences between Honig

and Arendt are nuanced and layered at this point, so we must tread
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carefully here, and to begin to get to grips with this discussion, we need

to first return to the question of the status of authority and how it relates

to the constituent power (potentia).

Under conditions of modernity, political institutions can no longer

be grounded in established tradition or divine authorisation, and, as

Arendt understood, this means that the ‘most elementary predicament

of all modern political bodies, [is] their profound instability, [which is]

the result of some elementary lack of authority’ (Arendt, 1965, 158).

However, as we discussed in the Introduction and again in Chapter 2,

the onset of political modernity also represents an opportunity, this is

the moment when, as Arendt says, ‘men began to be aware that a new

beginning could be a political phenomenon’, so that authority could

now be established on the basis of ‘what men had done and what they

could consciously set out to do’ (Arendt, 1965, 40). This realisation is

expressed in the idea of the absolute priority of the constituent power

over constituted forms of authority, which was first explicitly formulated

by Sieyès, and with which Arendt is in full agreement. However, she

also stressed that modern subjects have struggled to accept these radi-

cal consequences and opportunities of their thrownness into the world,

and they have typically appealed instead to some imaginary foundational

or transcendent referent to provide a more secure basis for authority.

For example, this tendency was clearly evident in the ostensibly secu-

lar age of the Enlightenment, where political authority still remained

‘unthinkable without some sort of religious sanction’ (Arendt, 1965,

159). In fact:

it was precisely the revolutions, their crisis and their emergency, which drove
the very ‘enlightened’ men of the eighteenth century to plead for some religious
sanction at the very moment when they were about to emancipate the secular
realm fully from the influences of the churches and to separate politics and
religion once and for all. (Arendt, 1965, 186)

Moreover, the opening passages of The Declaration incorporate this pro-

found equivocation, in the tension between the ‘we hold’ and the ‘self

evident’ status of the unalienable Rights of Man (Jefferson, 1999a, 97).

Jefferson’s famous words . . . combine in a historically unique manner the basis
of agreement between those who have embarked upon revolution, an agreement
necessarily relative because related to those who enter it, with an absolute, namely
with a truth that needs no agreement since, because of its self evidence, it compels
without argumentative demonstration or political persuasion . . . The authority of
self-evident truth may be less powerful than the authority of an ‘avenging god’
but it certainly still bears clear signs of divine origin; such truths are, as Jefferson
wrote in the original draft . . . ‘sacred and undeniable’. (Arendt, 1965, 193–4)
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Honig appreciates that, for Arendt, the modern ‘quest for an absolute

[in the form of a self-evident truth] in which to ground and legitimate the

reconstitution of the political realm’ is ‘deeply misguided’ (Honig, 1993,

98). By Arendt’s account, genuine revolutionary action is ‘not aided but

compromised by the unnecessary and illicit reliance’ on this modern

rationalist surrogate for divine authority (Honig, 1993, 107). As Honig

puts it:

Absolutes [in the form of self-evident truths] occlude the contingency that is the
quintessential feature of the public realm, the feature in virtue of which political
freedom and human innovation are possible. Moreover, they deprivilege the very
human achievement of reconstitution and founding, making it dependent on
something external to the human world [in other words, depriving it of its own
absolute status]. And that external something, whether it be god, natural law, or
self-evident truth, is untenable in the modern era. (Honig, 1993, 98)

Arendt effectively solicits modern subjects to muster the courage to

embrace the full consequences of their freedom, and to find ways to

‘establish lasting foundations’ without having to appeal to ‘gods, a foun-

dationalist ground, or an absolute [truth]’ (Honig, 1993, 97). Indeed,

Arendt presents an alternative rendition of The Declaration, one that cel-

ebrates this intervention as an ‘authoritative exemplification of human

power and worldliness’ (Honig, 1993, 101). For Arendt, The Declaration

is a uniquely political act, a miraculous moment of human innovation,

of unalloyed constituent power, and ‘the source of its own authority’

(Honig, 1993, 101). She also thought the eighteenth-century protago-

nists were, to a considerable extent, conscious of their tremendous power.

Indeed:

The very fact that the men of the American revolution thought of themselves as
‘founders’ indicates the extent to which they must have known that it would be
the act of foundation itself, rather than an Immortal Legislator or self-evident
truth or any other transcendent, transmundane source, which eventually would
become the fountain of authority in the new body politic. (Arendt, 1965, 205)

Despite Honig’s admiration for Arendt, she is decidedly uncomfort-

able with this attempt to figure the revolutionary constituent power in

terms of a purely self-referential event of human freedom, and Honig

turns to Derrida’s alternative reading of The Declaration to problema-

tise this Arendtean formulation (Honig, 1993, 101). Derrida’s account

presupposes his more general encounter with John Austin’s theory of

performative speech acts, and so to comprehend the difference between

Derrida and Honig on one side, and Arendt on the other, we first need

to briefly venture into Derrida’s critique of Austin (Derrida, 1988).
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In How to Do Things With Words, Austin provided something like a

social phenomenology of the range of speech acts available to situated

subjects (Austin, 2009). Austin draws a basic distinction between consta-

tive and performative speech acts. Constative statements are statements

of fact that report on some given state of affairs in the world, for example

when I say ‘it is raining today’; whereas, in the articulation of a perfor-

mative statement, the utterance is inseparable from the performance of

an action that produces some social force or change in the world, for

example when the groom says ‘I do’ in a wedding ceremony (Austin,

2009, 3, 5, 6). However, Austin attempts to bind performative state-

ments to solid contextual boundaries, so that ‘it is always necessary that

the circumstances in which the words are uttered should be in some

way, or ways, appropriate’, and performatives that are not contextually

‘appropriate’ – let’s say, for example, that he’s not the groom, or it’s not

a recognised marriage ceremony, or perhaps he’s a ‘she’ – are described

as ‘infelicitous’, ‘unhappy’, or given in ‘bad faith’ (Austin, 2009, 11, 15).

Honig acknowledges the importance of Austin’s notion of the perfor-

mative speech act. Performative ‘utterances draw our attention’ to the

constitutive power of language, to its ‘other-than-referential character’,

to its ‘extra-communicative power, to its creation, in effect, of new rela-

tions and realities’ (Honig, 1993, 89). However, she joins Derrida in

contesting Austin’s desire to confine this constituent power within an

‘exhaustively determinable context’ (Honig, 1993, 90; Derrida, 1988).

She says, if ‘speech action was only felicitous, we would be in a realm

of process and predictability where calculation, but not action, would be

the appropriate modus operandi’ (Honig, 1993, 91).

Honig also stresses the important connection between Derrida’s

reworking of the performative quality of speech and Arendt’s empha-

sis on the creative power of action. By Arendt’s account, as by Derrida’s,

the ‘possibility of infelicity is a structurally necessary possibility of action’

(Honig, 1993, 91–3). Similarly, for Arendt, when ‘action works, it is not

in spite of but partly because of the risk, infelicity, and dissemination

that are action’s characteristic features’ (Honig, 1993, 92). However,

Derrida’s deconstruction of Austin does not lead to an insistence on the

absolute priority of the performative power of language. Instead, Derrida

presents the basic tension between the constative and the performative

moments as a structural condition of every speech act. He says the ‘unde-

cidability between, let’s say, a performative structure and a constative

structure, is [always] required in order to produce’ any kind of mean-

ing (Derrida, 1986, 9) From this perspective, the Arendtean account of

the revolutionary event as a purely performative moment is problematic,

because here the performative element is entirely disembedded from any
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context or any allusion to an external referent. As Honig says, this con-

trasts with Derrida’s emphasis on the inherently paradoxical movement

of all illocutionary acts, in the sense that they simultaneously break away

from, and reaffirm, some constative point of reference (Honig, 1993,

109). In other words, whereas Derrida is ‘careful not to deny the effects’

of the constative, Arendt ‘seems to do precisely this’ (Honig, 1993, 93).

On Honig’s reading then, Arendt’s ‘exclusion of the ordinary from her

account of [revolutionary] action leaves her open to the same sort of crit-

icism Derrida levels at Austin for excluding the extraordinary from his’

(Honig, 1993, 93).

Moreover, the political significance of this difference between Arendt

and Derrida is reaffirmed when we turn to his reading of The Declaration.

Derrida’s essay on The Declaration focuses on the ambiguities that prob-

lematise the authorship of the document, and in particular Derrida asks

how and in what ways the American people can be said to have authored

the text, when prior to The Declaration ‘this people does not exist. They

do not exist as an entity, it does not exist, before this declaration, not

as such. If it gives birth to itself, as a free and independent subject,

as possible signer, this can hold only in the act of the signature. The

signature invents the signer’ (Derrida, 1986, 10). In fact the ‘We hold’

is indicative of an elementary ambivalence of representation, because it

is unclear whether ‘independence is stated or produced by this utter-

ance’, and the rhetorical force of The Declaration derives in large measure

from this equivocation, from the fact that one ‘cannot decide which

sort of utterance it is, constative or performative’ (Honig, 1993, 106).

On Honig’s account, this reading gives Derrida the edge over Arendt,

and because he appreciates that ‘the American Declaration and found-

ing are paradigmatic instances of politics (however impure) because of

this undecidability, not in spite of it’ (Honig, 1993, 107). Furthermore,

Derrida suggests an alternative account of the tension between the ‘we

hold’ and the ‘self-evident truths’. In contrast to Arendt, he sees the

reference to an absolute (in the form of the transcendent authority) as

again part of the necessary rhetorical structure that empowers the per-

formative act. Indeed, the absolute ‘comes, in effect, to guarantee the

rectitude of popular intentions, the unity and goodness of the people.

He founds natural laws and thus the whole game, which tends to present

performative utterances as constative utterances’ (Derrida, 1986, 11). In

other words, on Derrida’s account the revolutionary actors appealed to

an absolute (in the form of self-evident truths) ‘not, as Arendt would

have it, because of a failure of nerve or because they underestimated the

power of their own performative but because they did not overestimate

its power. To guarantee that power and secure their innovation, they
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had to combine their performative with a constative utterance’ (Honig,

1993, 105).

Honig explicitly endorses Derrida’s reading of The Declaration, which

she presents as a corrective to Arendt’s extravagant account of the (abso-

lute) power of the revolutionary event. From Honig’s viewpoint, all

moments of political action are conditioned by the ‘inevitable aporia of

founding (or signing or promising)’ (Honig, 1993, 105–6, 109). These

observations suggest a specific understanding of agonistic politics, one

where we turn our attention away from the grand revolutionary events

so admired by Arendt, and focus exclusively of the capacity of situated

subjects to perpetually or periodically ‘resist’ the ‘irresistibility’ of these

structural conditions of all (speech) acts in the daily freedoms and prac-

tices of democratic politics (Honig, 1993, 109). In other words, rather

than associating agonistic democracy, as Arendt does, both with rare

and extraordinary moments of radical origin as well as with the con-

stituent power in the mode of augmentation, Honig focuses singularly on

the ‘extraordinary measures’ of (re)foundation that ‘reproduce ordinary

life, daily’ (Honig, 1993, 123). Moreover, this stress on (re)foundation

forms part of Honig’s more general appropriation of Derridean notion of

iterability. For Derrida, iterability designates the play of change and con-

tinuity that conditions every form of repetition. In repetition we never

simply produce a replica. By resignifying an antecedent moment, repe-

tition is also a form of variation, meaning is transformed and enhanced

in a creative (re)appropriation (Gasché, 1986, 212). In order to be a

repetition, the new performance must retain a certain semblance to what

is repeated (or else it’s not a repetition but something wholly other)

and yet it must also be distinct (otherwise it is not a repetition but a

simple identity), and ‘iterability’ signifies this element of change and

continuity which is a condition of (im)possibility of every repetition. Fol-

lowing Butler, Honig associates the creative power of agonism precisely

with Derridean iterability; with a ‘subversive repetition [that] might per-

formatively produce alternative . . . identities that would proliferate and

that would, in their proliferation (and strategic deployment), contest

and resist the reified’ forms of established power and authority (Honig,

1993, 124).

These formulations clearly correspond with the Arendtean notion of

augmentation, and Honig’s emphasis on iterability and the necessary

aporetic combination of the performative and the constative moments

of every (speech) act, bring her broadly in line with the other thinkers

examined in this book. Once again, we see an unequivocal stress on

the simultaneous double bind of innovation and continuity, which

parallels, for example, the discussion of Wittgenstein in Chapter 3. In
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fact, in Honig’s explicit denunciation of the Arendtean notion of the

revolutionary Ursprung, we find the most perspicuous illustration of

my more general claim that the contemporary agonistic theorists offer

a mono-typical formulation of the constituent power in the mode of

augmentation. If Derridean iterability strictly conditions all forms of pol-

itics – rather than, as I would have it, particular modes of freedom – then

the moment of radical innovation, or ‘absolute beginning’, that Arendt

associated with the revolutionary origin is rendered inconceivable. Of

course, this is exactly Honig’s objective. She says that the problem

with On Revolution is that there is ‘no undecidability’ in the Arendtean

conception of the revolutionary event (Honig, 1993, 107).

However, rather than being evidence of Arendt’s naivety and her failure

to grasp the constitutive aporia of every (speech) act, this is, in my view,

evidence instead of her understanding, with Machiavelli, of the impor-

tance of maintaining the qualitative distinction between the absolute and

relative priority of the constituent power. It is not that the forms of poli-

tics that Honig esteems are unimportant. They surely are very important,

and along with the other thinkers examined in this book Honig is right

to draw attention to the elements of genuine inventiveness that repeat-

edly emerge within the horizon of liberal democracy, and that this creative

power has been most evident in various forms of social movement politics

from the late 1960s. The problem is that if the revolutionary Ursprung is

inconceivable, then these forms of politics become effectively the essential

structure of the constituent power, and this is problematic for the reasons

I discussed in Chapter 2. As we have said, in the present conjuncture it is

especially important to retain the Arendtean idea of radical innovation.

We will explore this sentiment more fully in the following chapter, and

later in this chapter we consider some of the implications of Honig’s dis-

avowal of revolution, when we turn to the question of just how effectively

her exclusive emphasis on augmentation measures up to the challenges

associated with the current consolidation of the security state. However,

before we move on to these discussions we first need to take another

look at Honig’s particular rendition of augmentation because, on closer

inspection, we start to see some very significant differences between her

and Arendt.

Honig vs. Arendt on the character of augmentation

Honig recognises that Arendt presents an alternative conception of

freedom in On Revolution, and one that is more conducive to her own

understanding of the agonism of everyday life. Arendt insists, she says:
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that acts of [radical] founding can and should resist the urge to anchor them-
selves in an absolute [in the form of self-evident truths]. But Arendt’s account of
authority as a practice of augmentation and amendment does not, in my view,
commit her to this insistence. It commits her only to the insistence that we treat
the absolute [presumably, at this point, not as truth, but nonetheless as a tran-
scendent moment of authority] as an invitation for intervention, that we declare
ourselves resistant to it, that we refuse its claim to irresistibility by deauthorizing
it. (Honig, 1993, 115)

This summation captures aspects of Arendt’s notion of augmentation, but

two points of emphasis that are central for Arendt are nevertheless elided

in this passage. Firstly, this summary implies that Arendt’s account of

revolution is inconsistent with her reflections on augmentation, whereas

in fact Arendt is very explicit that revolution and augmentation represent

qualitatively distinct modalities of the constituent power. Secondly, what

is slipping away in this passage (and more generally in Honig’s discus-

sion of augmentation in Chapter 4 of Political Theory) is Arendt’s careful

insistence on the Roman derivation of the idea of augmentation, which

I explored in detail in Chapter 2. Indeed, we need to look more care-

fully at the status of this ‘absolute’ with its ‘claims to irresistibility’ that

Honig refers to in this passage, because in the course of her discussion,

Honig steadily moves from an acknowledgement of Arendt’s stress on

the Roman model of augmentation, to a focus instead on augmentation

as a resistance to the law as command.

Indeed, Honig says that Derrida ‘recognises, more deeply than does

Arendt, that the law will always resist his resistance’ (Honig, 1993, 110).

However, here the law refers to the divine command of the Hebrew con-

ception. This is explicit in Derrida’s later writings, where he developed

a theory of political struggle staged around a constitutive aporia between

the irreducible element of force characteristic of every positive claim to

justice or right, and the ‘absolute alterity’ of divine law or justice that is an

‘infinity . . . I cannot thematize and [yet] whose hostage I [nevertheless]

remain’ (Derrida, 1992, 12–13, 22–3, 27, 56). This is not the place to

elaborate Derrida’s political thought in detail, but, in short, this leads to a

form of politics built around an incessant questioning, because a political

‘force that justifies itself or is justified in applying itself ’ can always be

‘judged from elsewhere to be unjust or unjustifiable’, and so the ordeal of

the ‘undecidable’, i.e. between positive and divine law, ‘remains caught’

in every extant political decision or claim to justice (Derrida, 1992, 5,

24). By Derrida’s account, this agon (of the interminable aporia between

human and divine law) is also mediated by a moment of messianic hope,

by the promise of a redemptive moment of full justice or democracy ‘to

come’, which is ‘itself ’ permanently deferred, but nonetheless guides us
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‘like the blind’ through the ordeal of the undecidable (Derrida, 1994,

28, 55, 65, 89, 168). Honig doesn’t share this allusion to messianism,

and she resists ethical readings of deconstruction, where, for example,

as Simon Critchley would have it, an inscrutable call to responsibility

and justice is said to ‘regulate public space’ (Critchley, 1997, 36). Nev-

ertheless, her conception of agonistic democracy is staged primarily in

terms of the capacity of situated subjects to resist and redirect the law,

increasingly represented in mode of command and alterity. This is only

loosely formulated in Political Theory, but it becomes more pronounced

in her subsequent writings. Nor is it her exclusive understanding of law,

as we will see in a moment in her discussion of Rousseau, but Honig’s

discussion of Rousseau as well as of Agamben is essentially structured by

this agonistic resistance to the irresistibility of the Hebrew conception of

law.

In this respect, Honig’s version of agonism is really quite distinct from

Arendt. Arendt stressed the central role that the Hebrew conception of

law has played in western reflections on the status of authority, and how

this basic paradigm of the law has remained central even under conditions

of secular modernity. She said:

It is of no great relevance if . . . this God addressed his creatures through the voice
of conscience or enlightened them through the light of reason rather than through
the revelation of the Bible . . . the model in whose image Western mankind has
constructed the quintessence of all laws . . . was Hebrew in origin and represented
by the divine Commandments of the Decalogue. (Arendt, 1965, 190–1)

This conception of law ‘did not change when in the seventeenth and

eighteenth centuries natural law stepped into the place of divinity’

(Arendt, 1965, 190). However, one of Arendt’s central objectives in On

Revolution is to challenge the hegemony of the Hebrew conception of

law. Indeed, this is a big part of what is at issue in her presentation of

the events of the eighteenth century as evidence of a uniquely human

capacity for an ‘absolute beginning’, without reference to traditional

(i.e. Roman) or divine (i.e. Hebrew) authority and, by Arendt’s account,

this was, of course, exemplified in the American Revolution. Despite

the basic fudge in the opening lines of The Declaration, the ‘course of

the American Revolution tells an unforgettable story and is apt to teach

a unique lesson; for this revolution did not break out but was made by

men in common deliberation and [exclusively] on the strength of mutual

pledges’ (Arendt, 1965, 215). We should not be misled here by the

reference to ‘deliberation’; for Arendt this term did not carry any of the

heavy normative connotations it has acquired in contemporary political

theory. Her point is simply that the revolution provides an exemplary
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case of human freedom, of the ability for collective self-authorship

through action in concert, and without reference to the past or to the

‘beyond’. Indeed, more than anything, it is this sentiment which is the

core of Arendt’s political theory, and this reflects her existentialist under-

standing of the human condition, where ‘insofar as man is more than a

mere creature of nature, more than a mere product of divine creativity,

insofar will he be called to account for the things which men do to men

in the world which they themselves condition’ (Arendt, 2007, 285).

Moreover, this same desire to problematise the Hebrew conception of

law underpins Arendt’s retrieval of the Roman notion of augmentation.

Indeed, Arendt stressed that neither the ‘Greek nomos nor the Roman

lex was of divine origin’ (Arendt, 1965, 187). What is augmented in the

Roman experience of law is not a moment of authority conceived, with

Honig and Derrida, as command and alterity, but rather the original

authority of the founders of the city. We noted in Chapter 2 that religion

was an important component in the Roman experience of augmentation,

but it is important to be clear about the details of Roman religion. In

contrast to Greece, ‘where piety depended upon the immediate revealed

presence of the gods’, in Rome, religion ‘literally meant religare: to be

tied back, obligated, to the enormous, almost superhuman and hence

always legendary effort to lay the foundations, to build the cornerstone,

to found [the city] for eternity’ (Arendt, 1977a, 121). In Chapter 2 we

also saw that Arendt appreciated that the details of Roman authority

could not be reproduced under conditions of modernity. Nevertheless,

her objective was to rework the Roman model to explain the wisdom of

the American founders, because they understood that subsequent aug-

mentation is necessary to keep the originary power of the revolution, as

it were, ‘always present’, through perpetual regeneration. However, in

neither of these Arendtean conceptions of the constituent power, as rev-

olution or augmentation, nor in the specific manner of their combination

that she admired in the American experience, is there any reference to

an ‘absolute’ in the form of divine sanction, command, or alterity.2 The

only thing that is absolute in this – consistently republican – understand-

ing of politics is the revolutionary Ursprung, but, importantly – crucially,

2 Arendt’s clear prioritising of the Greek and Roman traditions over the Hebrew conception
of law should not be misunderstood as some kind of bad faith in respect of her Jewishness.
Indeed, Arendt wrote extensively on Jewish affairs and embraced the experience of the
Jewish diaspora as a potential education in political consciousness-raising; because ‘as
soon as the pariah . . . translates his status into political terms, he becomes perforce a
rebel’ (Arendt, 2007, 284). However, Arendt embraced the experience of her Jewishness
whilst rejecting Judaism, which has no presence in her political theory (Feldman, 2007,
xliv).
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in fact – this does not mean that the origin is omnipotent or that the

subsequent expansion takes the form of an auto-genesis. Instead, as we

will see in the following chapter, and in contrast to the dialecticians and

the theorists of sovereignty, the moment of origin is incapable of direct-

ing the subsequent expansion. This is because the revolutionary leap into

being is always conditioned by the circumstances of human plurality, and

so the meaning of the revolutionary event is entirely dependent on the

judgement of multifarious others, as they take up, debate upon, and live

out its significance.

Honig appreciates these conditioning elements of pluralism in Arendt’s

theory, and she is not concerned about any potential authoritarianism

in Arendt’s account of the ‘absolute beginning’. Her point is rather that

Arendt’s conception of the act of foundation and subsequent expansion –

based exclusively on mutual pledges and action in concert – could never,

in itself, provide sufficient stability for the republic. Hence the need for

some reference to a constative moment. In fact, Honig thinks that Arendt

is only able to make these extravagant claims because of her restricted

account of the scope of political action, so the Arendtean republic is

always already provided with a degree of stability by the realms of the

social, where everything is fixed and beyond resignification and redirec-

tion. However, I wonder what adventures in democratic freedom might

be possible if we were able to introduce the power of absolute initia-

tive that Arendt associated with revolutionary politics into the realms

of the social, i.e. following Honig’s very pertinent deconstruction of the

Arendtean topography that we explored earlier in the chapter, and where

we don’t lose sight of the core of Arendt’s theory, which is focused on

the importance and the possibility of republican autonomy, and not on

resistance to the law as command. We return to these thoughts and pos-

sibilities in the following chapter, but we first consider in more detail

Honig’s distinctive understanding of augmentation as developed in her

subsequent writings.

The proliferation of paradoxes

This strategy of taking (only apparently) exceptional circumstances in

political life and translating them into paradoxes or aporias which are

(re)negotiated daily in the augmentation of the republic, has become

the defining feature of Honig’s rendition of agonistic democracy. In

particular, she has applied this rationale to Williams’ understanding of

tragedy as (only) a rare moment in moral life, to Rousseau’s paradox of

democratic founding and his formulations of the general will, and to the

Schmittian idea of the moment of ‘exception’, which has recently been
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reworked by Agamben to explain the growth and consolidation of the

post–9/11security state. Here, I focus on Honig’s reworking of Rousseau

and her response to Agamben, and in both cases we see that her reading

is shaped by her particular understanding of agonistic augmentation as

a form of on-going and open-ended resistance to, and redirection of, the

law.

In The Social Contract Rousseau pondered the apparent mystery of

the origins of the civil association. He wondered how a people existing

in a pre-socialised ‘state of nature’, untouched by the norms of demo-

cratic government, could found a virtuous set of institutions. Rousseau

famously formulated this predicament as a paradox of democratic found-

ing. He said:

For an emerging people to be capable of appreciating the sound maxims of politics
and to follow the fundamental rules of statecraft, the effect would have to become
the cause. The social spirit which ought to be the work of that institution, would
have to preside over the [founding of the] institution itself. (Rousseau, 1987, 164)

Honig is intrigued by Rousseau’s predicament, which she describes as the

inherent ‘paradox of politics’.3 However, she also stresses that the para-

dox is really played out ‘at every moment of political life and not just at

the origins of a regime’ (Honig, 2007, 3; 2009b, xvi). Rousseau’s presen-

tation of this puzzle as a ‘paradox of founding’ reflects his methodology,

i.e. his appeal to the social contract mythology of a fully pre-political peo-

ple living in a ‘state of nature’ who contract with one another to set up a

civil state. By way of contrast, Honig emphasises that democratic citizens

are never fully untouched by political institutions, and neither are they

ever fully socialised into the extant norms and procedures. Consequently:

The seeming quandary of chicken-and-egg (which comes first, good people or
good law?) takes off and attaches to democratic politics more generally . . . Every
day, after all, new citizens are born, and still others immigrate into established
regimes. Every day, already socialized citizens mistake, depart from, or simply
differ about the commitments of democratic citizenship. Every day, democracies
resocialise, recapture, or reinterpellate citizens into their political institutions and
culture in ways those citizens do not freely will, nor could they. The problem that
Rousseau seems to cast as a problem of founding recurs daily. (Honig, 2007, 3)

Moreover, this paradox of the emergence – or rather, in Honig’s view,

the perpetual (re-)emergence and maintenance – of good citizens is

intrinsically linked to Rousseau’s core objective in The Social Contract,

which is to find a democratic solution to the potential friction between

3 Connolly also explores the paradox of founding in Rousseau’s text, see: Connolly, 1988,
56.
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the freedom of the individual and the legal authority of the civil state.

Rousseau’s goal is to find a form of authority that will enable ‘each

associate’ to unite ‘himself with all’, thereby enjoying the benefits of

civil society, whilst ‘still [only] obey[ing] himself alone, and [therefore]

remain[ing] as free as before’ (Rousseau, 1987, 174). The solution to this

predicament is, of course, the idea of the ‘general will’, understood as a

form of popular or democratic sovereignty that carries the moral weight

of unanimous and enlightened agreement. To illustrate the moral charac-

ter of the general will, Rousseau distinguishes this from the manifestation

of a merely empirical ‘will of all’, which doesn’t carry this status, has the

potential to err, and is only really ‘the sum of private wills’ (Rousseau,

1987, 155). As Connolly puts it: in Rousseau’s theory the people ‘must

purify themselves of extraneous desires and impulses, until they are able

and willing to establish singularity of purpose together’, rather than sim-

ply calculating on the basis of self-interest (Connolly, 1988, 64).

As various commentators have stressed, the basic direction of

Rousseau’s argument pre-empts contemporary theories of deliberative

democracy.4 As we saw in Chapter 2, deliberative theorists such as

Habermas appeal to idealised procedures, or transparent conditions of

deliberation, which are meant to provide the necessary conditions for

citizens to establish something like the ‘general will’, and to be able to

differentiate between the authentic expression of the general will, based

exclusively on the rational ‘force of the better argument’, and the pre-

tences of a (merely aggregative) ‘will of all’. These points of connec-

tion between Rousseau and contemporary deliberative theory are unmis-

takeable. However, Honig also draws attention to important differences

between them. Most significantly, unlike the contemporary deliberative

theories, Rousseau did not invoke an ‘independent normative standard’

to resolve the tensions between the purity of the general will and a mere

‘will of all’ (Honig, 2007, 7). In fact, Honig points out that he appealed

instead to the benign intervention of a foreign lawgiver (in the manner

of Lycurgus), and this is at the crunch point in his argument, precisely

when the moral status of the general will is hanging in the balance. We

will return to Honig’s discussion of foreign founders in more detail below.

But for the moment we should note that, for Honig, the arrival of the for-

eign founder in Rousseau’s text marks a certain aporia in his argument.

In short, the foreignness of the founder marks the fact that there are no

‘firm criteria or ground[s] from which to distinguish with confidence the

will of all and the general will’; with the consequence that all expressions

of popular sovereignty are necessarily ‘haunted by heteronomy’, and so

4 See, for example: Khan, 2012.
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in contrast to deliberative theory, the democratic quest for the general

will is inherently intertwined with traces of ‘violence, multitude, the will

of all, [and] decision’ (Honig, 2007, 5, 8).

Interestingly, then, Honig’s account of agonistic democracy includes an

emphasis on the pursuit of the Rousseauean ideal of popular sovereignty,

i.e. a form of law that is willed unanimously and by a virtuous people.

However, the pursuit of this ideal is overladen with pluralism, tragedy,

and the value of conflict, and so, on this iteration of the democratic

agon, ‘we get neither deliberation nor decision as such; we get a poli-

tics, in which plural and contending parties make claims in the name of

public goods, seek support from various constituencies, and the legiti-

macy of outcomes is always contestable’ (Honig, 2007, 14). Honig also

stresses that the predicament of how to generate or identify the general

will is not an occasional but an on-going concern that ‘recurs daily in

democratic regimes’ (Honig, 2007, 3; 2009a, xvii). Democratic theorists

should therefore move away from an exclusive emphasis on ‘procedu-

ralism and constitutionalism’, and focus instead on the day-to-day ori-

entations of situated subjects towards various assertions of democratic

sovereignty (Honig, 2007, 5).

There is, I think, considerable value in what Honig has to say about the

tragedy of the ‘general will’ and the ‘will of all’. In particular, her iteration

reinforces the core distinction between the agonistic and the deliberative

approaches, which, for example, are in danger of being elided in Tully’s

formulations of agonistic ‘dialogue’, as we have seen in Chapter 4. How-

ever, it is also important to note that the sequence of Honig’s argument

leads ultimately to an insistence on the alien quality of the law (Honig,

2007, 8).

The general will can never be really equally in everyone’s interest nor really
equally willed by everyone. Even if it were so fully willed, its authors none the
less experience it as alien when it becomes a source of rule, and they are no longer
only its authors but also law’s subjects. (Honig, 2007, 5)

The underlying intimations to the conception of law as command and as

alterity are evident here, and in Honig’s version of agonistic democracy,

the law is ‘periodically or regularly’ subject to ‘democratization by way

of amendment, augmentation or nullification’, but in the final analysis

we must conclude that the ‘people’ are never fully the authors of the law,

instead they are always ‘undecidably present and absent from the scene

of democracy’ (Honig, 2007, 5; 2009b, xvii).

Here, the contrast not only with Rousseau but also with Arendt

is again palpable. Indeed, despite crucial differences between them,

Arendt shared with Rousseau a republican commitment to the idea of
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self-government, and a conception of legal authority as an expression of

collective self-authorship.5 Where they differ is in their respective models

of how this republican freedom might become manifest. As we have

seen in Chapter 2, Arendt rejected the idea of popular sovereignty and

the notion that the source of authority can be modelled on the idea of

a collective ‘will’. These formulations carry the hubris of omnipotence,

and, of course, this is exactly what we find in Rousseau’s idea of the

‘general will’ as virtuous unanimity, which inevitably becomes suspicious

of any dissent, understood in terms of residual private or particular

interests. On Arendt’s account, this political imaginary was one of the

root causes of the violence of the French Revolution. Nevertheless,

Arendt presented an alternative account of republican self-government,

one that is built upon the irreducible plurality of the public sphere and

so also on the need for an open-ended politics of reciprocal judgement.

We will elaborate these ideas in the following chapter, but at this

point we should note that, where Arendt offers an alternative model

of popular government and collective self-authorship that is attuned

to pluralism, Honig’s approach is different. She presents ‘heteronomy’

as an internal point of disruption within the Rousseauean pursuit

of the ‘general will’, and the consequence of this formulation is to

leave the people forever partially displaced from their own collective

self-determination.

Honig’s presentation of agonism as a series of paradoxes, which, she

says, are ‘challenges’ to be perpetually (re)negotiated in the democratic

polity ‘not puzzles to be solved or overcome’ (Honig, 2008, 85), also

clearly resonates with Mouffe’s account of the (liberal) democratic para-

dox that we explored in the previous chapter. However, Honig thinks

that Mouffe tends to reify the constitutive paradoxes of democratic life

into a fixed binary (Honig, 2007, 14). By her account, the Rousseauean

paradox of the ‘general will’ versus the ‘will of all’ is more edgy than the

Mouffean paradox of liberal democracy. In Mouffe’s version the ‘tense

elements’ of the Rousseauean ‘paradox are split into two distinct objects:

the constitution represents law-rule and the people represent self-rule

and these are seen as at odds’ (Honig, 2007, 9). Honig stresses that

‘political events and dramas exceed such hypostatised categorizations’,

and she says politics ‘occurs in the spaces between them’ (Honig, 2007,

14). I think this summary distorts Mouffe’s account of the (liberal) demo-

cratic paradox to a certain degree. Mouffe does not reify liberalism and

democracy into a fixed binary. Instead, as we saw in the previous chap-

ter, she thinks of the agonistic contest as a struggle between a series of

5 For a discussion of the differences between Rousseau and Arendt see: Canovan, 1983.

C B 7 DB 2 2: 2 2C 9CC B  42 :58  8 4 C B 9CC B 5 : 8  , 0  
25 5 7 9CC B  42 :58  8 4  ,2 :58 1 : B:C .2: / 2C BD 4C C C9 ,2 :58 ,

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511777158.010
https://www.cambridge.org/core


248 Part II

ideologies that each contains dissimilar amalgams of the principles and

values associated with liberalism and democracy. This produces a con-

test between an assortment of protagonists rather than a straightforward

binary. Of course, Mouffe’s position is predicated on a binary division,

but this is primarily located elsewhere, i.e. between those who agree to

play the liberal democratic game and the enemies of liberal democracy,

who, on Mouffe’s account, must be symbolically and legally excluded

from the liberal democratic agon. Indeed, there are differences between

Honig and Mouffe’s respective versions of agonistic democracy, and not

least that Honig retains a stress on the aspirational dimension of demo-

cratic politics. This is in danger of being lost in Mouffe’s account, with

her unyielding stress on the problem of antagonism, but it is important

to note that they are nonetheless alike in their resolutely tragic accounts

of agonistic democracy, which they both seek to figure in the modality

of constitutive paradoxes. This is in contrast to deliberative theories, but

also to those tendencies in Connolly and Tully which are designed to

take the edge off the tragic circumstances of politics, and which we have

explored in Chapters 3 and 4.

However, it is certainly true that there is a greater emphasis on the situ-

ated struggles of particular actors in Honig’s theory than in Mouffe’s, and

this is especially evident when we turn to Honig’s response to Agamben.

In Chapter 2 we considered Schmitt’s presentation of the constituent

power in terms of the sovereign decision taken in a moment of crisis or

‘exception’, such as an insurrection or civil war, and orientated towards

the maintenance of security and the basic order and unity of the state, and

we can now turn to Agamben’s celebrated reworking of Schmitt which

helps to explain the tendency towards the systematic use of extra-judicial

executive power in the current conjuncture. What defines the contempo-

rary expansion of executive power is that – rather than being associated

with a particular security threat, which can be delimited temporally –

the new modes of sovereignty are built instead around the paradoxical

notion of a ‘permanent state of exception’. As Agamben has shown,

this modality of governmental power was first mobilised systematically

by European states during World War One, was the basic form of law

in Germany during the Third Reich, and has become the ‘dominant

paradigm of government in contemporary politics’ (Agamben, 2005, 2).

The rhetorical deployment of the idea of an on-going and open-ended

state of emergency – the so call ‘War on Terror’ – necessitates that the

sovereign ‘maintain the law in its very suspension’ (Agamben, 2005, 59).

The ‘normative aspect of law can thus be obliterated and contradicted

with impunity by a governmental violence that . . . nevertheless still claims

to be applying the law’ (Agamben, 2005, 87).
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These insights get to the heart of developments in US foreign and

domestic policy in response to 9/11. For example, the curtailment of

civil liberties following the introduction of the Patriot Act in 2001, the

use of increased surveillance, special rendition, simulated torture tech-

niques, and of indefinite detention in the Guantanamo confinement cen-

tre. Honig recognises the significance of Agamben’s contribution, which

she says helps to ‘explain elements of the current political landscape that

liberal and deliberative democratic theorists seem only able to criticize’,

and Emergency Politics represents Honig’s response to these alarming ten-

dencies in the current conjuncture (Honig, 2009b, 87). Honig employs a

number of strategies to try to open up alternatives to this ‘neo-Hobbesian,

emergency-reproduced notion of sovereignty as unified and top down’

(Honig, 2009b, xv). Most importantly, she draws a basic analogy between

the sovereign suspension of the rule of law in the moment of ‘exception’,

and the paradoxical element of ‘discretion’ exercised by situated subjects

in the daily operations of politics and administrative procedures within

the context of constitutional government (Honig, 2009b, xv–xvii).

If we normally think of emergency politics as identified with a ‘decision’ that puts
a stop to ordinary life under the rule of law, then it might be useful to note that
ordinary democratic practices and institutions under the rule of law also feature
‘decision’, those forms of human discretion presupposed by the rule of law but
with which the rule of law is also ill at ease. (Honig, 2009b, xv)

In Chapter 3 of Emergency Politics, Honig details the creative power that

can emanate from the agon of administrative ‘discretion’, by retelling

the experiences of Louis Freeland Post, Assistant Secretary of Labour

during the Wilson Administration, and responsible for the Bureau of

Immigration during the first Red Scare. Post dismissed the cases brought

against hundreds of resident aliens who had been rounded up under the

‘Palmer Raids’, which were instigated by the Attorney General Alexan-

der Mitchell Palmer along with J. Edgar Hoover. These persons had been

selected for deportation on the grounds of being committed to violent

insurrection against the US government. Many of them had only attended

meetings of anarchist or communist groups, and were not members of

illegal organisations. Post insisted on due process in a context of the arbi-

trary expression of executive power, and he is ‘often lauded as a principled

proceduralist who anticipated later Court rulings’ on the rights of non-

citizens (Honig, 2009b, 69). However, by Honig’s account, Post ‘did not

anticipate the law’, instead he used his administrative discretion to grant

the resident aliens ‘rights they did not have juridically’, and by skilfully

working the ‘paradox of politics’ in his direction (Honig, 2009b, 79,82).

Post used his ‘humour, cleverness, idealism, humanism, prerogative, and
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administrative discretion’ to articulate a ‘visionary counter-politics’ that

forced executive power to ‘pause and be humbled’ (Honig, 2009b, 79,

81). The human qualities that this committed individual ‘brought to

the rule of law’ were its ‘necessary supplements (in the sense of both

supporting and undermining it)’ (Honig, 2009b, 79).

Indeed, this reference to Post as an exemplar of agonistic politics

demonstrates that ‘within the rule of law settings that Schmitt contrasts

with decisionism, something like the decisionism that Schmitt approv-

ingly identifies with a dictator goes by the name of discretion and is

identified (approvingly or disapprovingly) with administrators and with

administrative governance’ (Honig, 2009b, 67, emphasis in the original).

The underlying purpose of these analyses is to take ‘emergency politics

out of its exceptionalist context’ and to show that situated subjects always

retain opportunities for ‘democratic orientation, action, and renewal even

in the context of emergency’ (Honig, 2009b, xv, 67). Again, this is the

same basic strategy that Honig worked out in her critique of Arendt’s

theory of revolution. She takes the seemingly extraordinary moment and

renders it less remarkable by drawing attention instead to those irre-

ducible moments of the extra-in-the-ordinary. This method is further

reinforced by placing the current circumstances of the post–9/11 security

state in connection with the Red Scares, so that the current conjuncture

can be better understood ‘in the context of larger struggles over gover-

nance that have marked American liberal democracy for over a century’

(Honig, 2009b, 67). Honig also stresses how her agonistic understanding

of administrative discretion reinforces the falsehoods of the liberal and

deliberative approaches, with their characteristic yearning for a form of

law that is untouched by the exercise of power. Indeed, those theorists

who typically counter Schmittean-style decisionism with an insistence on

the ‘rule of law’ falsely present the legal system as ‘somehow a condition

of no-rule, [thereby] disavowing its implication in institutions of gover-

nance, despite the fact that the term – rule of law – implies governance’

(Honig, 2009b, 85, emphasis in the original). Honig’s iteration of ago-

nistic democracy draws attention instead to the ‘paradoxical dependence

of the rule of law on the rule of man’ (Honig, 2009b, 66). Like Tully, she

says the law is ‘part of a larger pattern of daily, on-going vying for power,

a quotidian jurisdictional jockeying among bureaucrats, administrative

political appointees, judges, lawyers, civil libertarians, as well as citizens

and activists from across the political spectrum’ (Honig, 2009b, 68).6

6 Honig’s conception of augmentation in terms of this hand-to-hand combat of legal
and political struggles is perhaps more nuanced than Connolly’s, who tends to think
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These are excellent insights, and Honig provides an exemplary

account of the genuinely creative power of agonistic augmentation, of

the capacity of situated subjects to establish moments of innovation

and redirection within the horizon of an established framework of

authority, and even in dark times. At a more general level, Honig also

contests the neo-conservative (Schmittean) association of the exercise

of sovereign power with the need for survival, or the maintenance

of ‘mere life’, which supposedly comes to the fore in moments of

crisis or emergency (Honig, 2009b, xviii). The example of Post shows

that even in these circumstances, forms of politics are possible where

people act not out of fear, but out of courage and conviction. Post

embodies a form of politics orientated not only to the ‘mere life to which

emergency seeks to reduce us, but also [to] the more life – sur-vivre –

of emergence’ (Honig, 2009b, xviii). In this respect, Honig moves

decisively beyond Mouffe, who, as we saw in the previous chapter, runs

the risk of complicity in the neo-conservative emphasis on a primary

need for order and against the threat of privation. However, as we have

also said at several points in this study, Honig’s exclusive emphasis

on freedom in terms of the extra-in-the-ordinary is also a precarious

strategy, and one that risks complicity in the status quo, in the idea

that there is no genuinely extraordinary alternative to the present

(neo-)liberal (capitalist) regime. Here, her position stands in marked

contrast to Benjamin, who was the first to understand the link between

the idea of a ‘permanent state of emergency’ and the reproduction of

extra-judicial state violence, and who responded to the Fascist pseudo

state of emergency in the 1930s, with an insistence that the Left needed

to cultivate a counter politics of the authentically exceptional moment,

one that would disrupt the present regime and create radically new

social forms (Benjamin, 1999, VIII, XVI). I turn to these possibilities

in the following chapter, but, as I said in the first part of the book, it is

important to keep both of these moments of innovation in play in the

context of the current conjuncture. Indeed, we need an appreciation not

only of the Honigean extra-in-the-ordinary, but also the Benjaminian

truly-extraordinary moment, and, as we will see in the following chapter,

both of these qualitatively distinct moments of innovation are compatible

of the politics of enactment largely in terms of the emergence of new rights claims.
As Honig says, this: ‘may make him unmindful of the role of law in producing the
unilinear temporality that he seeks to decentre. It is in the discourse of law that innovative
actors are invariably depicted as having “anticipated” the law (rather than having made,
countermanded, or hijacked it) when they call for the recognition or entrenchment of
new rights’ (Honig, 2008, 98).
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with the agonistic circumstances of pluralism, tragedy, and the value of

conflict.7

Democracy and the irreducible foreignness

of the founder

Despite Honig’s stress on the inherent aporia embedded in expressions of

popular sovereignty, with the consequence that the people are effectively

prevented from ever really becoming the authors of the law, Emergency

Politics nonetheless has the feel of a decidedly political text. The example

of the embattled Louis Post, who uses his skill and fortitude to outwit

Hoover and Palmer, to shape the outcome of particular administrative

decisions and to twist the paradox of politics in his favour, is reminiscent

of Machiavelli’s’ account of the glory of figures like Cesare Borgia, Fer-

dinand of Spain, and the Roman emperor Septimius Severus, who used

their virtù to shape the direction of political fortune. However, the central

message of Democracy and the Foreigner is more ambiguous. On the face

of it, the main aim of the book is to problematise the typical depiction

of foreigners and foreignness as something that threatens the community

by ‘marking negatively what “we” are not’ (Honig, 2001b, 3). Honig

notes that the depiction of foreignness as a ‘problem’ that needs to be

solved has a long lineage in democratic and republican theory. In ‘clas-

sical political thought, foreignness is generally taken to signify a threat

7 In Emergency Politics there is perhaps a moment of equivocation in Honig’s otherwise
exclusive stress on the extra-in-the-ordinary, and this is evident in her discussion of
miracles. Honig acknowledges Arendt and Schmitt’s use of the metaphor of a miracle to
figure the moment of radical initiative, and she draws attention to a similar viewpoint in
Franz Rosenzweig, a Jewish theologian and a contemporary of Schmitt. Honig stresses
the particular value of Rosenzweig’s ‘concept of miracle . . . [because it] functions more
like a sign than a [sovereign] command and so points towards the popular receptivity and
interpretation upon which signs depend’ (Honig, 2009a, 90). Honig’s objective seems to
be to find another way to undercut the claims to extra-judicial (i.e. miraculous) power
of the ‘sovereign’, and by drawing attention instead to the ‘cultural conditions under
which people are open to the miraculous, to receive, perceive, and perform it’ (Honig,
2009a, 92). This observation could, of course, be accommodated within her more general
schema; for example, if Honig’s aim is to accentuate those little moments of miracle that
can emerge in everyday politics, for instance in the mode of administrative discretion.
However, elsewhere Honig says that revolution, like the miracle, similarly ‘depends upon
observers to receive it in a non-reductionist way’ (Honig, 2008, 305). This is only a
passing comment, but this apparent return of the prospect of revolution seems out of
step with Honig’s strong critique of revolution in Political Theory, and more generally with
her exclusive stress on the miraculous-in-the-ordinary, rather than the truly miraculous
event. Of course, Arendt knows very well that revolution, like all forms of action, is entirely
dependent on its reception to gain any endurance and expansion in the world, and this
will be the central theme in my account of agonism and militant cosmopolitanism in the
following chapter.
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of corruption that must be kept out or contained for the sake of the

stability and identity of the regime’ (Honig, 2001b, 1–2). Despite these

well-entrenched predispositions, one of Honig’s objectives is to challenge

the idea that xenophobia is in any sense rooted in human nature, and

these interventions are in the service of a form of cosmopolitanism that

acknowledges and celebrates various ‘passionate attachments’ that tran-

scend the nation-state (Honig, 2001b, 11). These are valuable insights

and I draw upon them in the following chapter. However, there is also

a deeper message in this book, which is Honig’s firm insistence on the

alien quality of the law.

Honig’s intuition is that the ‘fraught relationship to foreignness’ might

be generated primarily by tensions within democracy itself (Honig,

2001b, 11). By her account, the paradox of politics ‘generate[s] or feed[s]

an ambivalence that is then projected onto the screen of foreignness’

(Honig, 2001b, 13). This leads to the counterintuitive idea that the sym-

bolic articulation of foreignness might actually solve certain problems

for democratic unity (Honig, 2001b, 4). In the mode of a psychoana-

lyst, Honig is concerned with the ‘symbolic work’ that the figure of the

foreigner does for the (impossible) aspiration toward unity that charac-

terises the democratic regime. Drawing on a series of foreign founder

myths from popular and high culture – including the Wizard of Oz, the

western movie Shane, the myth of immigrant America, Rousseau’s The

Social Contract, Freud’s Moses and Monotheism and the book of Ruth in

the Hebrew Bible – Honig demonstrates that this figure is a ‘fantasy con-

struction’, a myth, or a ‘figment of the . . . cultural imagination’ and one

that enables the democratic polity to live with its own constitutive aporia

(Honig, 2001b, 4).

In Book II, Chapter VII of The Social Contract, Rousseau notes that it

‘was the custom of most Greek cities to entrust the establishment of their

laws to foreigners’ (Rousseau, 1987, 163). As we have said, on Honig’s

account, Rousseau introduces the idea of the foreign founder into his

narrative of democratic self-government at precisely the point when he

is unable to deliver a criterion for ensuring the integrity of the ‘gen-

eral will’. The foreign founder’s foreignness symbolises the necessary

‘distance and impartiality needed to animate and guarantee a General

Will that can neither animate nor guarantee itself ’ (Honig, 2001b, 21).

Honig also stresses that in Rousseau’s text the beneficent foreigner kindly

departs from the city once his work is done, and this timely departure

‘prevents the foreignness of the founder from ever becoming a problem

for the regime’ (Honig, 2001b, 24). Indeed, this figure of a compas-

sionate outsider who solves fundamental predicaments for a political

regime is not uncommon. For example, the Wizard of Oz is a ‘rescue
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fantasy’ where Dorothy is able to topple the ‘forces of corruption and

alienation’ because she has not been socialised by the ‘reign of terror

that has moulded the locals into servile abjection’ (Honig, 2001b, 17).

More generally, however, the foreign founder is a ‘radically undecidable

figure’, whose ‘foreignness operates . . . as both support of and threat to

the regime in question’ (Honig, 2001b, 3, 7, 25). In a lively reading of

these various texts, Honig shows that it is their foreignness ‘that makes

outsiders necessary even if also dangerous to the regimes that receive

them’ (Honig, 2001b, 3). Indeed, the ambiguous images of foreignness –

as ‘exotic, desirable, mysterious, wise, insightful, dangerous, objective,

treasured and so on’ – make the foreign founder an exemplary figure for

marking the inherent elements of heterogeneity that, on Honig’s account,

condition each moment of democratic (re)foundation (Honig, 2001b, 4,

71, 223).

It seems to me that there are potentially some underlying conservative

anxieties lurking in these formulations. For example, as Žižek has pointed

out:

many conservative . . . political thinkers, from Blaise Pascal to Immanuel Kant
and Joseph de Maistre, elaborated the notion of the illegitimate origins of power,
of the ‘founding crime’ on which states are based, which is why one should offer
‘noble lies’ to people in the guise of heroic narratives of origin. (Žižek, 2008, 98)

There are moments when Honig’s argument appears to be moving in

a similar direction. For example, she says that perhaps this story of the

‘too-good-to-be-true arrival of the lawgiver’ is just something we ‘tell

ourselves so we can disavow, rather than take responsibility for, those

violences . . . on which the foundings and daily maintenance of our demo-

cratic polity depend’ (Honig, 2001b, 36). By this account, the myth of the

foreign founder operates as something like a fantasmatic screen that con-

vers up ‘the real’ of foundational violence, i.e. it is an attempt to avoid the

trauma of something like Mouffe’s notion of constitutive ‘antagonism’.

Elsewhere, however, Honig moves to expose the real buried within the

imaginary of the generous outsider. For example, when she shows how

the myth of immigrant America covers up the more violent aspects of

the founding: slavery, conquest, and imperial expansion (Honig, 2001b,

75). However, thankfully, the overall orientation of Honig’s book is not

in the direction of a conservative masking of the anguish of foundational

violence. Rather she seeks to mobilise the symbolism of foreignness in

the cause of a cosmopolitan agenda, one that seeks to ‘open up the reach

of democracy in late modernity, to multiply affinities with others here,

in the temporal space of the nation state, and elsewhere’ (Honig, 2001b,

18). The purpose of identifying the irreducible ambiguity (foreignness)
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at the foundation of the democratic state is to ‘make room for the gener-

ation of alternative sites of affect and identity against which states often

guard’ (Honig, 2001b, 106). The point is to ‘refigure our understanding

of civic attachment’ in the hope that late modern citizens might come to

see that the ‘nation state is just one of several sites of always ambivalent

attachment rather than the sole and central site’ of identification (Honig,

2001b, 106, 122).

These objectives are very important, and Honig is right to stress that

democratic actions can be ‘generated out of a sense of solidarity that may

be located on any number of registers – local, national, or international’

(Honig, 2001b, 103). I share her concern with nurturing those ‘sites of

transnational connection that bypass state apparatus in order to pursue

shared goals’ (Honig, 2001b, 72). This aspect of her approach is also

in marked contrast to Mouffe, with her strong critique of cosmopoli-

tanism that we considered in the previous chapter. However, Honig’s

more specific formulations of this agonistic cosmopolitanism also reveal

the limitations of her approach. She is rightly critical of deliberative theo-

rists such as Habermas and Benhabib for their association of cosmopoli-

tanism with a mode of universality that is already more or less outlined

in internationally recognised norms and basic human rights, and their

presentation of political globalisation as a learning process where we

might see these universal norms progressively incorporated into demo-

cratic will-formation above, below, and at the level of the nation-state

(Benhabib, 2006; Honig, 2006). However, Honig can’t get beyond a

negative critique of these deliberative conceptions of universality, and so

she envisages cosmopolitanism largely as a resistance to ‘the alienness

of a universalism that seeks to subsume the new or the foreign under

categories whose fundamental character and validity are unchanged or

unaffected by this encounter’ (Honig, 2006, 111). In turn, this leads to

a relatively passive understanding of the forms of politics associated with

‘agonistic cosmopolitics’. For example, she says:

We might see more citizens of privileged nations marrying, instrumentally, those
who seek to live among them, in order therefore to enable their fellow world
dwellers to stay on as their neighbours and, as a nice by-product, thereby de-
romanticizing two institutions insistently romanticized and still claimed by most
states as their monopoly, both marriage and citizenship. (Honig, 2006, 119,
emphasis in the original)

This resembles Tully’s emphasis on the capacity of situated subjects to

subvert extant practices by directly acting otherwise. Whilst these forms

of situated illegality might well have dislocatory effects, Honig’s itera-

tion repeats the limitations that we considered at the end of Chapter 4.
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These practices leave in place the enormous structures of domination

that surely need to be confronted more directly in any plausible model

of cosmopolitanism. Moreover, this relative political delicateness follows

from the more profound significance of Democracy and the Foreigner,

which is, as we have said, Honig’s insistence on the alien quality of

the law.

At several points in the book, Honig explicitly invokes the concep-

tion of law as ‘absolute divine power’, and although this can and should

always be ‘resisted and engaged’, on this Hebrew model the people are

not the authors of the law (Honig, 2001b, 6). Indeed, Honig concludes

her book with the suggestion that it might be Freud ‘who provides the

best resources out of which to generate a model of democratic agency’,

one which stresses the (always partly) alien quality of the law (Honig,

2001b, 39). Freud’s Moses and Monotheism depicts ‘subjects who experi-

ence the law as a horizon of promise but also partly alien and impositional

thing’ (Honig, 2001b, 39). Focusing on Freud’s claim that Moses was

an Egyptian prince, Honig says that ‘Moses’ foreignness is concealed

in order to signal and secure the people’s identification with the law;

but it is poorly concealed in order to preserve a marker of the law’s ali-

enness to the people who live by it’ (Honig, 2001b, 31). As we have

seen in the example of Louis Post, this facilitates a particular model of

democratic activism. Indeed, the constructive element in this ‘alienation’

in the law ‘is that it marks a gap in legitimation, a space that is held

open for future refoundings, augmentation and amendment’ (Honig,

2001b, 31). However, in Honig’s account, the people are fundamentally

not autonomous; instead, they are ‘solicited as a unity by the lawgiver’

(Honig, 2007, 7, emphasis added). Although they are never fully cap-

tured by his law, thereby opening the space for agonistic politics, the

people are effectively destined to remain always partly dependent on the

external source and authority of the law. Indeed, at certain low points

in the text, Honig wonders if the myth of the foreign founder is ‘a pro-

jection of the people’s own (illicit and therefore denied) desire to submit

in a very nonrepublican way to the will of the inspiring and charismatic

founder’ (Honig, 2001b, 23). She stresses that the foreign founder script

is typically an ‘infantilizing origin story in which we abdicate demo-

cratic responsibility for our common life together’ (Honig, 2001b, 38).

Needless to say, the contrast again with Arendt is very striking, and one

is left wondering how this infantilised people could possibly gather the

resources to contend with the multiple and overlapping crises that we face

today. How they could possibly struggle with and overcome the resur-

gent security state and the new forms of imperialism that we explored in

Chapter 4?
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Conclusion

Honig’s engagement with Arendt is sustained and important and operates

on several levels. Arendt’s unreconstructed Hellenism is unacceptable

because it treats forms of social oppression – from the ancient practice of

slavery, to the sources of modern poverty, and the oppression of women –

as pre-political forms of violence, and therefore beyond the possibility of

redirection through political action. Honig is right to tackle these aspects

of Arendt’s theory head on, and, in this respect, her approach is different

from some of the more cheery renditions of Arendt’s pluralism, which

tend to simply ignore this aspect of her work. Crucially, however, Honig

has demonstrated how Arendt’s own rendition of the constituent power,

in terms of a capacity for innovation, can be redirected in ways that break

open her untenable topographical distinction between the social and the

political. Indeed, Honig has shown how these categories are inherently

unstable, and this facilitates a form of agonistic politics where actors

introduce political innovation into the realms of the social. Honig figures

this in terms of a politics of performance and (re)iteration that repeatedly

challenges and redirects the dominant cultural norms and practices. This

has been particularly evident in feminism and the politics of gender

identity, whilst other areas of the ‘the social’ have been more resistant

to these forms of politics. However, there is no reason why, in principle,

this reworked understanding of the relations between the political and

the social could not be brought to bear on the more entrenched forms of

domination associated with neo-liberalism, imperialism, and the security

state, and we turn to these possibilities in the following chapter.

Honig also repudiates the Arendtean account of revolution as ‘absolute

beginning’. With Derrida, she insists on the inherent aporia between the

performative and the constative moments, as well as the circumstances

of iterability that condition every political event. This means that, from

Honig’s perspective, the absolute priority of the constituent power that

Arendt associated with revolution is exaggerated and untenable. By way

of contrast, Honig translates the extraordinary capacity for creation that

Arendt sees exemplified in revolution into the moments of freedom that

manifest in the (only apparently) ordinary circumstances of everyday pol-

itics, in the forms of augmentation, amendment, revision, and reiteration.

In this regard, Honig’s contribution confirms one of the central claims

of this study, i.e. that contemporary agonistic theory trades exclusively

in the politics of augmentation.

Honig’s strategy of taking (only ostensibly) exceptional moments and

refiguring them instead as that little bit of extra that often emerges in the

(not so) ordinary has been the abiding theme in her model of agonistic
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democracy, and we have seen how she has applied this idea to a series of

constitutive paradoxes, and most notably the paradoxes of the ‘general

will’ and the ‘will of all’, and of the sovereign ‘decision’ and administrative

‘discretion’. Honig’s encounter with Agamben is particularly significant,

and her examples of agonistic augmentation draw attention to the endur-

ing freedom of citizens to counter the machinations of sovereign power,

even as their legislators are intent on governing through fear and the

ideology of a permanent state of exception.

However, these points of emphasis cannot be the whole story of the

agonic freedom of citizens in the context of the security state and of dis-

ciplinary neo-liberalism. It is important to remember that the ordinary

that we’re talking about here (even with its little extra) is the basic socio-

political coordinates, or forms of life, of liberal democratic modernity,

which in the end are predicated upon a basic commitment to the legal

protection of forms of possessive individualism. This is a hazardous strat-

egy, because it runs the risk of complicity in the (neo-)liberal ideology

that there is no (genuine) alternative to the present system.

Indeed, like the contemporary Wittgensteinian approaches, Honig’s

formulation effectively collapses the qualitative distinction between the

agonism of everyday politics and the truly extraordinary power of the

revolutionary event. In my view this represents a regression vis-à-vis

Arendt’s theory.8 Indeed, as we said in Chapter 2, the priority of the

strategic question obliges us to retain a sense of the qualitative distinc-

tion between revolution and augmentation, and the dominant trends

in the present conjuncture also suggest that we need to hold onto the

8 In her most recent work Honig attempts to refigure Arendt as a theorist of the ordinary
who is closer to Wittgenstein, rather than as a theorist of the revolutionary event (Honig,
2009b, xviii). In support of this view, she draws attention to Arendt’s emphasis on the
elements of continuity that prepared the way for the American Revolution. Indeed, she
goes so far as to say that Arendt ‘may have had in mind something like Aristotle’s infinite
relationship between finite things when she remarked that the American revolutionar-
ies succeeded because they practiced self-governance for decades before they rebelled’
(Honig, 2007, 14). This, says Honig, suggests an altogether different conception of cre-
ation in Arendt than ‘the ab initio variety’ with which she is ‘usually associated’ (Honig,
2007, 14). However, as I said in Chapter 2, the pivotal contention comes at the end
of Chapter Five of On Revolution where Arendt emphasises the radical novelty of the
American Revolution, and her point is that this is despite the elements of continuity that
primed this unprecedented event. Indeed, Honig’s initial depiction of Arendt in Political
Theory was correct, and her attempt to invoke Derrida as an alternative to Arendt, whilst
ill conceived in my view, was nonetheless more plausible than this subsequent attempt to
reread On Revolution with the moment of absolute initiative – and all it entails – weeded
out. Moreover, the idea that Arendt understood the spacio-temporal conditions of polit-
ical life in terms that are comparable with Aristotle’s ‘infinite sequence’ is very doubtful.
This idea is taken from The Physics and denotes exactly the conceptions of natural pro-
cess, necessity, and teleology that Arendt was resolutely determined to dissociate from
the human capacity for origination. See: Aristotle, 1996, Book 3, Chapter 6.
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possibility of radical innovation, in response to challenges such as the

global climate crisis. With her explicit disavowal of the idea of revolution,

Honig’s theory makes these kinds of evaluation impossible, and she very

explicitly presents a mono-typical account of the constituent power in

the mode of augmentation. By way of contrast to Honig, we need to

recognise in the Derridean infrastructures – différance, iterability, unde-

cidability – important insights into the circumstances of signification and

relationality, but at the same time we should resist the idea that these

are metaphysical principles that strictly condition all forms of politics.

Crucially, these Derridean insights do not take priority over the possi-

bility of the revolutionary Ursprung, the originary leap that momentarily

breaks open or suspends the play of différance, but which does not then

become the basis of a dialectical or any other kind of process.

We have also seen that, in Honig’s particular rendition of agonistic aug-

mentation, the idea of law as command and alterity comes increasingly to

the fore. She says, in contrast to Schmitt (and presumably also Mouffe),

we need to conceive of a form of commonality that is not ‘defined by its

opposition to the other as enemy’, but rather ‘by its openness to the other

as divine’ (Honig, 2009b, 92). Importantly, Honig resists the reduction

of politics to ethics that demarcates most theories that are informed by

this Hebrew conception of law, but this paradigm nonetheless leads to

a stress on the irreducibly alien quality of the law, and Honig’s empha-

sis is ultimately on the limits that constrain the republican model of

self-government and collective autonomy. By way of contrast, in the fol-

lowing chapter we return again to Arendt for inspiration for a republican

model of politics that is commensurate with the agonistic circumstances

of pluralism, tragedy, and the value of conflict, but nonetheless holds

firm to the possibility of self-government, through radical innovation

combined with augmentation, and in the hope that we might start to find

solutions to the multiple and overlapping crises that define the present

conjuncture.
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7 Agonism and militant cosmopolitanism

We have seen that agonism is defined by an emphasis on pluralism,

tragedy, and the value of particular forms of contest. Pluralism and

tragedy represent intrinsic conditions of political action, and agonistic

contest is said to have the potential – if crafted wisely – to dispel the threat

of antagonism or fundamentalist forms of ressentiment, or, with more aspi-

ration, to be a necessary constituent in the struggles of subaltern peoples

for independence and against arbitrary forms of power. These points of

emphasis capture core insights about political life, and represent some

of the central contributions of the theorists examined in this book. The

leading proponents of agonism have also skilfully exposed the conceits of

the prevailing juridical and deliberative justifications of liberal democracy,

they have developed careful genealogies of different elements of our exist-

ing institutions and practices, unearthing their contingent foundations,

and these narratives have reinforced a vivid sense of the agonic freedom of

citizens to introduce genuine novelty into those institutions and practices

through periodic moments of augmentation, enactment, articulation, or

Wittgensteinian iterations of prevailing rules and norms. These forms of

politics are exemplified in the repeated emergence of new social move-

ments from the mid 1960s, as well as in the determination and fortitude

of situated subjects like Louis Freeland Post. However, at the same time,

we have tracked and identified an assortment of ontological and theo-

retical assumptions which tend to essentialise these moments of political

freedom, and which operate to preclude the possibility of the emergence

of the constituent power as an occasion of radical innovation and rup-

ture. In this sense, the contemporary agonistic theorists each present a

mono-typical account of the relative priority of the constituent power in

the mode of augmentation, and from these viewpoints the moment of the

Ursprung is literally inconceivable. This distinguishes the contemporary

agonistic theorists from Arendt, who combined an insistence on the plu-

ralistic and open-ended conditions of political action with a keen sense

of the miraculously creative power of revolution.

263
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Indeed, contemporary agonistic democracy is perhaps best demar-

cated by a characteristic emphasis on both (i) genuine innovation in

modern politics (i.e. moments of freedom that are not subsumed under

juridical or dialectical forms of determination) and, at the same time,

(ii) the basic legitimacy of liberal democratic constitutionalism, with its

emphasis on the co-originality of democratic self-government and the

constitutional protection of individual rights. From the contemporary

agonistic perspective, this paradoxical combination of values cannot be

perfected, resolved, or progressively integrated, as Habermas would have

it, but only perpetually renegotiated in the cut and thrust of genuinely

open-ended struggle. However, this also means that the democratic mêlée

is not entirely open-ended, in the sense that the constituent power is

not seen to enjoy the potentia to instigate profound new beginnings that

might discontinue the basic social and political forms of modern liberal

democratic constitutionalism. This is problematic, and the contempo-

rary theorists effectively sell themselves short, because there is nothing in

the agonistic matrix of pluralism, tragedy, and conflict, which determines

that the constituent power must be hemmed in by the norms, values, and

institutions of liberal democracy, with its central commitment to the legal

protection of forms of possessive individualism.

These conclusions show themselves to be especially problematic in the

present circumstances of the global economic and environmental crises

and the ascendency of large corporations and the security state. These

tendencies in the current conjuncture call for a more militant stance

towards existing institutions and practices, and in this final chapter I

present a preliminary outline of a theory of agonism and militant cos-

mopolitanism that seeks to contend with these developments and to find

ways to instigate radically new social and political forms in response to

pressing issues such as the looming climate, population, energy, and food

crises. Tully’s depiction of globalisation as the latest stage in European

imperialism provides a basic point of departure, and this is combined with

Agamben’s insights into the reproduction of the security state through a

permanent state of exception, which we explored in relation to Honig’s

work in the previous chapter. After a brief restatement of these predomi-

nant features of contemporary politics and of the background conditions

of domination, and a consideration of the global movements that struggle

within and against these developments and insist that ‘another world’ –

and not just an augmentation of liberal democracy – ‘is possible’, this

chapter focuses on three areas of theoretical consideration which help

to delineate a more militant iteration of agonistic democracy. These are:

(i) the conceptual distinction between action and pluralism or action and

judgement, and why the expansive power of the democratic agon appears
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in the interface between bold and decisive action and multiple open-

ended judgements; (ii) the crucial importance of a politics of militant

conviction in the circumstances of an increasingly post-secular society,

and as a response to passive nihilism; (iii) the need to learn something

from the original Hellenic idea of leadership or hegemonia, again under-

stood as a vital ingredient in the emergence of a militant cosmopolitan

assemblage, and as an alternative both to any kind of sovereignty and to

those theories that associate cosmopolitanism with impartiality.

Each of these theoretical interventions is intended to facilitate a the-

ory and practice of militant cosmopolitanism.1 At the core of this idea

is a belief that a moment of absolute initiative might just arise from the

politics of the contemporary transnational democratic movements, and

if this revolutionary Ursprung was combined with an ensuing augmenta-

tion, in a manner that was recommended by Machiavelli and that Arendt

so admired in the American founding, then we might have the ingre-

dients for the emergence and subsequent expansion of a new mode of

cosmopolitanism. The hope is that this initiative, which introduces a new

principle (or set of values) into the world, is subsequently judged to be of

wider or more universal significance, so that it is picked up and carried

forward in the lived experiences of multiple publics and starts to inter-

rupt and redirect established political priorities at the local, national, and

global levels. To some these claims may appear far-fetched and utopian,

but, without the invention of radically new ways of being in the world

and their subsequent dissemination and genuine materialisation, then all

the signs are that our children can look forward to a diminished qual-

ity of life, to massive inequalities, political instability, and increasingly

authoritarian and militaristic forms of rule.

Alternate globalisation

At several points in this study we have explored the key elements associ-

ated with globalisation – most notably in Chapter 4 in relation to Tully’s

work. I will not repeat these points in detail here, but it is necessary to

briefly accentuate a few key themes as a prelude to the conceptual anal-

yses set out in the remainder of this chapter. At the core of economic

globalisation is a series of developments, made possible by the revolu-

tion in information technology, that have ensured the consolidation of

neo-liberal disciplinary control across the planet. The principal political

and institutional manifestation of this development has been the relative

demise of the efficacy of national government, which is manifest in a

1 For an earlier formulation of the idea of militant cosmopolitanism see: Wenman, 2009.
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decreased capacity of/for national executives to control market mecha-

nisms and basic social and economic processes. Until recently, this ten-

dency has been most pronounced in the developing world, where newly

emergent states have established formal independence from former colo-

nial powers, but remain subjugated to the control of the transnational

agents of neo-liberalism, for example the World Bank and the WTO,

who insist that there is no alternative to ‘free’ trade, the deregulation of

markets, and the privatisation of formerly state-run industries as a pre-

requisite to the all-important objective of competitiveness and economic

growth. More recently, however, these same tendencies have been more

pronounced in the advanced economies of the West, and most notably in

those countries on the periphery of Europe in the context of the on-going

financial crises after the 2008 ‘credit crunch’. Indeed, the incapacity of

national elites – and their representatives in the G8 and the G20 – to

address the financial and sovereign debt crises reinforces the idea that

economic processes, and especially capital mobility and investment pri-

orities, are now effectively beyond the control of elected officials. The

fact that the financial institutions are deemed ‘too big to fail’ and so have

to be propped up with massive amounts of public money, whilst national

governments are incapable of regulating these institutions so that the

livelihoods of ordinary people remain utterly exposed to the indiscrim-

inate fluctuations of markets, driven by the speculation of hedge fund

managers and the pronouncements of credit rating agencies, reaffirms

the central fact that people all round the world today are effectively

hostage to the arbitrary power of turbo capitalism.

It is not only Marxists who appreciate these pressing realities. Indeed,

it is a standard observation in mainstream theories of globalisation, that

the increased mobility of capital ‘shifts the balance of power between

markets and states and generates powerful pressures on states to develop

market friendly policies’ (Held and McGrew, 2002, 23). However, as we

saw in Chapter 4, the emergence of economic globalisation represents

something more than the relative ascendancy of markets vis-à-vis

national executives. Indeed, Tully shares with authors such as Hardt

and Negri the crucial insight that globalisation manifests as a novel

form of networked imperialism, again centred in market mechanisms

and made possible by information technology, that introduces new

forms of discipline that ‘increasingly overlap and invest one another’ in

a singular process of bio-political control (Hardt and Negri, 2001, xiii).

As Hardt and Negri put it, Empire ‘is a decentred and deteritorialising

apparatus of rule that progressively incorporates the entire global realm

within its open, expanding frontiers. Empire manages hybrid identities,

flexible hierarchies, and plural exchanges through modulating networks
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of command’ (Hardt and Negri, 2001, xii). Transnational corporations

are in many respects the predominant nodal points in these new systems

of control. They operate as the nerve centres of a networked system

of social symbolic reproduction that interpolates subjects as individual

passive customers of particular lifestyle identities through a relentless

feasting on consumer products, at the cost of more communal forms

of organisation and subjectivity. Indeed, one of the more deeply rooted

causes of these developments has been the extension of basic rights of

private appropriation to corporations, who have themselves effectively

acquired the status of ‘possessive individuals’. The activities of these

organisations have a massive impact on peoples’ lives, and yet in all

meaningful respects they too are beyond public control.

From the republican perspective, the basic dependence of contem-

porary peoples all round the world on the ostensibly ‘private’ choices

and priorities of massive corporations and financial institutions, and the

capricious fluctuations of markets, means that these institutions can only

be seen as contemporary forms of arbitrary power and domination. How-

ever, it is important to grasp that, whilst enormously significant, these

developments only represent one element of corruption in contemporary

(neo-)liberal (disciplinary) regimes. Indeed, one of Tully’s most signif-

icant insights is to draw attention to the fact that, whilst globalisation

should be understood as a single system of informal imperialism, this

cannot be explained in mono-causal terms, with reference to a single

logic of capitalist exploitation. Instead, Empire sutures together com-

plex forms of oppression into a composite system of domination. In

fact, Tully makes the crucial observation that the current system of con-

trol effectively aims to usurp three basic (and irreducible) moments of

the constituent power, which in classical republican thought ought to

remain with the people. These are ‘(i) political power or the powers of

self-government; (ii) labour or productive power; and (iii) the powers to

protect oneself and others, or military and police power’ (Tully, 2008b,

204). The reproduction of Empire through the attempted appropriation

of this irreducible trinity of the constituent power has important impli-

cations, both for how we analyse the current machinations of constituted

power, as well as for conceptions of liberation and how progressive move-

ments might find ways to challenge and overcome this goliath.

In terms of how we evaluate the present system, this means that we

need to pay due attention not only to the relations between states and

markets, but also to the changing character of the military and security

dimensions of the state in the context of globalisation. Although Tully is

mindful of these questions, Agamben’s observations about the operations

of new forms of ‘sovereignty’ through the mobilisation of a permanent
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state of exception become particularly significant here. Indeed, as we dis-

cussed in the previous chapter in relation to Honig’s work, these insights

brilliantly capture some of the principal features of the post–9/11 security

state, such as the restriction of civil liberties, increased surveillance, and

the principle of pre-emptive war. Agamben is mistaken when he presents

these developments as indicative of a core underlying logic of western

politics going back to antiquity, and orientated towards the reproduction

of forms of ‘bare life’ that are beyond all forms of legal or symbolic status

(Agamben, 1998). However, he is correct when he points to the steady

consolidation of executive control in the present context, through the

rhetorical deployment of a permanent state of exception. In some impor-

tant respects these forms of resurgent ‘sovereignty’ stand in marked con-

trast to the basic impotency of national- level decision making in the face

of the omnipotence of markets, and I return to the question of this appar-

ent tension in the final section of this chapter below. However, for the

moment it is sufficient to note that these new forms of the security state

cannot be explained with reference to a single imperative of capital accu-

mulation, and this has clear implications for how we conceptualise those

movements that seek to transform the present structures of domination.

Indeed, Empire is manifest in a series of distinct but interlocking

institutional forms, which operate in a combined appropriation of the

three irreducible constituent capacities (for self-government, productive

labour, and self-defence), and this also means that the present struggles

against domination cannot be modelled exclusively on any one of these

three moments of the constituent power. In other words, the autonomist

notion of the ‘multitude’ arising spontaneously from the wellspring of

productive labour doesn’t represent a credible response to the current

predicament. However, whilst this analysis reveals the limitations of

Marxist and neo-Marxist reductions of domination to economic exploita-

tion and freedom to emancipated labour, the complex and overlapping

forms of control also demonstrate the clear limitations of Arendt’s exclu-

sive focus on the value of political freedom and institution building, and

her complete disregard of social forms of oppression. Indeed, we might

surmise that the displacement of corrupt ‘political’ institutions is rela-

tively achievable compared to the seemingly intractable task of bringing

about meaningful ‘regime change’ in the colossal military and corporate

structures of the present system. Nevertheless, as Tully says, an analysis

that focuses exclusively on political institutions, would ‘be out of touch’

with the ‘global populist . . . discomfort with the existing order’ (Tully,

2008b, 206, emphasis in the original). We need to find ways to bring

genuine innovation into the predominant social, economic, and military

forms, and not just into forms of government in the narrow sense.
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We have seen throughout this book that the political consequences of

globalisation are not at all straightforward. One clear trend has been the

emergence of novel forms of transnational social movement. Again, these

developments are made possible by digital technology, and this reveals

that globalisation is an ambiguous phenomenon, which is not only mani-

fest as a new networked form of imperialism, but also creates opportuni-

ties for the emergence of the constituent power. The compression of space

through real time communication has facilitated the enormous logistical

achievements associated with organising events such as the World Social

Forum. This has also created new tactical opportunities for the opera-

tions of protest, for example through the use of sites such as Facebook

and Twitter and services such as Blackberry Messenger. These technolo-

gies have provided the infrastructure for the mass increased volume of

protest movements around the world, from the G20 summit protests to

the protests against the financial crises in Athens and Madrid, to Occupy,

and the Arab Spring. We have seen how each of the theorists examined in

this book, with the exception of Mouffe, has linked these kinds of devel-

opments to the possibility of new forms of cosmopolitanism. Mouffe’s

reservations about prospects for the emergence of cosmopolitan forms of

politics are not unfounded. They stem from her due concern about the

hubris of the predominant liberal conceptions of cosmopolitanism, with

their focus on transnational institutions and effective global governance

(Held), or global civil society understood as the embodiment of the ‘law

of humanity’, that is supposedly rationally demonstrable and equivalent

to Kantian principles of moral duty (Falk). Mouffe is right to stress that

these values and institutions are symptomatic of particular readings of the

western tradition, and cannot claim universal validity. Moreover, these

theorists do not pay sufficient attention to the on-going significance of

national identity, and the fact that institutions beyond a certain scale are

incompatible with democracy. The other theorists examined here also

share these concerns, but they have insisted that it is nonetheless possi-

ble to formulate alternative conceptions of cosmopolitanism that do not

reproduce these difficulties and might accompany a restoration of civic

activity on a local and national scale. I share this view, but I don’t think

the alternatives we have explored so far are sufficient.

For Connolly, cosmopolitanism means little more than transnational-

ism, and he associates this with those forms of social movement politics

that apply pressure on particular states; for Honig, cosmopolitanism is

conceived in terms of forms of solidarity that are not confined to the

nation-state, but which, at best, represent an incessant resistance to false

claims to universality; whereas, for Tully, cosmopolitanism supposedly

manifests directly in the present, in those ‘glocal’ relations between
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citizens, directly acting otherwise, and that apparently emerge from the

gaps in the present institutions. Each of these contributions highlights

necessary but insufficient conditions of cosmopolitanism. Indeed, none

of them really quite hits the nail on the head, and they each overlook what

is really the most fundamental point, which is that ‘cosmopolitanism’

must mean something more than simply transnationalism. Indeed,

the militant form of cosmopolitanism elaborated here is primarily

concerned with the capacity of democratic actors to generate new social

and political forms that are subsequently recognised to be of wider

significance, so that they are picked up and carried forward by different

actors and spectators in different locales, and become the foundation of

an expanding open-ended form of universality.

With the exception of Honig’s deconstructive stance towards false

claims to universality, the contemporary agonistic theorists have largely

dodged the question of the status of the universal, and of the relationship

between the particular and the universal. Again, there are good reasons

why this is so, and it is important to stress that the form of cosmopoli-

tanism elaborated in the remainder of the chapter is incompatible with

any juridical conception of ‘the universal’ in terms of rational postulates

or principles of right, nor is it equivalent to deliberative conceptions

of universality in terms of trans-contextual principles of reciprocity or

impartiality. Here, the emergence of the universal is figured instead in

terms of an on-going, open-ended adventure that takes up a new begin-

ning and sees it disseminated and expanded in entirely unique and unpre-

dictable ways. In the emergence of this origin and expansion, it is also

crucially important that the new cosmopolitan principle manifests as a

rupture with the present order. It is not that everything has to change

overnight or even in the long term, but the key point is that a radically

new standard emerges that is unaccounted for in the present system and

really begins to engender a wider, cosmopolitan, or universally imagined

community with real material effect. Indeed, the rudimentary stirrings

of just such a form of cosmopolitan consciousness have been evident in

the global justice movement, and more recently in Occupy, as well as in

the World Social Forum and its yearning for radical transformation.

These are instances of what Castells calls project identities, aimed

at constructing new values in the context of the networked society, as

opposed to resistance identities that manifest most significantly in forms of

religiously motivated violence and the politics of ethnic conflict (Castells,

1997). One of the defining features of these project identities is their

irreducible plurality; they are in fact comprised of many different move-

ments, with distinct diagnoses of the current concern. This diversity

partly reflects the three-part complexity of the system of constituted
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powers that they struggle against, and follows also from the fact that the

present system manifests primarily as a sequence of distinct yet interlock-

ing crises. Different activist groups focus on dissimilar elements of these

crises, with distinct opinions about the underlying causes, and seek to

bring divergent principles into being as the basis of an alternative world

order. As we will see in more detail below, it is also important to note the

increasing prominence of religious groups amongst these project identi-

ties, who also struggle against the dominant priorities of the contempo-

rary global system. Indeed, challenges to the present system have been

mobilised by socialists, feminists, Muslims, Christians, environmental-

ists, indigenous peoples, New Agers, and many more. This is where we

should rework the idea of a post-secular agon of ideological conflict, but

without the Mouffean proviso that these protagonists must declare their

fidelity to the basic legitimacy of liberal democratic institutions.

We cannot predict in any way which of these struggles, or combination

of struggles, might actually deliver a moment of radical innovation, and,

of course, history is not on anyone’s side. Indeed, the possibility of a

new beginning emerges from and into a world of plurality, tragedy, and

conflict and this is not cause for melancholy or regret. Nevertheless, it

also remains crucial to find ways to link the struggles of particular actors

to a politics of open-ended judgement about the wider significance of

specific innovations. This means that the question of judgement becomes

critically important in the contemporary agon, and the remainder of this

chapter explores how a new militant cosmopolitan expansion might be

forged through the interplay between resolute moments of action and the

multiple judgements of many varied spectators. Here, we will also see that

the two qualitatively distinct moments of the constituent power, i.e. as

absolute initiative and as augmentation, both remain central, as does the

need to combine them through effective leadership or hegemonia.

Action, pluralism, and judgement

Throughout this study we have focused on the emergence of the

constituent power, understood in terms of alternate moments of action

or innovation, and it might seem incongruous to introduce the additional

category of judgement at this late stage in the proceedings. The emphasis

on judgement is also taken from Arendt, and she brought this idea

to the fore late in her career, and most notably in her Lectures on

Kant’s Political Philosophy. It is important to introduce these reflections

here, partly because, as various commentators have said, the notion

of reflective judgement taken from Kant’s Critique of Judgement offers

crucial insights about the formation of public opinion in the context of
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agonistic pluralism,2 but also because these categories become essential

after the collapse of the Hegelian/Marxist conception of World History

understood as a teleological whole, where History itself was perceived

as the essential arbitrator and judge of the wider significance and status

of distinct actions and events (Beiner, 1992). Indeed, now that we have

been liberated from the idea of History as a ground, the stress on the

perpetual interplay between action and judgement becomes fundamental

to a theory of agonism and militant cosmopolitanism; where the inno-

vations of particular actors meet with agonism at the level of multiple

judgements about their significance, and where an on-going and expan-

sive universality might emerge in the interface of this heated relationship.

My concerns here, then, are not with the inner workings of the faculties

that come into play in the exercise of judgement, i.e. in the respective

roles of the imagination and the understanding; I am interested instead

in the public function of the exercise of judgement and how this relates

to the innovations of the actor. However, it is also necessary to stress at

this point that, although the idea of judgement was clearly explored more

systematically in Arendt’s later writings, this notion was not a late adjunct

to her work. In fact, the idea of reflective judgement was always implicit

in Arendt’s conception of pluralism elaborated in The Human Condition,

which I introduced briefly in Chapter 2, and her stress on the importance

of judgement in her later work was not designed to displace or restrain

her otherwise central concern with bold and decisive action. This is

important, because several commentators who are influenced by Arendt

mistakenly invoke her notions of judgement and/or plurality to curb or

‘tame’ what might be perceived as her otherwise undue preoccupation

with resolute action. For example, according to Ronald Beiner, Arendt

turned to the idea of judgement in search of a surrogate for action and

as a kind of solace for a ‘genuine public realm’, because the ‘possibility

of acting politically’ under conditions of modernity, especially following

the experience of totalitarianism, had become ‘more or less foreclosed’

(Beiner, 1992, 153). By way of contrast, we will see that these qualities –

of pluralism and judgement – provide necessary circumstances for the

emergence and the endurance of new beginnings, but they do not

displace the centrality of action or freedom that remained at the core of

Arendt’s account of the vita activa, as well as at the centre of the current

struggles for the invention of new forms in the context of globalisation.

The central lesson of Arendtean pluralism, as well as her theory of

reflective judgement, is that the actor does not have control over the

consequences of her action, and this is to a considerable extent due to

2 See, for example: Beiner, 1992; Villa, 1992b; Zerilli, 2005.
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the rejoinders of multiple others, who inevitably respond to the innova-

tions of the actor and evaluate (or judge) the significance of her creation.

Indeed, one of the central themes of The Human Condition is that the

ancient Greeks were mistaken when they imagined that the actor’s ‘per-

formance as such will be enough to generate dynamis and not need the

transforming reification’ of surrounding spectators (as recipients and

storytellers) to ‘keep it in reality’ (Arendt, 1958, 205). Arendt therefore

associates pluralism with unpredictability as well as with precariousness

and boundlessness (Arendt, 1958, 195, 223). Action is precarious, partly

because it is fleeting and often simply ignored or quickly forgotten, but

also because it is irreversible, and so when it is judged by the recipients

to have a wider impact, action often has boundless results over which the

actor has little or no control (Arendt, 1958, 197). Indeed, the actor always

‘acts into a medium where every reaction [judgement] becomes a chain

reaction and where every process is the cause of new processes’ (Arendt,

1958, 190). Most importantly, this means that the actor is unable to ‘dis-

pose of the future as though it were the present’, and, as we will see below,

this insight is crucially important in relation to a critique of sovereignty

(Arendt, 1958, 245). Indeed, as Canovan put it, ‘nobody who engages

in public affairs can know where the repercussions of his actions and the

intervening action of others will carry them all’ (Canovan, 1983, 293).

Or, as Markell says:

Because we do not act in isolation but interact with others, who we become
through action is not up to us; instead, it is the outcome of many intersecting
and unpredictable sequences of action and response [i.e. reciprocal judgements],
such that ‘nobody is the author or producer of his own life story’. (Markell, 2003,
13)

In Chapter 4 we saw that Markell associates the struggle for recog-

nition with an imprudent demand for sovereignty, and, in fact, there

is a deeper message in his book which is that action per se is bound up

with an impossible ambition to master the conditions of human plurality

(Markell, 2003, 65). He therefore derives from Arendt’s account of the

conditioning qualities of plurality the idea that action, as an attempt

at self-mastery, is ‘not only doomed to fail, but risks intensifying [our]

suffering unnecessarily, even demanding that we give our lives for

what will turn out to have been an illusion of control’ (Markell, 2003,

65). Indeed, Markell’s mode of agonism is built around the principal

observation of the ‘impropriety of action’, which, he says, should not be

read pejoratively, but rather simply as the conditioning fact that the actor

does not own or control the outcome and consequences of his actions

(Markell, 2003, 63–4). However, in the various lessons that Markell
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derives from this observation, he does end up presenting bold and

decisive action in disapproving terms. The central message of his theory

is that we should practise instead ‘not playing at being sovereign’, and

this through an internalisation, i.e. an inner acknowledgement, of the

limiting conditions of action and a cultivation of ‘an acceptance of

practical finitude’ (Markell, 2003, 69, 186, 187).3 However, this is not

the central message of Arendt’s political theory. As Villa has said, Arendt

shared unequivocally Nietzsche’s view that the slaves’ revolt in morality is

manifest in this association of ‘goodness’ with ‘abstaining from action’ as

self-mastery (Villa, 1992a, 284). For Arendt, human striving for immor-

tality (which is not the same as sovereignty) through the performance of

great words and deeds is definitive of genuine political action, and, like

Machiavelli, this is seen as the very kernel of politics. The teaching that

she extracts from the pluralistic conditions of political life, and later from

her theory of reflective judgement – i.e. the fragility, uniqueness, and

irreversibility of action – is definitely not that the actor should internalise

a sense of finitude and depreciate or censure her own actions. Her point

in The Human Condition and elsewhere is rather simply to stress the

corresponding element of reciprocal judgement and opinion, the mutual

dependence of the actor (or innovator) and those who recognise and

testify to the wider significance of her action, and how the public realm

emerges and expands in and from this dynamic relationship between

actor and recipient, actor and spectator, actor and storyteller, actor and

judge (Arendt, 1992, 55).4 It is crucial to restate this point because,

in the present context, the heroic action of the engaged partisan, of,

say, environmentalism, feminism, Christianity, or Islam, is really the

only hope we have to interrupt the systematic reproduction of the neo-

liberal disciplinary regime. Without the courageous actor, who, strictly

speaking, reveals herself in the moment of action, there simply is no

politics.

Nevertheless, before we unpack the expansive non-dialectical

dynamism between action and pluralism/judgement still further, we need

3 By Markell’s account, this is also the core message of Greek tragedy (Markell, 2003, 21,
69).

4 In fact, this depiction of the agon – emerging in the interface between action and judge-
ment – might be close to the original Hellenic understanding of the term. As Debra
Hawhee has explained, the ancient ‘agon’ meant more than simply competition in the
pursuit of victory: ‘For outcome-driven competition, the Greeks used the term athlios,
from the verb athleuein, meaning to contend for a prize. The agon, by contrast, is not
necessarily as focused on the outcome . . . Rather, the root meaning of agon is “gathering”
or “assembly”. The Olympic Games, for example, depended on the gathering of athletes,
judges, and spectators alike. Put simply, whereas athlios emphasises the prize and hence
the victor [the principal goal of the actor], agon emphasises the event of the gathering
itself ’ (Hawhee, 2002, 185–6).
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to first discard one of two basic limitations of Arendt’s conceptualisation

of pluralism. As we have seen, Arendt derived her understanding of plu-

rality from the relations of isonomy in the ancient polis, the reciprocal play

of words and deeds in the assembly, and, on her account, this was con-

ditioned by (supposedly) pre-political forms of domination in the oikos.

This unqualified Hellenism is deeply problematic, for reasons I discussed

in the previous chapter, and we can’t just appropriate Arendtean plurality/

judgement without a corresponding structural assessment of the way in

which plurality is presently interwoven with relations of systemic vio-

lence and oppression. Indeed, both plurality (or multiple and contending

judgements) and forms of social and political domination set conditions

for human action. It is important to be explicit on this point, because,

if plurality is associated above all with the judgements and opinions of

recipients and spectators, then one crucial form of power currently lies

in the hands of those who control the gateways to, and the framing of,

spectatorship. In today’s 24-hour digital-networked society we are all

(potentially) both actors and spectators in a global public sphere, but

one of the principal forms of domination is surely associated with the

media control of spectatorship, the control of who gets to observe par-

ticular innovations, for example the protests against the WTO and the

G20 summits, or the uprisings in North Africa and elsewhere, and what

judgements are already built into the narration and coverage of particular

events, and so on. The contest to disseminate information about signif-

icant actions and inventions around the world has become much more

complex in the context of the new digital communications technology.

The Internet has greatly enhanced the capacity of activists to upload

and publicise concerns about specific issues, and to draw attention to

particular struggles and originations. This nonlinear (cyber) space is one

of the principal theatres of agonistic conflict today, i.e. the struggle to

shape public opinion though a networked multi media politics of the

spectacle.5 However, this also remains a fundamentally asymmetric con-

test, and the large media corporations, for example Fox News, CNN, the

BBC, etc., retain an enormous influence over access to and the framing

of the politics of spectatorship. Moreover, as Tully has stressed, many

5 As Tully says, in the era of globalisation communication is increasingly governed ‘by
what Guy Debord calls “the spectacle” of affects . . . whether the spectacle is Princess
Diana’s death, branding, election campaigns, 9/11 or the scenes of high-tech war’ (Tully,
2008b, 173). My sense is that there is no need to be despondent about this development,
and activists need to be in this game. This does mean that contemporary politics is
increasingly built around the aura of the image, but it doesn’t follow that the spectacle is
entirely unmediated by conscious reflection. Although the initial impact of the spectacle
is immediate and in real time, with the 9/11 atrocities providing a paradigm case, there is
always subsequently more time for reflection and to form a judgement on the significance
of a given event.
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millions of people around the world live in abject poverty and don’t have

access to communications technology. These observations need to be

kept in mind, and provide important clarifications and qualifications of

Arendt’s account of the generation of the public sphere through the inter-

face between action and spectatorship/judgement, and, by her account,

without reference to forms of domination.

Arendt stressed that there are different sets of qualities or virtues associ-

ated with acting and judging, and this is because of the different locations

of the actor and the spectator, with the actor providing a new initiative and

the spectator in the position of the recipient of those innovations (Arendt,

1992, 48). As Zerilli says, the actor and the spectator simply represent

‘different mode[s] of relating to, or being in, the common world’ (Zerilli,

2005, 179). For Arendt, action is not concerned with sovereignty, but

is nonetheless bold, decisive, focused, singular, and orientated towards

the present. We have seen that political action is essentially performative,

and so we might think of the captain whose skilful manoeuvres bring the

ship and crew safely though a great tempest, or the virtuoso playing of

an orchestra who deliver a brilliant, and subsequently renowned perfor-

mance of a great symphony. These illustrations express how the actor

invents new forms here and now, and in the moment of the performance

she is fully orientated towards the present. Indeed, Markell’s suggestion

that she cultivate a sense of her own finitude could only possibly corrupt

her creative power. It is true that each of these examples might well pass

without a trace if it were not for the subsequent exaltation of the specta-

tors and storytellers. Nevertheless, the need for recognition is not on the

actor’s mind in the momentary flash of brilliance that animates her per-

formance. Indeed, Arendt accentuates this point; for the actor, she says,

the ‘meaningfulness of his act is not in the story that follows. Even though

stories are the inevitable results of his action’ (Arendt, 1958, 193).

The circumstances of the spectator are different. The spectators’ view-

points are retrospective and inherently plural (Arendt, 1958, 192). The

spectator is ‘always involved with fellow spectators. He does not share the

faculty of genius, originality . . . with the actor; the faculty they [the spec-

tators] have in common is the faculty of judgement’ (Arendt, 1992, 63).

Moreover, by Arendt’s account, in the agon of reciprocal judgements,

the opinions of the spectators repeatedly ‘collide and become entangled

with one another’, and the spectators ‘do not easily reach agreement’

(Canovan, 1983, 301). Indeed, as Villa says, the idea that Arendt cham-

pions in her discussion of the politics of judgement is a ‘contentious,

agonistic, and often polemical exchange of opinion’ (Villa, 2006, 126).

In order to finesse her conception of the exercise of judgement in poli-

tics Arendt turned specifically to Kant’s Critique of Judgement, and to the
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notion of reflective judgement that Kant associated with aesthetic judge-

ments. Arendt was emphatic that her model of ‘judgement is not practical

reason; practical reason . . . tells me what to do and what not to do; it lays

down the law . . . it speaks in imperatives’ (Arendt, 1992, 15). Indeed,

she turned to Kant’s notion of reflective judgement in order precisely

to outsmart the predominant view that there are determinant grounds

or principles that can differentiate normatively valid judgements from

those that are merely arbitrary. This normative view is, of course, the

assumption that runs from Kant’s own reflections on moral and political

philosophy to contemporary justifications of deliberative democracy or

of the public use of reason. So, we need to look more closely at Arendt’s

appropriation of the Kant of the third critique, and we need especially to

scrutinise how this faculty of political judgement is linked to the possi-

bility of cosmopolitanism.

Reflective judgement and cosmopolitanism

In the Critique of Judgement Kant describes judgement as the capacity

‘to think the particular as contained under the universal’ (Kant, 1987,

18). For him, judgement is determinate when the ‘universal (the rule,

principle, law) is given’ in advance and ‘subsumes the particular under

it’ (Kant, 1987, 18). A paradigm example of this type of judgement

is the activity of solving a mathematical equation (Ferrara, 1999, 5).

Kant describes reflective judgement, on the other hand, as in play when

‘only the particular is given and judgement has to find the universal

for it’ (Kant, 1987, 19). Here a paradigm example is the judgement

of taste brought into effect in the assessment of the value of a work of

art (Ferrara, 1999, 5). The judgement of taste is essentially subjective,

and yet not entirely so. As Kant illustrated, when we deem an object

to be beautiful or sublime we speak ‘as if ’ the judgement applies with

‘universal validity’ (Kant, 1987, 57). Although we cannot demonstrate

the truth of our judgement (as in the activity of solving an equation)

we nonetheless ‘always require others to agree’ (Kant, 1987, 57). In

other words a reflective judgement regarding essentially subjective or

‘private’ feelings ‘still lays claim to universal assent’: others will need to

be persuaded (Kant, 1987, 104).

This suggests a distinctively agonistic conception of judgement, one

that is different from the various models of deliberative democracy (which

are ultimately grounded in the notion of determinant judgement),6 but

6 Certainly this was the ambition of Kant’s moral and political philosophy. In Kant’s view,
the categorical imperative, if understood and applied correctly, must, like the rules of
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one that, in important respects, also moves beyond the four main con-

ceptions of agonistic democracy examined in this study. This is because

these Arendtean formulations raise explicitly the question of the rela-

tionship between the particular and the universal, but they do so in a

mode that retains the agonistic appreciation of the groundlessness of

political life, as well as the conditioning qualities of pluralism, tragedy,

and the value of conflict. Indeed, Zerilli has stressed the significance of

Arendt’s appropriation of the Kantian notion of reflective judgement for

precisely these reasons (Zerilli, 2005, 163, 171). She says, in the ‘absence

of the objective necessity of an agreement reached by proofs’ an agonism

of reciprocal judgements unfolds where ‘each judging subject makes an

aesthetic claim’ about the wider significance of various actions, events,

values etc. ‘that posits the agreement of others and attempts to persuade

them of her or his view’ (Zerilli, 2005, 170). Moreover, this groundless

and interminable agon of reciprocal judgements raises the possibility of

the emergence of a new kind of universality, one that rests on temporary

agreement, but without epistemic foundations or normative or legislative

guidance. However, it is also at exactly this point that some commenta-

tors who are inspired by Arendt shy away from the full force of this con-

ception of judgement,7 and where others, who are closer to deliberative

theory, depict Arendt as a proto-deliberativist, who was supposedly mov-

ing in the direction of a grounded universality, and a set of principles of

validation and justification.8 In contrast to these readings, Villa stresses

algebra, give us one and only one correct solution for any practical problem to which it
is applied (Ferrara, 1999, 7). Once demonstrated, it would be unreasonable – in Kant’s
view – for anyone to object to the proper application of the categorical imperative. The
same ambition is more or less approximated in late-twentieth-century ‘Kantian con-
structivism’, i.e. in Rawls’ formulation of ‘the original position’ as well as in Habermas’
‘universal pragmatics’ (Ferrara, 1999, 8). However, Alessandro Ferrara detects in the
later work of these authors ‘a mode of justifying’ their respective conceptions of the right
and of justice that is more attentive to context, and which appears ‘to fall more on the
side of reflective judgement’ (Ferrara, 1999, 9). There is, perhaps, something in this
general characterisation, but Rawls and Habermas’ later work nonetheless retains the
core juridical and normative principles of impartiality, neutrality, and reciprocity (with-
out remainders), none of which are compatible with the tragic conception of politics that
defines agonistic democracy.

7 Whereas Markell invokes the circumstances of Arendtean plurality in order to repudiate
the idea of action as self-mastery, other commentators develop formulations of the rela-
tionship between action and judgement that establish a priority of the latter category,
and again this is in order to curb what is seen as the otherwise dangerous allure of action.
For example, Beiner says that, by Arendt’s account, action is ‘ultimately justified by the
stories that are told afterwards. Human action is redeemed by retrospective judgement’
(Beiner, 1992, 118). Whilst it is true that the actors’ innovations would be doomed to pass
without a trace without the narrations of the spectators, this terminology of redemption
and justification is alien to Arendt’s account.

8 See for example: Benhabib, 2003, 196, and Kalyvas, 2005, 234–6.
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that at ‘no point in her thought on the nature of political action does

she embrace moral cognitivism or indicate a belief in theoretical criteria

that could distinguish a genuine from an inauthentic consensus’ (Villa,

1992b, 718).9 Villa’s defence of Arendt’s anti-normativism is basically

well founded, but perhaps this statement is only really half correct. There

is certainly no cognitive foundationalism in Arendt’s theory of reflective

judgement, but in her reflections on the Kantian notion of impartiality,

Arendt appears to come very close to providing something that resem-

bles a criterion for authentic judgement, opinion, and consensus.10 This

is a second element of Arendt’s thoughts on plurality/judgement that we

need to jettison, and this is also especially important, because, in Kant,

it is the notion of impartiality that specifically animates ‘cosmopolitan’

forms of judgement.

Drawing on Kant, Arendt says the viewpoint of the spectator is poten-

tially impartial. In contrast to transcendental theories of communication

(e.g. the early Habermas’ ‘universal pragmatics’), she also stressed that

‘impartiality is [only ever] obtained by [concretely] taking the viewpoints

of others into account’ rather than by obtaining ‘some higher stand-

point that would then actually settle the dispute by being altogether

above the mêlée’ (Arendt, 1992, 42; Habermas, 1979). Nevertheless, she

insisted that a ‘withdrawal from direct involvement to a standpoint out-

side the game is a condition sine qua non of all judgement’, and the

cultivation of this disinterestedness in turn becomes the condition of the

formation of an ‘enlarged mentality’ (Arendt, 1992, 55; 1977d). This

‘means that one trains one’s imagination to go visiting . . . The greater

the reach – the larger the realm in which the enlightened individual is

able to move from standpoint to standpoint – the more ‘general’ will

be his thinking’ (Arendt, 1992, 43).11 Moreover, at this point Arendt

seems to follow Kant in associating this capacity for broadened horizons

with cosmopolitan citizenship (Kant, 1991d). The world citizen is, there-

fore, really a worldly citizen, or a ‘world-spectator’, rather than the legal

subject of a world government and, as Arendt would have it following

Kant, this world spectator is in the unique position to judge the wider

9 Villa pictures Arendt in something like a halfway house between Habermas, with his
conception of political opinions being ‘gradually purified’ through consensus building,
and Lyotard, with his radically ‘anti-foundationalist politics of opinion ‘without criteria”
(Villa, 1992b).

10 It is not entirely clear what Arendt’s views are in the Lectures on Kant’s Political Philoso-
phy, because the lectures essentially provide an exposition of Kant’s work on reflective
judgement, and Arendt does not present a full account of her own views. Nevertheless,
the overall gist of the text is that Arendt is broadly in agreement with Kant’s account of
impartiality.

11 See also: Zerilli, 2001, 40.
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significance – or universality – of any given action, because she can ‘render

disinterested judgement on the human significance of events unfolding

in the political world’ (Beiner, 1992, 123).

This model of disinterested judgement is intended to draw attention

to the way in which judgement is itself a form of freedom, in the sense

that the exercise of judgement is not reducible to utilitarian calculation

(Zerilli, 2001). This is important, and the exercise of judgement

does require a relative degree of detachment from the intensity and

conviction of the actor, as we will see in more detail below. However,

these formulations of ‘impartiality’ through disinterested judgement

are nonetheless problematic, and play straight into the hands of the

deliberativists, normativists, and jurists. These constructions run the

risk of bringing judgement back under a rule, the rule of impartiality

through fair-mindedness. Even when the notion of disinterestedness

and even-handedness is based upon the model of reflective as opposed

to determinant judgement, and divorced from the cognitivism and

foundationalism of Habermas’ theory, the idea of impartiality leads

inevitably to an idealised short circuit of political power, struggle, and

influence. Agonistic democracy must resolutely resist the dangerous

allure of the misguided association of cosmopolitanism with the notion

of impartiality. The spectator is never fully detached from the actor and

her innovations. Indeed, in the era of globalisation we are all bound

up in a complex network of connections and of systemic decisions

and consequences that span the entire planet. There is no position of

impartiality on issues such as the financial crises, diminishing energy

resources, climate change, nuclear proliferation, etc., and when I observe

events from far away but in real time, such as the protests in Tiananmen

square in 1989, the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Battle of Seattle in 1999,

the September 11 attacks, the bombing of Bagdad in March 2003,

the uprising in Tahrir Square in 2011, the self-immolation of Buddhist

monks in Tibet, and the Occupy strategies that unfolded in many cities

throughout the world, I am immediately compelled into a Janus-faced

subject position of spectator/engaged partisan. I am implicated in

these events and provocations, if only because they denote struggles to

challenge or reproduce the dominant system of control, which has global

reach and in which we are all implicated. The position of disinterested

spectator is not on the agenda today, and, as we have said throughout

this study, agonistic democracy must therefore refuse all normativity and

repudiate the dominant juridical modes of thinking characteristic of the

bulk of contemporary political theory. We must also discard the lurking

normativity in Arendt’s apparent association of cosmopolitanism with

impartiality.
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The pivotal question, then, is whether or not it is possible to formulate

an alternative conception of universality, of an ‘enlarged mentality’,

and of cosmopolitan citizenship; one that is similarly rooted in the

groundlessness of reflective judgement, but which does not lose sight of

the irreducible elements of pluralism and of partisanship. The first thing

to stress is that the distinction between actor and spectator is not only

between (fully) interested activity and (relatively) disinterested opinion,

equally important is the temporal dimension of this relationship, where

the spectator/judge follows the innovations of the actor, increasingly

instantaneously and in real time, but nonetheless the spectatorial view-

point is a retrospective. In the theory I’m proposing here, the encounter

between the spectators takes the form of a dispute about the status

of particular acts and deeds. Moreover, as we discussed in Chapter 4,

Arendt associated action or the moment of initiative, with the introduc-

tion of a new principle or standard into the world,12 and so the agon of

reciprocal judgements might give rise to a broad recognition of the wider

significance of a new principle, so that this basic acknowledgement starts

to become the expansive force of a sprawling universality, but where this

augmentation does not take the form of any kind of agreement on the

exact form or status of the new standard, but rather is manifest as an open-

ended and expansive disagreement about how the new principle should

be spun out for posterity, how it should be lived, spoken about, practised,

institutionalised, etc. in endless and multifarious ways, and where the

expansion (and the principle) itself would ‘disappear the very moment

an exchange became superfluous’ because all the spectators ‘happen to

be of the same opinion’ (Arendt, 1965, 88). Later in the chapter, I return

to this formulation and I consider what cosmopolitanism looks like when

mediated by effective leadership, rather than by misguided notions of

impartiality. First however, we need to take a detour into the circum-

stances of the actor and consider the crucial importance of her conviction

in the context of post-secularism and as a response to passive nihilism.

Post-secularism and the conviction of the actor

Amidst the more general pluralism of values characteristic of late moder-

nity, one clear trend in the context of globalisation has been the mobili-

sation of various forms of religious conviction in the public life of osten-

sibly secular societies. Indeed, in the aftermath of the Cold War, contests

12 In this respect, we saw how she contrasts to Wittgenstein, for whom it is always a
question of following a rule.
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between proponents of ‘secular’ ideologies (liberalism, socialism, envi-

ronmentalism, neo-conservatism, etc.), are also increasingly intermin-

gled with the struggles of religious activists, perhaps most notably Chris-

tians and Muslims, but also exponents of the other major world religions,

as well as new forms of paganism, New Ageism, etc. In response to this

development, liberal theorists have reasserted the neutrality of liberal

values and institutions vis-à-vis contending ‘comprehensive doctrines’,

and stressed the forms of rationality that are supposedly embedded in

political modernity, which is understood as a ‘learning process’ and sees

these liberal values progressively realised and recognised in democratic

institutions and in ‘post-conventional’ forms of morality (Rawls, 2005;

Habermas, 2008). By way of contrast, Connolly has argued persuasively

that the modern insistence on a clear distinction between reason and

faith, or science and religion, cannot be sustained (Connolly, 2005, 4–5).

This means that a whole range of alternative faiths, ideologies, ontolo-

gies, and philosophies essentially find themselves on an equal epistemic

status as they emerge as contending claims in the public sphere, and

the differences between them cannot be arbitrated though a supposedly

impartial use of public reason (Connolly, 2005, 4–5). This post-secular

form of politics has been implicit throughout this book, and follows from

the agonistic idea that all pronouncements about a public ranking of

values (including those between faith and reason) are effectively ground-

less; that they rest on a radical rather than a rational decision, because of

the constitutive pluralism of incommensurate values that we explored in

Chapter 1. However, at this point, we need to look a little more closely

at the circumstances of the democratic actor in the context of the post-

secular agon, because it is from amidst this strange place that we might

hope to see the emergence of a new beginning, and here we see that it is

the conviction of the motivated partisan which is crucial.

Connolly is right to establish an essential parity between (ostensibly)

secular ideologies and forms of religious belief, as they emerge as pro-

tagonists in the current conjuncture, and if we take this idea seriously

then it follows that the different kinds of belief that circulate in contem-

porary politics cannot be grounded in anything more secure than the

convictions of the actors themselves. This idea is explored in more detail

in a moment. However, for reasons which will become clear, Connolly’s

notions of agonistic respect and critical responsiveness cannot sustain

the necessary conviction of the actor, which is crucial in the post-secular

agon, and, in fact, he ends up reproducing a kind of passive nihilism

that misunderstands the politics of conviction. By way of contrast, we

will take some inspiration from Badiou’s reflections on the ethos of the

engaged militant in order to better understand the circumstances of the
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contemporary political actor. However, we will also introduce some vital

qualifications in respect of Badiou’s contribution, and the limits of his

approach are adjusted with reference to important insights drawn from

Weber and Foucault, who together provide an understanding of the con-

temporary actor and how she might seek to translate her (theistic or athe-

istic, religious or non-religious) conviction into a transformative force in

the democratic agon.

This is not the place for a detailed account of post-secularism,13 but,

to briefly capture what is at stake in the present resurgence of religion

in the public sphere and why the secular assertion of a clear priority of

modern reason in respect of religious belief does not offer a simple or

straightforward response, we need to briefly return to the Nietzschean

terrain of modern nihilism that we explored in Chapter 3. We saw that, for

Nietzsche, the impact of modern nihilism is felt as a trauma in the order

of knowledge, which sees the status of alternative claims to truth pro-

gressively undermined, so that modern society tends to gravitate towards

a condition of passive nihilism, or a ‘world [potentially] rendered value-

less by the collapse of absolutes and authority’ (Villa, 1992b, 287). Of

course, the advent of modern scientific reason played a big part in this

story. The modern sciences are the principal cause of the ‘death of God’

and have progressively undermined traditional ecclesiastical authority

and the status of all those who have declared the truth of revelation.

However, Nietzsche also understood that the various forms of modern

reason are themselves incapable of withstanding the force of modern

nihilism. Indeed, the apostles of modern reason tend to rely on surro-

gates for the Deity – the priority of method, of accurate observation, of

the logic of non-contradiction, as well as notions of efficient causality, of

system, process, and mechanism, etc. – which, on close inspection, all

turn out to be fables, nothing more than a ‘mobile army of metaphors’

(Nietzsche, 1976; Rorty, 1989). These observations have subsequently

been reiterated in the discourse of the philosophy of science, in the move-

ment from Thomas Kuhn to Paul Feyerabend; and in the circumstance

of the intensified nihilism characteristic of late or post-modernity, the

once sacrosanct status of the sciences has itself been subject to the same

kind of displacement that religion underwent during the ‘age of rea-

son’. The priority of reason and of scientific status has, to a considerable

extent, lost its conventional authority, and those secularists who insist on

the contrary, such as Richard Dawkins or Christopher Hitchens, end up

sounding just as doctrinaire as the religious dogmatists they oppose. In

other words, (post-)modern nihilism undermines the status of religion

13 For a more detailed discussion see: Wenman, 2013.
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and reason and, as a consequence, in the present conjuncture contending

values cannot be grounded in anything more secure than an ultimately

groundless politics of conviction. Indeed, this is what is at issue in the

Nietzschean thought of the ‘Overman’ who confronts the trauma of pas-

sive nihilism, accepts the groundlessness of all belief, and yet who still

finds the courage to ‘posit’ for himself ‘productively, a goal, a why, a

faith’, for ‘there is much one can achieve only by means of a conviction’

(Nietzsche, 1968, 17, 18; 2003, 134, 184).

As we have said, Connolly shares this broad diagnosis of the circum-

stances of post-secularism. However, we also saw in Chapter 3 that he

develops a theory of agonistic democracy that is largely predicated upon

an anxiety about the politics of conviction. Indeed, at the core of Con-

nolly’s ethos of agonistic respect is the idea that the actor must ‘sacrifice

the demand for the unquestioned hegemony’ of her conviction, and come

to appreciate the extent to which her beliefs ‘must appear profoundly

contestable to others inducted into different practices’ (Connolly, 2005,

32–3). The ethos of agonistic respect requires political actors to:

exercise presumptive receptivity towards others when drawing . . . [their] faith,
creed, or philosophy into the public realm. You love your creed . . . But you
appreciate how it appears opaque and profoundly contestable to many who do
not participate in it; and you struggle against the tendency to resent this state of
affairs. (Connolly, 2005, 4–5)

Indeed, if we read these formulations in light of the dynamic relationship

between action and judgement, which we have said is at the heart of the

democratic agon, we see that Connolly effectively folds the element of

judgement – which ought to belong to the protagonists with whom the

actor struggles in the public sphere – into the actor’s internal self-relation.

The actor is expected to exercise this presumptive judgement as a form of

self-censoring, acknowledging the contestability of her convictions, and

as a prerequisite for entering into properly agonistic relations with diverse

others. Indeed, at the core of Connolly’s approach is a similar set of

apprehensions to Markell, that is, an anxiety about the basic immodesty

of resolute action and conviction, and a corresponding emphasis on the

need for the actor to cultivate a sense of her own finitude.14

Of course, Connolly develops these ideas precisely because of his

concerns about the threat of religious and other forms of fundamental-

ism. On Connolly’s account the religious fanatic treats his conviction

14 Honig promotes a similar view; she says we need to find the courage to ‘live life without
the assurance that ours is the right, good, holy, or rational way to live’ (Honig, 1993,
194). This is the key to the maintenance of a political life characterised by ‘undecidability
and proliferation’ (Honig, 1993, 195).
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as ‘absolutely authoritative’ and this is effectively a displacement for

an underlying anxiety about the human condition, and one which

gives rise to an aggressive and uncompromising politics of ressentiment

(Connolly, 2005, 18). However, in the course of this study we have

considered an alternative explanation of religious fundamentalism, one

which links this phenomenon more to social and cultural factors, i.e.

as a response to Euro-American imperialism rather than a reflection of

underlying existential anxiety; and so, in short, Connolly overestimates

the role of ressentiment in political life, and worries too much about the

politics of conviction. Indeed, Connolly’s approach is ill equipped to

deliver a politics of confident self-belief, because as Vazquez-Arroyo has

said, from Connolly’s perspective ‘conviction becomes a synonym for

authoritarianism’ (Vazquez-Arroyo, 2004, 14). In the end, his ethic of

critical self-relation reproduces a passive kind of nihilism, where buoyant

self-assertion is compelled to kneel in the presence of inner doubt and

reservation. Moreover, the question of the correct diagnoses of the root

causes of fundamentalist violence is crucial, because more than anything

today we need the politics of the devout Christian, Hindu, and Muslim,

the committed socialist, the engaged feminist, and the champion of

environmentalism. These are really the only hope for the generation of

new values and forms of life under circumstances of passive nihilism,

and these bold innovations simply won’t emerge through Connollian

style self-testimonies of inherent contestability. The conviction of the

democratic actor needs to be at the centre of the post-secular agon, this

idea needs a more adequate formulation, and here Badiou’s short book

on St. Paul offers some pointers in the right direction.

Badiou derives a model of militant conviction from the enthusiasm and

self-confidence of first century Christianity, from an assessment of Paul

and his testament of universal love. Badiou also shows how an ethics of

conviction is definitive not only of religious faith, but also of ‘secular’

forms of militancy, as expressed for example in the Marxist tradition

(Badiou, 2003, 2, 31). His affirmative appropriation of Paul stands in

clear distinction to Connolly’s fashioning of an ethos of agonistic respect

as a defence-reaction against Augustine’s confrontational doctrine, which

is in turn grounded in existential ressentiment.15 Badiou derives from Paul

a conception of truth that is distinct from the truths of philosophy. As

Badiou says, the militant Paul is not a philosopher because he knows

that the universal cannot take the form of a ‘set of conceptual generali-

ties’ (Badiou, 2003, 108). Instead, Paul testifies to the universality of a

15 Ironically perhaps, for a self-styled Nietzschean, this leaves Connolly’s ethos of agonistic
respect as a kind of double reactivity.
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‘singular event’, the truth of Christ’s divinity and resurrection (Badiou,

2003, 108). Indeed, here Badiou defines truth as conviction, the militant

is an engaged actor or partisan who is marked out by her fidelity to the

universal status of a singular event (Badiou, 2001, 42). This kind of truth

is sustained by faith and cannot be refuted through empirical falsifica-

tion or syllogistic reasoning (Badiou, 2003, 106). Indeed, in contrast to

Nietzsche’s own assessment of the slavishness of the teachings of the

Apostle, Badiou sees in Paul all the ingredients of the Overman. Paul

exemplifies a mode of conviction as ‘self-legitimating subjective declara-

tion’, a commitment to ‘grand politics’, and an affirmation of life over

death and servitude (Badiou, 2003, 61).

Badiou’s emphasis on the conviction of the engaged partisan stands

in contrast to the apprehensions about resolute action that characterise

so much contemporary political thought, including agonistic theorists

like Connolly and Markell. However, Badiou’s theory also carries several

implications that are incompatible with the agonistic circumstances of

pluralism, tragedy, and the value of conflict. This is clear when Badiou

insists on a clear priority of Truth (here as conviction rather than epis-

teme) over opinions (Badiou, 2003, 49, 70, 100). Indeed, Badiou labours

under the false and utterly contemptible idea that the actor is the bearer

of a Truth that has the capacity to reorder the opinions of others, without

any interchange and persuasion, and through a kind of Grace (Badiou,

2001, 82).16 Badiou’s contempt for ‘mere opinions’ is in complete con-

tradistinction to Arendt, and he lacks the core Arendtean understanding

that pluralism, i.e. the realm of reciprocal judgements, always conditions

the circumstances of the actor.17 This means that the question of the

status of the universal remains with those who judge the significance of

particular actions, and no form of universality will ever emerge directly

from the convictions of the actor. One key issue, then, from the perspec-

tive of the democratic actor, is how she might try to translate her (theistic

16 As Marchart has stressed, Badiou’s contempt for opinions and disregard for questions
of strategy and mediation leaves his militant actor ‘remote . . . from our actually existing
political world of compromise and alliance building’ (Marchart, 2007a, 131, 132).

17 Indeed, in some of his more recent writings, Badiou abandons the idea of truth as
conviction, which he elaborated in the book on St. Paul, and adopts instead the position
of the Platonic philosopher. Here, Badiou indulges in the worse kind of archipolitics
where, for example, the idea of communism is said to represent a Platonic eidos, which
is effectively personified in a series of ‘concrete, time specific sequences’ throughout the
course of history (Badiou, 2010, 231–5). In these formulations, Badiou leaves behind
what was most valuable in his account of truth as conviction, i.e. the stress on the ‘self-
legitimating subjective declaration’ of the militant, and instead he further compounds his
contempt for the opinions of diverse others, because here all political agents, including
the militant, effectively become empty vessels for the embodiment of a ‘trans-temporal’
idea (Badiou, 2012, 60).
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or atheistic, religious or non-religious) conviction into a transformative

force in democratic politics, in the absence of Badiou’s loathsome idea

about the clear priority of Truth over opinions and in the light instead of

Arendt’s understanding that politics is always an inherently ‘drawn-out

wearisome process of persuasion, negotiation, and compromise’, i.e. of

winning over diverse opinions (Arendt, 1965, 83), and, importantly, also

without having to introduce Connollian style self-doubt (contestability)

into her pride, her self-confidence, and her convictions, in order to obtain

a boarding pass into the democratic agon. Here, we can pick up a few

valuable tips from Weber and Foucault.

Although the precise formulation is a little different, Badiou’s depiction

of the committed militant more or less corresponds to Weber’s account

of the advocate of an ‘ethic of ultimate ends’, who doesn’t give consid-

eration to consequences, and whom Weber similarly associates with the

religious ‘crusader’ and the modern revolutionary temperament (Weber,

1993a, 122, 125). By Weber’s account, this disposition represents one

basic personality in political life, and one which he contrasts with the

equally significant advocate of an ‘ethic of responsibility’ defined in terms

of a concern with consequences. In his view, these ‘are not absolute con-

trasts but rather supplements, which only in unison constitute a genuine

man . . . who can have the “calling for politics”’ (Weber, 1993a, 127).

Or, as Viroli puts it, the ‘true political leader is a person who is able

to imagine new and better worlds and manners of living, and to work,

with determination and prudence, to make them real’ (Viroli, 2008, 27).

These formulations are altogether better suited to a post-secular agonistic

politics of contending beliefs than either Badiou’s ethic of militant con-

viction without the need for persuasion, or Connolly’s ethic of professed

self-contestability. Instead, the main suggestion here is for the actor to

combine her sense of conviction with an equally important recognition

of the public virtues associated with the art of persuasion.

Foucault also offers important insights into how the actor might seek to

translate her ‘conviction’ into an effective public engagement with carri-

ers of alternate ‘opinions’, in his discussion of parrhesia. Foucault derived

his account of parrhesia (speaking freely or with libertas) from late Roman

antiquity, and the term refers to a form of self-artistry, that was practised

by public officials, and designed to cultivate a capacity to speak candidly.

Parrhesia is a mode of speech that enables ‘one to say what one has to

say, as one wishes to say it, when one wishes to say it, and in the form

one thinks is necessary for saying it’ (Foucault, 2005, 372). The virtue at

the heart of the practice of parrhesia is for the actor to establish a kind of

congruence between her speech and her conduct (Foucault, 2005, 402).

The crucial objective is to cultivate an ethics of confident self-assertion,
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so that I become a living example of my own convictions (Foucault, 2005,

406–7).18 Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King Junior, and Che Gue-

vara might all provide historical examples of this kind of lived ethos of

self-assured engagement, and it seems to me that this particular gloss on

the techniques-of-the-self might prove highly appropriate for the actor

in the contemporary democratic agon, where various sets of convictions

(theistic and atheistic, religious and ‘secular’) contend with one another,

and where these contests are overlaced with the dispute between multi-

ple spectators about the status and wider significance of particular acts

and deeds. As we have said, it is in this interface between the actors and

judges that we might see the emergence of a new militant form of cos-

mopolitanism. So, having explored the circumstances of the actor, the

importance of her convictions, and her attempts to persuade others of

the sincerity of her public assertion of her beliefs, we can now return

to the dynamic interface between action and judgement, and examine

what this relationship looks like when mediated by effective leadership

rather than by misguided notions of impartiality.

Agonism, cosmopolitanism, and

post-sovereign leadership

We have seen that one of the main consequences of globalisation has been

the relative demise of the capacity of the nation-state to make effective

decisions in the context of the devastating supremacy of capital mobil-

ity and the impact of uncontrollable market fluctuations. This tendency

has been widely represented as an underlying crisis in the Westphalian

order of ‘sovereign’ states. However, at the same the time, we have also

noted the resurgence of an alternate mode of ‘sovereignty’ in the form

of the security state, with its rhetorical deployment of a ‘permanent state

of exception’. Here, I explore this ambiguity more closely and exam-

ine the current machinations of sovereignty. I then consider how and

in what ways the emergence and expansion of a militant form of cos-

mopolitanism relates to, but is also importantly different from, a mode

of transnational ‘popular sovereignty’. To tease out these nuances, I look

18 Foucault explained how various ancient writers differentiated parrhesia from rhetoric.
However, this distinction is not the same as the philosopher’s contrast of arid Truth to all
forms of eloquence. Rather, the distinction is between those public speakers who obtain
eloquence ‘naturally and at slight cost’, through the successful practice of parrhesia, and
those who only get there through a deliberate mastery and execution of the rules of
rhetoric (Foucault, 2005, 372, 402–3). Indeed, in contrast to the deconstructionist’s
anxieties about essential distancing and deferral, Foucault insists, quite candidly, that
the ‘crucial element in this conception’ of parrhesia is that the ‘presence of the person
speaking must be really perceptible in what he actually says’ (Foucault, 2005, 405).
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back for inspiration to earlier formulations of sovereignty and of lead-

ership in the tradition of western political thought. Indeed, I offer two

brief genealogies of these ideas. In the first of these excursions I draw

on Skinner’s account of popular sovereignty, as it was understood in the

Italian Renaissance, and before the consolidation of the modern notion

of sovereignty as embodied in the abstract person of the state, which

was formulated most notably by Hobbes. In the Renaissance republican

tradition we see that sovereignty was located instead in the dynamic rela-

tionship between the populus and the person of the prince, and ultimately

in the peoples’ judgements about his on-going status as the principal citi-

zen. These insights reinforce what we have already said about the possible

emergence of an expansive and open-ended form of universality located

in the dispute between the spectators about the wider significance of

particular actors and actions. However, to really appreciate the potential

in this dynamic relationship we need to travel back even further, to the

notion of leadership (or hegemonia) as it was understood in Greek antiq-

uity. Again, the focus here is on the capacity of the leader, understood

literally as the citizen or the state who invokes a new initiative, to carry

others with him, through persuasion and the on-going demonstration of

his areté. Once again, the decisive point in this formulation is that the

expansive power of the leader, or of the new inception, lies not with

the actor, but rather in the judgements of those who pick up upon and

expand the new initiative.

The emphasis on absolutism and omnipotence is at the heart of the

notion of sovereignty, as it was formulated in early modern Europe, most

notably by Jean Bodin and Hobbes, and in the context of the crises

of ecclesiastical and temporal authorities that followed the European

Reformation. In effect, these theories sought to transfer the power of

the deity that underpinned medieval notions of divine right to modern

secular institutions. In some important respects, Hobbes was a theorist

of the constituent power, i.e. in his presentation of sovereign authority

as originally bottom-up, as a compound of the ‘Powers of most men,

united by consent in one person’ (Hobbes, 1994, 47). However, his

story is one of a single decisive transfer of the constituent power to a

constituted authority, in the creation of the abstract person of the state.

After this decisive moment of initiation, the multitude ‘cannot lawfully

make a new Covenant, amongst themselves, to be obedient to any other,

in any thing whatsoever, without his permission’ (Hobbes, 1994, 101).

Indeed, one of the key features of early modern theories of sovereignty

was to insist on the permanence of the sovereign power: once constituted,

the sovereign remains in perpetuity. As Bodin put it, ‘sovereignty is the

absolute and perpetual power of a commonwealth’ and is in no sense
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limited ‘either in power, or in function, or length of time’ (Bodin, 1992,

3). In Hobbes, the only alternative to the perpetuity of the sovereign is to

return to the state of nature, figured as absolute privation and therefore

not really an option at all. As we saw in Chapter 2, Arendt rejected the

idea that anything like the omnipotence of the divine ‘will’, might ever

find a place in the public realm between men. Perhaps most significantly,

these early modern theories are predicated on the fantasy that the secular

power has a God-like capacity to render the future like the present, and

this presupposes that he can control the consequences and subsequent

reception of his actions. This fantasy of omnipotence and omnipresence

can only possibly be sustained through a violation of human plurality,

and so the idea of sovereignty is, therefore, inherently despotic.19 Given

these observations, it follows that any conception of cosmopolitan action

in concert, that seeks to tackle the problems that define the present

conjuncture, must be something essentially distinct from ‘sovereignty’.

I return to this in a moment. First, however, we must reiterate the

distinctive features of the contemporary security state as Agamben has

explained it. This is because although this mode of resurgent ‘sovereignty’

is clearly not conducive to human plurality, the most disconcerting thing

about this contemporary mode of government is that it does appear to

have found ways to circumvent the conditioning circumstances of tem-

poral finitude, i.e. through the rhetorical strategy of a ‘permanent state

of exception’. In Chapter 2 we saw that Schmitt shared the basic Hobbe-

sean paradigm of the state as concerned above all with ensuring security

and order. However, he departed from Hobbes in his acknowledgement

that sovereignty cannot be established in perpetuity. For Schmitt, the

durability of the power that holds together the unity of the state remains

in place unless and until it is annihilated by another sovereign power.

In contrast to the early modern theories, this introduces the prospect of

certain temporal limitations on the reproduction of sovereignty. Indeed,

in Schmitt’s account the sovereign slumbers in normal times and only

reveals his real identity, i.e. in the form of a ‘decision in absolute purity’,

in times of crisis or exception, such as a civil war or violent insurrection,

and precisely when everything is at stake (Schmitt, 2005, 13). How-

ever, the contemporary security state has managed to derive from these

Schmittean formulations of the temporal circumstances of the exercise of

sovereign power, a new modality of perpetuity, i.e. in the oxymoron of a

19 Crick, who was influenced by Arendt, likewise insisted that sovereignty (even popu-
lar sovereignty) is incompatible with plurality. He said, the ‘democratic doctrine of
sovereignty of the people threatens . . . the essential perception that all known advanced
societies are inherently pluralistic and diverse, which is the seed and root of politics’
(Crick, 1964, 62).
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‘permanent state of exception’. As Agamben says, the state of the excep-

tion is ‘not the chaos that precedes order but rather the situation that

results from its suspension’, and in ‘our age, the state of the exception

comes more and more to the foreground as the fundamental political

structure and ultimately begins to become the rule’ (Agamben, 1998,

18, 20). Indeed, in the context of globalisation this system of rule has

gradually extended ‘itself over the entire planet’ (Agamben, 1998, 38).

It is important to acknowledge how, in these formulations, the contem-

porary security state appears to find a solution to the ordeal of its own

impermanence. This is especially disconcerting because we appear to

be confronting a form of tyranny that has learnt how to endure and

expand without rooting itself in the people. Instead, this power expands

through keeping the people disorganised and permanently fearful for their

security.

However, we have also noted how this consolidation of the security

state seems to be at odds with the predominant view that state sovereignty

is in crisis, in the context of economic globalisation. According to Wendy

Brown, for example, the idea of sovereignty is tied to a basic ‘fiction

about the autonomy of the political’, and it is ironic that this idea

re-emerges at the moment when the political is being ‘overwhelmed

by the economic’ (Brown, 2008, 251). She says the current talk of

sovereignty operates as ‘a kind of Viagra for the political’ at the point when

‘capital . . . becomes godlike: almighty, limitless, and uncontrollable’

(Brown, 2008, 251, 263). Indeed, Brown sees the move towards security,

demonstrated for example in the proclivity for building and reinforcing

border controls and security walls, as evidence not of a renewed effec-

tiveness of state power, but rather of an underlying weakness and anxiety

(Brown, 2010, 24). In some respects, these are pertinent observations,

and there can be no doubt about the overwhelming power of capital in

the context of globalisation, and the fundamental weakening of executive

power in relation to markets. This erosion of national autonomy, vis-à-vis

the transnational agents of capital, such as the World Bank and the WTO,

is one of the principal drivers of the new-networked form of imperialism

that we explored in detail in Chapter 4. However, I don’t think it follows

that the emergence of the security state can be explained entirely as an

object displacement for an otherwise impotent state power, overwhelmed

by a loss of control of economic processes. Indeed, as we have already

said, the idea of the permanent exception, as formulated by Agamben,

needs to be understood in its own terms, as a distinct modality of control.

This is important, not only because contemporary movements need to

generate alternatives to both turbo capitalism and the security state, but

also because we need to keep the distinctive modality of the security state
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in mind, when we consider what a post-sovereign form of democratic

agency and cosmopolitanism might look like.

One thing is clear, which is that we cannot respond to this para-

doxical mix of declining national government and the resurgence of

the ‘sovereign’ security state by resurrecting a conception of popular

sovereignty modelled on the Rousseauean notion of the ‘general will’, at

least not if we want to construct forms of action in concert that are com-

patible with pluralism. As Brown says, ‘it is nearly impossible to reconcile

the classical features of sovereignty – power that is not only foundational

and unimpeachable, but enduring and indivisible, magisterial and awe-

inducing, decisive and supralegal – with the requisites of rule by the

demos’ (Brown, 2010, 49). In Chapter 6 we considered Honig’s rejoinder

to Rousseau and also to Agamben and we saw that she figures agonistic

politics as a perpetual displacement of the location of sovereign power,

or of the ‘general will’, through forms of iteration, augmentation, and

administrative discretion etc. She says, what is ‘most decisive is not, con-

tra Schmitt, the decision, but our orientation to it, and most important

of all, our (non-)complicity in it’ (Honig, 2009b, 111). However, this

represents an essentially negative posture towards the demands of the

sovereign and his claims to omnipotence, whereas what we really need is

an alternate model of collective power and agency that is congruent with

pluralism, and can rival and displace the claims of the sovereign, and

it is in this regard that we now turn first to the Renaissance republican

tradition and then to Greek antiquity.

For Renaissance writers, ‘popular sovereignty’ was the marker of a

republican form of government, as opposed to tyranny and arbitrary

forms of power. On this model, the community must retain ‘ultimate

sovereignty, [and partly by] assigning its rulers and magistrates a [legal]

status no higher than that of an elected functionary’ (Skinner, 2002,

380). More importantly, however, for our present discussion, Skinner

also stresses that for pre-Hobbsean writers the ‘bearer of sovereignty

is always the [concrete] persona constituted by the corporate body of

the people, never the impersonal body of the civitas or respublica itself ’

(Skinner, 2002, 394). One of the defining features of the transition to

modern forms of government was consequently the move from this per-

sonalised conception of sovereignty located in the body politic to the

impersonal sovereignty of the great leviathan. The Hobbesian moment

represents the crystallisation of this movement towards an association of

sovereignty with the abstract person of the state (Skinner, 2002, 404).

Post-Hobbesean political theory is therefore characterised by the ‘claim

that it is the state itself, rather than the community over which it holds

sway, that constitutes the seat of sovereignty’, and the etymology of
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the word state, neatly illustrates this transition (Skinner, 2002, 386).

In Renaissance writers, the Latin term status – together with vernacular

equivalents such as estat, stato, and state – ‘were predominantly employed

to refer to the state or standing of rulers themselves’ (Skinner, 2002,

369). This suggests a certain model of political legitimacy. Indeed, when

‘the question of the ruler’s status was raised, the reason for doing so was

generally to emphasise that it ought to be viewed [or judged] as a state

of majesty, a high estate, a condition of stateliness’ and the on-going

status of the sovereign was dependent on the peoples’ judgement that he

remained capable of preserving the ‘city in a happy, advantageous, hon-

ourable and prosperous state’ (Skinner, 2002, 369, 371). In other words,

a crucial feature of this tradition was to stress the dynamic relationship

between the populus and the person of the prince, i.e. the person who

enjoys a principal status on account of his virtù, which ensures that the

commonwealth remains in a good state or condition (Skinner, 2002, 372).

It is important to stress that this Renaissance tradition does not place

the seat of sovereignty in the hands of the prince, but rather it resides with

the populus and in their on-going judgements regarding his identity and

status as the principal actor. In this respect, these pre-Hobbesian con-

ceptions of popular sovereignty provide important insights for a contem-

porary theory of agonistic democracy, and they reinforce the idea that a

new mode of expansive cosmopolitanism might be driven by the multiple

judgements of diverse publics about the status and significance of a new

principle. Moreover, in important respects this Renaissance conception

of sovereignty is essentially analogous to the Hellenic conception of lead-

ership (or hegemonia).20 Indeed, in The Human Condition and elsewhere

Arendt presented the original notion of hegemonia as an inherent factor

in action in concert. Arendt derived this idea from the Hellenic notion of

kingship, which, she emphasised, was not synonymous with ruling, but

rather with leadership. And here leadership needs to be understood lit-

erally; the leader is the actor who takes the lead or starts something new.

However, as we have seen, the actor/leader does not have control over

the reception of his initiation, and it is because action is always action

in concert that the leader can only ever ‘carry through whatever he had

started’ with the ‘help of others’ (Arendt, 1977b, 164). Indeed, the Greek

king was only ever ‘primus inter pares’ and this idea was predicated on ‘the

original interdependence of action, the dependence of the beginner and

leader upon others for help and the dependence of his followers upon

him for an occasion to act themselves’ (Arendt, 1958, 189). Only later

20 For discussions of the Hellenic notion of hegemonia, see also: Ehrenberg, 1960; Lebow,
2003, 122, 126; Lentner, 2005.
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was this dynamic relationship, which on Arendt’s account is at the very

heart of the public realm, ‘split into two altogether different functions:

the function of giving commands, which became the prerogative of the

ruler, and the function of executing them, which became the duty of his

subjects’ (Arendt, 1958, 189).21

We can see how the Renaissance conception of popular sovereignty

and the Hellenic notion of leadership share a common emphasis on the

dynamic relationship between the prince/populus and leader/followers

or fellow travellers. However, the earlier formulation is more original,

because it renders perspicuous the central point that the prince/leader

is not sovereign. Her position is entirely dependent on the judgements

of others, regarding her on-going status as primus inter pares. Moreover,

as we have said, the actor introduces a new principle or standard into

the world, and so, on this Hellenic model of leadership, we see that the

endurance and expansion of the new principle is entirely dependent on

it being picked up and carried forward by others, who both judge the

significance of the principle and use it as an occasion for action (or new

initiatives) themselves. Indeed, ‘the principle inspires the deeds that are

to follow and remains apparent [only] as long as the [collective] action

lasts’ (Arendt, 1965, 214). Again, it is this dynamic that enables us to

understand the conditions of the emergence and augmentation of a mili-

tant form of cosmopolitanism. The idea is that an act of radical initiative

emerging from within the transnational social movements might deliver

an original principle that is subsequently judged to be of broader impor-

tance by a wide range of spectators, who then carry the new standard as

a lived experience and as a set of values to multiple institutional settings,

above, below, and at the level of the nation-state. This is how we might fig-

ure an expansive form of universality, where the new standard becomes a

real material force in the world, as it is judged, debated upon, redirected,

reiterated, and augmented in multiple, open-ended, and unpredictable

ways. This means that the actors who initiate the new beginning have

no control over its subsequent direction, and the principle only remains

present in the world as long as it is manifest in the practices of the many

subsequent travellers who convey and rework its values.

Moreover, this suggests an altogether different way of linking the fac-

ulty of judgement to cosmopolitanism than the misguided Kantian idea

21 Benedetto Fontana stresses that Machiavelli and Gramsci need to be understood as
part of this tradition going back to the Greeks, see: Fontana, 2000. In the Gramscian
tradition, the reproduction of hegemony rests on a mixture of coercion and consent,
but is not equivalent to domination, and ultimately requires skill and persuasion, and
implies an on-going autonomy on the part of the persuaded (Fontana, 2000; Lentner,
2005).
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that it is possible to develop a cosmopolitan standpoint by extricating

oneself from the passionate attachments of the actors, and cultivating a

capacity to see the world from a disinterested and impartial viewpoint.

Here, instead, the identity of the cosmopolitan citizen follows from her

acknowledgement of the wider significance or universality of a particular

principle that has emerged from within the democratic mêlée, and in fact,

on closer examination, among the resources for this alternative model

of cosmopolitan judgement can also be found Kant’s notion of reflective

judgement, in his discussion of the role of the exemplar. Indeed, as Arendt

says, in the exercise of reflective judgement, we inevitably make use of

examples to illustrate our judgement, because, unlike in the application

of determinant judgement, we cannot appeal to an abstract principle or

schema (Arendt, 1992, 84). So, for example, when the Greeks thought

and spoke about courageous acts, they would say that courage is like

Achilles, or when Christians speak about goodness, they say that good-

ness is like Saint Francis or Jesus of Nazareth, etc. (Arendt, 1992, 84).

However, in contrast to the status of the universal concept or schema

in the determinant judgement, the example that comes to be the refer-

ent of a more universal moment in the exercise of reflective judgement,

nonetheless also remains indissociable from its own particularity. Indeed,

the word ‘example’ comes from eximere, ‘to single out some particular’

and this ‘exemplar is and remains a particular that in its very particular-

ity reveals the generality that otherwise could not be defined’ (Arendt,

1992, 77). Again, these formulations suggest a democratic contest staged

around a struggle to determine or judge which particular innovation

might be, as Rado Riha puts it, elevated ‘to the dignity of a “case of

the universal”’ (Riha, 2004, 83).22 From the viewpoint of the actor (the

proponent of environmentalism, feminism, Christianity, Islam, etc.) ago-

nistic politics is a struggle for leadership (hegemonia), i.e. to become the

22 Riha and Zerilli both liken Laclau’s conception of hegemonic universality to Kant’s
notion of reflective judgement (Riha, 2004; Zerilli, 2004, 92). Laclau’s ‘universalism is
not One: it is not a pre-existing something (essence or form) to which individuals accede
but, rather, the fragile, shifting, and always incomplete achievement of political action’
(Zerilli, 2004, 102). There is considerable validity in this analogy, but ultimately Laclau’s
formulations are incompatible with the idea of an open-ended expansive universalism,
rooted in the on-going judgements of multiple publics about the status and significance
of a new beginning. This is because Laclau variously figures hegemony as a reworking of
the Hobbesean idea of sovereignty and of the Rousseauean ‘general will’, and, perhaps
most importantly, because the Arendtean model is entirely incommensurate with the
presentation of the hegemonic moment as the embodiment of an ‘impossible Totality’,
or, with Lacan, as the personification of the lost object of an original plenitude, etc.
The point here is not that a part comes to function as the Whole. These categories
don’t come into play in the Arendtean universe, where there is no Whole, only ever an
on-going and unpredictable expansion of a precarious foundation.
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innovator of a new principle, and through a demonstration of her convic-

tion, or by speaking freely and frankly in the public realm and practising

the art of persuasion. And from the viewpoint of the judge the dispute is

to determine which of these struggles might become the exemplar for a

new form of ‘enlarged mentality’.23

Conclusion

We have seen that there is a basic homology between the Renaissance

conception of popular sovereignty, the Greek conception of hegemonia,

and the role of the exemplar in the Kantian conception of reflective judge-

ment. The crucial element in each of these formulations is the dynamic

relationship between the actors and the spectators/judges, and this is a

complex and ambiguous relationship. On the one hand, the leader is

clearly principus: where leadership is successful, as Philp says, it involves

setting a ‘pattern of action for others’ (Philp, 2007, 78). Indeed, as Alan

Keenan has stressed, Arendt’s theory of leadership has this same impli-

cation. He says, ‘to the extent that the freedom of the political realm is

founded on a specific project, it cannot be entirely free: the “space” for

action opened up’ by the emergence of a new principle ‘will necessar-

ily form boundaries to and limits on the possibility of new action that

follows this founding moment and founding principle’ (Keenan, 1994,

309). This demonstrates why the alternative to the current neo-liberal

modes of governance cannot take the form of a strict egalitarianism. To

the extent that a new principle emerges to counter neo-liberalism, and

is widely acknowledged to represent a new beginning so that it starts

to shape the practices of diverse actors in multiple publics around the

world, this origin sets certain horizons for any subsequent augmentation.

In other words, these conclusions are out of step with a great deal of con-

temporary activist literature, where the emphasis tends to be precisely on

horizontalism and on a ceaseless multiplicity – for example Tully’s ‘glocal

23 Aletta Norval has also emphasised the importance of the exemplar as a constituting
moment in the emergence of a ‘form of hegemonic universalisation’ (Norval, 2007,
196). Norval avoids the problematic notion of impartiality. However, she moves in the
direction of an ethical rather than a properly political encounter with the exemplar.
She says, the exemplar – Nelson Mandela, say, or Desmond Tutu – ‘demands of us a
response and responsibility’, the ‘exemplar acts as a call, as a reminder’ of the ‘ways in
which our societies fall short’ (Norval, 2007, 179, 209). This formulation passes over
the question of the struggle to determine the identity of the exemplar (indeed, Norval’s
examples are not uncontroversial), and her ethical tone runs the risk of establishing yet
another form of detachment. The exemplar does not install in us a general sense that
things could be otherwise, but rather a particular sense that things could be greener,
or more feminine, or more Christian, etc., and agonistic politics is to a large extent a
struggle to determine which of these claims has a wider or more universal significance.
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citizens’ who supposedly enjoy unbounded freedom in their temporary

autonomous zones. However, at the same time, as we have said, the actor

or originator is entirely unable to control the subsequent reception of her

innovation, and for the endurance and expansion of her invention she

remains wholly dependent on the judgements of others, who recognise

its significance and continue to carry it forward and rework it daily in their

lived experience of the world, so that the principle becomes transformed

and disseminated in multiple and unpredictable ways.

Indeed, these formulations also reiterate the reasons why the exclusive

emphasis on augmentation characteristic of Connolly, Tully, Mouffe, and

Honig leaves them forever hemmed in within the horizons of possibility

established in the revolutions of the eighteenth century and their found-

ing principles. The only way to move beyond this horizon will be in the

form of a new origin and subsequent expansion. Such a possibility is

really our only prospect to find long-term solutions to the present multi-

ple and overlapping crises. The transnational movements and the World

Social Forum are great cauldrons of experimentation and innovation, but

it is striking how little originality and genuine leadership there is currently

in more mainstream political institutions and parties. In the wake of the

financial crisis, and as we hover on the precipice of a global economic

slump, the talk is to a very large extent about how much of the debt

we have to service in order to pretty much go on as before. The biggest

challenge today is, therefore, to translate the radical capacity for innova-

tion associated with the transnational social movements into a genuine

material force in the world; and the only way this is going to happen is

if a new principle or standard emerges which becomes embedded in the

lived practices of the citizens, who carry the new standard into the arenas

of governmental and trans-governmental decision making and debate,

so that is begins to operate as a genuine rival to the utterly discredited

system of disciplinary neo-liberalism, and in turn provides the founda-

tion for a new organising code for the networked global system. Without

this kind of movement, we will continue to muddle on as before, but the

destructive consequences of the present system will be more and more

acutely felt.
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