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William Connolly and Ernesto Laclau are two of the most innovative thinkers in
contemporary political theory. Their respective theoretical frameworks fall broadly
within the parameters of left post-structuralism. Drawing upon different philo-
sophical sources, they both accept the ‘linguistic turn’ characteristic of 20th-century
philosophy, epistemological perspectivism,1 the idea of the intrinsically relational
nature of identity, and they are both critical of Hegelian/Marxist dialectical logic.
Indeed, they acknowledge that their respective ‘approaches intersect’ at a number
of key points (Connolly 2004, 167; Laclau 2004, 298). However, apart from polite
acknowledgements of each other’s work, Connolly and Laclau have not publicly
debated the differences between their theoretical allegiances and the implications of
their respective approaches for politics (see Connolly 2004, 167, 179; Laclau 2004,
298).2 The purpose of this article is to show that—despite these common points of
reference—Connolly and Laclau work with incompatible ontological frameworks
and they put forward fundamentally different responses to the contemporary
challenges of multiculturalism and pluralism.3

First, I demonstrate that Connolly’s ‘ethos of pluralisation’ and Laclau’s theory of
‘hegemony’ are incompatible conceptions of societal relations and collective politi-
cal formations. This is established by using Giles Deleuze’s and Felix Guattari’s
conceptual distinction between rhizomatic and arboreal assemblages (Deleuze and
Guatarri 2003 [1987], 505). An assemblage is a number of ‘disparate and hetero-
geneous elements convoked together’ into a single discernible formation (ibid., 34,
327, 503–504). An arboreal assemblage is understood as a ‘formalizing, linear,
hierarchicalized, centralized’ structure (ibid., 327). As Deleuze and Guattari put it,
in an arboreal system ‘multiplicity’ remains ‘subordinated to the One’ (ibid., 505).
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By way of contrast, in a rhizomatic assemblage the ‘multiplicity ... is not subordi-
nated to the One, but takes on a consistency of its own’ and crystallises around a
number of different relations, connections and crossings such as loyalty, attachment
and affinity (ibid., 507). I make the case that Laclau’s conception of hegemony
resembles an arboreal assemblage, whereas Connolly’s conception of pluralising
assemblages is rhizomatic. I argue that Connolly’s approach is more valuable for
addressing the question of how to transform existing political relations towards
desirable configurations.

The article commences with an exposition of Laclau’s theory of hegemony.
Deleuzian-inspired commentators have criticised Laclau by challenging the onto-
logical centrality of the Lacanian idea of ‘constitutive lack’ characteristic of his
approach (Widder 2000; Robinson and Tormey 2007). My position differs from
these critiques because I focus on Laclau’s reading of Freud’s Group Psychology and
the Analysis of the Ego (Freud 1991a [1921], hereafter Group Psychology). I argue that
Laclau’s arboreal notion of hegemony is evident in his reflections on Freud’s
elucidation of ‘groups with a leader’. I draw out the narcissistic and authoritarian
implications of Laclau’s theory of hegemony by demonstrating the close proximity
between his account of politics and Theodor Adorno’s use of Group Psychology in his
analysis of political ‘authoritarianism’. I demonstrate that the positive aspects of
Laclau’s theory of a hegemonic assemblage are undermined because of his insis-
tence that this formation must take the form of an individual or group standing in
to represent the whole, and also because his notion of hegemony necessarily lacks
a substantive content or principled ethic (Laclau 2005, 100). Following this, I
provide an outline of Connolly’s ethos of pluralisation and demonstrate how his
notion of ‘rhizomatic’ political assemblages can be read as an alternative to the
notion of hegemony qua explicit political ordering. I show how Connolly’s ethos is
able to address the limitations of the hegemonic style of politics and offers an
insightful schema for theorising the kinds of politics characteristic of contemporary
social movements. I conclude with the suggestion that Laclau’s theory of hegemony
is insufficient to deal with pressing contemporary issues and concerns because it is
a monistic form of politics that is unable to effectively challenge contemporary
neo-liberalism and capitalist practices. I assert the pre-eminence of Connolly’s
approach because it lends itself to a style of politics which is not narcissistic or
authoritarian, and provides the resources for us to challenge contemporary injus-
tices and inequalities through a variety of strategies and tactics.

Hegemony (or Arboreal Impositions)
In order to understand Laclau’s Gramscian-inspired conception of hegemony it is
first necessary to distinguish this from the everyday broad use of the term. In a
broad (non-technical) sense, hegemony is often used to refer to dominant forms of
power and authority. For example, ‘hegemony’ is used by political scientists such as
Robert Dahl to refer to dominating forms of power in contrast to ‘democracy’ or
‘polyarchy’ (Dahl 1972). When Connolly uses the term hegemony he often does so
in this non-technical sense. He invokes the term to explain the process by which ‘an
identifiable constellation’ of forces attains ‘predominance in several areas of life’ by
‘shuffling’ others ‘out of active consideration’ (Connolly 1988, 4 and 1991, 213).
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However, this common-sense understanding of hegemony (as domination) con-
trasts with the way the term is invoked in the Gramscian tradition.

The Marxist use of the term hegemony has its roots in the work of Georgii
Plekhanov, Pavel, B. Axelrod, and Vladimir Lenin (see Anderson 1976–1977).
However, it is Antonio Gramsci’s account of hegemony that Laclau modifies to
develop his own post-Marxist concept. Gramsci contrasts hegemony to other forms
of power such as ‘domination’ and ‘command’ (Gramsci 1988, 306). He describes
hegemony as the political mechanism through which a ‘group’ has established its
‘intellectual and moral’ leadership (ibid., 249–250). On his reading, the hegemonic
group uses a ‘combination of coercion and consent’ to weld together a ‘collective
will’ or a new ‘hegemonic bloc’ founded upon the universalisation of its own
particular interests (ibid., 239–242, emphasis added). For example, he uses this
conception of hegemony to describe the fascist state’s hold over the workers in Italy
in the inter-war period (ibid., 147, 265, 267). Gramsci says that the ‘fundamental
class’—the proletariat—must develop political strategies to establish its own
counter-hegemony by winning the consent of other subordinated groups (ibid.,
249–250). Others have used the term hegemony—as a combination of force and
consent—in this sense to describe the power of Britain in world politics during the
19th century and America immediately after the Second World War (Cox 1986).

In Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, co-authored with Chantal Mouffe, Laclau strips
the notion of hegemony of its class essentialism (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 138).
From Laclau’s perspective, unlike Gramsci, there is no privileged or universal class
agent of history. The struggle to construct a ‘hegemonic bloc’ can therefore
emanate from the struggles of any group or sector of society, such as the feminist
movement or the environment movement (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 159). For
Laclau, the stability of society always exists in a paradoxical tension with the
‘social’, which he identifies with an ‘infinite play of differences’ (Laclau 1990, 90,
91).4 He says society is ‘the attempt to limit that play’ by domesticating it ‘within
the finitude of an order’ (Laclau 1990, 91). In Laclau’s view, without some explicit
attempt to construct the order of society, social relations would rapidly degenerate
into ‘chaos’ or something like a Hobbesian ‘state of nature’ (Hobbes 1968 [1651];
Laclau 1996a, 44, 45). However, although this attempt to institute ‘society as
totality’ is necessary it is also impossible because it is always exceeded by ‘the
social’ (Laclau 1990, 90, 91). Thus, society is constituted around a constitutive
‘lack’, that is, a lack of totality or completion. Moreover, according to Laclau the
social is governed by the political logics of ‘difference’ and ‘equivalence’ (Laclau
2005, 82). The former logic refers to the ‘simplification of political space’ while the
latter logic is its ‘expansion and complexity’ (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 130). For
Laclau, society is temporarily constituted by a ‘contingent articulation’ between
the logic of difference and the logic of equivalence (Laclau 2005, 231). In his view,
hegemony is the political relation or power that is temporarily able to bring
together plural, ‘fragmented and particularistic’ moments of the social into a par-
ticular ordering of social relations. However, for Laclau, no hegemonic agent can
ever fully realise its project or completely institute a fully emancipated society
because he rejects the idea of universal history moving in the direction of a
substantive telos (Laclau 1990).
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In order for a transformative hegemonic agency to emerge to form a new ‘hege-
monic formation’ Laclau thinks a number of fundamental factors need to be in
place (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 136). First, there must be ‘antagonism’ within
existing social relations to enable a ‘frontier effect’ to emerge, so that an ‘us’ can
be created against the ‘them’ (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 135–136; Laclau 2005, iv,
139). This frontier must be constitutively unstable to the extent that it enables the
re-signification of identities into opposing camps. According to Laclau, the hori-
zontal linking of different struggles with each other is an ‘articulatory’ practice
whereby a series of particular demands form a ‘chain of equivalence’ against the
common enemy, and where their identities are modified to the extent that they
are united in their opposition against the ‘same oppressive regime’ (Laclau 2005,
99, 139). However, as more ‘demands’ join this chain of equivalence the tie
keeping them together becomes weakened, or in Laclau’s words the ‘emptier the
signifier unifying that chain will be’ (Laclau 2005, 99). The decisive moment in
Laclau’s conception of hegemony is the idea that one of the ‘demands’ in the
chain of equivalence establishes unity by stepping in to become ‘the [empty]
signifier’ to represent ‘the whole chain’ (Laclau 2005, 99, 131, 224). In other
words, all the different links in the chain are condensed ‘through the cathexis of
a singular element’ (Laclau 2005, 97). The hegemonic element temporarily
embodies the (absent) wholeness of society, and according to Laclau, this is an
intrinsic component of all hegemonic formations (Laclau 2005, 71, 116). Laclau’s
theory is underpinned by a Lacanian ontology of the subject as constituted by
‘lack’. From Laclau’s perspective, the individuals and groups that constitute the
chain of equivalence experience jouissance (or pleasure) from the (impossible)
struggle to fill tendentially empty signifiers with their own particular content
(Laclau 1996a, 43 and 2004, 303).

Following Gramsci, Laclau says that his conception of hegemony is an ‘ethico-
political’ project (Laclau 2000, 82). Gramsci describes a successful hegemony as an
‘ethical state’ that is a ‘morally unitary social organism’. He also understands a
proletarian hegemony as the means to the realisation of the substantive goal of
human emancipation posited as the end of history (Gramsci 1988, 234, 240, 243).
By way of contrast, in Laclau’s theory the moment of universality (the part becom-
ing the whole) is always without substance. This is because for Laclau the ‘ethical’
is understood as a necessary (yet impossible) moment of the ‘imaginary fullness of
society’ that ‘utterly transcends’ each of the particular struggles that make up the
hegemonic formation (Laclau 2000, 82). In other words, in Laclau’s theory the
ethical is not a substantive or principled project to be achieved. It is never anything
more than a structural moment of ‘absent fullness’ that is necessary but impossible
to achieve (Laclau 2004).5

Laclau’s theory of hegemony offers a way of theorising the political construction of
a temporary collective assemblage ‘out of heterogeneous elements’ (Laclau 2001,
5). However, this approach is problematic: both as a description of the political
process and as a prescriptive source for the transformation of existing power
relations. In the remainder of this section I make the case that his theory of
hegemony has potentially authoritarian implications. Indeed, the arboreal aspect
of hegemony is evident in Laclau’s insistence on the necessity of the subordination
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of the horizontal linkages in the chain of equivalence to the One (i.e. the
part standing in for the whole). Moreover, this form of political relation cannot
explain the forms of assemblages that are emerging in contemporary anti-capitalist
movements.

In his recent book On Populist Reason Laclau has reworked the theory of hegemony
with reference to Freud’s analysis of groups with leaders. I will show that this is not
only a hierarchical form of relation, but also involves the leader promoting the
transference of ‘narcissistic libido’ (libidinal energy directed at the self) from his or
her followers on to him or herself in order to keep the group together (Freud 1991c
[1914]). In Group Psychology Freud seeks to explain how different groups and
associations are held together through various forms of libidinal ties or bonds.6

Following Freud, Laclau says that the mechanism that integrates individuals into a
group is ‘identification’ which is libidinal energy in a sublimated form (Freud 1991a
[1921]; Laclau 2005, 53). In psychoanalytic theory, identification is the ‘earliest
expression of an emotional tie with another person’ and it is the desire to be like
someone else by moulding one’s ‘ego’ after someone you take as a ‘model’ (Freud
1991a [1921], 134, 135). According to Freud, in groups which have a leader, ‘a
number of individuals ... have put one and the same object in the place of their ego
ideal [the ideal of perfection by which the ego measures itself] and have conse-
quently identified themselves with one another in their ego’ (Freud 1991a [1921],
147). This process is a ‘double bind’ whereby a number of individuals replace their
ego ideal with the same object and as a consequence they identify with each other
in their egos for a period of time. Freud says that this involves a ‘considerable
amount of narcissistic libido overflowing onto the [leader] object’ and this process
of idealisation is potentially dangerous because it has a tendency to ‘falsify the
judgements’ of the individuals in groups by overvaluing the object in the individu-
al’s mind, which is loved ‘on account of the perfections’ the ego has striven to attain
for itself (Freud 1991a, 143). In other words, the critical capacity of the individual
is subordinated to satisfying his or her own narcissistic impulses, by object love for
the leader.

Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen has detected ‘authoritarian implications’ in Freud’s analysis
of groups with leadership and Laclau is aware that this criticism could also be
levelled against his theory of hegemony (Laclau 1996b and 2005, 57). However,
according to Laclau, Borsch-Jacobsen’s reading is ‘excessive’ because its ‘unilateral
emphasis on the relationship with the leader ignores all the places in Freud’s text
where different social arrangements are suggested as actual possibilities’ (Laclau
2005, 57). Laclau insists that an authoritarian ‘politics’ is not the only kind of
politics that arises from Freud’s definition of ‘groups with a leader’ (Laclau 2005,
57). He points out that an alternative ‘mode of social aggregation’ is present in
Freud’s work to the one based on the ‘libidinal tie with the leader’. This is the idea
of the ‘highly organized group with a definite structure’ (Freud 1991a, 122; Laclau
2005, 57, 58). Moreover, Laclau argues that these two modes of social aggregation
are not different kinds of groups or entities, but rather they are different ‘social
logics’ that form a necessary part of all social groups (Laclau 2005, 58). In Laclau’s
view, the ‘fully organized group and the purely narcissistic leader are ... the impos-
sible ... extremes of a continuum’ where the former is entirely ‘based in organiza-
tion’ and the latter ‘grounded in the libidinal tie with the leader’ (Laclau 2005, 58).7
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He suggests that Freud gives many examples of combinations where both ‘organi-
sation’ and ‘leader’ are present in a discernible formation, thereby reducing the
possibility of a ‘despotic narcissistic leader’ (Laclau 2005, 58, 59). Indeed, Laclau is
interested in highly organised groups because of their ability to equip the individu-
als in the group with critical agency, which diminishes upon becoming a member of
a group with a highly cathartic leader object (Freud 1991a, 98, 104, 115).

Furthermore, Laclau maps Freud’s account of the differentiating grades of distance
between the ego and ego ideal on to his own account of social logics to show that
an organised group formation with a ‘democratic leadership’ is possible (see Freud
1991a [1921], 161–166; Laclau 2005, 59, 83). Laclau says that if the degree of
distance between the ego and ego ideal increases then ‘peers as members of the
group and transference of the role of the ego ideal to the leader’ takes place (Laclau
2005, 62). In this instance, the leader becomes for the members of a group the ideal
of perfection and he or she is transcendent or stands outside the communal order.
However, Laclau argues that if the ‘distance between the ego and ego ideal is
narrower’ this makes possible a democratic sort of leadership where the leader is
the ‘object-choice of the members’, but he or she is also a member of the group
(Laclau 2005, 62). In this case the leader is partially immanent and partially
transcendent to the communal order (Laclau 2005, 62). Laclau also considers the
idea of a leaderless group as one in which the distance between the ego and ego
ideal are ‘entirely bridged’ (Laclau 2005, 62). He says Freud’s description of organi-
sation without leadership is an ‘imaginary case’ and a situation in which the
political has ‘withered away’ (Laclau 2005, 62, 63).

Laclau also draws upon Freud’s account of the Catholic Church to show that
varying degrees of identification between members of a group as well as with a
leader are possible (Freud 1991a [1921], 167–182; Laclau 2005, 59). According to
Freud, the Church requires from believers something more than the replacement of
their ego ideal with the same object (Christ) (Freud 1991a [1921], 162). Freud says
that the group formation of the Church is established by Christians not just iden-
tifying with Christ the leader and each other as members, but every member has
also to ‘love all other Christians as Christ loved them’ (Freud 1991c [1914], 168;
Laclau 2005, 59). For Laclau, this added feature of ‘leader-like love’ makes possible
a type of group formation which includes both horizontal organisation and iden-
tification with the leader, and thereby reduces the possibility of a strong narcissistic
or authoritarian leader. He concludes that ‘if the leader leads because he presents,
in a particularly marked way, features which are common to all members of the
group, he can no longer be, in all its purity the despotic, narcissistic ruler’ (Laclau
2005, 59). Laclau says that the ‘need for leadership is still there’ but this is a more
‘democratic’ form of leadership because the leader participates in the community—
which makes identification possible—but his identity is split between on the one
hand being the father and on the other being one of the brothers (Laclau 2005,
59–60). He also says that since the leader’s right to rule is ‘based on the recognition
of other group members’, a feature which he shares with them, the leader is
‘accountable to the community’ (Laclau 2005, 60). Laclau associates his conception
of ‘democratic leadership’ with the ‘consent and coercion’ that Gramsci attributes to
the notion of hegemony (Laclau 2005, 60).

PLURALISATION OR HEGEMONY 199

© 2008 The Author. Journal compilation © 2008 Political Studies Association
BJPIR, 2008, 10(2)



Unfortunately, Laclau’s alternative narrative to Borsch-Jacobsen’s explanation of
the potential authoritarianism of groups with leaders is unconvincing. In fact, many
of the characteristics that Laclau attributes to ‘democratic leadership’ (or hegemony,
where the part stands in for the whole) are in close proximity to Adorno’s analysis
of authoritarian leaders in his essay ‘Freudian Theory and the Pattern of Fascist
Propaganda’ (Adorno 2001 [1951]).8 Indeed, according to Adorno the mechanisms
at work in the ‘fascistic community of the people’ correspond ‘exactly’ to Freud’s
definition of groups which have a leader, i.e. where a number of people have
‘substituted one and the same object for their ego ideal and have consequently
identified themselves with one another in their ego’ (Adorno 2001 [1951], 141). As
I have said, Laclau maintains that narcissistic and authoritarian forms of leadership
can be avoided if the degree of distance between the ego and ego ideal is narrow
(Laclau 2005, 56, 62). However, as Adorno points out, the degree of distance
between the ego and ego ideal does not need to be ‘too advanced’ to enable the
selection of an authoritarian leader (Adorno 2001 [1951], 142; Laclau 2005, 62).
Adorno says that ‘the replacement of individual narcissism by identification with
leader images’ during the process of identification is a central feature of fascist
group formation (Adorno 2001 [1951], 140). Similarly, the transfer of ‘narcissistic
libido’ on to the leader is a necessary feature of the libidinal investment character-
istic of Laclau’s theory of hegemony (the part standing in for the whole) (Freud
1991a [1921], 143; Laclau 2005, 143). According to Laclau, there is ‘something in
the equivalential bond which already pre-announces’ the need for leadership
(Laclau 2005, 99).9 This is the repressed instinct’s ‘aspiration to fullness and whole-
ness’ that is never satisfied and which the leader is able temporarily to transfer from
his or her followers on to the ideal of him or herself (Laclau 2005, 115–116).10

Moreover, Adorno’s description of the fascist leader as both ‘superman’ and as an
‘average person’ resonates with Laclau’s analysis of the leader as being both father
and also brother as simultaneously transcendent and immanent (Adorno 2001
[1951], 141). Furthermore, Adorno says that what is missing from fascist propa-
ganda is a positive programme for social regulation which—we should note—is also
a feature of Laclau’s notion of ‘empty signifiers’ (Adorno 2001 [1951], 139). In
other words, what Laclau calls hegemony appears to share basic correlates with
what Adorno calls authoritarian leadership.11 This close proximity between their
respective analyses of contrasting political formations is troubling to say the least.
What it suggests is that hegemony is an undesirable configuration of power because
it is a centralising and hierarchical power relation that has authoritarian implica-
tions for group formations.

Laclau’s notion of hegemony was formulated in the context of the growing signifi-
cance of the politics of the new social movements in the latter part of the 20th
century (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 3). He says the idea was to ‘outline a new politics
for the left’ that would accommodate the multicultural and plural nature of diverse
‘contemporary social struggles’, such as the feminist movement, the environmen-
talist movement and the anti-racist movement (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 3). The
horizontal logic of the chain of equivalence is no doubt valuable for explaining how
different struggles can be linked together. Unfortunately, however, the idea of the
part standing in for the whole goes against the grain of egalitarian forms of
organisation typical of many contemporary movements. Indeed, the emergence of
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contemporary anti-capitalist movements and the alternative globalisation move-
ments offers a glimpse of hope for the future because they appear to coalesce and
mobilise in non-hegemonic ways. They are steering towards a politics of rhizomatic
assemblages without leaders. For example, there does not appear to be a part
standing in to represent the whole at the summit protests (against the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Economic Forum (WEF)) or in the new forms of
group formations associated with the World Social Forum (Starr 2005). The assem-
blages that emerge at these meetings and events are not hierarchical or centralised
and there is no claim to represent the universal interests of the movement. In fact,
contemporary radical movements tend to be autonomous, grass-roots based, civil
and social movements that rhizomatically and spontaneously cohere together
against the common enemy of ‘corporate capitalism’ or ‘neo-liberalism’. They do
not (necessarily) seek to seize power but rather create autonomous political spaces
and zones outside of hegemonic power structures.12

Laclau’s theory of hegemony seems to have little relevance for these contemporary
forms of politics. In fact, it is difficult to see the relevance of his theory for politics
more generally in advanced industrial societies because of the complexity of social
and political relations characteristic of them. In these societies we rarely find the
articulation of ‘fragmented’ and ‘dislocated demands around a new core’ and forms
of antagonism that lead to the replacement of the existing regime by an entirely
new hegemony. Indeed, Laclau’s theory of hegemony only becomes a useful strat-
egy in transforming society when an entire regime is perceived as oppressive and it
is not a coincidence that his examples tend to be taken from circumstances such as
the Russian revolution. Furthermore, advanced capitalism is sustained and repro-
duced through non-hegemonic forms of control and therefore requires different
forms of resistance (and a more nuanced conception of power or relations) to
combat it.

More important than the descriptive limitations of Laclau’s theory is the ethical
dubiousness of his theory of hegemony. Laclau’s notion of hegemony (understood
as a conception of the social bond in which there will always necessarily be a leader)
is a monistic form of power relation that precludes the very possibility of more
egalitarian forms of power. His conception of hegemony is a formulaic mechanism
that structurally orders the social terrain. It intrinsically subordinates the horizontal
linkages characteristic of the chain of equivalence to an arboreal assemblage of the
One (or a particular universal). Laclau envisages politics as the perpetual replace-
ment of one hegemony with another. The reason why Laclau seeks to supplement
groups with a leader with ‘organisation’ is to reintroduce the individual with his or
her critical faculty. Unfortunately, however, in light of Adorno’s analysis of fascism,
Laclau’s combination of groups with a leader and organisation is not sufficient to
establish democratic group formations. The expanding nature of the chain of
equivalence may signify strength in the form of increasing numbers.13 However, it
does not signify action based on an affirmative and non-reactive ethic. The whole
point of Laclau’s notion of hegemonic identity is for groups and individuals to strive
towards attaining jouissance, which does not necessarily involve acting ethically or
affirmatively. Now I turn to Connolly, whose theoretical framework is able to
account for both groups that rhizomatically and spontaneously coalesce, and the
conditions for groups where the leadership function is reduced to a minimum.
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Rhizomes and Critical Assemblages
In this section I provide an outline of Connolly’s conception of rhizomatic assem-
blages and the ethos of pluralisation to show how his approach is able to address
the limitations of Laclau’s theory of hegemony.14 By way of contrast to Laclau’s
ontology of lack, Connolly offers a ‘multidimensional’ or ‘layered’ conception of
the world understood as an excess or abundance of diverse ‘energies’ and material
‘forces’ of ‘life’ that differ in quality, quantity and intensity (Connolly 1999, 186
and 2002, 35). In some sense, his conception of society shares important simi-
larities with Locke’s conception of the state of nature as largely self-regulating
(Locke 1988 [1869]). This is because for Connolly regularity is immanent to social
relations and emerges though multiple lines of connection and bonds of interde-
pendency between different groups, forces and constituencies (Connolly 1995,
xx).15 Unlike Laclau, from Connolly’s perspective social forces (which are not
necessarily egalitarian but neither are they inherently violent or antagonistic) do
not need to be explicitly ordered or domesticated (through hegemony) because
they tend to emerge spontaneously into different types of assemblages. Laclau has
rightly criticised Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Deleuzian account of the
political because it lacks a ‘theory of articulation’ (Hardt and Negri 2000; Laclau
2001, 7). However, his critique is not applicable to Connolly’s—Deleuzian—
approach because unlike Hardt and Negri he asserts the primacy of politics. Con-
nolly emphasises that there are multiple sites of intervention and scope for critical
human agency to reconfigure particular assemblages into ‘positive direction’
(Connolly 2005, 152). Indeed, he accepts that some assemblages are oppressive
and dominatory, but he also explicitly states that they are ‘susceptible to recon-
figuration’ because the material forces that constitute them can be directed into
desirable configurations (Connolly 2005, 152).

Connolly says politics is an inherently ‘ambiguous’ activity. On the one hand,
politics is the means by which groups and individuals attempt to establish some
organisation on the ‘protean abundance of life’, where ‘life’ is understood to
‘exceed every socially constructed order’ (Connolly 1991, 176 and 1995, 1). On the
other hand, politics is the means by which established identities and forms of power
can be ‘engaged and confronted’ (Connolly 1991, 94). Indeed, from Connolly’s
perspective, politics is the medium that enables the ‘antinomies of identity and
difference’ or the tensions between ‘concentric’ and ‘rhizomatic’ forces or pluralism
and pluralisation to be ‘expressed and contested’ (Connolly 1991, 92). It is impor-
tant to point out that this conceptual tension (between pluralism and pluralisation)
is fundamentally different from Laclau’s account of the paradoxical relationship
between the particular and the universal, and this difference has significant impli-
cations for their respective conceptions of societal relations and group formations.
Connolly does not use the monism/pluralism (one/many) dualism because his
work precludes the idea of monistic universality. It is precisely because pluralism
tends to get brought under the monism of the principle of identity (through the
processes of sedimentation and naturalisation) that Connolly introduces the term
‘pluralisation’. This refers to the abundant flow of material forces of life that
facilitates the continual multiplicity and flourishing of social relations through the
emergence of new and different types of assemblages (Connolly 1995, xiv). This
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leads Connolly to develop a very different conception of the ethico-political to the
one provided by Laclau. Connolly’s ethos of pluralisation seeks to disrupt the
hegemonic power structures that Laclau’s politics seeks to construct. For Connolly,
it is important to disrupt every established ‘governing cultural consciousness’
by ‘denaturalising’ them through techniques of genealogy and deconstruction
(Connolly 1991, 201 and 1995, 103).

The ethos of pluralisation manifests in the ‘civic virtues’ of ‘agonistic respect’ and
‘critical responsiveness’. In the current context of ‘deep pluralism’ and multicul-
turalism, Connolly urges groups and individuals to cultivate an ethos of generosity
towards ‘difference’ or ‘otherness’ (Connolly 2005, 123). For Connolly, agonistic
respect is a relation that enables individuals and groups with relatively established
identities to respect other faiths in the public realm (ibid., 123). He says that
‘partisans’ who practise agonistic respect appreciate the ‘comparative contestability
of ... [their] fundaments to others’ developing a ‘bicameral’ attitude towards ‘citi-
zenship’ (ibid., 123). In other words, he advises individuals and groups to maintain
a paradoxical tension between drawing upon their values and beliefs in the public
realm of discussion and debate, and being receptive and respectful to other posi-
tions in order to avoid the temptations of fundamentalising their own position
(ibid., 4, 123).

Connolly says critical responsiveness is an agonistic relation that extends generosity
to emerging identities coming into being. Indeed, this is a risky relation because
these new identities may potentially threaten or disturb one’s own identity
(Connolly 2004, 178). He describes the space where new identities have not yet
fully emerged, but nonetheless destabilise the ‘naturalness’ of established identities,
as a ‘paradoxical gap’ and he says it is here where critical responsiveness is needed
(Connolly 1998, 95). In other words, critical responsiveness is appropriate to the
‘politics of becoming while it is still under way’ (Connolly 2005, 126). Connolly
says it takes the ‘form of careful listening and presumptive generosity to constitu-
encies struggling to move from obscure or degraded substance below the field of
recognition, justice, obligation, rights or legitimacy to a place on one or more of
those registers’ (Connolly 2005, 126). Critical responsiveness is a means by which
legitimate democratic spaces can be created and it enables new identities coming
into being to ‘consolidate’ themselves ‘into something that is unaffected by negative
cultural markings’ (Connolly 1995, xvii). Unlike Laclau, Connolly’s ethos of plu-
ralisation and his emphasis on techniques of the self offers a positive and principled
ethic which is a remedy for the narcissism that is transferred to the leader in
Laclau’s account of hegemony.

Indeed, Connolly’s approach offers a conception of critical agency that is able to act
affirmatively because it is informed by a principled ethos. His ethos of pluralisation is
underpinned by Nietzsche’s account of the noble ethic, which draws a qualitative
distinction between different types of action. This is in contrast to the ethical
‘emptiness’ of Laclau’s notion of hegemony. The noble ethic has its roots in
Nietzsche’s distinction between ‘noble’ (master) and ‘slave’ (Nietzsche 1994 [1887],
19). For Nietzsche, individuals who engage in ‘reactive’ forces are bearers of ‘slave
morality’ because their response to phenomena and events grows out of resent-
ment and is based on a reaction that denies life (Nietzsche 1994 [1887], 21, 22, 53;
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Connolly 1988, 137–175). By way of contrast, those that engage in ‘active’ forces
are bearers of a noble ethic and morality because their response grows out of
an affirmative and ‘triumphant’ saying of ‘yes’ to life (Nietzsche 1994 [1887],
22; Connolly 1988, 156, 164). What is innovative about Connolly’s ‘post-
Nietzscheanism’ is that he democratises Nietzsche’s noble ethic to offer a conception
of ‘masters without slaves’ (Khan 2007). As Connolly sees it, anyone can act as a
master rather than a slave because being a master is simply a matter of a particular
kind of relationship of the self to itself and others (Connolly 1988, 164). By way of
contrast to the element of narcissism that Laclau sees as an intrinsic component
of the subject, Connolly’s Nietzschean/Foucauldian-inspired notion of techniques
of the self offers individuals the possibility to ward off negative emotions such as
vanity and narcissism. As Connolly sees it, the individual has the potential ‘to move
or modify particular patterns of desire by tactical means’ of self-making and to
‘drain’ him or herself of resentment or a reactive mentality (Nietzsche 1994 [1887],
261; Connolly 1995, 65). He says it is possible to affirm a ‘form of selfhood’, which
is not narcissistic and which acknowledges the contestability of all self identity
(Connolly 1999, 159). By way of contrast, it can be argued that Laclau’s theory of
hegemony is ultimately a theory of resentment because it does not distinguish
between reactive and affirmative forms of action; nor does it offer a principled ethic
of engagement. Indeed, as Connolly puts it, it is precisely a bicameral orientation to
political life that ‘Adorno in his classic study says is lacking in the “authoritarian
personality” ’ (Connolly 2005, 4).

Furthermore, in contrast to Laclau, Connolly rejects the idea of the intrinsic cen-
trality of a single leader in unifying heterogeneous demands or groups (or the part
standing in for the whole). According to Connolly, a ‘universal “we” ... unified by
a central political idea or ethical principle’ is not necessary to foster the ‘democratic
governance of a population’ (Connolly 1995, xx and 2004, 168). As he sees it,
multiple collaborations and lines of connection between diverse and interdepen-
dent groups and individuals ‘infused’ with an ethos of pluralisation ‘drawn from a
variety of sources’ is sufficient to govern a democratic society (Connolly 1995, xx,
94). In Connolly’s view, prior to any explicit articulation there always already exists
an abundance of protean forces of ‘life’ that tend to cohere together into assem-
blages. Thus, the need explicitly to ‘order’ societal relations can be relaxed a little.
As Mark Wenman has argued, Connolly’s conception of pluralist politics resembles
the notion of ‘countervailing’ powers characteristic of the pluralism of American
political science (Wenman 2007). This militates against the idea of a particular
group or individual standing in to represent the multiplicity of forces and voices
under a hegemonic identity. Indeed, countervailing forces are necessary to contem-
porary politics in order to limit and constrain centralised forms of power. Indeed,
they enable active engagement and participation in politics to transform hegemonic
practices and structures.

In addition, Connolly offers a rich typology of different forms and modalities of
politics and unlike Laclau he does not limit the political process to one type of
assemblage (i.e. hegemony). This enables him to conceptualise forms of politics
where power is not centralised in a singular monistic body. In addition to his
‘politics of disturbance’, the ‘politics of enactment’ and ‘micropolitics of action
by the self on itself and the small-scale assemblage upon itself’, Connolly also
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advocates a ‘politics of representational assemblages’ through which general poli-
cies are processed through the state and a ‘politics of inter-state relations’, which
can be effective in curbing the excesses of globalisation (Connolly 1999, 146).
However, he is also cautious of state-centred politics because it signifies a sedi-
mented structure that has effectively naturalised itself and so there is a danger that
the state becomes ‘a ministry for ... a politics of generalized resentment’ (Connolly
1991, 210, 207). Consequently, he says, the state ‘must be thought and lived as
[only] one site of membership, allegiance, obligation, and political mobilization on
a globe that presents other viable possibilities of identification inside and outside
state boundaries’ (Connolly 1991, 215). He also stresses the importance of ‘non-
statist politics’ where ‘cross-national movements’ place pressure on ‘corporate and
state-centred positions’ (Connolly 1995, xxi). Indeed, Connolly sees democratic
politics flowing ‘below, through, and above the level of the state’ and he advocates
a democratic ethos carried by ‘cross-territorial citizen assemblages’ which ‘extend
beyond the walls of the state’ and which ‘support positive action’ on global issues
(Connolly 1995, 155, 157, 160 and 2001, 352).

In other words, Connolly’s ‘network pluralism’ is able to conceptualise many forms
of assemblages, including those that are not subordinated to the One and which
rhizomatically and spontaneously converge. Indeed, Connolly emphasises the need
for collective action between ‘several constituencies’ building ‘general assemblages’
without the need for a part standing in for the whole (Connolly 2000, 194). His
work therefore offers a theoretical framework for understanding contemporary
movements such as those associated with the alternative globalisation movement
and the World Social Forum where a ‘variety of constituencies’ band together
horizontally in ‘opposition’ to corporate globalisation (Connolly 2000, 195). His
work also has the potential for theorising groups where the leadership function is
kept to a minimum through effective pluralisation. From Connolly’s perspective, if
you learn to love the abundance of life you will relate to yourself in a non-
narcissistic way, and will have no need to love and desire the leader. The noble ethic
and techniques of the self make this a real possibility and an attractive option.

Conclusion: Beyond Hegemony
I have argued that Connolly’s ethos of pluralisation and Laclau’s theory of hege-
mony describe two different and incompatible types of assemblages, and I have
identified the problems with Laclau’s arboreal approach and asserted the priority of
Connolly’s rhizomatic notion of ‘network pluralism’. Connolly’s understanding of
the political is informed by an active affirmative ethos that aims at a positive
engagement with the world by overcoming resentment, while Laclau’s theory of
hegemony makes no qualitative distinction between different kinds of actions or
assemblages, and assumes that narcissism is an intrinsic component of the social
bond. He does not offer ways of reducing narcissism. By way of contrast, in
Connolly’s theory there is no account of the necessity of the leader that stands in
for or represents the whole but rather the emphasis is on the abundant multiplicity
of groups and identities that are perpetually coming into being. These rhizomatic
assemblages are preferable to arboreal ones. Indeed, Laclau’s theory of hegemony
leaves no scope for the replacement of centralised power with more egalitarian
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forms of power. Ultimately, every hegemony is replaced with another. This is
self-defeating because it seeks to replace the same power structure under the guise
of a new basis. However, the challenge today is not to reconfigure forms of unified
or centralised power through constructing a Laclauian-style counter-hegemony, but
rather to change the very structure of power relations towards more desirable
configurations: ones where the leadership function and forms of representation are
replaced by more direct and active participation by individuals and groups. Con-
nolly’s conception of politics offers us a glimpse of rhizomatic forms of power, and
his ethos of pluralisation highlights the necessity of constraining and challenging
the force of such centralised forms of power.

Connolly’s conception of the ‘noble ethic’ and techniques of the self offers con-
structive strategies and tactics for the self to work on itself to drain elements of
resentment, fear and paranoia, which can help reduce the gap between the ‘ego’
and ‘ego ideal’.16 Indeed, this is the key towards the formation of more horizontal
social relations. In other words, unlike Laclau, Connolly does not conceive the
subject of political theory as necessarily narcissistic or authoritarian. Unfortunately,
without a positive ethos of engagement Laclau’s theory of hegemony lends itself to
authoritarian and narcissistic forms of politics.
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Notes
1. Every claim to truth for Laclau is a ‘particular universal’, whereas, for Connolly it is an ‘ontopolitical

interpretation’ (Connolly 1995, 1; Laclau 2005, 60).

2. This is not due to a lack of opportunities; for example in his chapter in The Laclau Reader Connolly
respectfully praises Laclau’s project before proceeding to elaborate his own ‘ethos of pluralization’
(Connolly 2004, 167). Laclau’s rejoinder to Connolly’s chapter is equally evasive. He acknowledges
the differences between them, but insists that this is not the ‘place’ to explore them in any detail
(Laclau 2004, 298).

3. Maybe Connolly’s invitation as a keynote speaker at the Ninth Essex Graduate Conference in Political
Theory in 2008 is the ‘place’ where the implications of some of the differences between their
approaches can be aired.

4. Laclau’s notion of ‘the social’ as constituted by an infinite play of differences draws upon post-
structuralist thinkers such as Jacques Lacan and Jacques Derrida who have sought to rework
Ferdinand de Saussure’s linguistic theory of the arbitrary nature of the signifier, and to challenge
Saussure’s claim that the play of signification is fixed within a synchronic totality (Derrida 1978
[1967], 351–370 and 1982 [1972], 307–330; Lacan 1998, 161–197). Lacan emphasised the perma-
nent sliding of the signified under the signifier that forever disrupts synchronic closure, and Derrida’s
notion of différance brings to the fore the idea of a syntactic excess that ‘extends the domain and the
play of signification infinitely’ (Derrida 1978 [1967], 354 and 1982 [1972]; Lacan 1998).

5. Simon Critchley (2004) and Mark Devenney (2004) have similarly expressed concerns about the
normative deficit of Laclau’s notion of hegemony.

6. In Group Psychology Freud distinguishes between primary groups/associations (with a leader), ‘artifi-
cial’ groups such as the church and army, and leaderless groups that coalesce together into a crowd.

7. Unlike Laclau, I am not entirely convinced that the different types of groups are opposing ends of a
continuum/spectrum and not different entities. Freud leaves this point unanswered (Freud 1991c
[1914], 125). This is an interesting point to be explored in later research.
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8. Although Adorno turns to Freud’s Group Psychology to explain ‘fascist’ movements rather than ‘other
movements that seek mass support’, many of the characteristics that constitute Laclau’s conception
of ‘democratic leadership’ correlate with the features Adorno assigns to fascist leaders and fascism
(Adorno 2001, 149).

9. Laclau says that suggestion, manipulation and love are insufficient to explain the centrality of leaders
in group formation (Laclau 2005, 99).

10. The term ego ideal is introduced by Freud in ‘On Narcissism: An Introduction’ (1914) and again in
‘Mourning and Melancholia’ (1915). It is later developed into super-ego in the Ego and the Id (1923).
Whether Freud intended there to be a difference in the concepts of the ego ideal and super-ego is a
debatable point. For example, Adorno says that the ego ideal is absorbed by the super-ego in the
Oedipus complex (Adorno 2001, 140). By way of contrast, Janine Chassegut-Smirgel suggests there
is a difference between them whereby the super-ego is heir to the Oedipus complex and the ego ideal
is heir to primary narcissism (see Chassegut-Smirgel 1976). Laclau’s endorsement of the term ego
ideal suggests that like Chassegut-Smirgel he is unconvinced that it is absorbed by the super-ego in the
Oedipus complex.

11. For Adorno, the ease with which fascist leaders and propaganda can manipulate mass psychology is
directly related to the declining autonomy and spontaneity of the individual in standardised mass
culture (Adorno 2001, 150).

12. For analysis of these kinds of movements see Starr (2005).

13. Laclau does recognise that the chain of equivalence does not go on ad infinitum because once a set of
‘core links have been established ... expansion is limited’ (Laclau 1996c, 219).

14. Elsewhere I have subjected Connolly’s work to criticism (Khan 2007). I have made the case that
Connolly’s individualistic ethos of pluralisation needs to be supplemented with the idea of friendly
organised movements to fulfil its potential in challenging capitalism. Connolly recognises that indi-
viduals need to band together in opposition to form ‘cross-territorial citizen assemblages’ (Connolly
1995, 155, 157, 2000, 194, 195 and 2001, 352). However, I argued that this is understood as a
banding together against an opposing force or with regard to ‘supporting positive action’ on global
issues, rather than forming organised collective movements to build affirmative alternatives and
situations (Connolly 2000, 194, 195). I suggested that movements of this kind need not be grounded
in a specific political project or have a doctrinal affiliation apart from their commitment to creating
more autonomous spaces and places.

15. In this sense, Connolly’s notion of society as immanently ordered through forces and bonds of
interdependency resonates (without the humanism) with the ideas of classical anarchist philosophers.
For example, Connolly’s vision of ‘network pluralism’ resembles Peter Kropotkin’s and Martin
Buber’s ‘social principle’ (Buber 1951; see Kropotkin 1969 [1897] and 1998 [1902]). However,
Connolly does not make a similar distinction to Kroptokin or Buber between the social and the
political principle. In my view this distinction is problematic because it conceives of politics as an
inherently negative activity.

16. Taking Laclau on his own terms (about the description of the nature of the social and the inevitability
of group formation with leaders) then the urgent task is to generate conditions that decrease the gap
between the ego and the ego ideal as a way to transform society. However, Laclau does not provide
an account of how this could take place. It is important to note that for Freud the relationship
between the ego and ego ideal constitutes different types of subjectivities (Freud 1991b [1915],
245–269). In ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ Freud suggests that the gap between the ego and ego ideal
increases when the melancholic personality suffers the loss of an object: he or she ‘reproaches’ him
or herself and sees this loss as an impoverishment in his or her ego. This dwindling status of the ego
increases the gap between the ego and ego ideal (Freud 1991b [1915], 254, 256).
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