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Preface to the Second Edition

THIS BOOK WAS originally conceived as a standard introduction to political
theory. Demonstrating the continuity and change within the long and venerable
tradition of political thought was a pleasant prospect. I quickly discovered, how-
ever, that I was not well suited to the task of writing a stock survey text with its
inherent simplifications and generalizations. I could not bring myself to strip
from political theory its most redeeming qualities, namely, its capacity to stretch
the mind, induce critical inquiry, and bring worldly problems to bear—often in
a disquieting way—on the aspiring theorist. The result is a book that, I hope,
will intellectually, practically, and personally challenge its readers. It should
stimulate at least as many questions as it provides answers. This, I believe, is the
best means to cultivate a love for the discipline.

The chapters of this book integrate the insights of ancient, modern, and
postmodern political thought. A large and growing literature addresses each of
these areas of political theory, so, at the end of each chapter I offer suggestions
for further reading. Many of these works, particularly the classic texts, are avail-
able in more than one satisfactory edition; I have therefore abbreviated biblio-
graphical information. Most of the suggested readings are also found in the
endnotes, where readers can identify the editions that I have used. The endnotes
themselves are wholly bibliographical and need not be consulted unless refer-
ences for citations are desired.

The second edition of Thinking Politics retains the general format and
structure of the first, but I have added and updated material and made other
substantive and stylistic changes throughout the text. The intent was to make
the book more accessible to those who have had little opportunity to study polit-
ical theory, without, in the process, doing a disservice to the complexities of the
field. The second edition also contains a new section on justice in chapter 6.
Although I had hoped to devote an entire section to justice in the first edition,
at that time I had not been able to organize my thinking about the subject in a
way that usefully integrated ancient, modern, and postmodern perspectives. In
this sense, Thinking Politics continues to be a work in progress—and as with
most literary projects, the task of writing is never truly completed; it is simply
abandoned.



For making this book’s arguments more compelling and its writing more
readable, I would like to thank Jeff Corey, Al Damico, Luke Garrott, George
Graham, Albert Matheny, Hillard Pouncy, and Donna Waller. Special thanks are
due to Paul Wapner, Ted Schatzki, and Susan Thiele. Paul has engaged me, over
many years of friendship and travel, in a critical dialogue about the integration
of philosophic concerns and political life. Without that dialogue, this book, and
my life, would be much poorer. Ted’s critical commentary on the penultimate
draft of this manuscript was so reassuringly thorough that I am tempted, con-
trary to tradition, to make him responsible for any confusions and oversights
that remain. Susan provided much critical insight and a perspicacious editing of
the entire manuscript. She also gave unflagging encouragement and abiding
support. 

I would like to thank, as well, readers of the first edition who communicat-
ed to me their impressions. In particular, I wish to note my appreciation of the
critical commentary offered by the graduate students in my Politics and Theory
seminar. I would be very pleased to receive more comments, and for this pur-
pose I can be reached at the Department of Political Science, University of
Florida, Gainesville, Florida 32611-7325, or by e-mail at thiele@polisci.ufl.edu.
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Introduction

POLITICAL THEORY IS deliberation about the proper organization of collective human
existence. It is concerned with understanding political life as it is defined by the pub-
lic use of power. This investigation of things political has traditionally been under-
stood as an inquiry into the nature of “the good life.” Since ancient times, the good
life has been characterized as a life of reason, shared with others in liberty and
grounded in justice. Political theorists describe the components of this life, spec-
ulate on its requirements, evaluate its potential, and argue for its achievement.

The tradition of political theory, while rich in historical insight, conceptu-
al refinement, ethical debate, and philosophic reflection, is poor in eternal truths
and practical implementations. It follows that the art and craft of political
theory is less a learning of set principles, technical procedures, or concrete appli-
cations than an exercise in critical thought. To teach political theory is to intro-
duce students to a tradition of thought so that they may interact creatively with
it. To teach political theory is to aid in the acquisition and development of the
analytic and interpretive skills, the moral and philosophic judgment, and the
social and historical knowledge needed to appreciate a tradition of thought, to
contest its claims, and to make good use of its insights.

Developing this skill, judgment, and knowledge is an exciting but arduous
task. Returns on investments of time and effort are seldom certain. This is part-
ly because political theory has always been, and remains today, a field uncertain
of its mandate, unsettled in its procedures, and self-consciously critical of its
own identity. Political theory might be described as an unending dance staged
between skeptical reserve and the epic effort to achieve methodological rigor,
conceptual stability, and moral certainty about things political. Thinking Pol-
itics introduces the reader to this form of dance.

Only that which has no history is truly definable. Historical phenomena
may be described in detail, but their meanings cannot be affixed once and for
all. The discussion of political theory in this book occasionally takes on the pre-
tense of being definitive. Yet political theory is a historical product. Its multiple
origins and ongoing evolution make it available for rich description but not con-
clusive definition. As in times past, political theory today means different things
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to different people in different circumstances. Consequently, there is no single
definition of political theory to be found in this book. Instead, the multifaceted
nature of the discipline is explored.

The history of political theory is often circumscribed within a canon of
thinkers that originates in antiquity and proceeds through medieval and mod-
ern periods to contemporary times. This roster of theorists is assumed to con-
stitute a distinctive, self-contained tradition of political thought. Yet the canon
is largely a retrospective construction. Most of its representative figures did not
identify themselves as contributors to a single tradition. Nonetheless, the voices
that animate the history of political theory have produced a sustained, if unruly,
conversation over the ages. It is a conversation well worth entering.

As described in the following pages, this conversation bears a certain uni-
formity of accent. The book seldom ventures beyond Western political thought.
Despite its focus on the politics of identity and difference, non-Western identi-
ties receive little attention. Undoubtedly, this is a limitation. It is explicable, if
not excusable, owing to the author’s own restricted exposure to other traditions
of political thought. Future editions of Thinking Politics will expand upon this
culturally parochial foundation.

This book sets out the scope and methods of political theory, understood as
a tradition of historical, normative, interpretive, and analytical thought whose
concern, most broadly speaking, is the nature of collective human life. The aim
of this text is not encyclopedic. Rather than provide a survey of the discipline
and its major figures, it approaches the tradition from various points of view in
an effort to engage readers in thinking politics. This unusual term requires an
explanation.

The project of thinking politics means three things. It means, first, think-
ing about politics as this phrase is commonly employed. To think about politics
is to think about the means and ends of political life. It entails exploring the
nature and charting the limits of politics. Thinking about politics is primarily an
analytical and historical enterprise.

Thinking politics also means thinking through politics. To think through
politics is to acknowledge that one’s own attitudes, beliefs, and values are them-
selves products of a political life. To think through politics is, self-consciously,
to think through the medium of one’s participation in a collective existence with
its inherent commitments and biases. Thinking through politics, then, is a con-
sideration of the various political forces that stimulate and constrain thought
and action in greater and lesser degrees. This is largely a self-reflective and inter-
pretive project.

Finally, thinking politics means thinking politically. To think politically is
to think explicitly about one’s opinions and behavior in reference to common
standards, rights, and responsibilities. To think politically is to think as a mem-
ber of political society, rather than as a particular individual with particular
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interests. It requires that one step into the shoes of others, moving beyond the
question of what is desirable for oneself an individual to ponder what people can
and should do together. It demands one’s judgment as a citizen among citizens.
The task of thinking politically is normative and critical in nature.

Political theorists and political theory texts often give pride of place to one
of these three projects: the analytical and historical, the self-reflective and inter-
pretive, or the normative and critical. Yet these three aspects of thinking politics
remain inextricably entwined within the tradition of political thought. Thinking
politics integrates these three fundamental features of political thought and life.
The presumption is that they are best exercised together.

This text distinguishes itself from standard introductions to political theo-
ry in important ways. First, many introductory works offer historical or con-
ceptual overviews of the tradition. They supply glosses on an extensive roster of
figures and political ideas. Such glosses are informative. In painting the theoret-
ical canvas with such broad strokes, however, few lasting impressions are made.
The reader receives a smattering of information about a canon of figures, texts,
and concepts for which he or she gains little appreciation. Often the reader ends
up with a laundry list of definitions that are routinely memorized only to be
soon forgotten. Such survey texts court the danger of undercutting what
arguably should be their most important service: prompting the reader to engage
in critical political thought.

Rather than reproduce such efforts, this text explores the art and craft of
political theory. To this end, the nature of politics and the nature of theory are
discussed extensively. What it means to theorize, and to theorize well, is a cen-
tral focus. The aim is to develop both an understanding of the domain of poli-
tics and a sensibility to the ways in which this domain may be intellectually and
morally engaged. The text relies on the exemplary fashion in which certain theo-
rists within the history of political thought have constructed and evaluated the
domain of politics. These references to canonical figures are meant less to cele-
brate past achievements or invoke authorities than to stimulate and guide the
reader’s own political thinking. While standard definitions of key political con-
cepts are provided, these definitions are also frequently challenged. In turn,
more original and controversial perspectives are explored. The aim is to encour-
age the reader not only to learn about political theory but to learn how to think
theoretically about politics. This goal is best pursued by exploring how various
political quandaries have been intellectually and morally approached and re-
approached over time, and by underlining the reader’s opportunity and respon-
sibility creatively to work through such quandaries.

The second distinguishing characteristic of this text is its integration of con-
temporary theoretical and political concerns. Clifford Geertz, an American
anthropologist, observed a blurring of genres in the humanities and social sci-
ences in recent decades.1 Since ancient times, political theory has crossed paths
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with philosophy. Today, however, it also borrows from and lends to such fields
as anthropology, biology, ecology, economics, history, literary criticism, psy-
chology, and sociology. This ongoing cross-fertilization has stimulated a renais-
sance in political theory. It has also challenged the stability and identity of the
discipline. With this in mind, the text integrates these kindred disciplines into
discussion.

The book is also significantly informed by postmodern concerns. Intro-
ductory texts in political theory tend to traverse the tradition in retrospect.
Historical overview has much to recommend it and is an indispensable compo-
nent of political theory. But students also need to be grounded in the present
and to cast a glance to the future. To study political theory today and ignore
postmodern thought is to neglect one of its more creative forces. Yet students
can find few manageable introductions to postmodern thought that successful-
ly integrate it with the tradition of political theory. Hence an important con-
temporary trend has remained unproductively isolated and obscure.

Most contemporary political theorists think of themselves as standing at the
edge of modernity or perhaps straddling the modern and the postmodern.
While postmodern theory occupies a territory different from ancient and mod-
ern theory, the border between them follows a zigzag course over the rough ter-
rain of politics. Occasionally, with particular thinkers or issues, this border slips
from sight altogether and an uneasy convergence takes place. Determining if
and how the border between the ancient, modern, and postmodern should be
drawn is a demanding task. This text demonstrates that border crossings can
make for good theory.

Instead of characterizing postmodernism as superseding its forerunners,
Thinking Politics encourages the simultaneous exploration of ancient, modern,
and postmodern perspectives. It integrates the postmodern focus on the social
construction of identity with the modern concern for the regulation of social
interaction and the ancient preoccupation with the cultivation of virtue and the
formation of character. In this way, postmodern thought is made theoretically
accessible and politically relevant.

The book is divided into seven chapters, each of which approaches the task
of understanding political life from a different point of view. Chapter 1, “Theory
and Vision,” explores the nature of theory. The chapter suggests that theories are
best understood as conceptual lenses that furnish focused visions of the world.
It discusses similarities and differences between interpretive political theory and
scientific theory. In turn, the chapter examines the normative nature of political
theory as well as its methods of historical and conceptual analysis.

Chapter 2, “The Question of Human Nature,” argues that human beings
are unique because they are political animals and that the question of human
nature must be broached before the question of politics can be adequately
addressed. Many of the greatest achievements in the tradition of political
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thought are grounded on specific theories of human nature. With these exem-
plars in mind, current knowledge of human biology and genetics is brought to
bear on political concerns and theoretical aspirations.

Chapter 3, “Politics, Power, and the Public Good,” explores the meaning of
politics. It defines politics as the public use of power. An extensive investigation
of the means and ends of power allows it to be distinguished from force. In turn,
the chapter explores the ambiguous boundaries of public life. Because politics is
pervasive, it becomes necessary to distinguish between actions, events, and insti-
tutions that are more and less political in nature.

Chapter 4, “Modernity and Postmodernity,” approaches postmodern under-
standings of politics by way of their modern predecessors. The chapter begins
with a historical analysis of modernism and proceeds with an overview of struc-
turalist, poststructuralist, and postmodern thought. It subsequently juxtaposes
the modern concern with governmental regulation of social interaction and allo-
cation of scarce resources to the postmodern concern with the social construc-
tion of individual and collective identities. The chapter highlights the political
nature of postmodern theory by contrasting it to modern behaviorism.

Chapter 5, “Identity and Difference,” examines various ways in which indi-
vidual and collective identities are forged and contested. It investigates the polit-
ical significance of racial, religious, gender, and economic identities. In each
case, the text prompts the reader to explore whether, how, and to what extent
his or her own identity is a social construct and how identities thus constructed
respond and relate to difference.

Chapter 6, “Statecraft and Soulcraft,” begins by exploring the linkage be-
tween postmodern concerns and the issues that animate classical theory. It com-
pares the ancient Greek effort to craft virtuous souls through education and
legislation with the postmodern focus on the social construction of identity. It
links the relationship between statecraft and soulcraft, politics and identity, to
the valorization of key political concepts in the tradition of political theory, such
as liberty, reason, and justice.

Chapter 7, “Ideology and Irony,” examines the history of ideology from the
coining of the word in the eighteenth century through the reported “end of
ideology” in our times. The chapter introduces irony, a kind of skeptical reserve,
as a counteracting force to ideology. Political theories avail themselves of both
ironic and ideological lenses. These lenses respectively expand and contract the
theorist’s breadth of vision and impetus for action. The chapter encourages read-
ers to weigh the merits and shortcomings of both ideological and ironic lenses,
to identify their uses within the history of political thought, and to explore the
nature of an appropriate balance.





chapter 1

Theory and Vision

IN SUBSEQUENT CHAPTERS we investigate the nature of politics and political
life. Before doing so, however, it is useful to explore our proposed method of
investigation. That is to say, we first need to explore the nature of theory itself
and the various ways of theorizing.

The best way to conceive of theory is to think of it as a kind of lens. We all
have lenses in our eyes that focus light on our retinas. Many people also wear
optical lenses made of glass or plastic to correct poor vision. These artificial,
external lenses aid the eye in focusing light so that it produces clear images,
rather than blurs and blotches. Microscopes and telescopes are also constructed
from optical lenses. These magnifying lenses bend light in particular ways,
allowing a focused image of very small or very distant objects.

Theories help us put the world in focus. What optical lenses do for our
vision, theories do for our understanding. Whereas optical lenses improve our
sight, theories improve our insight. Theories are conceptual lenses. They help us
produce clearly focused mental views.

We might define a theory as a cognitive scheme or conceptual system that
brings a part of the world into clearer focus and allows it to be better under-
stood. Most of us can see the world quite well without the artificial lenses found
in telescopes, microscopes, or even eyeglasses. Our unaided vision suffices.
Likewise, most of us can get along quite well without engaging in formal theo-
rizing. Our unaided intellect, common sense, and traditional cultural view-
points prove adequate. Nevertheless, like the lenses we make out of glass or
plastic to see more clearly, the theories we fashion out of concepts allow us to
understand the world more thoroughly and profoundly. They provide alterna-
tive viewpoints to those filtered through our personal or cultural predisposi-
tions. They also provide magnified views of particular features of our world that
otherwise would go unnoticed.

By allowing us greater insight, theories take us beyond superficial overviews.
Instead of merely describing what we see from customary viewpoints with the
unaided intellect, theories allow us to get beneath the surface. Theories allow
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radical insight. The word radical derives from the Latin word for “root.”
Theories dig beneath the surface. They give us access to the roots of our
concerns.

We could certainly survive without the intricate conceptual schemes that
constitute theories. But we would have to give up much that we have come to
take for granted. Science would end, as would philosophy. Our cultural life
would become greatly impoverished. Many of our most practical affairs, such as
agriculture and education, would cease to develop or would revert to quite prim-
itive levels. A world without theory would be very different from the world we
now inhabit.

To be sure, theorizing also has its darker side. Theories of Aryan supremacy
helped Adolf Hitler pitch Germany into a murderous war. Albert Einstein’s
brilliant theories of particle physics eventually led to the development of ther-
monuclear bombs. A complex combination of economic, scientific, and social
theories have aided in the unrestrained growth of industry and population that
gravely threatens our environment. Still, the greatness of humankind has
evolved largely out of the power of the human mind, and the engines of theory
generated much of this power.

Quite likely, some very basic form of theorizing occurs whenever humans
focus their attention on particular parts of the world or come to perceive the
world in particular ways. When we look up into the night sky and ponder the
stars—whether they are assumed to manifest the hand of God or are appreci-
ated solely for their aesthetic qualities, whether they are perceived as astro-
logical signs dictating our fates, as distant suns burning atomic fuel, or as
navigational tools guiding our earthly travels—each of these perceptions has
been structured by some cognitive scheme or conceptual system. These schemes
and systems all evidence theoretical insight. The French thinker Auguste Comte
(1798–1857) was perhaps the first modern social scientist to insist that “no real
observation of any kind of phenomenon is possible, except in as far as it is first
directed, and finally interpreted, by some theory.”1 Theory, in one form or other,
channels most if not all of our perceptions, attitudes, opinions, values, judg-
ments, and actions. Theories do not simply chart reality; they aid us in con-
structing it.

To say that our most basic perceptions are directed and interpreted by theo-
ry is not to suggest that there is no reality out there apart from our theoretical
constructions of it. Indeed, the problem we face as theorists is not an absence of
facts about our world but an overabundance of them. Theories are the concep-
tual lenses we use to sort through the plethora of facts that confront us each day.
Theories organize the multiple facets of reality into a comprehensible order.
Without theories of a very rudimentary kind, we would not be able to tell which
bits of reality are important and which are insignificant or how some facts cor-
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respond to others. Indeed, without theories we might not even be able to iden-
tify something as a fact at all.

Setting Our Sights

No lens can bring everything into focus all at once. As anyone who has worked
with optical lenses knows, bringing particular things into clear view means that
other things lying closer or farther away necessarily remain out of focus. The
same principle holds for images formed by our eyes. After gazing for a time upon
some distant object, quickly glance back at the pages of this book. A moment of
blurry vision occurs. The lenses in one’s eyes then rapidly change their shape to
make the written words legible. Photographers exchange one lens for another or
alter the distance between lenses to produce clear images. Our eyes simply
change the shape of their lenses. The results are the same. Specific lenses, or spe-
cific shapes of lenses, allow us to focus on certain things at certain distances. The
rest of the world is necessarily left in a haze.

Theoretical lenses likewise either limit the depth of our vision in order to
highlight the foreground or neglect close-up views in order to capture the back-
ground. By focusing our attention on particular clumps of reality, theories cause
us to ignore other clumps that lie nearer or farther away. An economic theory
that seeks to explain present levels of unemployment may, for instance, focus
expansively on the history of industrial cycles over many decades. To do so, how-
ever, it would have to sacrifice an in-depth psychological investigation of a
reputed breakdown of the work ethic in recent years. Likewise, a biological theo-
ry might suggest the inevitability of war based on the effects of human hor-
mones that induce aggression. To do so, however, it would ignore arguments for
the potential eradication of collective violence through the cultivation of reli-
gious faith. By organizing ideas, principles, and facts into systematic, conceptual
accounts and explanations, theories give us insight into a part of the world that
otherwise would remain too complex and too chaotic to comprehend. But in
producing this focused image, theories necessarily leave much out of the picture.

Lenses bend light to create focused images. But not all available light is
used. The apertures of cameras and the irises perforated by the pupils in our eyes
serve the purpose of restricting the amount of light that passes through the lens.
Too much light leads to overexposure, with much detail lost in the glare. Too
little light leads to underexposure, with much detail lost in the gloom. Hence
our eyes temporarily fail us when we walk into a dark theater from a well-lit
lobby and again when we walk out of a matinee performance into the brilliant
afternoon sunshine. We can be blinded not only by darkness but also by light.

Theories have analogous characteristics. Theories work well only when they
effectively regulate the amount of information we receive and the conceptual
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networks we form. Too little data or a dearth of conceptual linkages lead to dim,
underexposed, and impoverished images of the world. Without sufficient infor-
mation, we have no foundation on which to build knowledge. This relationship
is generally well understood. Yet too much data and a glut of conceptual link-
ages are no better. They produce confusing, overexposed images of the world.
We are confronted with a busy hodgepodge of phenomena that is difficult to
decipher. We face the proverbial problem of not being able to see the forest for
the trees. To produce a clear image, shadows are as necessary as well-lit surfaces.
The attempt to shed light on everything leaves nothing distinctly revealed. If
theories are to yield good vision, certain things must remain in the dark.

Conceptual lenses, like optical lenses, influence not only the kinds of
images we perceive but also the manner in which our observation takes place.
Like all tools, theories demand, or at least suggest, specific targets and specific
methods of use. Those armed with telescopes have to work on cloudless nights.
Those armed with microscopes generally work indoors. The tools of their trade
make the former lens users unlikely to examine bacteria and the latter unlikely
to chart planetary motion. Our conceptual lenses also influence what we see and
how we see it. They provide a framework for our investigations of the world. 

In political science, statistical analysis of survey data provides us with a kind
of telescopic lens that may be used to furnish an overview of the body politic.
In-depth psychological analysis, in contrast, provides us with a microscopic lens
that reveals the intricate inner workings of individual political actors. Statistical
and psychological theories supply their own methodologies (methods of use)
that influence where and how we look for political knowledge. A person skilled
at survey statistics is generally convinced of the importance of aggregated opin-
ions and behaviors. Political knowledge is produced through the analysis of the
variance and correlation of these opinions and behaviors within large popula-
tions and is relayed in terms of descriptive and inferential statistics. A person
skilled at psychological analysis highlights the importance of individual desires
or unconscious drives. Political knowledge is produced through the analysis of
life histories and personality characteristics and is relayed in terms of psycho-
logical categories and tendencies. In selecting our methodology, then, we are
implicitly if not explicitly suggesting which things are and which things are not
significant objects of knowledge. It is said that the person whose only tool is a
hammer confronts every problem as if it were a nail. For this reason, method-
ologies may be seen as ways of “shaping the mind.”2 It repays us to be conscious
and critical of how our chosen methods shape our perceptions and theories no
less than how our perceptions and theories shape our choice of methods.

Parsimony, Accuracy, and Significance

How does one choose the correct aperture for conceptual lenses, finding the
middle ground between underexposed and overexposed images? How does one



5theory and vision

choose the correct shape for these lenses, determining which images will come
into focus and which will remain obscure? Finally, how does one determine the
direction in which to point one’s conceptual lenses? In short, what makes for
good theorizing?

The answer to these important questions is straightforward: it all depends
on what one wants to accomplish. Like photographers, theorists choose differ-
ent lenses to do different jobs. There are no hard and fast rules. Still, we may
make general statements about the features of a good theory. Three theoretical
virtues are widely recognized.

The first theoretical virtue is parsimony. To be parsimonious is to be spar-
ing or even stingy. Parsimony means frugality. To be theoretically parsimonious
is to forgo all unnecessary speculation and detail. Theories must be condensed
enough to offer an advantage over an extended, unsystematic description of the
world. Simplicity is crucial. A good theorist is thrifty in employing concepts and
outlining relationships. Interpretations, descriptions, explanations, or predic-
tions must not be cluttered with unnecessary facts or assumptions.

Theorizing, in this sense, is like mapmaking. Maps offer us condensed out-
lines. The more details included in these outlines, the more accurately they rep-
resent the actual geography. But theories should not represent reality in too
much detail. If we create a map that contains all the recognizable features of a
territory, it will approximate the size of the land that it charts. Lewis Carroll, the
whimsical author of Alice in Wonderland, once told of a map of the German
countryside that had a scale of one to one. It was, of course, a wonderfully
detailed representation. But it could not be used because when unfolded it cov-
ered all the crops. Theories should not be so cumbersome that they cannot fruit-
fully be employed.

Good maps have clear legends or explanatory captions. They maintain the
same scale throughout and do not randomly change their format. Likewise, to
remain parsimonious, a theory must be relatively uniform in its structure.
Parsimonious theories are consistent; their rules tolerate few, if any, exceptions.
They are straightforward to grasp and easy to use. Parsimonious theories leave
relatively few phenomena within their jurisdiction without an interpretation,
description, explanation, or prediction. The chunk of the world they portray
does not contain large areas of unexplored territory.

The pursuit of simplicity goes too far, however, if it makes a theory sim-
plistic. Parsimony must not sacrifice too much detail. To ensure that reality is
sufficiently represented, theorists claim accuracy as their second key virtue. If
the map we create is overly reduced in size, if it is simplified to the point where
crucial details are lost, then it will fail to aid us in finding our way about. A map
of a country that reveals mountain ranges and major bodies of water but leaves
out all highways and thoroughfares may be wonderfully compact, but it will not
help us find our way from city to city. Theories must be sufficiently detailed to
allow for accurate assessments or explanations of the world.
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If a theory is both sufficiently parsimonious and sufficiently accurate, we
say that it is elegant. An elegant theory concisely and precisely interprets,
describes, explains, or predicts some aspect of the world. An elegant theory sim-
plifies reality enough to make it comprehensible but remains accurate enough in
its representations to avoid unnecessary ambiguity. The particular balance struck
between parsimony and accuracy will, of course, vary according to the circum-
stances. Generally speaking, the more complex the reality one seeks to under-
stand, the more complex the theory needed to capture it, the less parsimonious
that theory will be.

The third virtue for which theorists strive is significance. To be significant,
a theory must be of interest. Significant theories illuminate an important part of
the world. If we create maps of places no one ever visits, wants to visit, or ever
will visit, we theorize in vain. However parsimonious and accurate our theories
are, if they fail to offer significant insights, they fail to be good theories. We must
point our theoretical lenses at interesting and important things; otherwise there
is not much point in looking through them.

There are, generally speaking, two threats to significance. The first is tau-
tology. To say that all bachelors are unmarried is to speak tautologically. It is sim-
ply to state a definition. Likewise, a theory becomes tautological when it offers
nothing more than a reiteration of accepted terms. A reworded definition, rather
than a process of reasoning, speculation, or experimentation, does all the impor-
tant work. A theory that boils down to the prediction that all political science
majors will, at some point during their college careers, enroll in political science
classes is tautological. By “political science major” we indicate a student taking
courses in political science. This theory does not interpret, describe, explain, or
predict. It simply (re)defines.

Tautological theories are nonfalsifiable. That is to say, no evidence could be
presented that would repudiate their claims. No gathering of new facts, no elu-
cidation of principles or ideas, and no subsequent reasoning can undermine a
tautological theory. A tautological theory may provide a set of useful definitions
that simply and accurately label features of our world. Like any good set of def-
initions, tautological theories may provide conceptual clarity, and this is no
small accomplishment. The reasoning that holds the components of a tautolog-
ical theory together, however, is completely circular and self-enclosed. Because
its definitions do not challenge or reorganize our common ways of understand-
ing the world, because it does not reinterpret the world in an original way, a tau-
tological theory amounts to little more than a list of related entries in a
dictionary.

To avoid tautology, a set of propositions and arguments must make itself
vulnerable to refutation or falsification.3 Good theories must be open to chal-
lenge, either from argument or from evidence. One should be able to construct
or at least imagine an argument or empirical test that would disconfirm every



7theory and vision

theory worthy of its name. A theory that produces the assertion that the moon
is made of green cheese, for example, is open to refutation. We could disconfirm
it by gathering empirical evidence. We might employ telescopic spectral analy-
sis or bring back bits of the moon for chemical analysis. Even before the exis-
tence of spectrometers and space travel, however, the kind of evidence needed to
falsify such a theory was imaginable. 

Far from constituting a shortcoming, being susceptible to refutation or fal-
sification is a prerequisite for good theory. If a theory is not susceptible to
contestation by reasoned argument, gathered evidence, or repeated experimen-
tation, then it is not so much a theory as a dogma, which is to say, an article of
faith wrapped up in a circular series of definitions. Indeed, theories are never
really proven. They are simply reconfirmed by way of overcoming every attempt
that is made to refute them.

The second threat to significance occurs if our theory becomes trite.
Something is trite when it is commonplace or self-evident. Trite propositions or
theories fail to interest us because they state the obvious. To suggest that every
student, regardless of race or gender, will take a breath within the first few min-
utes of a lecture is to say something completely trite. Because the statement
could be falsified by a very determined breath-holder, it is not tautologous. But
we do not need a sophisticated theory to make such a banal statement. Simple
observation and common sense tells us as much. To avoid triteness, theories
must contribute to the task of better understanding a complex world. These
theoretical illuminations need not be overly intricate or obscure. Nonetheless,
they must be enlightening.

Scientific Theory

The virtues of parsimony, accuracy, and significance are elements of any good
argument and hence are useful in describing the elements of all theories. They
are, however, most appropriately identified as virtues of scientific theories.
Scientific theories describe the laws or regularities that account for the behavior
of things. Originally, the word science, from the Latin scientia, simply meant
knowledge. Eventually, science came to mean knowledge of a certain sort,
namely, a body of related physical laws combined with trusted methods for
obtaining and testing such laws. These laws pertain to the regular, recurrent, and
ideally invariant associations between and among events and things within the
natural world.

The natural sciences often serve as a paradigm for scientific theory. Natural
scientific theories explain the way things behave with such parsimony and accu-
racy that prediction about the way they will behave in the future becomes pos-
sible. A scientific theory constitutes a set of hypotheses with predictive force.
Certain sciences, such as geology and evolutionary biology, both predict future
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events and explain what has happened in the distant past. These theories may
eventually come to be confirmed or disconfirmed by subsequent discoveries of
geological formations or fossils.

Explanations and predictions always stand in need of confirmation. The
typical method of confirmation in the natural sciences is the methodologically
rigorous replication of the experimental process. This entails very precise forms
of measurement. If, for instance, I can explain the amount of a particular sub-
stance produced when specific amounts of two other chemicals are mixed
together at certain temperatures, then I should be able to predict that this same
reaction will reoccur and produce the same results given the same mixture of
chemicals at the same temperature. In turn, someone else should be able to ver-
ify my results, thus validating my theory’s explanations and predictions, by
repeating the same experiment with the same methodological rigor.

Certain social sciences (also known as behavioral sciences), including some
areas of political science, strive after this level of parsimony, accuracy, and
methodological rigor. They aim to duplicate in the study of culture what has
been achieved in the study of nature. Often employing statistical methods of
analysis, behavioral social sciences quantitatively investigate the attitudes and
actions of individuals and social groups. Their theories attempt to predict and
explain human behavior. These empirical theories are testable through repeated
observation and precise measurement if not repeated experimentation. 

The term social science first came into use during the French Revolution,
as intellectuals attempted to ground the political changes sweeping France on
scientific principles. One of the most prominent advocates of the scientization
of politics was the French social philosopher Claude Henri de Saint-Simon
(1760–1825), who wrote:

Hitherto, the method of the sciences of observation has not been intro-
duced into political questions; every man has imported his point of
view, method of reasoning and judging, and hence there is not yet any
precision in the answers, or universality in the results. The time has
come when this infancy of the science should cease, and certainly it is
desirable it should cease, for the troubles of the social order arise from
the obscurities in political theory.4

Likewise, the English political theorist and philosopher John Stuart Mill
(1806–73) wrote in his System of Logic that “the backward state of the moral
sciences can only be remedied by applying to them the methods of physical sci-
ence, duly extended and generalized.”5 Saint-Simon’s and Mill’s vision is shared
by certain social scientists today who believe that “we are in the political sciences
where the natural sciences were two hundred years ago.” The task at hand is to
“apply scientific methods to the management of society as we have been learn-
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ing to apply them in the natural world.”6 Most social scientists admit that they
will never attain the explanatory or predictive power currently enjoyed by natu-
ral scientists. Nonetheless, many social scientists mimic the methods of natural
science as closely as possible in an effort to achieve greater explanatory and pre-
dictive power.

Do we have any reason to believe that social science will ever produce laws
that have the predictive and explanatory power of, say, the laws of physics or
chemistry? Attempts have certainly been made. While these attempts have all
fallen short of the mark, their achievements have not been negligible. The polit-
ical sociologist Robert Michels (1876–1936), for instance, developed the famous
“iron law of oligarchy” after studying political parties in Europe at the turn of
the century. Oligarchy means rule by the few. The iron law of oligarchy states
that “an essential characteristic” of all human collectivities is a hierarchical struc-
ture wherein a minority exercises most of the power and effectively rules over a
majority.

Michels maintains that all human organizations bear this characteristic. He
writes: “It is organization which gives birth to the dominion of the elected over
the electors, of the mandataries over the mandators, of the delegates over the del-
egators. Who says organization, says oligarchy.”7 Michels’s law, like scientific
law, is predictive and testable. Given the formation of an organization (and par-
ticularly the formation of a political party), we may predict the formation of an
oligarchy. We may then test, by way of observation, whether an oligarchy indeed
exists in any given organization. Like most “laws” of social science, however,
Michels’s iron law of oligarchy is not very precise. The law supplies us with no
way of knowing, or even guessing, how soon an oligarchy will form, how strong
an oligarchy will become once it forms, how long it will last, or how and why it
will decrease in strength, dissipate, or change form. Unlike, say, Isaac Newton’s
law of physics, which states that force is equal to mass multiplied by acceleration
(F = ma), the iron law of oligarchy is not a precise equation. Unlike Newton’s
law, which allows for quite exact measurements, calculations, and predictions,
Michels’s law can yield only very general statements about the way the social
world works. Moreover, Michels’s law does not apply equally to all organiza-
tions. Small organizations whose members have close, friendly relations are fre-
quent exceptions.

One reason why social science falls short of achieving the parsimony, accu-
racy, and predictive power of natural science is that the methods of scientific the-
ory are not easily adapted to social and political concerns. Outside the
laboratory, too many uncontrolled and unforeseen forces affect social and polit-
ical life to allow for precise measurement. Yet the observation and analysis of
political society cannot be done in controlled laboratory conditions. In the
social sciences, experimentation, let alone repeated experimentation, is very dif-
ficult if not impossible to arrange. Often experimentation would be morally
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unacceptable even if it could be arranged. We might adequately observe the reac-
tion of a democratic people to a coup d’état and subsequently develop a theory
to account for such behavior. Yet it would be ethically unacceptable to stage a
second coup d’état under similar circumstances in order to verify our results.

Social and political practices, therefore, are seldom if ever replicable. Com-
parative studies between different people, different countries, or the same coun-
try at different times can be very enlightening. But they fail to duplicate the
precise experimental conditions of the natural sciences. Humans learn from his-
tory and from each other. Hence repeated observations of social reality are not
observations of exactly the same reality. The actors involved have in all likeli-
hood thought about themselves and their world in the meantime and have
developed or otherwise changed their behavior or conditions as a result.

Experimental observation allows for the construction of scientific theory
because the objects of study, being either biological or mechanical, operate in
relatively fixed patterns and display regularities according to ascertainable
physical laws. For the political theorist, in contrast, the objects of study are self-
conscious agents, that is, thinking human beings who reflect on themselves,
their worldly conditions, and their actions. This self-reflexivity makes human
behavior far more irregular and unpredictable than the behavior of other forms
of life or of inorganic forms of matter. Self-reflection changes how we under-
stand ourselves and our world and hence how we act in the world. While social
scientific theories may systematically chart human behavior, therefore, they sel-
dom, if ever, fully explain or predict it. Their subject matter is simply too com-
plex, variable, and self-reflective. Human actors may even change their behavior
in light of a social scientific theory. This behavioral change, in turn, may inval-
idate the original theory’s explanations or predictions.

Given these difficulties, some argue that social scientists should not attempt
to mimic the natural sciences but should instead develop their own standards
and procedures. The German economist and sociologist Max Weber (1864–
1920) maintained that social scientists should not search for laws that determine
and predict human behavior. Rather, they should seek to describe historical cor-
relations and tendencies. Weber argued that the mandate of social science is to
understand human behavior profoundly, not to predict it precisely.8

Human history, Weber maintained, is best described as a concurrence of
events, not a system of ascertainable laws. In coming to terms with this concur-
rence, social scientists ought to remain sensitive to cultural factors. They should
chart the subtle interaction between historical or social influences and the mate-
rial or physical causes of behavior. Despite his reluctance to mimic the natural
sciences, Weber was opposed to any historical description of events that made
no systematic attempt at explanation. He suggested that explanatory theories be
developed and actively employed in the social sciences. These social scientific
theories would be based on the observed correlations of human events, institu-
tions, attitudes, and values.
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Weber called these correlations “ideal types.” An ideal type is not a moral
category but a conceptual construct that, by accentuating particular features of
social phenomena, manages to explain these phenomena more efficiently and
elegantly. One might, for instance, accentuate the role played by the president
or prime minister of a country in order to make better sense of that country’s
foreign policy. Perhaps a strong correlation can be found between a country’s
foreign policy and its top executive’s psychological type, personal history, or
ideological orientation. This theoretical framework may allow one to explain
foreign policy neatly, leaving the waters unmuddied by complicated analyses of
the role played by advisers, institutions, bureaucracies, the economic climate, or
the election cycle.

Ideal types put historical events, institutions, or (sets of ) attitudes and val-
ues into their “most consistent and logical forms.”9 Achieving this consistency
and logic, Weber admitted, entails doing a certain amount of “violence to his-
torical reality.”10 Political life is seldom, if ever, as neat and tidy an affair as the
social scientist might desire. Ideal types are, by definition, “one-sided.” Without
the construction of ideal types to simplify matters, however, the social scientist
could not understand or portray the complex interplay of cultural and material
forces that produce human history. Ideal types are like the conceptual lenses that
create focused images of the world. In producing clear images, ideal types nec-
essarily truncate reality, violating its integrity. The task at hand, according to
Weber, was to do as little violence as possible to a complex reality while still
developing a sufficiently powerful theory to explain it. 

Many social scientists adopt a Weberian approach in their efforts to under-
stand and explain political phenomena. Others mingle elements of Weber’s in-
sights with methods more prominent in the natural sciences. Political science is
thus varied in its methodological approaches. Nonetheless, each of its traditional
fields (such as Comparative Politics, International Relations, and Public Policy)
aims to develop good theories that are confirmed by reliable data. Their practi-
tioners, regardless of their chosen methodological approach, strive to construct
conceptual lenses or maps that produce parsimonious, accurate, and significant
pictures of political reality. In turn, they attempt to measure the political world
accurately in order to confirm, or disconfirm, their theoretical perspectives. As
we shall see in the following sections, the field of political theory stands out
among the traditional fields of political science by focusing less on prediction
and more on interpretation, less on the collection of empirical data and more on
the conceptual and historical analysis of texts, less on the precise measurement
of the political world and more on its normative assessment. 

The Interpretive Nature of Political Theory

To the extent that human beings may be studied as mechanical objects or bio-
logical organisms, they are easily subject to scientific theorizing and the precise
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measurement this entails. Much modern medical research, for example, pro-
ceeds under these conditions. After all, the laws of physics, chemistry, and biol-
ogy apply to human beings no less than to rocks, trees, and other animals.
Nevertheless, the farther we move from the basic chemistry, physiology, or
genetics of human life, the more difficult it becomes to theorize it scientifically.

Employing physiological and evolutionary theories, we may with great
accuracy explain why and predict how a person will cry out and pull away if
suddenly jabbed with a sharp pencil. With somewhat less accuracy, employing
economic theories and accounting for cultural traits, we may be able to explain
why and predict how a person will react if offered $1,000 to break a pencil in
two. In this case, the laws of physiology find an approximate analog in the
demands of economic life that stimulate people to react according to the per-
ceived costs and benefits of their opportunities. While economic incentives do
not produce as predictable a reaction as acute physical pain, certain broad regu-
larities are nonetheless observable. But the strictly scientific observer has no
accurate predictions to make about the way a person will react when given a
pencil and paper and asked to respond to the question “How should the exer-
cise of individual liberty in a political community be balanced with the pursuit
of social equality?” Only vague generalities could be mustered.

Being self-reflective, humans consciously distinguish themselves from their
environment, make themselves and others objects of thought, and turn these
(systematically collected) thoughts about themselves and others into objects of
further thought. This spiral of self-reflection has no predictable end point. The
question about balancing the values of freedom and equality demands a
response based on self-reflective experience. In answering this question, one
would not simply react, as one does physiologically to pencil pricks. Nor would
one behave in ways conforming to easily ascertained regularities, as one often
does in response to economic incentives. Instead, one would first have to think
about the world and one’s place in it and then respond on the basis of these
reflections. Faced with this reality, the political theorist generally does not seek
to predict behavior. Rather, the political theorist interprets human thought and
action in ways that are illuminating and promote understanding.

This brings us to a major difference between scientific theory and political
theory. Scientific theory strives for objectivity. The scientific theorist is supposed
to be a neutral observer whose feelings and biases are left outside the door of the
laboratory. The scientist is detached from her subject matter, approaching it
only by means of impersonal tools of analysis and measurement that anyone
with similar skills could employ. Only in this way can repeated experimentation
confirm theory, since any other scientist, employing the same procedures under
the same conditions, will arrive at the same results.

For theorists of social and political life, in contrast, the ability to feel and
think in ways similar to the object of study is a crucial component of their task.
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The analysis of responses to the question about the appropriate balance between
liberty and equality, for example, is necessarily grounded in the theorist’s own
reflective experiences. Without such resonance between the theorist and the
theorized, little of interest can be said. Humans, unlike plants and rocks, inter-
pret themselves. To understand a self-interpreting being, one must be a self-
interpreting being. To do political theory, in other words, one must interpret
others based on one’s own self-interpretations.

A central task of political theory is to understand how humans understand
themselves and their world. The theorist is concerned with meaning. Meaning
is grounded not in objective laws but in shared or intersubjective understand-
ings. The value of a political theory, therefore, is not primarily based on its gen-
eration of verifiable predictions. Its value is found in its capacity to inform and
illuminate political life. In turn, political theories are not so much proven true
or false as they are shown to be helpful or unhelpful in understanding collective
existence, an existence that is rife with meaning but short on truth.

To say that political theory is an interpretive rather than strictly scientific
enterprise is to say something about what political theorists perceive when they
look at the world as well as how they perceive it. Interpretive theory seeks to
gain understanding of political life through self-reflective study. It is validated
not by experimental verification but by its meaningfulness, that is, by the reso-
nance it produces with its self-interpretive audience. This resonance often takes
the form of critical engagement. It may be gauged by the extent to which a
theory interrogates, informs, and illuminates individual experiences and collec-
tive existence.11

Political theorists vary greatly in the degree to which they tend toward the
interpretive or scientific end of the social science spectrum. Some, like Weber,
try to steer a middle course, taking what they can from science and balancing it
with interpretive insight. Strict social scientists are often critical of interpretive
theorists for producing ambiguous descriptions and lofty concepts with little
empirical application. The charge is that the interpretive approach is too specu-
lative and too subjective to aid us in explaining, predicting, or controlling con-
crete reality. For their part, interpretive political theorists are often critical of
their social scientific colleagues for misunderstanding the nature of political life
and the task of those who study it. They claim that social scientists too often
view citizens as objects to be measured and efficiently managed instead of sub-
jects to be critically understood and morally engaged.

Often it is appropriate to measure and manage people—when they are
commuters on busy highways, for instance. Measuring the habits of automobile
drivers and controlling the cumulative effects of their behavior is crucial to
avoiding congestion and ensuring efficient traffic regulation. But measuring and
efficiently managing automobile drivers does not unduly detract from, and may
eventually enhance, their experience of driving. Measuring and most efficiently
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managing citizens, interpretive theorists argue, may not be so benign. The
ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) suggests that politics is a
realm of freedom in which citizens mutually coordinate their activities in pur-
suit of the good life. If this is true, then what remains most significant about cit-
izens, namely, their autonomy and moral purpose, is not susceptible to precise
measurement and may be threatened by too efficient control. For these reasons,
political theorists approach political events and actors more like works of art in
need of interpretation than chemical reactions in need of explanation, predic-
tion, or control. 

Interpretive theory, like scientific theory, attempts simply, accurately, and
significantly to account for worldly phenomena. Yet it does so without making
lawlike pronouncements that are subject to experimental confirmation. Instead,
it offers suggestive conceptual insights that are subject to self-reflective com-
mentary and critique.

Hermeneutics and Intersubjectivity

A brief look at the origins of the word theory will help to illustrate the self-
reflective nature of interpretation. The word theory comes from the Greek word
theoros. The theoros was originally an emissary sent on behalf of the state to
consult an oracle (something like a fortune-teller) or to perform a religious rite.
Later, the theoros took on the role of an envoy or spectator of foreign religious
and cultural events who would report back to his native city. In time, theoria,
the activity of the theoros, came to mean a form of contemplation, a kind of
internal spectating. The terms theoria and theoros stem from thea, which means
to look upon or view. Thus the fundamental relationship between theory and
mental vision was already established in ancient Greece, where Western political
theory began.

How do you suppose the early Greek theoros gave reports of his voyages?
How would he describe and explain to his compatriots the religious and cultural
spectacles he had witnessed in other lands? Very likely, the theoros would make
sense of these events, and make them understood to others, by remarking on
their similarities to and differences from events with which he and his fellow cit-
izens were familiar. For example, he might inform his audience that in the splen-
did Egyptian festival of the goddesses, the worship of Isis was similar in its form
to the worship of the goddess Demeter in Greece. Drawing on the similarities
between these two agricultural deities, the theoros would then be able to high-
light some differences in the respective festivals and perhaps speculate on their
origins and purposes. To be able to understand ritualistic behavior in Egypt, the
theoros would have to make meaningful comparisons.

To make sense of a form of behavior, one must understand the motivations
that underlie it. To understand these motivations, one must have experienced
similar sorts of motivations. In order to comprehend the concerns and passions
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that underlie a foreign religious practice, the theoros would have to have expe-
rienced similar concerns and passions. The chemist does not have to know what
molecular bonding feels like to explain chemical reactions. When one is study-
ing a network of self-reflective motivations, attitudes, and actions, however,
comprehension demands certain common experiences. Interpretive theory, it
follows, aims less at an objective explanation than an intersubjective under-
standing. Any account of the world that interpretive theory produces is
grounded in shared experiences of this world.

This is not to say that one cannot theorize about events without having par-
ticipated in these same events or that one cannot understand someone’s beliefs,
feelings, or behavior without having identical beliefs and feelings or without
having engaged in the same behavior. Sometimes, because distance allows
broader insight or because emotions do not cloud vision, a detached observer
might understand a person’s motivations or attitudes better than that person
herself. The detached observer could not do so, however, if she had never expe-
rienced similar motivations or attitudes. I can understand a child’s fervent belief
in Santa Claus without currently believing, or even ever having believed, in
Santa Claus. But I cannot well understand the nature of a child’s belief in Santa
Claus without ever having held a belief based on hope and hearsay myself.

In the same vein, trying to describe love to someone who has never experi-
enced love would be like trying to describe a mountain panorama to someone
who was born blind, or trying to describe a Beethoven symphony to someone
who was born deaf. Where would one start? How would one proceed? It follows
that the theoretical task of understanding the characteristics of political life, say,
the love of justice, or the struggle to balance liberty with equality that largely
defines the democratic quest, is only possible for those who have experienced
these features of political life in some form, however attenuated or restricted
their experiences may have been. In turn, the theoretical task of describing and
explaining political life is based on the assumption that the theorist’s audience
has shared similar experiences.

The interpretive theorist seeks to understand other human beings as the
thinking, feeling, believing, self-reflective, and socially integrated beings they
are. The theorist would be at a severe disadvantage were she somehow to discard
all her own values and commitments so as to approach this task as a detached
observer. Of course, she must guard against allowing her idiosyncratic likes and
dislikes, prejudices and predilections, to undermine or pervert her understand-
ing of others. Without a palette of shared experiences to draw on, the theorist
could not paint pictures of political reality that others could meaningfully share.
While drawing upon her own experiences, however, the theorist must guard
against painting pictures that always and only display her favorite colors.

Owing to its intersubjective nature, political theory is often considered a
hermeneutic exercise. Hermeneuts were people employed by the early Christian
church to interpret the religious service and scripture to worshippers who spoke
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a different language. (The word hermeneut derives from the name of the Greek
god Hermes, who was the patron deity of speech and writing.) In the nineteenth
century, hermeneutics developed as a method of interpreting biblical texts and,
later, other legal and literary documents. The German philosopher Wilhelm
Dilthey (1833–1911) further expanded hermeneutics to encompass the interpreta-
tion of human experience in general, the historical text of human life. Dilthey,
who influenced Max Weber, argued that nature provided a field for explanation
but that humanity provided a field for understanding, in German, Verstehen.
Explanation is based on external observation. Understanding is based on what
Dilthey called “lived experience.” Dilthey wrote that “understanding of other
people and their expressions is developed on the basis of experience and self-
understanding and the constant interaction between them.”12 In other words,
we understand people, their behavior and expressions, because we share with
them the experience of certain thoughts, beliefs, emotions, and actions.

Political theorists are hermeneuts who interpret things political. Like the
biblical hermeneuts who interpreted religious services and scripture for those
who shared the same faith, political theorists share certain attitudes and experi-
ences with the members of their audience. Not all attitudes and experiences are
shared, however. If they were, there would be little for the theorist to commu-
nicate and nothing for her to argue about. Even if the members of the theorist’s
audience do not speak different languages or come from different cultures, they
undoubtedly will have different conceptual schemes, beliefs, and values.
Building bridges of political understanding between diverse perspectives using
the foundations of shared experience is a central task of political theory.

Political theory often puts its hermeneutic analysis to work in the interpre-
tation of texts. Much political theory today consists of such critical commentary
on the great texts of political thought written throughout the ages. Plato’s
Republic, Aristotle’s Politics, St. Augustine’s City of God, Niccolò Machiavelli’s
The Prince, Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan, John Locke’s Second Treatise of
Government, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s The Social Contract, John Stuart Mill’s
On Liberty, and John Rawls’s Theory of Justice, among many others, have each
been subject to hundreds of interpretive analyses. These analyses may seek to
clarify or criticize a text’s arguments, establish its practical import or describe the
intent of its author.

Political theory may also focus on active life rather than formal writing.
Indeed, we may view people’s political attitudes, beliefs, and practices as texts
that are in need of close and critical reading. Whether making its appearance on
paper or on the stage of life, politics presents theorists with the challenge of
interpretation. 

The interpretation of politics would not get off the ground if the theorist
could not reflect on her own experiences and commitments. The conceptual
lenses of theory are shaped by the emotions, desires, motivations, beliefs, judg-
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ments, interests, and values of the theorist. Scientific theorists who aim at objec-
tive observation and validation strive to eliminate all such individual biases.
Interpretive theorists who seek intersubjective understanding accept individual
biases as inevitable and indispensable, however troublesome they prove to be.
Hans-Georg Gadamer observes that “to try to eliminate one’s own concepts in
interpretation is not only impossible, but manifestly absurd. To interpret means
precisely to use one’s own preconceptions so that the meaning of the text can
really be made to speak for us.”13 Gadamer, who is well known for his her-
meneutic analyses, insists that whenever we attempt to understand a text we
always “project” our own “fore-conceptions” and “fore-meanings” on it.

The goal for the interpretive theorist is not to eliminate preconceptions.
These biases, Gadamer writes, “constitute the initial directedness of our whole
ability to experience. . . . They are simply conditions whereby we experience
something—whereby what we encounter says something to us.”14 A preconcep-
tion is to be understood less as a distortion that mars the purity of understand-
ing than as the condition under which understanding first becomes possible.
Preconceptions make for friction between the theorist and the text. They cause
the theorist to move slowly and pay attention. But friction also makes move-
ment possible. Attempting to theorize in the absence of preconceptions is like
attempting to move in the absence of friction. If one tries to run on sheer ice
with flat shoes, forward motion is very difficult. There is nothing against which
one can push off, nothing that allows one to get started. Preconceptions are to
theory what the sharp edge of a skate is to ice.

The point is not blindly or uncritically to promote one’s prejudices. Their
retention is certainly not the goal. One’s attitudes, beliefs, and values simply pro-
vide a starting point. “The important thing,” Gadamer writes, “is to be aware of
one’s own bias, so that the text may present itself in all its newness and thus be
able to assert its own truth against one’s own fore-meanings.”15 Good interpre-
tation constantly seeks to replace initial preconceptions with more suitable ones
as the reading of the text progresses. The first step to such interpretation, a
hermeneutically oriented theorist observes, is to “abandon the prejudice of
imagining that one can abandon all prejudice.”16

Knowing oneself is a condition of knowing and interpreting others. The
obverse relation is also true. Knowing and interpreting others is a condition of
knowing oneself. Gadamer calls this intersubjective understanding the theorist
achieves with a text a “fusion of horizons.”17 To fuse horizons is not to agree with
everything another person thinks, believes, or feels. To fuse horizons is not to
fuse entire selves. Rather, it refers to the development, from initially divergent
positions, of a sufficient level of understanding such that meaningful conversa-
tion can take place. Meaningful conversations do not necessarily produce agree-
ment about the answers to the questions they address. But they do entail a basic
agreement about the importance of the questions being asked, the merit of
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pursuing the conversation as a means of addressing these questions, and the
need for appropriate answers.

The act of interpretation effectively extends the theorist onto common
ground with others. It demands that the theorist become porous, capable of
absorbing and integrating previously foreign perceptions and insights. This
extension of the self leaves one vulnerable but also poised for growth. As
Gadamer writes:

Understanding is an adventure and, like any other adventure, is dan-
gerous. . . . Hermeneutical experience has a far less degree of certainty
than that attained by the methods of the natural sciences. But when
one realizes that understanding is an adventure, this implies that it
affords unique opportunities as well. It is capable of contributing in a
special way to the broadening of our human experiences, our self-
knowledge, and our horizon.18

To undertake political theory is not so much to confirm one’s prejudices as to
critically engage them. To challenge one’s preconceptions one must first
acknowledge having them. Then one must leave them open to modification by
way of an interpretive encounter with other texts and other people.

In pursuing the craft of political theory, one necessarily begins by looking
through one’s own lenses. But these conceptual tools are intended to be used as
a means of discovering and understanding other viewpoints, of gaining glimpses
through the lenses of other political thinkers or actors. On occasion, one may
choose to adopt another’s point of view as one’s own. For the most part, the task
of the theorist is more limited and yet more demanding. One studies political
theory to facilitate a critical yet constructive engagement with diverse concep-
tual schemes of political life.

The Normative Nature of Theory

Political theory is inherently critical. To criticize means to judge. To judge means
to measure something against certain standards. The inherently critical nature of
political theory derives from its concern for norms. For this reason interpretive
political theory is often called normative theory. A norm is an authoritative rule
or standard. The word norm derives from norma, which is the Latin word for a
carpenter’s square. Normative theory is concerned with the way things measure
up. It seeks to understand not simply the way things are but also the way things
ought to be.

The political theorist investigates the standards guiding or regulating polit-
ical life. These standards are grounded in self-understandings and intersubjective
understandings and hence are available for interpretive analysis. If the theorist
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primarily focuses on the way people ought to act or behave, then she is con-
cerned with the realm of ethics. Normative political theory, in this sense, is a
form of ethical or moral theory. According to Aristotle, the theorist concerned
with ethics not only aims to discover what the good is; she attempts to become
good herself, and thus to give practical value to her normative inquiry.19

Theorists do not necessarily view themselves as (the best) practitioners of what
they preach. Nonetheless, the normative theorist concerns herself with moral
principles. And she may advocate particular norms as standards in accordance
with which political life ought to be fashioned. The theorist might, for instance,
construct a standard of distributive justice that stipulates how individuals within
a community ought to allocate benefits and share burdens. Alternatively, she
might construct a standard of civil rights that stipulates the extent to which the
basic liberties of citizens must be protected from incursion by the society or
state.

Not all political theorists focus explicitly on ethical issues. The normative
theorist may be less interested in the way people act or behave and more con-
cerned with the way people think, learn, or form beliefs. Such a theorist would
be primarily interested in epistemology, that is, in the study of the foundations
of knowledge. The norms studied by the epistemologically oriented theorist are
the rules or standards that determine when and how something gains the status
of knowledge or truth. Certain feminist theorists, for instance, argue that
women have different standards for (acquiring or generating) knowledge than
do men and that these standards should not be judged inadequate simply
because they are unlike those upheld by their male counterparts. Similar argu-
ments have been made regarding the different epistemological standards mani-
fested within particular cultures. (We investigate these claims in more detail in
chapter 4.)

Since words and deeds, thinking and acting, generally go together in polit-
ical life, political theorists are usually interested in both epistemology and ethics.
Indeed, the distinction between epistemology and ethics is often rather tenuous.
We tend to act on the basis of our beliefs and understandings. We tend to form
our beliefs and understandings on the basis of our actual engagements and expe-
riences. To analyze or formulate the norms that regulate political life, therefore,
is to enter into the overlapping fields of epistemology and ethics.

For many political theorists, making normative judgments about the polit-
ical world is an essential part of their enterprise. Political philosopher Leo
Strauss (1899–1973) writes:

It is impossible to study social phenomena, i.e., all important social
phenomena, without making value judgments. A man who sees no rea-
son for not despising people whose horizon is limited to their con-
sumption of food and their digestion may be a tolerable econometrist;



2 0 thinking politics

he cannot say anything relevant about the character of human society.
A man who refuses to distinguish between great statesmen, mediocri-
ties, and insane impostors may be a good biographer; he cannot say
anything relevant about politics and political history. . . . Generally
speaking, it is impossible to understand thought or action or work
without evaluating it. If we are unable to evaluate adequately, as we
very frequently are, we have not yet succeeded in understanding
adequately.20

The normative theorist is necessarily concerned with the standards of political
life. This is not to say, however, that she seeks to impose her beliefs and values
upon others.

Indeed, the norms the theorist studies and advocates—particularly if they
are oriented to democracy, diversity, fair play, individual liberties, civil rights,
and the principle of tolerance—may strongly militate against the imposition of
morality or the authoritarian regulation of behavior. Nonetheless, engaging in
the defense of ideals such as democracy, diversity, fair play, individual liberties,
civil rights, and the principle of tolerance very much remains a normative enter-
prise. “I know of no safe depository of the ultimate powers of the society but the
people themselves,” Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826) wrote, “and if we think them
not enlightened enough to exercise their control with a wholesome discretion,
the remedy is not to take it from them, but to inform their discretion.”21 To
inform people’s discretion and otherwise engage in political education is to
adopt and inculcate specific norms. Yet this eminently normative enterprise is
grounded in democratic beliefs about the moral autonomy of citizens.

Some normative theorists argue for very specific beliefs or values. Others
avoid explicitly advocating a particular moral position. They remain more
broadly concerned with understanding the means and processes by which
diverse attitudes and interests become articulated and integrated into political
life. Nonetheless, every political theory facilitates the pursuit of some but not all
courses of action and some but not all beliefs, attitudes, interests, and values.
Thus all political theory prompts us to accept certain aspects of our world and
to change others that are judged to be deficient. All good theories, moreover,
demonstrate the virtue of significance—and we have no alternative but to rely
on value judgments (what we, or a community of scholars, find interesting or
important) to determine whether a theory is significant. As such, every political
theory is normative in some degree.

Conceptual and Historical Analysis

The two primary means employed by the theorist to examine political norms
and understandings are conceptual analysis and historical analysis. To analyze is
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to divide a whole into its constituent parts. Conceptual analysis takes a complex
concept or system of ideas and examines its components to determine their
meaning, the relationships they form with each other, and whether they con-
stitute a coherent whole. For instance, one might analyze the concept of the
nation-state by first dividing it into its constituent parts of geographic terri-
tory, a sovereign government that administers this territory, and an independent
citizenry over which the government rules. Subsequently, one might investigate
the meaning of these three terms and examine the nature of the relationships
they form. Sovereign government may be defined as the formal institutions
through which binding decisions are made for a society. Governments are
formed by election or appointment (the gaining of political power), and engage
in lawmaking (the legislative exercise of political power) and administration (the
executive exercise of political power). Of course, each of these elements of gov-
ernment could become the object of further conceptual analysis. In turn, one
might apply one’s understanding to specific cases. In liberal democratic nation-
states, for example, the citizenry elects representatives who collectively form a
government that presides by rule of law within constitutional limits.

Engaging in conceptual analysis is like using a microscopic lens to investi-
gate the texture and integrity of things. Engaging in historical analysis, in con-
trast, is like using a telescopic lens that allows one to see objects at a distance in
the context of what precedes and follows them. The objects of historical analy-
sis may be the political events or institutions of earlier times or the political writ-
ings of theorists from previous eras. In either case, the point is not only to gain
knowledge of the past. The larger goal is to gain knowledge of contemporary
times by viewing them afresh through historical lenses. Much historically ori-
ented political theory effectively constitutes a history of the present.

Historical analysis demonstrates that many features of political life that are
currently taken for granted developed at particular times for particular purposes.
The nation-state, for instance, is less than four hundred years old. One might
date its rise to prominence from the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, at the end of
the Thirty Years War. The nation-state system developed, in part, as a means of
alleviating the bloody religious and imperial conflicts that afflicted Europe at
that time. Previously, the chief political units had been empires, kingdoms, and
city-states. Thus historical study prompts us to acknowledge that the nation-
state is not an indelible feature of political life and may not be the chief politi-
cal unit in the future. Quentin Skinner, an English political theorist, writes that
studying the history of thought demonstrates

the extent to which those features of our own arrangements which we
may be disposed to accept as traditional or even “timeless” truths may
in fact be the merest contingencies of our particular history and social
structure. . . . Our society places unrecognizable constraints upon our
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imaginations. . . . The historical study of the ideas of other societies
should be undertaken as an indispensable and irreplaceable means of
placing limits on these constraints. . . . To learn from the past—and we
cannot otherwise learn it at all—the distinction between what is neces-
sary and what is the product merely of our own contingent arrange-
ments, is to learn the key to self-awareness itself.22

For the political theorist, study of the past often provides the best means of
understanding the present. Judith Shklar wrote, “Political theory . . . lives in the
territory between history and ethics.”23 To identify our current political oppor-
tunities and obligations, we must grapple with our political inheritance. 

Normative concerns can never be completely eliminated from historical and
conceptual analysis. While theorists may not openly advocate a particular moral
position, the very topics chosen for historical or conceptual analysis are, by dint
of being chosen, deemed of particular interest, importance, and value. In turn,
the manner in which topics are approached will highlight certain features and
obscure others. These unavoidable choices of subject matter and methodology
harbor implicit normative valuations. If, in analyzing the state, one focuses pre-
dominantly on government administration rather than citizen activity, for ex-
ample, one may lend credence to a top-down view of politics that ignores the
significance of grassroots democratic processes. Deeming particular phenomena
worthy of study and choosing to study them in particular ways are inherently
normative decisions. 

The choices theorists make regarding the best way to identify and approach
their subject, in other words, are often best described as “political” choices. As
George Sabine wrote in his classic text, the historical study of political theory
ought to be carried out “in the light of the hypothesis that theories of politics
are themselves a part of politics.”24 Political theories are not simply theories
about politics. Political theories are, to a certain extent, politicized theories. The
theorist not only thinks about politics. She thinks through politics and she
thinks politically. These are inherently normative activities.

The conceptual and historical analyses performed by political theorists are
frequently not ends in themselves. They serve as the forestage to syntheses, the
piecing back together of conceptual systems or historical narratives. The con-
structive effort to provide a holistic view of things political, even more so than
the analysis of its constituent parts, creates a standard or norm for understand-
ing and action. In supplying better ways of understanding political life we are
implicitly suggesting that there are better ways of participating in political life
based on our improved understandings. To supply a right way of knowing, one
might argue, is to imply a right way of acting.

The Republic, written by the ancient Greek philosopher Plato (c. 427–347
B.C.), provides a good example of this point. The Republic is widely recog-
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nized as the first major work of political theory. It remains to this day, by many
estimates, the most important. For this reason, Plato’s Republic has been sub-
jected to countless analyses, both conceptual and historical. Both sorts of analy-
ses have served to increase our understanding of politics and to inform our
political practice.

Plato’s text certainly lends itself to these two related tasks. The Republic
examines the concept of justice by way of an extended discussion between
Socrates (469–399 B.C.), Plato’s teacher, and a small number of other Athenians,
mostly young men. A key component of Plato’s argument is the assumption that
in coming to understand the meaning of justice, one is also learning how to act
justly. Indeed, the stronger claim is made that to know the just is also to be just.
For Plato, knowledge is virtue. One can only act viciously out of ignorance.
Epistemology and ethics not only go hand in hand, they march in lockstep.
Sustained philosophical analysis carried out earnestly in the pursuit of truth,
Plato maintains, is the only route to creating adequate political norms and secur-
ing the good life.

By no means do all political theorists agree with Plato on this point. Even
Plato’s most famous student, Aristotle, contested his teacher’s claim that knowl-
edge constitutes virtue. Nonetheless, Aristotle, like most political theorists
today, acknowledges the important connection between thinking and acting,
epistemology and ethics. It may not be true that knowledge is always virtue, or
even that virtue presupposes firm knowledge. One might be able to know what
justice is without acting justly, and perhaps also act justly without well know-
ing—or being able to explain—what justice is. Nonetheless, in suggesting how
we best understand political life, the political theorist is implicitly if not explic-
itly suggesting how political affairs ought to be put in order.

The kinds of conceptual lenses one employs influences what one sees and
how one sees it. This applies to ancient thinkers such as Plato no less than to
contemporary theorists. On the portals of Plato’s school, called the Academy,
were inscribed the words: “Let no one unacquainted with geometry enter here.”
Plato’s students were trained in geometry because evaluating forms in the math-
ematical world was believed to be the proper intellectual preparation for the eth-
ical evaluations demanded of one in the political world. One might read Plato
to suggest, therefore, that moral and political knowledge is of the same eternal
and unchanging nature as mathematical truths. The ideals that his political
realm are designed to replicate on earth are already to be found—eternal and
invariable—in the heavens.

These ideals can be apprehended by humans, but only through the intellect
rather than through the senses. Plato depreciates sensory experience because it
cannot lead to knowledge of unchanging truths, which he called the Forms.
Through our senses we never experience true circles or triangles, for instance,
but only approximations of them sketched on paper. To apprehend absolute
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circularity or triangularity, we must reach beyond our senses to perceive the
Form of the circle or triangle with our intellect. Only an abstract, intellectual
apprehension allows these entities to be truly known. Likewise, Plato suggests
that political concepts such as justice can never be adequately grasped by our
senses. They are apprehended only through philosophical intellection. Once
political entities are defined as eternal truths that remain uninformed by our
sensory experiences, they become as inflexible and immutable as geometric cat-
egories and definitions. A circle is a circle is a circle. And justice is justice for
Plato, regardless of the circumstances. The Republic’s authoritarian rule and
social caste system reflect the rigidity of this geometric vision. If we read Plato
quite literally (rather than as an ironic thinker, as we discuss in chapter 7), the
inflexibility of his theoretical lenses appears to produce an equally unyielding
political life.

Aristotle criticizes Plato for trying to reduce the diverse, evolving political
community to an unchanging, unitary state. Geometric categories and truths,
Aristotle argues, are not the sort of standards by which human affairs can or
should be measured. Aristotle aptly observes that when measuring things polit-
ical, it is best to use a ruler that is flexible. In his Nichomachean Ethics, Aristotle
states that we should not attempt to fashion our epistemological or ethical stan-
dards in politics with the precision of the carpenter’s square. Politics is a diffuse
and variable affair. The level of exactness we pursue in our political assessments
should not exceed that allowed by the subject matter.

Aristotle holds that the measuring rod for politics ought to be pliable. It
should resemble the measuring rod made of soft lead that was developed in
his time by the architects and masons on the island of Lesbos. A leaden rule
can measure things of various shapes better than a rigid square because it can
bend to conform to these shapes. Likewise, the norms appropriate for assessing
the world of politics need to be flexible. In order to account for a world filled
with unpredictable irregularities and ambiguities, our conceptual schemes must
not be so rigid as to make them unfit for use. To buttress his point, Aristotle
records the varieties of political life encountered in other lands and in other
times. He demonstrates that comparative investigations, by broadening our per-
spective, may give our conceptual analysis the flexibility appropriate to the study
of politics.

To illustrate the need for this theoretical flexibility we might recall the
ancient Greek myth of Procrustes. Procrustes was a famous robber known for
mutilating his victims. He would stretch or cut off the legs of people so they
would fit snugly into his bed. To call something Procrustean is to suggest that it
produces uniformity and exactness by rough or violent methods. Political theo-
rists must be wary of their Procrustean impulses. In an effort to make the world
fit neatly into their conceptual schemes, theorists may be tempted to lop off all
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those parts that prove unwieldy. If we try to make the world of politics reflect
uniform, geometric visions, we are likely to do much violence to it.

The mark of a good education, Aristotle insists, is knowing which fields of
study allow for certainty and exactitude and which do not. Politics, he observes,
is not an exact science. Its study depends less on precise measurement than on
contextual understanding grounded in shared experience. By developing their
own conceptual lenses while remaining receptive to the different viewpoints of
others, interpreters of political life may strike an appropriate balance between
the intellectual demands of theory and the practical and moral demands of an
ambiguous, complex, and unruly world.
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chapter 2

The Question of Human Nature

POLITICAL THEORY EXAMINES the rights and responsibilities, obligations
and prerogatives of citizens and governments. To theorize about politics, there-
fore, is to investigate how human beings organize their collective lives. But what
makes human beings different from other animals in this regard? The question
of human nature arises for every theorist interested in the question of politics.

What are the defining characteristics of a human being? Humans have
developed technology. Humans make and employ tools and machines. But that
is not an unqualified distinction. Other animals, such as elephants, many pri-
mates, and certain birds, use primitive tools, such as sticks, to get food or scratch
themselves. Chimpanzees use rocks and bones as weapons, and certain ants have
domesticated plants and animals for the production of their own food, excelling
in the crafts of cultivating yeasts and fungi and farming and “milking” aphids.
While other species may use tools, however, they do not actually “make” tools,
certainly not complex tools or machines. The sophistication of human technol-
ogy is unparalleled. Perhaps, however, we can discover a characteristic that is
uniquely human. 

One might suggest that human beings are unique because humans alone
have language. But the case here is similar to that of technology (not surprisingly
perhaps, since language is, in one sense, a tool). Many other animals use sym-
bolic gestures to communicate. Honeybees engage in an elaborate “waggle
dance” to let their fellow bees know precisely where sources of food are to be
found. Dolphins employ a complex series of high-pitched tones to communi-
cate. Likewise, whales “sing” to each other in conversations that can last hours.
Vervet monkeys can warn each other whether snakes or eagles or leopards are
approaching with distinct sounds that clearly identify each type of predator.
Chimpanzees, gorillas and orangutans have been trained to communicate with
rudimentary elements of human sign language. Often these animals not only
respond to questions but also initiate communication, make basic requests and
have even taught each other to use sign language.1

Still, no other species has achieved the sophistication and creativity of lan-
guage use that humans have. More specifically, no other species seems capable
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of using original combinations of words in a rule-governed fashion, employing
a grammar or syntax. Yet this skill comes naturally to human beings. Most of us
speak grammatically in relatively complex sentences from the time we are three
or four years old without any formal training.

The complexity of human language allows for the development of reason.
Reason might be defined as the capacity to think logically, to deliberate coher-
ently, and to infer consistently. Reason allows one to separate, contrast, and
combine thoughts so as to establish sustained chains and patterns of ideas.
Language, in combination with reason, vastly extends our mental reach. This
intellectual extension, and the creative and analytical power it allows, accounts
for the development of our technology. Our sophisticated technological capac-
ity is largely derivative of our capacity for language and reason. Our linguistic
and rational capacities make us unique among animals. Aristotle made a similar
claim over two millennia ago. He defined human being as a zoon logon echon,
a rational, speaking animal.

Aristotle also defined human being as a zoon politikon, a political animal.
These two definitions are mutually supportive. The two key features of a human
being—a linguistic, rational nature and a political nature—go hand in hand.
One might say that we are political because we have language and reason, and
we have language and reason because we are political.

In calling the human being a political animal, Aristotle suggests that what
makes humans different from the rest of the animal kingdom is their capacity to
live together in a manner that other animals do not and cannot achieve. He
observes that we live politically, whereas other animals that sleep, travel, forage,
or hunt in groups only live collectively. Animal collectivities are often organiza-
tionally sophisticated and behaviorally complex. Ant, bee and wasp colonies, for
example, are hierarchically ordered, with distinct leaders and followers and quite
sophisticated divisions of labor. Along with other social animals, they may
engage in complex collective activities such as eugenics, warfare and slavery.
Mammals, and primates in particular, evidence many of the tendencies basic to
political life, such as struggles for leadership, reciprocity in relationships, pun-
ishment for rule-breaking, the mitigation of conflict, and mutual aid.2

What differentiates human societies from animal colonies, packs, and
herds, therefore, is not that humans organize themselves or that this organiza-
tion results in complex collective order. Certain animals, such as ants, bees and
wasps, create societies that exhibit a much greater degree of order with much less
disruption than human societies. Still, human society is unique, Aristotle claims,
and uniquely political.

The reason, one might hypothesize, is that humans understand themselves
to be distinct individuals—unprecedented and unrepeatable beings—who exist
within a community made up of other distinct individuals. Some animals, such
as bees or ants, are fully collective beings. Other animals, such as spiders, snakes,
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and bears, are mostly solitary creatures. Some animals may engage in both a soli-
tary and a collective existence; dogs and wolves, for instance, live at times as lon-
ers and at other times as members of packs. Yet no other animal thinks, speaks,
or acts self-consciously as an individual within a community. Certain human
cultures celebrate the individual, while others emphasize the importance of the
community. Yet all political cultures evidence a conscious tension between indi-
viduality and community.

To live politically, it follows, one must be able to conceive oneself as an
individual within a community of individuals. More specifically, one must be
capable of reflecting on the meaning of individuality as something that is shared
by all human beings while defining each as a unique entity. Only abstract
thought allows us to understand ourselves as such unique parts within a com-
plex whole.

Abstract thought is possible only if one can distance oneself from a singu-
lar stream of consciousness. Abstract thought requires a temporary and at least
partial escape from all-consuming desires, drives, and inclinations. To think of
oneself abstractly, one must escape one’s impulses long enough to be able to
glance back on oneself, to see oneself as some distinct thing that is available for
evaluation and judgment. In other words, one must become self-conscious. As
a self-conscious being, one not only wills something but understands oneself to
be willing. One not only desires or ponders something but understands oneself
to be desiring or pondering. To think abstractly is to extend one’s mind through
language and reason, achieving a distance from one’s inner drives that demon-
strates self-consciousness. 

Human beings, unlike animals, not only desire and act but also evaluate
their desires and actions rationally and self-reflectively. Consequently, they can
indulge, deny, postpone, or reroute their desires and actions, having judged
them from a more encompassing vantage point that allows present inclinations
and behavior to be weighed against more abstract or distant concerns. They may
learn from the past and prepare for the future not out of instinct but from
thoughtful projection. They can learn to care for others not only from emotional
attachment but also from a sense of duty.

Importantly, self-reflection is never attained in isolation. Becoming self-
conscious is a process that human beings achieve only when they grow up
among other human beings, in linguistic or language-speaking communities.3

Consciousness, as the word itself indicates, is a “knowing with” (con-sciousness).
We come to know things with others, by way of sharing the world in speech.
Self-consciousness arises out of the human capacity to partake communicatively
in the experiences of others.

Language typifies and preserves experience in words. It allows us to under-
stand what others think of the world and of us. It also allows us to look back on
our lives and ourselves. Through language we can view ourselves from a more
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detached, rational point of view, in terms of abstract categories, such as individ-
uality and community membership. The human capacity for sophisticated lan-
guage and reason culminates in a political sensibility that makes humans truly
unique. 

To summarize: The tensioned balance that exists between the self-conscious
individual and the community constitutes the core of politics. Our experiencing
and organizing ourselves in the light of this balance defines our lives as political
animals. Thus political life depends on the ability of people to conceive them-
selves as individuals within a community of individuals. Thinking of oneself as
an individual within a community of individuals, in turn, depends on a capac-
ity for self-reflective, abstract thought. And the capacity for self-reflective,
abstract thought depends on the development of language and reason. Hence
political life is a historical achievement. It was unavailable to the evolutionary
ancestors of human beings who had less sophisticated capacities of language and
reason.

Yet the development of language and reason depends on the existence of
community. Which, then, came first, political life or language and reason? This
quandary will likely never be solved. It is much like the puzzle of whether the
chicken or the egg came first. There is no satisfying answer. Most likely, a rudi-
mentary form of self-reflective language and reason developed simultaneously
with a rudimentary form of political life in prehistoric human communities.
The zoon politikon and the zoon logon echon always were, and remain today,
one and the same animal.

Aristotle rightly defined human being as a rational, speaking animal and a
political animal. We must not forget the last word of each phrase. Human beings
remain animals. We are biological creatures. By many measures, our similarities
to other animals far outweigh our differences from them. Nature (the impact of
biology) is often contrasted with nurture (the impact of culture). Both nature
and nurture continue to play important roles in politics. Not only our culture
but also our biology shapes and constrains our political life. To understand the
link between human nature and politics, we must take this biological influence
seriously.

The Political Significance of Human Nature

What is the relationship between biology and politics, nature and nurture, and
which is the more powerful force shaping our lives? These questions are as old
as political thinking itself. “Few ideas,” a historian writes, “have been recycled as
often as the belief that the ‘Is’ of nature must become the ‘Ought’ of man.”4

From ancient through modern times, political theorists have attempted to erect
political edifices upon the foundations of human nature. To solve the quan-
daries of political life, it has consistently been argued, we must first address the
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question of human nature. The tradition of political theory may be understood
as a long struggle to satisfy this prerequisite and build upon it. Let us examine
the relevant thoughts of a small sample of theorists.

Plato’s politics follows directly from his understanding of human nature.
Plato argues that the human soul is composed of three parts: an animal-like
appetitive or desiring part, a humanlike emotional or spirited part, and a god-
like intellectual or reasoning part. Plato structures the political realm to accom-
modate this innate, psychic composition. In the Republic, three classes or castes
of individuals represent the three facets of human nature. Merchants and trades-
people, who are mostly actuated by their appetites and base desires, form the
lowest caste. Soldiers, who are mostly actuated by their spirited emotions and
love of honor, form the middle caste. Philosophers and rulers known as
guardians, who are mostly actuated by their reason or intellect, form the top
caste. Through intensive education, children of lower castes may occasionally
gain access to the upper castes. By and large, however, the political community
is organized on the basis of individuals’ natural propensities. Indeed, Plato sug-
gests, perhaps fancifully, that maintaining the best regime would entail a sophis-
ticated program of eugenics or selective breeding. Human reproduction would
have to be controlled so as to ensure the best stock for the ruling caste.

Integrating Plato’s (and the neo-Platonists’) distinction between the ideal
and the real with Christian theology, St. Augustine (354–430), a North African
bishop and philosopher, distinguished between the “City of God” and the “city
of man.” Augustine writes that “everyone, since he takes his origin from a con-
demned stock, is inevitably evil and carnal to begin with, by derivation from
Adam.”5 Based on this understanding of humankind’s fallen nature, Augustine
concludes that secular government, the “city of man,” is inherently unstable and
doomed to disruption. His prescriptions for politics are grounded in these
beliefs about the inherited features of human nature.

St. Thomas Aquinas (1225–74) brought medieval theory to its height by
integrating Aristotelian philosophy with Christian theology. Aquinas, an Italian
scholastic and philosopher, argues that the government of a king is best because
it follows the dictates of (human) nature. He writes,

Whatever is in accord with nature is best, for in all things nature does
what is best. In the multitude of bodily members there is one which is
the principal mover, namely, the heart; and among the powers of the
soul one power presides as chief, namely, the reason. . . . Wherefore, if
artificial things are an imitation of natural things and a work of art is
better according as it attains a closer likeness to what is in nature, it
follows that it is best for a human multitude to be ruled by one
person.6
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Aquinas also argues that humankind’s natural reason leaves it relatively well
equipped to lead a peaceful, political life. His political prescriptions follow
directly from his understanding of human nature.

In modern times, Thomas Paine (1737–1809), the American patriot, theo-
rist, and pamphleteer, argued for limited government based on his notion of the
inherently social nature of humankind. Paine writes,

To understand the nature and quantity of government proper for man,
it is necessary to attend to his character. As Nature created him for
social life . . . she made his natural wants greater than his individual
powers. . . . She has not only forced man into society, by a diversity of
wants, which the reciprocal aid of each other can supply, but she has
implanted in him a system of social affections, which, though not nec-
essary to his existence, are essential to his happiness. . . . If we examine,
with attention, into the composition and constitution of man . . . we
shall easily discover that a great part of what is called government is
mere imposition. Government is no farther necessary than to supply
the few cases to which society and civilization are not conveniently
competent.”7

In an original twist on an Aristotelian theme, Paine invokes the social nature of
human beings as an argument against overbearing government.

James Madison (1751–1836), a contemporary of Paine, contributed his fam-
ous essay on factions to The Federalist Papers. Here Madison explicitly attrib-
utes political strife to the fallibility of human reason and the indelible effects
of human passion and self-love. He writes that the “latent causes of faction are
thus sown in the nature of man.”8 With this in mind, Madison sets out to con-
struct a form of government that will compensate for humanity’s inherent short-
comings.

Human nature provides the timber with which every politics must be con-
structed. Many political theorists, like Madison, argue that such crooked timber
requires sophisticated architectural engineering, that is to say, the construction
of a good constitution and government, to achieve adequate results. Other theo-
rists forgo tinkering with political institutions and set out instead to straighten
the timber of humanity itself through revolutionary practice. In either case, a
theory of human nature becomes the prerequisite for a theory of politics.

Consider in greater detail how one political theorist famously carried on the
tradition of structuring politics on a model of human nature. Thomas Hobbes
(1588–1679) was much impressed by Euclidean geometry, a science that deduced
firm conclusions from self-evident axioms. Like Plato, Hobbes strove to make
his political theory mathematical. Making and maintaining a commonwealth,
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Hobbes writes, entails discovering and applying the same sort of rules as are
found in arithmetic and geometry.9 Hobbes’s theory of human nature is vastly
different from Plato’s, however, and consequently so is the form of politics he
proposes. Hobbes departed from the ancient Greeks by embracing modern sci-
ence. The sixteenth-century scientist Galileo observed, contrary to a longstand-
ing tradition grounded in Aristotelian philosophy, that an object stays in motion
until acted upon by another force. Hobbes applied this tenet of modern science
to the human animal. Our inner drives, Hobbes assumed, are constantly in
motion and remain ever unsatisfied. Chief among our insatiable drives is the
desire for power. 

Hobbes was born in 1588 in an English coastal town then threatened by the
Spanish Armada. He later wrote that fear and he were born twins. Indeed,
Hobbes’s political theory revolves around the notion that fear is the most fun-
damental human passion and the chief motivating force of politics. Human
beings are subject to an endless pursuit of power, Hobbes insists, owing to their
fear of death or deprivation at the hands of others. He observes that even the
strongest man can easily be struck dead in his sleep by the weakest man.
Likewise, one’s power can always be undermined or destroyed by another’s
greater power or by one’s lack of vigilance. Thus we naturally seek ever-increas-
ing power in order to protect ourselves. Of course, everyone else feels the same
way and acts accordingly. The result is the endless pursuit of power after power
by all, which, in the absence of government, leads to violent anarchy. Without
rules and rulers to enforce them, a war of all against all ensues. In this anarchic
state of nature, Hobbes states in a famous passage, life is “solitary, poore, nasty,
brutish, and short.”10

Once we accept the premises of Hobbes’s deductive theory, namely, that
ever-fearful humans seek power after power “ending only in death,” his conclu-
sion inevitably follows. There is but one way to escape the constant fear of being
killed or subdued. Everyone must agree to make one person (or a single govern-
mental body) an all-powerful sovereign. This “Leviathan,” as Hobbes calls the
supreme governmental power, would be capable of forcibly maintaining peace
and order among its subjects. The only alternative to anarchy, for Hobbes, is
authoritarian government.

Why is submission to despotism better than living in the state of nature?
It seems like jumping from the frying pan into the fire. Hobbes’s response is
that with the creation of a sovereign power, one at least knows where the heat is
coming from. The sovereign has no reason to fear his subjects because he is all-
powerful. Accordingly, he has no reason to kill or otherwise harm them unless
they get out of line. For individuals primarily motivated by fear of death and
deprivation, a peaceful life under despotic rule is better than freedom in a state
of endless war.
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Hobbes had translated the writings of the ancient Greek thinker Thucyd-
ides (c. 460–400 B.C.), considered by many to be the first political theorist.
Thucydides participated in and wrote about the Peloponnesian War, a conflict
between the city-states of Athens and Sparta that lasted the better part of three
decades. Hobbes appears to have well learned the lesson on power that
Thucydides taught. As Thucydides recounts, the islanders of Melos requested
that they be left out of the war and given liberty to pursue their own business
rather than pay tribute to Athens. The Athenians refused, responding that they
could not, or would not, give up their imperial prerogatives. The Athenians jus-
tified their proposed destruction of the Melians by invoking a law of nature: “the
strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must.”11 The pursuit of
power is natural and endless, Thucydides seemed to be saying.

Hobbes accepted Thucydides’ pronouncement as a universal law. Never-
theless, Hobbes wrote his masterwork, the Leviathan, at the time of the Peace of
Westphalia in 1648, when the European territorial state declared its sovereignty
after centuries of dominance by kingdoms and empires recently ripped apart by
bloody religious wars. Hobbes believed that within the sovereign nation-state,
the interminable human struggle for power might be curtailed. The law of
nature that dictated the endless pursuit of power could not be thwarted, but it
could be brought under control by a supreme national ruler.

Human nature, for Hobbes, inevitably creates a world wherein the fear of
violent death binds men and women together into groups ruled by a sovereign
power. With reason playing only a minor role among human motivations and
with the appetite for power running rampant, Hobbes did not think it prudent
to await the arrival of a philosopher king. Hobbes deduced that the rational rule
of philosophers is neither likely, necessary, nor recommendable. Peaceful des-
potism, in contrast, is achievable and quite acceptable. The despot need not be
particularly intelligent, rational, or virtuous. By ending the anarchical war of all
against all—the worst of all possible worlds—the sovereign, whatever his faults
and shortcomings, deservedly gains the allegiance of all. Though arriving at dif-
ferent conclusions, Hobbes, like most theorists before and after him, grounds his
political theory on a theory of human nature.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, many debates continue to rage
about the relation between human nature and politics. Feminist political theo-
rists question the biological basis of patriarchy or male domination and the cul-
tural formation of gender distinctions. Environmental political theorists
confront the “natural” human disposition for shortsighted behavior, examine its
ecological costs, and speculate on its possible remedies. Postmodern political
theorists, in their concern with the “social construction” of identity, face the
problem of determining the extent to which our biological nature constrains
what we (or society) make of ourselves.
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In these contemporary cases, as in the efforts of earlier theorists, the politi-
cal processes and structures prescribed for human beings are grounded in par-
ticular beliefs about human nature. Indeed, one might say, along with Canadian
political theorist C.B. Macpherson, that the overall merit of a theory largely rests
on the depth of its insight into human nature.12 It should come as no surprise,
then, that an examination of human biology provides access to the terrain of
political life.

Human biology does not determine human politics in any straightforward
sense. Certainly biological knowledge will never settle our more pressing and
enduring political concerns. But exploring the biological side of human nature
may inform our understanding of its political features. With this in mind,
human biological propagation may serve as an apt analogy for the theorist’s
effort to propagate political concepts, norms, principles, and ideas.

The Genetic Leash

Human beings, like other animals, are largely products of their genes. Genes are
the building blocks of life. They are composed of molecular coils, called DNA,
that are capable of replicating themselves. Genes group together in large num-
bers to form chromosomes, the biochemical codes, or “blueprints,” that regulate
the development of many of our features and characteristics. There are chromo-
somes, for instance, that determine one’s sex, eye and hair color, general height,
and many other physical attributes.

Human beings have most of their genes in common. Over 90 percent of
any person’s genes are identical to the genes of every other human being. This
sharing of genetic material is what makes us all members of the same species,
Homo sapiens, as opposed to cats or birds. Genetically, humans have much
more in common than they have in contrast. The vast majority of the codes
within our genetic blueprint ensure that we develop as human beings. A small
minority of our genes ensure that we develop as different sorts of human beings.
Most of this genetic variation makes human beings unique individuals. A much
smaller amount makes human beings members of specific races or ethnic
groups. Indeed, there is over six times the amount of genetic difference, for
example, between two individual Swedes chosen at random than there is
between the average of Swedes and the average of, say, Aboriginal Australians or
African Bushmen.13

When investigating the extent to which our biology determines our politics,
we must keep in mind that what makes us political animals is not solely the
small proportion of our genes that make us unique individuals or members of
particular races or ethnic groups. We are political animals because of the vastly
larger proportion of our genes that make us human beings in the first place. As
human beings, we are biologically enabled, one might even say biologically
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encouraged, to live politically. Unlike other animals, humans are genetically
designed to grow large, complex brains and sophisticated organs of speech.
Certain portions of our brains, specifically the neocortex and limbic systems,
enable us to engage in reasoning, abstract conceptualization and speech, self-
reflection, and extended emotional attachment. These attributes make humans
eminently political creatures.

Our genetic blueprints make us political animals, but to what extent do
they determine the specific nature of our politics? The shaping and constraining
of our political life by our biology is perhaps best illustrated by a metaphor.
Consider the image of our biological nature holding our politics, and our cul-
ture as a whole, on a leash.14 This leash is fairly long and quite elastic. Political
life may develop in any number of directions, but it cannot totally free itself
from its biological foundation. 

Consider the following example. A people may decide to ground its collec-
tive life on democratic principles such that all adults receive a vote in determin-
ing the management of common concerns. Biology has little to say about the
nature of this democracy or even about the development of democratic govern-
ment as opposed to despotic government. Yet biology does prompt political
communities not to give equal political status to babies and small children. Since
humans develop their emotional, intellectual, and physical capabilities at a very
slow rate compared to other animals, humans remain incapable of effectively
participating in political affairs for over a decade after their birth. As political
beings, then, humans self-consciously shape their relationships and activities. Yet
they carry out this shaping within certain limits set by their genetic constitution.

Although our genes constrain politics in certain respects, we should remem-
ber that these same genes make politics possible in the first place. In turn,
politics—and culture in general—stretches the leash of our genes. Were we gen-
etically incapable of developing a sophisticated political and cultural life, our
genes would determine much more of our experiences than they currently do.
As is the case with other animals, our genetic leashes would then be much
shorter and much stiffer.

Among the erectly postured, apelike creatures that preceded the evolution
of human beings some 12 million years ago, one may assume that culture and
politics barely existed. Like the rest of the animal kingdom, the behavior of these
early hominids was highly determined by their genes, by way of instinctive
drives. The genetic leashes were very short and very stiff. Over millions of years
of evolution, changes in genetic structure allowed rudimentary forms of culture
and politics to emerge. As this culture and politics developed, the genetic leash
became increasingly stretched, allowing further and faster cultural and political
development.

Ethical discourse, for instance, was impossible before humans gained the
capacities for speech and reason. These capacities, in turn, could not develop
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until humans underwent the physiological evolution that produced their
uniquely structured larynx and brain. Once the capacities for speech and reason
allowed early human beings to engage in moral thought and action, however,
the boundaries of the activities that were circumscribed by our genetic blue-
prints became increasingly stretched. Moral precepts, for example, both
restricted the types of behavior that instinct and appetite stimulated and
induced other kinds of behavior that instinct and appetite did not stimulate.
That is to say, not only do our genes hold our politics and culture on a leash,
but our politics and culture also hold our genes on a leash. Indeed, the entire
history of human development is largely a product of the pulling and tugging
between our genes and our culture.

Let us look at an example of this pulling and tugging between nature and
nurture. It is likely that among the immediate precursors to Homo sapiens, who
lived over 300,000 years ago, the growth of the brain was not only the cause but
also the effect of cultural development. Among these hominids, cultural devel-
opment fostered and accelerated physiological evolution. The development of
midwifery (aided childbearing) allowed baby hominids with larger heads, and
hence larger brains, to pass more successfully through the relatively small pelvic
cavities of their mothers. (Being upright walkers, hominids, like modern
humans, had narrow hips.) These larger-brained children would eventually
reproduce, passing on their genes for larger brains to their own children.

Thus the development of social cooperation during childbirth contributed
to the evolution of larger brains. “Whereas many accounts of the expansion of
hominid evolution focus on male activities, such as hunting, group defense, or
knowledge of the terrain,” a political scientist observes, “an explanation based on
social cooperation [of women during childbirth] emphasizes a factor that other-
wise would have limited evolution toward larger brain size. . . . It is often argued
that humans cooperate in society because they have big brains. Perhaps the truth
is that we have big brains because we cooperate in society.”15 In fact, it is the
complex structure of the human brain, not only its size, that enables sophisti-
cated speech, reason, and cultural development. Neanderthals had larger heads
and larger brains 40,000 years ago than we do today. Yet they were virtually
without culture. Nonetheless, the general point remains: while the growth of
large, complex brains fostered the development of culture, some rudimentary
culture was needed to foster the proliferation of humans with large, complex
brains.

Human biological development and cultural development have gone hand
in hand from time immemorial. As a distinguished biologist observes, attempt-
ing completely to separate biology from culture and nature from nurture, as
competing causes of human development, is like attempting to determine
whether the area of a rectangle is caused more by its length or its width.16 This
view was first voiced over two millennia ago. “The moral virtues,” according to
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Aristotle, “are produced in us neither by Nature nor against Nature. Nature,
indeed, prepares in us the ground for their reception, but their complete forma-
tion is the product of habit.”17 Our culturally induced habits build upon and in
turn redirect our natural dispositions. To understand human development,
including human political development, one must know something about both
the biological and the cultural foundations of life. 

Genes and Mores

As the building blocks of organic life, either in single units or in complex com-
binations, genes provide the information directives that produce and sustain
organic development in nature. In the realm of politics, the corresponding role
is taken on by mores. Mores are the building blocks of political life. The word
mores comes from the Latin translation of the Greek word for ethics. For the
ancient Greeks, ethics was a broader concept than what we understand by the
term today. It pertained not only to individual conscience and explicitly moral
duties but to all standards or norms grounded in custom. Likewise, mores per-
tain not only to the moral rules that regulate individual behavior but to all the
concepts, conventions, principles, rules, and understandings that maintain a
social order.

Like all rules, mores restrict behavior. But they also serve as resources and
stimulants of behavior. The rules of grammar, by way of comparison, restrict the
manner in which we speak. We are forced to use nouns and verbs in a particu-
lar fashion. But these same rules allow us to speak intelligibly, to be understood
and to solicit responses. Likewise, mores induce forms of behavior that are con-
ducive to the formation and maintenance of a particular social order while they
impede other sorts of behavior that would prove destructive of this order.
Certain mores, such as the principles of justice, may prove antagonistic to (some
features of ) an existing social order if that order is grounded in exploitation and
domination. There are revolutionary mores just as there are conservative ones.
There are mores designed for ideal worlds just as there are mores developed for
the real world.

What genes are to nature, mores are to culture in general and to politics in
particular. Just as genes order the biological construction and maintenance of
organisms, mores order the cultural construction and maintenance of societies.
Yet mores are not immune to the effects of our genes. To retrieve our metaphor,
we might say that our genes hold our mores on a leash. This simply reiterates
the point that our biology influences our political and social life without deter-
mining it in every instance. The genes that cause us to grow hair on various parts
of our bodies, for example, do not determine what we will do with this hair.
Culture has an almost unrestricted latitude to prescribe variations in its cutting,
shaving, extirpating, tending, coloring, and adorning. Likewise, some of our



3 8 thinking politics

genes determine us to be sexual reproducers (as opposed to asexual reproducers,
like flatworms). These genes ensure that sex between men and women will occur
in all cultures and that the sexual drive will not easily be ignored. Consequently,
these genes effectively determine that all societies will develop mores to regulate
and ritualize sexual relations and sexuality. Yet the expression of human sexual-
ity is extremely varied. The kind of sexual mores that develop is highly depend-
ent on historical and cultural context. What is invariable, however, is that sexual
mores of some sort develop.

To take another example, our genes determine that children remain
dependent during the first few years of their lives. Human babies and young
children are incapable of fending for themselves and reproducing during this
rather extended period. (Mice, by way of contrast, not only nourish, shelter, and
protect themselves, but start to reproduce by two months of age.) Many differ-
ent aspects of human culture have developed in response to this biological con-
straint. The institution of marriage, the celebration of family life, and the
development of educational institutions are only a few of the cultural artifacts
that compensate for or take advantage of our lengthy period of childhood imma-
turity and dependence. These cultural institutions, grounded in biological con-
straints, greatly influence political life. As Aristotle observed, the springs of
politics and justice are to be found in the extended bonding of parent and
child.18

The nature of the rules, principles, customs, conventions, and understand-
ings surrounding marriage, family life, and education differs markedly from cul-
ture to culture and even within the same culture. Yet the extent to which
humans can wholly abandon these mores is severely circumscribed by the bio-
logical facts of human propagation and development. Until we can produce
more self-sufficient infants by way of genetic engineering—a frightening
thought—our culture will be forced to compensate for the extended helplessness
of children. Thus while it is inevitable that certain social arrangements and insti-
tutions develop to accommodate childhood dependency, the manner in which
these arrangements and institutions develop is open to tremendous variation.

Consider a more controversial issue. Only women bear children. That is
genetically determined. Historically, women have also filled the role of their
children’s primary caretaker. That is not genetically determined, but it is likely
that genes had something to do with the development of this behavioral pattern.
A human being’s genetic constitution largely determines the production of hor-
mones and enzymes. Particular hormones and enzymes induce most boys from
a very early age to be relatively more aggressive, while other hormones and
enzymes induce most girls to be relatively more nurturing. Good evidence also
suggests that in the aggregate women are genetically endowed with greater ver-
bal ability, perceptual speed, and fine motor skills, while men have the edge in
spatial perception and quantitative calculation. These differences are likely the
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product of hundreds of thousands of years of genetic adaptation among early
hominids faced with the distinct demands of childrearing and hunting.19 Yet
even here, where genetic influences are ascertainable, the question of whether
culture can and should attempt to augment, controvert, or ignore particular bio-
logical inheritances is left unanswered. While the existence of a genetic leash is
evident, its specific length and level of elasticity are largely unknown. Moreover,
the extent to which we should stretch it remains very much open to debate.

We are genetically constrained to grow legs and arms rather than fins,
wheels, or wings. That explains why humans walk or run to get places. But that
does not mean that we should never swim, ride bicycles, or fly in airplanes.
Humans are also genetically induced, owing to their bodies’ production of cer-
tain hormones and enzymes, to respond aggressively in threatening situations.
Nonetheless, culture and politics frequently curb, manipulate, and sublimate
these aggressive tendencies, and rightly so. Likewise, the fact that genetics has
produced a historical legacy of female childrearing does not mean that women
should remain the sole or even primary caretakers of children today.

All cultural institutions, one might say, have genetic foundations. But these
foundations are broad enough to allow the construction of very large and diverse
moral and political structures within which humans find themselves at great lib-
erty to roam. Each one of us has some 100,000–200,000 genes, composed of 6
billion nucleotides that form the letters of our genetic code. The amount of
information stored in our brains, however, assuming for the sake of argument
that it corresponds to the number of neural connections, is many thousands of
times greater. (The brain is made up of 100 billion cells, each containing thou-
sands of connections.)20 We may interpret these facts to mean that human
beings are genetically destined to develop cultural mores and technical means
that challenge and stretch their biological propensities and capacities. Indeed,
the leash by which genes hold culture is so long and flexible that culture has
become the greatest force structuring most human relationships and activities.

The development of a political life is possible for humans and impossible
for other animals for one simple reason: they do not have our genes. Our genes
allow us, one might almost say they determine us, to structure our lives by
mores. Political life is an agglomeration of mores. That these mores at times
appear to conflict with primitive, unmediated instincts speaks less to the antag-
onism between nature and nurture than to the complex interdependence of
human nature and human nurture. We are born genetically disposed to learn a
great deal in this life and to alter our behavior according to this learning. Human
culture develops not in opposition to human biology but as a consequence of it.
To the extent that our genes determine our nature they determine us to be cul-
tural beings whose cultural life is relatively autonomous. 

It is no less “natural” for human beings to restrain or channel their behav-
ior according to moral standards or technological possibilities than it is for them
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to abandon themselves to unmediated instinct and undeveloped propensities.
The mere existence of particular drives or physiological characteristics does not
tell us very much about what human beings should (attempt to) do. Heeding
ethical dictates is as natural as following appetites, at least for adult human
beings who speak and reason together. Our genetic leash is sufficiently long
to allow self-consciousness. Making use of our self-consciousness is no rebel-
lion against our genes. If anything, a creature biologically designed for self-
consciousness that did not develop and adopt mores to regulate its life might be
seen as the true rebel against nature.

The fact that human genes constrain but do not determine the range and
development of human activities and relationships makes for the dilemmas that
we alone among the animal species face. These are the dilemmas of a political
animal.

Biological and Cultural Reproduction

Human genes propagate themselves by way of the sexual reproduction of the
individuals who possess them. Hence we carry on the genes of our parents, just
as our children carry on our genes. Richard Dawkins, a zoologist, first suggested
that genes had a cultural analog. He coined the word meme, from the Greek
mimeme, which means “imitation,” to define a unit of culture that replicates
itself.21 Memes, Dawkins suggests, serve as units of cultural transmission. 

Genetic transmission began billions of years ago in the primal soup of the
earth’s cooling seas. Here DNA molecules first appeared and started to repro-
duce themselves. Eventually, these molecules combined to form the genes of
basic organisms capable of reproduction. The diversity and sophistication of
these primitive forms of life slowly increased, with each particular species bear-
ing and reproducing its own unique “pool” of genes.

The transmission of memes, in contrast, only began millions of years ago,
when tribes of primitive hominids began to produce and pass along expressions,
information, skills, rules, and rituals by way of gestures and speech. The con-
glomerations of memes that get passed along through cultural reproduction may
be understood as “symbol pools” that correspond to the “gene pools” passed
along through biological reproduction. Gene pools are programs for transform-
ing energy and matter into organic life. Likewise, symbol pools may be under-
stood as programs for transforming energy and matter into specific sorts of
cultural life.22 Today we know a good deal about the chemistry that allows the
genetic conversion of matter and energy into organic life. But what is the “chem-
istry” of cultural life? How, we might ask, do symbol pools maintain and trans-
form themselves? In other words, how do memes reproduce?

Memes propagate themselves through social interaction. As Dawkins writes,
they leap “from brain to brain via a process which, in the broad sense, can be



4 1the question of human nature

called imitation. . . . When you plant a fertile meme in my mind you literally
parasitize my brain, turning it into a vehicle for the meme’s propagation in just
the way that a virus may parasitize the genetic mechanism of a host cell.”23 In
other words, when we speak or act in a way that influences others to speak or
act in a similar way, we are effectively propagating a meme. A good example
might be the coining of a new word that quickly becomes popular.
Technological media (e.g., radio, television, newspapers, magazines, books,
direct mail, and electronic print and images), dramatically increase the pace at
which memes propagate. Indeed, a major advantage of memes over genes is the
speed with which the former reproduce. This speed accounts for the growing
comparative strength of culture over biology in the structuring of human rela-
tionships and activities.

The propagation of memes may prove more successful than the propagation
of genes for other reasons as well. Only half of each parent’s genes are passed on
to a child. In turn, a grandchild carries on only one-fourth of a grandparent’s
genes, and a great grandchild only one-eighth. This exponential decrease con-
tinues indefinitely, such that distant descendants are genetically little more
related to us than complete strangers living on the other side of the globe.

Our memes, in contrast, may survive relatively intact across countless gen-
erations. Dawkins explains that

as each generation passes, the contribution of your genes [to your prog-
eny] is halved. It does not take long to reach negligible proportions.
. . . But if you contribute to the world’s culture, if you have a good
idea, compose a tune, invent a sparking plug, write a poem, it may live
on, intact, long after your genes have dissolved in the common pool.
Socrates may or may not have a gene or two alive in the world today
. . . but who cares? The meme-complexes of Socrates . . . are still going
strong.24

Both memes and genes achieve a sort of immortality through their self-
replication. Unlike genes, however, certain memes survive down through the
generations in their original forms. Socratic thought continues to be taught in
thousands of university classrooms, and it continues to exert its effect on count-
less minds. One cannot claim the same sort of immortality for the genes that
Socrates passed on to his children, which today are as scattered as dust in the
wind.

Over time, the replication of particular memes is likely to produce many
mutations and hybrids. Indeed, when it comes to political theory, the most suc-
cessful memes may be not those that faithfully duplicate themselves but those
that stimulate the accelerated development of related yet altered versions of
themselves over time. Here, as with genetic transmission, mutation remains at
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least as important as replication for the continuation and enrichment of life. If
genes did not mutate over time, new species of animals would not develop that
were better suited to their respective environments. Soon biological diversity
would dwindle as new forms of life failed to develop while old forms continued
to perish in the midst of environmental change. Likewise, memes that fail to
adapt to a changing world may have quite limited life spans. Those that mutate
successfully, in contrast, may exercise their influence over numerous generations.

Again, Socratic thought comes to mind. As recorded by Plato, many of
Socrates’ concepts and ideas remain with us today in a relatively intact form. Yet
Socrates understood himself to be playing the role of the midwife, aiding in the
birth not of particular thoughts but of particular ways of thinking. He produced
a macro-meme known as the “Socratic method.” This is a method of teaching
by means of posing probing questions. Though the Socratic method is still
widely employed today, it often fosters memes that are quite different from those
Plato recorded in his dialogues. Socrates’ own memes, in turn, have undergone
countless mutations at the hands of his many interpreters. They have also expe-
rienced much cross-fertilization from other thinkers. Like political theories,
memes often achieve their greatest influence not through faithful reproduction
but through their capacity to stimulate adaptation and innovation. Indeed, a
meme is perhaps most “alive” not when it is permanently etched in stone but
when it serves as a parent or partner to the birth of new memes.

A meme is simply a general case of what we have called a more. Whereas
memes refer to any cultural transmission (including, say, technical inventions,
artistic styles, and clothing fashions), mores refer more specifically to those con-
cepts, conventions, principles, rules, and understandings that structure social
order and political life. With this in mind, we might observe one final parallel
between the biological and the cultural building blocks of life. Genes, like
mores, influence but do not dictate how we think and act. Genes do not deter-
mine every aspect of our physiological and behavioral development. Instead,
genes determine the boundaries or limits within which our physiological and
behavioral attributes are at liberty to adapt to the environment. The genes that
give us opposable thumbs, for instance, do not determine whether we should
plant potatoes or use sickles to harvest grain. They do make these and many
other activities possible. Were we endowed with paws or hooves instead, our
range of adaptation to the environment, and the types of food we consume,
would be much more limited.

In describing the boundaries of adaptation with which each organism must
contend, biologists use the term reaction range. A reaction range is the range
within which an organism’s physical traits or behaviors may develop given a par-
ticular environment and the limitations imposed by its genetic inheritance.25

Genes that produce wings or fins do not determine what an animal will con-
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sume, but they do preclude its planting potatoes or using sickles to harvest grain.
Genes that produce opposable thumbs allow a much larger reaction range.
Nonetheless, the reaction range is still limited. Our having opposable thumbs
on our hands precludes the great efficiency in swimming that is gained by hav-
ing fins or the ability for unaided flight that is gained by having wings.

Like genes, mores do not determine the specific behavior of individuals in
particular situations. Rather, they delimit a range of adaptive behavior, inducing
particular sorts of thought or action and inhibiting others. Mores produce a cer-
tain cultural reaction range within which people who adopt these mores are pre-
disposed to operate. We cannot say exactly how someone influenced by Platonic
mores is likely to think or act in any particular situation. Yet we can foresee that
someone who adopts a Platonic conception of human nature is unlikely to advo-
cate a Hobbesian style of politics. The Platonic valorization of philosophic rea-
soning is incompatible with the rule of a despot having no philosophic training
or knowledge.

Plato’s concept of the three-part human soul with reason ruling the emo-
tions and appetites has produced cultural mores that have lasted more than
2,500 years. These mores continue to reproduce themselves today, effectively
leaping from brain to brain through the media of books and lectures. Individuals
who adopt these mores will tend to interact with their political environment
within a particular reaction range of thought and behavior. Of course, even a
dyed-in-the-wool Platonist may change his mind and become a Hobbesian
thinker or actor. Alternatively, one might combine Plato and Hobbes to arrive
at a hybridized set of mores that somehow integrates these two conceptual uni-
verses. In short, the human capacities for freedom of thought and freedom of
will, barring cases of complete brainwashing or indoctrination, preclude the pos-
sibility of particular sets of mores exerting total control over the lives of those
who adopt them.

The sorts of mores systematized in political theories generally do not pre-
scribe or proscribe specific thoughts or actions. Instead, they set out bounded
conceptual fields within which collective human existence may be examined and
evaluated. The mores of a political theory, developed through the use of various
conceptual lenses, sketch out the features of an epistemological and ethical reac-
tion range. These mores influence the types of thought and behavior that indi-
viduals acknowledge or ignore and accept or reject as laudable, tolerable, and
sanctionable within political life.

Hobbes was certainly aware of the importance of the mores that political
theorists develop and advance. These mores, grounded in language, channel our
thinking and acting. Hobbes thus proposed an extensive streamlining of lan-
guage along the lines suggested by his geometrically grounded thinking. The
effort to settle the definitions of words and stabilize the meanings of concepts
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was no mere academic affair. It was, Hobbes held, the only basis for a stable
social and political life. It required an all-powerful Leviathan who could enforce
the proper use of language.

Theorists do not have Leviathans at their disposal to settle the meanings
and uses of words once and for all. Competing political mores—the concepts,
conventions, principles, rules, and understandings that constitute the stuff of
political theory—will always be found in abundance, at least wherever freedom
of thought, freedom of speech, and freedom of the press exist. Platonic mores
and their Hobbesian counterparts are only two of countless rivals doing battle
on theory’s field of honor.

It is unlikely that any theoretical victories won in this realm will be com-
plete or permanent. Theorists have no way of assuring that their mores will be
faithfully reproduced and proliferate. Often their mores will be used in quite
unanticipated ways. There is, in short, no end in sight to the ongoing theoreti-
cal struggles waged for the hearts and minds of citizens. The competition is
stiff—and that is a good thing. For any end to the epistemological and ethical
struggles to understand, order, and transform political life would also be the end
of human creativity and freedom.

Despite the intense competition, particular theories do come to exert con-
siderable influence over time. Some even become hegemonic. They may repli-
cate mores, or stimulate the evolutionary development of these mores, across
numerous lands and generations. The stakes for political theorists, therefore, are
quite high. In their attempt to understand, order, and transform collective
human existence, theorists have the opportunity to bear many intellectual and
moral offspring. 

Those who yearn for immortality might find the practice of political theory
a more effective means of satisfying this ambition than the standard genetic
route. Epistemological and ethical legacies may endure long after the theorists
who bequeath them have “shuffled off this mortal coil,” to employ Hamlet’s
brooding phrase. The fact that a political theory may have its greatest effect once
its creator has passed from this world underlines the awesome responsibility
taken on by those who theorize politics. 
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chapter 3

Politics, Power, and the Public Good

POLITICS IS OFTEN defined as the art and science of government. Government
refers to the institutions and processes through which binding decisions are
made for a society. Politics, then, pertains to the means employed to organize
and regulate collective human existence.

Politics is found everywhere that humans are found. No areas of human life
are completely beyond its reach or wholly untouched by its effects. To say that
there are few if any areas of human life unaffected by politics, however, is not to
say that everything is or should be political in the same way or to the same
degree.

Politics pertains to the organization and regulation of communities of dis-
tinct individuals. As individuals, we maintain private lives. We hold that certain
realms of our lives are not appropriately subject to political control. They are
personal affairs, properly conducted between and evaluated among friends and
family. Likewise, we hold that certain matters ought to remain subject only to
individual conscience and personal choice, not open to public scrutiny, debate,
or interference. In countries where government is grounded on liberal principles
and constitutional order, these areas of private concern are often protected by a
bill of rights.

If there are matters that are and should remain private, how can we say that
politics is pervasive? The answer to this question is straightforward: politics
largely determines what realms of human affairs can and will remain private. It
is politics, moreover, that safeguards these realms, effectively guarding them
from its own intrusions. The constitutional rights that protect the privacy of
individuals and families from state interference, for example, were themselves
created through political processes and are maintained through political institu-
tions. Individual rights to privacy, in this sense, are political rights. Like the con-
stitution in which they are embedded, rights to privacy are politically decided,
politically instituted, and politically preserved. Civil liberties, the freedom from
governmental interference enjoyed by individuals, have government as their
guarantor. Politics is pervasive because it is involved in creating and maintaining
the separate yet interrelated spheres of human affairs. Politics is pervasive not
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only because it brings many concerns into the public realm but because it deter-
mines what things are to remain, as much as possible, shielded from the public
realm.

Take the issue of religious freedom. Freedom of religion, at least in modern,
liberal states, is an important civil liberty. In states where religious freedom is
maintained, if, how, what, or whom one chooses to worship remains a matter of
individual conscience. The political community neither promotes religious
dogma nor prescribes religious ritual. There remains, as it is commonly known,
a separation of church and state, which means that an individual is allowed to
practice any religion as long as this practice does not interfere unduly with the
lives of others. A religion that called for forced conversion of infidels or the
burning of heretics, for instance, would be politically intolerable. Here the
church would be encroaching on a prerogative uniquely held by the state in
modern times, namely, the use of physical force to protect its citizens or defend
its interests.

Many political communities of the past were theocratic, that is, they were
governed by rulers who claimed to be the vicars or representatives of a deity or
deities. Typically, this meant that the head of state was also the high priest of an
officially maintained religion. Even today, fundamentalist religious leaders and
parties have gained political power in certain countries and maintain various
forms of theocratic rule. In the United States, as in many other countries, the
separation of church and state is explicitly maintained by a constitution that sets
out the structure and boundaries of political life. When the U.S. Constitution
was written in 1787, however, only two states—New York and Virginia—did not
have religious qualifications for public office. Most of the other states required
that one be a Protestant to hold office. The separation of church and state is
itself a historical, political achievement. Without politics, the safeguarding of
private realms of life from politics would be impossible.

Economic freedom is also an important right in modern societies. It allows
us to hold private property and to engage in financial enterprises of our own
choosing. Like religious freedom, economic freedom is a crucial aspect of indi-
vidual freedom and autonomy. Like religious affairs, economic affairs in mod-
ern, liberal states remain privatized to a great extent. And, like religious freedom,
economic freedom has its limits, which are politically established and main-
tained through laws, regulations, and customs.

Economic freedom allows us to earn and spend money in many different
ways. Nonetheless, our economic transactions must not interfere unduly with
the rights and freedoms of others. We may not spend money in any way we
want. It is illegal, for instance, to buy a slave. Nor can one legally buy votes. In
many countries, there are also strict limits on the amount of media coverage and
advertising that one can buy to run a campaign for election to public office.
Similarly, the ways one may earn money are restricted. Wealth must be gained
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in some legitimate fashion rather than by means of fraud or extortion. Likewise,
one may manufacture goods to be sold for profit, but one cannot sell anything
one wants or manufacture things in any way one wants. One cannot legally sell
contaminated food, or dangerously pollute the land, air, or water during the
processes of manufacturing. Goods manufactured and sold must truly be goods,
that is, they must not obviously harm the consumer or the public domain.

These restrictions on economic affairs are necessary to ensure that economic
rights and freedoms do not overstep their boundaries. They must not interfere
unduly with the enjoyment of other rights and freedoms. Establishing and
maintaining these boundaries between potentially conflicting rights is a collec-
tive enterprise that entails the issuing of regulations, the making of laws, and the
crafting and maintaining of constitutions. It is, in short, a matter of politics.

Politics structures our lives by supplying the scope and limits of our activ-
ities and relationships. Likewise, political theory structures politics by supply-
ing its conceptual and normative scope and limits. Our effort to theorize
politics, then, is no mere academic affair. Understanding the meaning of poli-
tics is crucial to understanding the way we lead our lives, including those
aspects of our lives that we justifiably presume to be largely beyond the purview
of politics.

According to Aristotle, the study of politics does not allow for the level of
certainty, exactitude, or generalization that might be gained through natural or
mathematical sciences such as physics or geometry. Despite this apparent short-
coming, Aristotle maintains that the study of politics is the master science. His
reasoning is straightforward. Politics orders the social realm as a whole, allotting
diverse activities and relationships their proper places and prerogatives. Though
politics does not determine how every human endeavor, such as religious wor-
ship, economic enterprise, artistic creation, or philosophical reflection, is to pro-
ceed within its legitimate borders, politics does demarcate the appropriate
boundaries of these endeavors. Political theory is an intellectual and moral effort
to identify and justify these boundaries.

What is the most recent political event that you have witnessed? In order to
answer this question, you have to make some pretty fine distinctions. You have
to distinguish between numerous recently witnessed events, throwing out of
contention all those activities that fail to meet certain (yet unnamed) criteria,
singling out others, and finally choosing the one that best fits the bill. Even if
you have never thought about the definition of politics before today, your abil-
ity to respond to the question demonstrates a tacit knowledge of its meaning.

Perhaps you responded to the question by saying that you recently observed
an electoral rally or a congressional session in person or on television. That
seems a safe bet. But what if someone responded by saying that the most recent
political event she had witnessed was not some action engaged in by legislators,
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candidates, or voters, but an extended discussion by students in a classroom, or
a varsity basketball game? You might disagree with this person’s understanding
of politics. But how would you argue that the words and actions that occur in
the classroom or on the basketball court are less political than those that occur
in Congress or at an electoral rally? When one thinks about politics explicitly,
tacit understandings may begin to unravel. Clear and concise definitions of pol-
itics are neither easy to come by nor easy to defend.

If you picked a congressional session as the best example of a political event,
then you chose something commonly assumed to evidence the essence of poli-
tics, namely, the use of public power. More precisely, politics might be defined
as an exercise of power that influences people to pursue particular objectives or
adopt particular norms that direct or order their collective lives. But does not
the power of persuasion exercised in the classroom also bear this potential? And
do not the basketball players agree to follow rules and procedures that regulate
their common endeavor? It seems that we must theorize some more about the
meaning of politics.

Power and Force

The history of politics is the history of the efforts of individuals or groups of
individuals to accumulate, exercise, and distribute power. Hence questions of
power figure largely into the discussion of most, if not all, other political con-
cepts. The question, Who should wield power? is the question of leadership or
rule. The question, How should power be (institutionally) distributed? investi-
gates the best form of polity or government. The question, How can power be
exercised fairly? describes the problem of justice. The question, What should the
limits of power be? introduces the issues of individual liberty and civil rights.
Politics, first and foremost, is about power. Political theory, it follows, is the
study of the nature of power—of the uses, effects, and limits of power.

Reflecting on the importance of power to the study of politics and society,
the British philosopher Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) wrote that

the fundamental concept of social science is Power, in the same sense in
which Energy is the fundamental concept in physics. Like energy,
power has many forms, such as wealth, armaments, civil authority,
influence or opinion. No one of these can be regarded as subordinate
to any other, and there is no one form from which the others are deriv-
ative. . . . To revert to the analogy of physics: power, like energy, must
be regarded as continually passing from any one of its forms into any
other, and it should be the business of social science to seek the laws of
such transformations.1
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Power, for Russell, is defined as the capacity to produce intended effects. It is, in
short, the ability to get what one wants. Figuring out how people get what they
want, individually and collectively, is the job of social scientists.

In like fashion, Thomas Hobbes wrote that “the power of a Man (to take
it Universally) is his present means to obtain some future apparent good.”2

Hobbes speaks of different sorts of power, including bodily power or strength,
which is the physical means one has to move heavy objects and obtain some
apparent good by doing so. Our present concerns, however, are not with
strength or other sorts of physical power. We are concerned with power as it is
manifest in political life. Like Russell, we are interested in power as the funda-
mental concept pertaining to the study of political society. This sort of social and
political power may take many forms, which, while conceptually distinguish-
able, often operate in conjunction.

Power is generally thought of as “power over,” as a kind of control over the
decisions people make and the choices they have. One exercises power by influ-
encing people to do, say, believe, or value particular things. This may happen in
many different ways. One may pay them (the power of wealth), win them over
in speech (the power of eloquence), appeal to their sense of duty or rightful obe-
dience (the power of authority), rely on one’s reputation (the power of prestige),
exercise the prerogative to carry on a legacy (the power of tradition), or intimi-
date them (the power of coercion). Each of these forms of power—wealth, elo-
quence, authority, prestige, tradition, and coercion—has its own limitations.

The power of rational debate and persuasion typically displays its limits
once battle lines have been drawn and active hostilities have begun. Wealth, in
turn, may get you much of what you want in this world. As the saying goes,
however, you can’t buy love. Love must be won and sustained in other ways.
Most often, the limits of one form of power are established in confrontation
with other forms of power. Hence a popular musician may influence thousands
of people to drink a particular brand of soda. Yet her fame or prestige may be
quite ineffective when marshaled to promote certain ethical views. In ethical
debate, rational persuasion, the power of tradition, or the influence of moral
authority may prove more effective.

Many political theorists believe that force is one form of power. Some sug-
gest that violent force, as evidenced in military action, for example, is the ulti-
mate form of power. There are good reasons for accepting this definition. It
enjoys a wide currency and a long tradition of usage. One commonly speaks, for
instance, of the power of might. And every political regime that has ever existed,
to the best of our knowledge, has relied on some form of force to maintain order.
It is important to recognize that political power bears an intimate relationship
to force. At the same time, it is useful to distinguish between these two concepts. 

Thomas Hobbes, adopting the tough-minded orientation of political real-
ism, insists that violence is the natural and ultimate expression of political



5 1politics, power, and the public good

power. His reason is that promulgation of the rules, regulations, and laws needed
to order collective life does little in itself to secure the peace unless these rules,
regulations, and laws are backed by the threat of force. Some form of punish-
ment for lawbreakers and transgressors is necessary. Covenants without swords,
Hobbes tersely remarks, are mere words. The Florentine political theorist
Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527 maintains that good politics ensue from good
laws. Yet Machiavelli, who along with Hobbes established modern realism, goes
on to insist that “there cannot be good laws where there are not good arms.”
Force, for Machiavelli, always lurks in the shadows of politics. Indeed, he
believed that it was often necessary for leaders to create a show of force.
Machiavelli therefore advises a ruler or prince to become feared by his subjects.3

For better or worse, political rulers often employ force to back up their
power. They also generally deny that option to others. Max Weber proposed that
the modern state is best defined as that political entity having a monopoly on
the legitimate use of violence or force. All modern states, and most other forms
of national or imperial government throughout history, have claimed the exclu-
sive prerogative to exercise force within their borders. This prerogative is gener-
ally justified as the only viable means to secure internal peace. (In the
seventeenth century, for example, King Louis XIII of France forbade dueling in
order to consolidate state power, that is, to gain a monopoly on the use of force.)
States also claim the prerogative to exercise force beyond their borders in order
to defend against aggressors or to secure national interests. As one theorist of
state power observed, “what each state forbids its citizens to do to one another,
all states must stand in readiness to do to each other.”4

Today, as in times past, most political power remains backed up by the force
of arms. With the exception of pacifists, people generally consider the use of
force by political rulers legitimate in principle, as a means to secure internal
peace and defend against foreign threats. In practice, however, the use of force
by governments is usually subject to criticism or condemnation from some quar-
ter, and often for good reason. Governmental abuse of the prerogative to employ
force is an all-too-common affair. This is true not just in the waging of war or
the commission of other acts of aggression against foreign nations. Deadly force
and violence are often wielded by states within their own borders, against their
own citizens. In fact, governments in the past century have killed over three
times as many of their own citizens (for political reasons, that is, excluding non-
political, criminal executions) as they have killed foreign combatants in war.5

Violence and political power are certainly no strangers.
Force, Hobbes and Machiavelli declared, was necessary to back up the rule

of law. The power to legislate rests on the power to coerce. While we might
deplore its abuses, the threat of force remains an intrinsic part of political life. It
has even been suggested that political theories that do not take into account the
need for force are not political theories at all. Robert Dahl criticizes anarchists
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on this score. In their effort to safeguard the independence and autonomy of
individuals, anarchists argue that all coercion within the political realm is ille-
gitimate. They consequently advocate the abolition of government. The aboli-
tion of government, Dahl maintains, means an end to politics, and an end to
political theory.

The word anarchism first appeared during the French Revolution. It was
employed to characterize those who opposed the heavy-handed rule of the
Jacobins and argued for the formation of communes. The French social theorist
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1809–65) revived the term in 1840, though most of his
followers preferred to describe themselves as “mutualists.” In the early 1870s,
while struggling with the disciples of Karl Marx for the heart and soul of the
First International Workingman’s Association, the Russian thinker and activist
Mikhail Bakunin (1814–76) proudly embraced the term anarchism and devel-
oped its principles.

Much in keeping with the ideas of Proudhon and Bakunin, the well-known
American anarchist Emma Goldman (1869–1940) defined anarchism as “the
philosophy of a new social order based on liberty unrestricted by man-made law;
the theory that all forms of government rest on violence and are therefore wrong
and harmful, as well as unnecessary.”6 Anarchy literally means the absence of
rule. It is based on the utopian hope that in the absence of rulers, people will
still lead peaceable, social lives. These lives would be blessed with greater free-
dom and happiness than could be achieved through the institution of a coercive
government.

According to Dahl, the denial of the legitimacy of law and force makes
“anarchism . . . not so much a political philosophy as a moral doctrine.”7 Dahl
is effectively embracing Weber’s famous distinction between the “ethic of
responsibility” that is appropriate for political affairs and the “ethic of ultimate
ends” that pertains to matters of conscience. The ethic of ultimate ends holds
that good intentions are of paramount concern in judging the rightness of
actions and that the unintended ramifications of good actions may be ignored.
The ethic of responsibility, in contrast, gives an account of and takes responsi-
bility for the “foreseeable results of one’s action.” The ethic of responsibility also
regretfully accepts the fact that, to achieve good ends, “one must be willing to
pay the price of using morally dubious means or at least dangerous ones.”8 The
use of force is considered by Dahl and Weber to be the dangerous but necessary
means to protect civil liberties and social order. The option of employing force
is part of an ethic of responsibility, and such an ethic is intrinsic to political life.

To insist that a theory of politics cannot ignore the need for force to back
up the rule of law is not to say that politics amounts to the rule of the strong
and the law of the jungle. Force and violence should not be equated with poli-
tics. Nonetheless, force and violence effectively demarcate the boundaries of the
political realm. Politics, whose essence is power, concerns the control of force as
well as its legitimation. In other words, politics (and power) ends where force
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and violence begin. Yet most forms of political life—certainly all national
forms—would never arise and could not persist unless the threat of force was at
hand. 

“What we should consider as unique to political power, as conceptually
intrinsic to it,” Gianfranco Poggi observes, “is control over the means of vio-
lence, rather than the direct and frequent recourse to their employment.”9 Along
with Weber, Poggi maintains that control of the means of violence is a defining
characteristic of a political regime. The extent to which a regime must frequently
rely on the actual use of force, however, demonstrates its political weakness. Well
functioning states generate economic incentives and build upon common values
to maintain order, strengthen community and achieve prosperity. That is to say,
they engage multiple forms of political power to achieve their goals. In the
absence of underlying coercive apparatuses, however, such political power could
not sustain itself. Political theories must account for this complex relationship
between political power and force. 

With this goal in mind, we now explore a particular understanding of
power, one that is well established among political theorists. Power influences,
but does not force. We may thus define power to include any means of inten-
tionally influencing people short of physically forcing them to comply with
one’s wishes.

The matter is confusing because nonviolent forms of influence may be so
compelling that they seem to constitute a kind of force. The power of wealth,
for instance, when used to influence the actions of the desperately poor, may
prove virtually irresistible. The power of authority, when unquestioned, may be
overwhelming. Of course, intimidation, in the form of a coercive threat, explic-
itly flirts with force. If these forms of power can be so unyielding, one might ask,
then why should the compulsion of actual force not also be considered a form
of power? The answer is that understanding power as distinct from force allows
us to define politics in terms of power while discriminating between regimes
that are more or less political in nature.

Power rather than force is wielded if the object of influence retains an
option for resistance or refusal that is not met with a direct threat to life or limb.
Power does not destroy or deny the freedom of the individual over whom it is
exercised, though power may and often does make the exercise of freedom more
difficult or dangerous. If I shackle someone to a wall to keep her from voting in
an election, then I am not exerting a form of power. I am simply exerting force.
The individual’s potential for effective resistance has been destroyed and her
freedom has been wholly denied. In contrast, if I persuade this person not to
vote, arguing that her vote will not make any difference to the outcome of the
election, then I have exercised power. 

But what if I am a rich landowner to whom a peasant family is heavily
indebted and I announce that it would greatly displease me were anyone to vote
or otherwise participate in an upcoming election. To be consistent with our
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definition, we must say that the landowner is exercising power, specifically the
power of coercion. The peasants, unlike the person shackled to the wall, retain
the option of ignoring the intimidating threat, casting their ballots in spite of it,
and awaiting the hinted-at reprisals.

Admittedly, the line drawn between force and the power of coercion in this
case is very thin and would be of little consolation to the intimidated peasants.
But the distinction remains important. At times, however, the line drawn
between force and power all but disappears. If I persuade you to hand over your
wallet by pointing a loaded gun at your head, you remain at liberty to retain
your wallet (for the moment) and pay the consequences. However, the threat of
violence is clear and imminent in this situation. Thus we are justified in inter-
preting such a threat not as a form of coercive power but as an exercise of force.
Once power gains enough coercive strength to deny all effective forms of (non-
violent) resistance or refusal, as it may through the cultivation of intense fear for
one’s life or limb, it effectively ceases to be power. To remain a form of power,
influence must meet with resistance, understood as a competing form of power.
Once power effectively destroys all competing forms of power, that is, once
power denies freedom altogether, it is transformed into force.

Hobbes considered the use of violence by rulers legitimate because everyone
has an interest in internal peace and external security. This peace and security
could not be assured without a Leviathan threatening the use of force and occa-
sionally employing it. For Hobbes, the ruler can be said to rule in the public
interest simply by meeting the minimum requirement of preventing a war of all
against all. Consequently, Hobbes argues that the sovereign can never be justly
punished in any way for any acts he commits. He cannot commit injustice or
unjustly injure his subjects. In becoming sovereign ruler he gains the right and
authority to do whatever he wills.

In creating the Leviathan, Hobbes maintains, each subject explicitly states:
“I Authorise and give up my Right of Governing my selfe to this Man.” This
act of submission, carried out simultaneously by all, unites the multitude of
actors milling about the state of nature into a single commonwealth. The
Leviathan is considered a “Mortall God” to whom its subjects owe their lives
and allegiance.10 King James I of England (1566–1625) took this sort of claim
quite seriously, though he had a religious, as opposed to pragmatic, Hobbes-
ian justification for his own despotic reign. If confronted by unjust and tyran-
nical rule, James states, “the people may do no other than flee unresistingly from
the anger of its king; its tears and sighs are the only answer to him allowed it,
and it may summon none but God to its aid.”11 A king has a divine right to rule,
James was saying. This rule is absolute and should meet with no resistance
whatsoever.

Few people today accept James’s defense of absolute monarchy on religious
grounds. Most would also argue that Hobbes’s legitimation of sovereign power
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and violence goes too far and that his understanding of common interests or the
public good is too narrow. Ruling for the public good requires more than the
mere prevention of anarchy or war. Establishing basic order is a necessary con-
dition for good government, but it is not a sufficient condition.

Tyrannies may be very orderly states, but they are not very political ones.
That is because tyranny is a form of rule grounded in violence rather than
power.12 Tyrants rule by force. They deny their subjects any sort of meaningful
resistance short of armed revolt. The difference between tyranny and more polit-
ical forms of rule is that tyranny denies people the opportunity to influence the
organization and regulation of collective life. In short, tyrants do not acknowl-
edge their subjects as individuals capable of exercising power for the public
good. The tension between the individual and the community that is the essence
of politics is absent in tyrannies because the political freedom of the individual
is denied.

Just as force is seldom if ever wholly absent from political rule, so politics is
seldom if ever wholly absent from rule by force. Machiavelli, who legitimated
the rule of a strong prince, acknowledged that force alone cannot adequately
sustain political rule. Hence Machiavelli counsels the prince not only to culti-
vate respect by instilling fear but also to seek the love and avoid the hatred of his
subjects whenever possible. This latter task is best achieved when the prince
abides by his own laws. 

Even in the most despotic regime, power is still exercised through the influ-
ence of wealth, eloquence, authority, prestige, tradition, or intimidation. That is
to say, tyrannies remain political regimes in certain respects. Even in the case of
an absolute tyranny, where force and violence, rather than power and compli-
ance, best characterize the relation of the ruler to the public, the relation of the
ruler to his small coterie of advisers, bodyguards, and elite backers generally
remains political in large degree. Power, not force, for example, typically holds
violent oppressors together as a group, whether this group is a street gang or an
authoritarian government. Thus politics percolates through even the most vio-
lent forms of rule. Perhaps only in such places of pure violence as concentration
camps is the opportunity for politics completely extinguished. 

While order might be established and maintained through force alone,
other aspects of the public good, such as individual freedom, can be established
and maintained only through the exercise of power. Too much freedom leads to
anarchy. Too much order leads to tyranny. What the correct balance between
order and freedom should be is the topic of ongoing debate. Different forms of
political rule offer more order or more freedom, depending on their nature.
Baron de Montesquieu (1689–1755), a French political philosopher, argued that
monarchical states place more value on order, while republican states place more
value on freedom. Similarly, Plato argued that democracy raises the pursuit of
freedom to the highest level and enshrines it as its first principle. By Plato’s
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reckoning, however, democracy’s infatuation with freedom leads to intolerable
breakdowns in social order. Plato prefers the monarchical rule of philosopher
kings.

The Nature of Political Power

To exercise power is not necessarily to secure one’s interests at the expense of
others. Nor does one’s exercise of power always constitute a threat or diminution
of another’s power. Many theorists, including Hobbes and Weber, assume that
the exercise of power is a “zero-sum game.” They believe that any increase in the
power held by one person means a decrease in power held by another, with the
net sum always being zero. Other political theorists, such as Hannah Arendt,
insist that cooperative activity—acting in concert—constitutes an exercise of
power wherein influence is reciprocally exercised and interests are mutually
served. As social order is established, mutual influence grows, and so does
power. While this growth of power is seldom shared in an egalitarian manner, it
certainly need not be zero-sum. Cooperation begets a positive-sum game of
power.

If cooperation ceases to be a form of mutual accommodation and becomes
instead a complete convergence of interests and ideas, then the exercise of power
stops. That is to say, power that encounters no resistance whatsoever ceases to
remain power. In the complete absence of resistance, where all intentions and
desires literally converge, influence becomes unnecessary, and in the absence of
influence, power disappears. A state of harmony exists instead.

Such harmony between individuals seldom arises and never endures. In the
political realm, which is defined by its plurality of unique individuals, the full
convergence of interests is impossible. Even within particular social classes,
political parties, or special-interest groups, ideas, opinions, and concerns vary.
Collective harmony is an inspiring ideal. Perhaps it is occasionally achieved
between musicians playing in concert, or between lovers engulfed in mutual
desire. It is never fully realized among citizens. Indeed, even musicians achieve
their harmonic interaction only by following the authoritative lead of a con-
ductor who interprets the music in particular ways and shapes their playing to
accommodate this interpretation. And romantically entwined couples face the
inevitability of “lovers’ quarrels,” which painfully demonstrate that interests,
ideas, and understandings only ever achieve a temporary unity.

Whenever we adjust our attitudes, beliefs, or actions owing to the inten-
tional influence of others, even when this adjustment may serve our own inter-
ests or purposes, the exercise of power has occurred. For the most part, the
exercise of power is not wholly mutual and interests are seldom equally served.
Most people seek to provide for their own interests—or the interests of their kith
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and kin—first and foremost. In a world of scarce resources, this concern for self-
interest breeds competition and conflict.

Indeed, politics might be viewed as bounded conflict, as a means of man-
aging conflict such that it does not deteriorate into private feuding or mob vio-
lence. The attempt to manage conflict brings individuals, and groups of
individuals (political parties), into a competitive quest for power. This quest for
power stimulates public debate and discussion not only about the rules and pro-
cedures for allocating resources but also about the very nature, meaning, and
purpose of the political process itself. The political use of power, in this respect,
is a self-defining activity. As E. E. Schattschneider observes, “Political conflict is
not like an intercollegiate debate in which the opponents agree in advance on a
definition of the issues. As a matter of fact, the definition of the alternatives is
the supreme instrument of power; the antagonists can rarely agree on what the
issues are because power is involved in the definition. He who determines
what politics is about runs the country, because the definition of the alterna-
tives is the choice of conflicts, and the choice of conflicts allocates power.”13

Schattschneider observes a fundamental feature of political life. It is not simply
a matter of winning debates. It is a matter of determining the terms of debates.
Political power allows one to define issues, control agendas, and choose one’s
battles. Politics is a self-defining means of managing conflict.

Conflict is inherent to politics. But so is cooperation. Indeed, politics might
be defined as the task of mustering cooperation and managing conflict in col-
lective life. For this reason, politics has been called the art of compromise. The
political actor accepts limitations to conflict in order to avert violence. Likewise,
the political actor, aware of the impossibility of harmony, makes concessions and
adjustments in order to achieve cooperation. Through the exercise of power,
political actors foster cooperation and limit conflict.

Power is the capacity to influence people to pursue particular objectives or
adopt particular norms. It follows that power is not just any form of influence.
I have not exercised power if I get hit by a truck while running across a busy
highway and my (bad) example influences a fellow pedestrian to wait for the
green light before crossing. My affecting the actions and redirecting the inten-
tions of another person is evident. But my influence was unintentional. At the
same time, a parent who demands of her child never to run across a busy high-
way, and in so doing influences her child’s behavior, is indeed exercising a form
of power. We might say, then, that power is the capacity to influence people
according to some design.

To influence someone means to get someone to do something that she
would not otherwise do. I am not exercising power, for instance, if I stand in
front of the gymnasium and suggest to people entering that they engage in some
form of physical activity. That was already their intent. I have not affected their
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behavior. Then again, I might persuade my colleagues to join me in a game of
basketball by extolling the virtues of the sport. Regardless of whether they enjoy
the game or not—even if they enjoy it and benefit from it more than I do—I
have exerted some form of power over them. Without my asking, they would
not have played at all.

Politics is about power and power is about influence. Whenever you have
people in contact with each other, the exchange of influence arises. Hence poli-
tics is pervasive to the extent that we share a collective existence; for in our col-
lective lives we inevitably adjust and react to each other’s needs, requests, and
demands. Not all forms of influence, however, constitute exercises of power—
unintentional influences do not count. Likewise, not all exercises of power are
political—power that does not affect our public life is not political. Indeed, a
good portion of political power is devoted to the effort to ensure that other
forms of power, such as that exercised by religious leaders, do not exceed the
appropriate boundaries of private life. Only power can limit power, and politi-
cal power is constantly involved in determining and reestablishing the appro-
priate limits of nonpolitical forms of power. Nonpolitical power, in turn, is
constantly testing these limits and frequently transgressing them. This means
that almost any intentional exercise of influence can be considered political (to
some degree) whenever it establishes, affirms, tests, or transgresses the bound-
aries of public life.

In the end, the difference between power that is political and power that is
not political is less a difference in kind than a difference in degree. Even such
private affairs as parent-child relationships are marginally political. They are
political, first, because the privacy of the relationship itself is politically main-
tained. They are political, second, because the effects of private power are almost
always of some public concern. To return to our previous example: the parent
demanding caution from the child crossing the street is instilling values of
respect both for (parental) authority and the (traffic) law. This fostering of
respect for authority and law impinges on the larger realm of politics. One
might also suggest that public safety is inherently political. The collision of a
child with an automobile may cause other accidents, involving other motorists.
It would also bring into service the police and certain medical professionals or
institutions that are maintained at public expense.

Indeed, if the costs of health care are partially born by the state, then on this
ground alone anything we do to endanger our health becomes a political issue.
It so happens that one-third of the medical costs of tending to motor vehicle
injuries is paid by taxpayers.14 This fact has been used to justify the promulga-
tion of seat-belt and motorcycle helmet laws, which restrict one’s freedom to act
in a way that seemingly endangers only oneself. Likewise, our use of public high-
ways or schools or any other part of the infrastructure provided by the modern
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state, just as our having a job and hence contributing to the state’s coffers
through taxation, is to some degree political in nature.

The process of expanding the realm of politics to include almost any action
that involves or has the potential to involve public institutions, public services,
or other citizens underlines the complex interplay of our social relations. At the
same time, this conceptual expansion of the realm of politics has a cost. If every-
thing we do were to be considered equally political, the word politics would
cease to do any useful work. There would be nothing to distinguish political
phenomena from any other activities or events. Politics would mean little more
than something of human concern. It is of utmost importance, therefore, to
determine what things are more and less political. Hence we must discriminate
between different forms of power.

The Public Realm and the Private Realm

Politics is about how the power employed to order collective life is accumulated,
exercised, and distributed. Most generally put, we may say that politics is about
power that is primarily public rather than private in its exercise and in its ends.

The word private does not refer only to personal or familial affairs. Many
interactions and transactions that take place outside the walls of our homes and
involve large numbers of people are in fact predominantly private affairs. Most
business transactions and religious ceremonies, for instance, are private in the
same sense that most family discussions are private: none primarily involves or
concerns the general public. Less political than the building of a city hall or a
mass transit system, then, is a business transaction to form a private club or con-
struct a private dwelling. Here the distinction between ends that are private and
ends that are public is evident. Nonetheless, most private business affairs inter-
sect with public concerns. Public officials, for instance, become involved in the
issuing of the zoning permits, the enforcement of building codes, and the levy-
ing of tax assessments for private dwellings.

Indeed, most if not all business engagements and exercises in household
management are inextricably linked to public affairs. The energy consumed, the
air or water pollution created, and the trash generated by the very acts of living
our private lives or carrying out business in the modern world have become
legitimate issues of public concern. Only the inhabiting of a cave by a hermit
in an unpopulated hinterland might remain wholly beyond political concern,
assuming that the hermit left no dependents at home to become wards of the
state and did not disturb any endangered wildlife. In an increasingly populated
and ecologically precarious world, few activities or affairs do not in some way
affect the lives of others. The general rule of thumb, then, is the more an activ-
ity or affair reflects, addresses, or impinges on the collective existence of the
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citizenry as a whole, the more political it is. The more public the exercise or ends
of power, the more that power is political.

An example of power that is wholly public in its exercise is an open forum
or debate. Here anyone may participate in the processes of influencing and per-
suading people to adopt a certain agenda, proposal, or point of view. This form
of power—rational persuasion in open discussion—is eminently public in its
form. An example of power that is eminently public in its ends would be the
effort of citizens to establish a law, build a city hall, create a mass transit system,
or gather a volunteer fire brigade. This form of power, oriented to the use or cre-
ation of civic institutions, is wholly public in its content. Its substantive prod-
uct—the newly established law, city hall, mass transit system, or volunteer fire
brigade—will serve the needs of the community as a whole.

In the example of open debate, the public nature of power is most evident
in the kind of influence that is employed. In the example of the creation of laws
or other civic institutions, the public nature of power is most evident in the
object or goal of influence, that is to say, its end product. The most political
event of all, one might then suggest, is one that evidences the public use of
power in its form as well as its content. An example might be an open, public
debate about the need to institute a law or create some other institution
designed to serve the public good.

The public use of power, however, need not take the form of open debate
to which all are invited. Political debates are more often restricted to elected rep-
resentatives. Indeed, a very attenuated form of public power may take place in
the absence of all debate, by way of the public’s compliance (or noncompliance)
with laws. To act in accordance with the laws or the constitution of a state is, in
some minimal sense, to participate in politics. In effect, one is influencing the
lawmakers and upholders of the constitution to carry on business as usual.
When laws or constitutions are too frequently ignored, disobeyed, or subverted,
rulers must respond in some way, either by changing the laws or constitution,
by engaging in greater public education, or by enforcing the laws or constitution
more strictly or repressively.

Compliance or submission to laws, then, remains a mitigated form of the
public exercise of power. It is, of course, not a particularly democratic form of
political participation, but it is not, for that reason, insignificant. The English
philosopher and political theorist John Locke (1632–1704) suggested that citi-
zens “consent” to their rulers and become obligated to their governments sim-
ply by inhabiting the territory they do, by using its roads and observing its laws.
This passive public compliance or tacit consent is not to be equated with sub-
mission to brute force. Whenever citizens’ compliance with laws or subjection
to rule is achieved through violence alone or the cultivation of intense fear with
little or no potential for nonviolent resistance or refusal, we are justified in say-
ing that public power and hence politics has ebbed to the point of nonexistence.
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The more public the exercise and ends of power, the more political the form
of rule. Tyranny, the violent and arbitrary rule of a single individual, is therefore
a less political form of rule than is monarchy (the rule of a king or queen), aris-
tocracy, or oligarchy (the rule of a select few), and democracy (the rule of the
people as a whole). This statement is true for two reasons. First, as Aristotle
observed, what distinguishes the king from the tyrant or despot is that the tyrant
rules only in his own interest, while the king has the public good in mind. The
king’s serving the public good makes monarchical rule at least minimally polit-
ical in its ends. Second, as ancient Greek thinkers also maintained, the king,
unlike the tyrant, is expected to consult with his subjects, or at least their repre-
sentative leaders and elite members. He is not supposed to rule arbitrarily. The
king’s solicitation and heeding of public opinion makes monarchical rule at least
minimally political in its exercise.

What differentiates the monarch from the tyrant, then, is that the latter’s
rule is based solely on his subjects’ surrender to force, while the former’s rule,
though also absolute, is based on his subjects’ compliance with power. Of
course, a king or autocrat, like any other political ruler, may deceive the public
into believing that he rules in their interest, all the while filling his own coffers.
Yet even such deception constitutes a mitigated form of politics. By succeeding
in his deception, the political ruler escapes the need to rule by violence alone.
By no means is political power always benign or good. Nonetheless, political
power is always distinguishable from sheer force and hence is susceptible to pub-
lic influence and solicitous of public compliance.

The aim of tyrannical rule, political theorist Bernard Crick writes, is “to
prevent the formation of a ‘public.’ For palace politics is private politics, almost
a contradiction in terms. The unique character of political activity lies, quite lit-
erally, in its publicity.”15 Indeed, the word politics derives from the Greek polit-
ica, which means that pertaining to the polis, or city-state. To be political is to
be of concern to the public citizen, or polites. When the Romans translated the
works of Greek political theorists, they settled on the words res publica, or
republic, to denote the political realm. The res publica literally means the “pub-
lic thing” or “public affair.” Likewise, the word commonwealth, often consid-
ered synonymous with republic, refers to that which pertains to the public good
or, in Old English, the common weal. Politics is a form of life preoccupied with
the public good.

There is a great irony in today’s pejorative use of the word politics.
Presidents and legislators often speak of the need to end “politics as usual.”
Likewise, citizens derisively criticize the “political interests” pursued by holders
of public office. By political interests is meant either the private interests of (a
few colluding) individuals or narrow partisan interests. These deprecatory uses
of politics and political represent a complete reversal of the etymological mean-
ing of the terms. Rather than suggest a concern for the public good as a whole,



6 2 thinking politics

politics and political now connote a complete lack of such concern. This rever-
sal of meanings has a long history. Abraham Lincoln observed in 1837 that politi-
cians were thought of as “a set of men who have interests aside from the interests
of the people, and who, to say the most of them, are, taken as a mass, at least
one long step removed from honest men.”16 Early in the past century, politics
was wittily defined as “a strife of interests masquerading as a contest of prin-
ciples. The conduct of public affairs for private advantage.”17 This pejorative
connotation has gained the upper hand in common parlance today and will
likely persist as long as the pursuit of individual power, narrow partisan inter-
ests, and wealth dominate the political process.

Karl von Clausewitz (1780–1831), a Prussian military strategist and historian,
once defined war as politics carried out by other means. In today’s market-
oriented society, politics is too often understood, and too often practiced, as
private business carried out by other means. Thus politics is understood to per-
tain to the clash of private interests, rather than to the development of public
interests. Despite common usage, we may nonetheless maintain that politics is
effectively diminished whenever action, even if engaged by a group of individ-
uals after much public debate, is oriented not to public concerns but to private
interests.

The definition of politics as the public pursuit of the public good is
grounded in an assumption about the individuality of political actors. Those
who speak and act in pursuit of the public good must retain their basic auton-
omy. That is to say, political speech and action is always the speech and action
of distinct individuals. These individuals speak and act (or pretend to do so)
with the public interest in mind. But they do so from distinct perspectives. A
public that ceases to be a community of individuals ceases to be a public. It
becomes instead a mass or mob. Political life is not herd life—that is what makes
humans different from other social animals. Collective action that wholly
eclipses the expressions and concerns of individuals is no longer truly political
action.

Now, let us get back to the problem posed earlier in this chapter. How do
we decide whether a legislative session is more political than a classroom debate
or a basketball game? By the criteria accepted here, we would have to say that
the more political event is that which proved more open to the influence of the
public (either directly, through elected representatives, or through compliance)
as well as more concerned with matters pertaining to the public at large. In most
cases, legislative sessions would come out on top. Yet politics does not happen
only in city halls and state capitols, and we should not restrict our understand-
ing of political life to the selection of government officials or the influencing of
governmental decisions. Campaigning, lobbying, voting, passing bills, and mak-
ing laws predominate in our common understanding of politics, and many
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political scientists limit their understanding of politics to such activities.18

Nevertheless, politics is about a great deal more.
The politics of classroom debate, for example, is real enough, and need not

be insignificant. A classroom debate in political theory that affects the way its
participants carry out their lives outside the classroom is certainly of political
import. Indeed, the debates that Socrates carried out with his students were con-
sidered of great political significance by his fellow Athenians—so much so as to
warrant a criminal prosecution. Certainly moral and political discussion always
bears the potential of affecting public life. Even the study of seemingly non-
political topics, such as evolutionary biology or genetics, may be considered
political if it alters the mores that structure collective existence. In short, any-
thing that affects the way people understand and order their public lives is polit-
ical to some degree.

Bernard Crick writes that “the attempt to politicize everything is the
destruction of politics. When everything is seen as relevant to politics, then pol-
itics has in fact become totalitarian. . . . To ensure that there be politics at all,
there must be some things at least which are irrelevant to politics.”19 Politics can-
not and should not embrace everything. Yet Crick acknowledges that “nothing
can be exempted from politics entirely” and that what can be considered politi-
cal “is wider than is sometimes supposed.”20 Our understanding of politics
should not cast a net so broadly as to leave nothing behind, nor so narrowly as
to bypass entire segments of the political world.

The Italian political theorist Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937) had an expansive
understanding of politics in mind when he asked: “Is not science itself ‘political
activity’ and political thought, in as much as it transforms men, and makes them
different from what they were before?” At the same time, Gramsci is cautious.
Because politics can be found everywhere it becomes necessary to make distinc-
tions between different levels or degrees of political activity. In the absence of
such distinctions, Gramsci observes, our discussions would lapse “into a weari-
some and tautological catalogue of platitudes.”21

Hard-and-fast definitions of politics have their place, but it is in the finer
distinctions that political theory makes its mark. Navigating the extensive
yet uneven terrain of political life entails the exercise of discerning theoretical
judgment.
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chapter 4

Modernity and Postmodernity

CONTEMPORARY POLITICAL THEORY is anything but predictable: its objects
of study are multiple, its methods are varied, and its orientations are manifold.
Within the tradition of political theory, many distinct and opposing conceptual,
methodological and ideological “camps” vie for position. Such divisions are
inevitable among creative thinkers. They prove fertile grounds for theorizing,
though too often they stifle original thought behind false dichotomies and rigid
barriers. One of the most fertile and troubling distinctions today is that between
modern and postmodern theory. In this chapter we investigate the division
between the modern and the postmodern and explore the benefits of crossing
borders.

Modernity arose out of the Renaissance, the Protestant Reformation, and
the Scientific Revolution, events of the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries that
marked a radical transformation of the artistic and literary world, the religious
world, and the world of inquiry and knowledge respectively. These three events
intermingled to produce a widespread and thorough challenge to tradition and
authority. They marked a vibrant assertion of the growing power of the human
mind.

The word modern refers to that which is recently in existence. A modernist
is someone who prefers the new-fashioned to the old-fashioned. The term mod-
ernist was first used with this connotation in the sixteenth century. It referred,
often pejoratively, to someone who spurned tradition and advocated either new
techniques of scientific inquiry or the study and use of vernacular or contem-
porary languages rather than classical Greek or Latin. Modernism stood in con-
trast to traditionalism, which indicated a tendency to adhere to methods of
inquiry, orientations, and languages that had been handed down from ancient
and medieval times.

The term modernist may never actually have been used in his own day to
describe the Italian astronomer, mathematician, and physicist Galileo Galilei
(1564–1642). Nonetheless, we may view this key figure of the Scientific Rev-
olution as embodying the central features of modernism. Galileo abandoned tra-
ditional authorities and standards of inquiry. He took exception to Aristotle,
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who until that time had stood as the chief authority in matters of science no
less than in matters of philosophy. Against Aristotle, for instance, Galileo in-
sisted that bodies do not fall with velocities proportional to their weights. Were
it not for the effects of (air) friction, heavy objects would fall at the same speed
as light ones. Galileo also rejected the Ptolemaic understanding of the earth as
the center of the solar system. He embraced instead the theory of the Polish
astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus (1473–1543) that the earth revolved around the
sun. Copernicus had developed his heliocentric theory on the basis of an exten-
sive reexamination of ancient astronomical charts. Though eventually banned,
this thesis was initially unopposed by the Catholic Church, perhaps because it
was a highly theoretical piece of work that did not seem likely to gain wide-
spread support. Galileo, however, made the “Copernican revolution” come to
life. In 1632 he published a defense of the heliocentric theory based on hard
empirical evidence, namely, the numerous observations he had made through a
device of his own construction, the astronomical telescope.

In 1633, Galileo was brought to Rome and forced to renounce the theory
that the earth revolved around the sun, which was thought to contradict the
teachings of Catholicism. The church’s effort to make Galileo recant his belief
might be seen as the first, and most infamous, attempt by the forces of tradition
to stifle the nascent forces of modernism. While the traditionalists won the
battle—Galileo regretfully recanted—they would lose the war. The tide of mod-
ernism proved unstoppable.

Modernism largely developed in the Western world owing to the growing
power of science. This was a new, empirical science, no longer grounded in the
metaphysical musings of ancient authorities or in religious creed. “I think in the
discussion of natural problems,” Galileo wrote, “we ought to begin not with the
Scriptures, but with experiments, and demonstrations.” From this point on,
nothing was to be taken for granted or accepted on the basis of faith or author-
ity. Everything was to be validated through reason and grounded in repeated
observations and experimental investigations of the concrete, physical world. As
Albert Einstein wrote, the leitmotif of Galileo’s work was “the passionate fight
against any kind of dogma based on authority.”1 In the wake of this fight, mod-
ern science was born.

Francis Bacon (1561–1626), an English philosopher contemporary with
Galileo, stated that “ancient times were the youth of the world.” Bacon believed
that there was much growing up to be done. He wrote the Novum Organum,
or New Logic. This work was meant to supersede the old logic developed by
Aristotle, who had composed a work called the Organum. Bacon’s new logic
was also meant to supersede the metaphysical speculation that developed within
the medieval theological philosophy of scholasticism. Scholasticism aimed to
complement and strengthen faith in the Christian God with a good dose of
Aristotelian logic. In proposing a new form of logic to guide inquiry, Bacon
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challenged both the authority of Aristotle and the relevance of religious faith.
Bacon’s new logic was based on induction, the process of reasoning from the par-
ticular to the general, from particular observations of the natural world, for
instance, to the general laws to which nature conforms. It stood in contrast to
the ancient logical methods, which were mostly based on deduction. Deduction
is argument that proceeds from the general to the particular, from cosmological
principles, for example, to particular moral imperatives.

Voltaire (1694–1778), a French philosopher and man of letters, spoke for
many in calling Francis Bacon the “father of experimental philosophy.”2 Indeed,
Bacon’s work on induction was particularly well suited to the emerging empiri-
cal sciences. Rather than start from a general principle, which was often theo-
logically grounded and based on the idealistic, metaphysical speculations of
ancient authorities, Bacon suggested starting with numerous concrete observa-
tions of the real world. These observations would allow the scientist to discern
patterns or regularities in the workings of nature. On the basis of these observed
regularities, the scientist could then form hypotheses and theories that described
the general laws of nature. These natural laws were held to function in strict
accord with logic. The scientists’ theories, moreover, were designed to be objec-
tively verifiable. They could be tested and refined by repeated observation and
experimentation. To understand the natural world, one no longer required reli-
gious revelation. Science was enough. Nature can be commanded, Bacon wrote,
only by obeying her laws. Learning nature’s laws was the first step to mastering
her. Mastering nature became a central goal for the modernists.

The heliocentric movement of the planets was discovered by Copernicus,
empirically validated by Galileo, theoretically refined by Johannes Kepler
(1571–1630), who calculated the mathematics of planetary motion, and effec-
tively explained by Isaac Newton (1642–1727), who outlined the role of the uni-
versal force of gravity. The Scientific Revolution inaugurated by these men not
only yielded astronomical insight. It also demonstrated that the laws of physics
applied to the earth. Beginning with the work of the French philosopher René
Descartes (1596–1650), the world came to be understood quite differently from
what was believed in ancient times. It was proposed to operate solely by means
of mechanical forces that acted causally on material objects. These forces could
be rationally deduced, empirically measured, and expressed in mathematical
terms. Gods, theologists, and metaphysical philosophers had little to say or do
in this modern world. The book of nature was written in the language of math-
ematics, Galileo said, and scientists had taken over the task of reading it.

Modernism was grounded in the assumption that the order of the universe
is natural, accessible to reason and observation, and describable in impersonal,
materialistic, mechanical, and mathematical terms. Francis Bacon famously
maintained that “knowledge itself is power,” meaning that he who understands
nature can control her. For the past four centuries, modernism has flourished in
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the wake of the power accumulated through scientific knowledge and technical
engineering. With this in mind, we might say that the first characteristic of
modernity is scientism—a belief in the preeminent power and prerogatives of
science.

The modern celebration of science actually found its roots in scholasticism.
The scholastics relied on Aristotle, who, unlike Plato, attempted to combine
rational inquiry with empirical investigation of the natural world. Modernists
were receptive to the empirical orientation of Aristotle. Scholastics took Aristotle
as an authority, however, and were preoccupied with logical, deductive argu-
ment and its relationship to religious faith. Modernists rejected ancient author-
ity and advocated a humanistic orientation that was opposed to the theocentric
or God-centered orientation of the scholastics.

This “secular” humanism was a legacy of the Renaissance, a period that
broadly marks the transition from the Middle Ages to modernity. The
Renaissance, which literally means “rebirth,” began in the fourteenth century as
a rediscovery of the humanistic orientation of the Greeks and Romans. These
ancient people were greatly admired for their celebration of human beauty, intel-
ligence, and individual greatness. In its modern form, humanism became
increasingly individualistic, valuing the power of the human mind and will and
the autonomy of the individual above all. These values stood in marked contrast
to the traditionalism and humility advocated by the medieval church, which
roundly condemned the sinfulness of human pride and was suspicious of human
ingenuity.

The Renaissance reached its peak in Galileo’s and Bacon’s time. By then the
privileged throne of humankind at the center of God’s creation, like the privi-
leged position of the earth at the center of the solar system, was crumbling. Yet
humanism could maintain its celebration of human values and the human spirit
because it sought to unlock the secrets of the universe through human reason
and ingenuity. Humankind was also gaining the power to control more and
more of its world through science and the development of technology. At this
time America had recently been “discovered” by Europeans, the globe was being
circumnavigated, and the human mind, it was assumed, was beginning to exer-
cise its full potential. This age was unique, the famous French historian Jules
Michelet (1798–1874) reflected, in achieving both the “discovery of the world”
and the “discovery of man.” The second central characteristic of modernity,
then, is its humanism. Modernists celebrate humanity as the master of its world.

This brings us to the final key characteristic of modernity. In addition to its
scientism and humanism, modernity was characterized by progressivism. To be
progressivist is to believe that the world is constantly changing for the better.
Modernists assume that such steady improvement can be sustained owing to the
continual advances made though the power of the human mind. Minimally,
modernists believe that there will always be progress in the accumulation of
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knowledge and in the capacity to better our material conditions through tech-
nology. As Descartes writes, if humankind puts its “long chains of reasoning” to
work in a methodical, empirical fashion, “there can be nothing so remote that
we cannot reach to it, nor so recondite that we cannot discover it.” In this way,
Descartes hoped, we could “render ourselves the masters and possessors of
nature.”3 Particularly during the Enlightenment, which was at its height in
Europe during the eighteenth century, the progressivist celebration of reason
took a new turn. Rational capacities were increasingly applied not only to the
conquest of the natural world but also to the control of the social and political
world. The attempt was made to duplicate in culture the mastery increasingly
achieved over nature. Modernists suggested that humanity’s moral stature and
political organization, not simply its material condition, was undergoing or
could undergo constant improvement.

Such progressivism was given dramatic voice in the work of the Marquis de
Condorcet (1743–94), a French philosopher who wrote a work entitled Sketch
for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind. Condorcet traced
the development of humanity through nine epochs and predicted a tenth in
which the “indefinite” perfectibility of the human race would become irre-
versible. Most modernists do not share Condorcet’s utopian belief in humanity’s
imminent moral and intellectual perfection, but they share in the belief that
humanity can steadily progress in its overall development. Like Condorcet, they
attribute this potential for progress to the character of the human mind and will.
In this respect, modernity effectively exchanged scholasticism’s faith in God for
a faith in humanity. Its progressivism is grounded in the belief that rational and
scientific inquiry, irreversible moral development, and the ever-increasing power
of technology will steadily improve the lot of humankind.

Individualist Theories of Politics

Our definitions and conceptualizations of politics and power in the previous
chapter proved quite useful, allowing us not only to speak about the nature of
politics but also about the different degrees to which particular activities or
affairs can be considered political. The working definition of politics that we
employed—an exercise of power that influences people to pursue particular
objectives or adopt particular norms that direct or order their collective lives—
is held by many contemporary political theorists and political scientists. Its
key characteristic is its individualist orientation. This orientation is a legacy of
modernism.

The standard understanding of politics is individualistic because it takes the
individual to be the key unit of analysis. The individual both exercises power
and is the object of power’s exercise. Typically, the individual is assumed to be
engaged in voluntary and rational acts that serve its own interests. As either the
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wielder or the object of power, the individual is assumed to be an independent
actor and an autonomous moral agent. The manner in which this relatively
sovereign and atomic individual interacts or should interact with other individ-
uals, and how the political community comes to form and develop as a result of
these interactions, become the foci of study for modern political theorists and
scientists.

The individualist understanding of power is generally directed to three cen-
tral concerns: (1) the nature and degree of power held by particular individuals
(e.g., studies of presidents, prime ministers, legislators, or other political elites);
(2) the nature of the political processes and institutions that distribute and man-
age the power held by individuals (e.g., studies of elections or of the various
branches of government); and (3) the moral and rational standards that the indi-
vidual ought to apply to the exercise of power or its resistance (e.g., studies of
civil rights and duties, the nature of justice and liberty, and other concerns of
normative political theory). The common feature of these otherwise distinct
fields of investigation is that each focuses on individual actors as the auton-
omous wielders or resisters of power. Collective political existence, in turn, is
viewed as the aggregated sum of the distinct actions taken by individuals.

This individualist orientation is clearly evident in Hobbes. Hobbesian indi-
viduals willfully exercise power on each other to serve their interests in the state
of nature. Owing to a common interest in security, they decide to give up their
weapons and rights to a Leviathan, who then rules absolutely. Whether in an
anarchical state of nature or in a society ruled by a despot, Hobbesian individ-
uals intentionally wield power (in lesser or greater degree) as wholly autonomous
agents.

Of course, the result of individualist theorizing need not be a Hobbesian
form of politics. Many if not most liberals accept the tenets of individualism.
Yet the liberal tradition—from the English philosopher John Locke (1632–
1704) through contemporary champions of individual rights and freedoms—
has taken a strong stand against the political absolutism promoted by Hobbes.
As the work of many contemporary liberal theorists demonstrates, the perspec-
tive of the autonomous individual may be used to promote a democratic poli-
tics grounded in constitutionalism, limited government, and inalienable civil
liberties. 

One of the more widely accepted individualist definitions of politics forms
the title of Harold Lasswell’s classic book, Politics: Who Gets What, When, and
How.4 Politics is about the power to decide who gets his interests served, accord-
ing to what processes, and on whose timetable. It is about the struggle of indi-
viduals to secure their particular needs or wants. Lasswell is primarily concerned
with the allocation of scarce resources because conflict over their pursuit is
understood to be inevitable. Hence the governmental regulation of social inter-
action is also inevitable, lest violence and injustice rule the day. For Lasswell,



7 1modernity and postmodernity

politics is about the use of governmental power to regulate social interaction and
allocate scarce resources. This understanding of politics is common among those
who view power primarily in individualist terms.

This modern definition of politics has proven very useful for political theo-
rists and scientists, allowing them to chart the exercise of power and argue for
its appropriate limits. It often fosters elegant theorizing. Yet, like all theoretical
perspectives, it is a limited view. Politics is not only about how individual needs
become satisfied in a world of scarce resources. Politics also plays a role in deter-
mining how these needs are created in the first place, how they become articu-
lated, and what sort of relationships form around them. Politics comes into play
in the way we are influenced to perceive our particular needs as needs and in the
way we are influenced to perceive our particular rights (to see these needs ful-
filled) as rights. Politics precedes and exceeds the distribution of scarce resources
and the pursuit of individual interests because it concerns the ways we define
and understand our resources, our interests, our relationships, and ultimately
ourselves as individuals.

A central assumption of individualists is that the autonomous agent is, as it
were, prepolitical. For liberals who accept this premise, individuals make poli-
tics, politics does not make individuals. Communitarian theorists disagree. As
Michael Sandel writes: “By putting the self beyond the reach of politics, [liber-
alism] makes human agency an article of faith rather than an object of continu-
ing attention and concern, a premise of politics rather than its precarious
achievement.”5 Communitarian theorists argue that liberals ignore the way
political communities shape the attitudes, values, and behavior of their mem-
bers. The proper cultivation of these attitudes, values, and behavior, communi-
tarians insist, is required to sustain social life and political society.

Communitarians believe that social order is currently being undermined
owing to an uncritical celebration of individual autonomy. At least, this is the
case in certain societies according to sociologist Amitai Etzioni. Etzioni argues
that liberals who champion individual autonomy tend to present their principles
as ahistorical truths. Yet the need for either increased social order or increased
individual autonomy in any given society depends on the historical and cultural
circumstances. While contemporary China may be better served by an increase
in individual autonomy, Etzioni states, contemporary America is in need of
greater social order. Heightening social order, Etzioni points out, does not neces-
sitate increased levels of (state) coercion. Indeed, to the extent that social order
is achieved through moral education and an appeal to common values, coercive
means become less, not more, necessary in a communitarian state.6

Politics, for communitarians, is not simply the Lasswellian process of divvy-
ing up the collective pie. Politics also entails an ongoing debate and struggle over
the way we become identified and identify ourselves as pie makers, pie cutters,
and pie eaters. Communitarian political philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre argues
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that to answer the question “What ought I to do?” one must first answer the
question “Who am I?”7 What one wants and what one does is largely a product
of who one understands oneself to be. Politics, it follows, is not only a question
of doing what you do to get what you want but also a question of being and
becoming who you are. Politics is not only a question of actions that serve par-
ticular interests but also a question of identities. 

Postmodern theorists share with communitarians this concern with iden-
tity. However, communitarians tend to focus on reinvigorating traditional
means of cultivating moral identities. They generally advocate the strengthening
of the family, the intervention of the state in fostering cultural and ethical life,
and the need for increased social order. The key political question for postmod-
ern theorists, as we shall see in subsequent sections, concerns the contestation of
identities derived from social and political institutions. Postmodernists, in par-
ticular, investigate how identity formation occurs in relation to and by exclud-
ing difference. Like communitarians, postmodern theorists insist that liberals
mistakenly assume that individuals are autonomous agents separated from the
social whole. However, postmodern theorists criticize communitarians for
assuming that individuals are or should be largely fused into a well-ordered
social whole.8 This fusion of identities, postmodernists worry, excludes differ-
ence and undermines diversity. 

To speak of identity in the abstract is problematic. People do not have
abstract identities. They have particular identities that bear particular features.
They are sons or daughters, mothers or fathers, students or teachers, artists,
bankers, or football players. Identities, moreover, are not one-dimensional,
monolithic, or unchanging. They are multilayered, complex, and subject to
development over time. Finally, identities are always relational. That is to say,
identities necessarily coexist with difference, in the sense that we can “identify”
ourselves only by way of differentiating ourselves from something or someone
else. If our identities are extremely unified and closed, it is likely that this rigid
rendering of our selves is achieved by maintaining an equally one-dimensional
understanding of others. From a political perspective, then, the interesting point
is not simply that we all have identities. What is significant is that we are all con-
stantly involved in negotiating which parts of our identities will be privileged
and accentuated, which parts will be suppressed or ignored, how our identities
will be transformed, and what sort of relationship our identities will form with
difference.

Politics always pertains to two (related) questions. The first question is:
What power does the individual exercise on other individuals in its social envi-
ronment to achieve its interests? This is the modernist concern. The second
question is: What power does the social environment exercise on individuals to
construct their identities? This is the postmodernist concern. Both sorts of ques-
tions are worth asking. Indeed, they are probably most fruitful when asked
together.
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The modern orientation assumes that the individual willfully exercises
power as an independent agent with an unchanging nature and relatively stable,
enduring, and freely chosen interests. The postmodern orientation assumes that
individual and collective identities are formed over time within a social context
and that individual and collective interests are largely derived from these identi-
ties. In this latter case, power is exercised not wholly or even primarily by indi-
viduals on their social environment, but by the social environment as a whole,
or by some subsection of it, on individuals.

Structuralist Theories of Politics

One might think of the power of the social environment as related to, but
broader than, the power of custom or tradition. The concern here is not simply
with the power of an individual who utilizes tradition or customary practices to
achieve particular goals. Instead, the concern is with the power exerted by the
social environment itself, by the panoply of its traditions, customs, practices,
and institutions as a whole. These traditions, customs, practices, and institutions
are collectively known as social structures. Social structures influence the way we
understand ourselves and our world, but they remain without specific authors
and agents. Those who concern themselves with the power of social structures—
in contrast to those individualist theorists who emphasize the power of human
agency—are known as structuralists. Structuralists paved the way for postmod-
ern theorists.

Those who reject structuralism and adopt the modern, individualist orien-
tation are often known as methodological individualists. For methodological
individualists, the whole is defined by adding up its parts. Their methodology
for analyzing political life is based on the assumption that society may be
explained by aggregating the actions and relationships of individuals. A key
characteristic of structuralism, in contrast, is the belief that the whole is greater
than the sum of its parts. A central tenet of structuralism is that society is more
than an aggregate of individuals. Social structures have features that are not
reducible to the sum of similar features held singly by their constituents or par-
ticipants. But how can a collectivity gain a quality that is absent in the individ-
uals who make it up? How can society have a life of its own, so to speak, apart
from the various comings and goings of the individuals that compose it? Émile
Durkheim (1858–1917), a French sociologist, believed that society did indeed
have a life of its own. His work inaugurated the structuralist perspective.

Durkheim explained the nature of society by way of the following biologi-
cal metaphor: 

The living cell contains nothing but mineral particles, as society con-
tains nothing but individuals; and yet it is patently impossible for the
phenomena characteristic of life to reside in the atoms of hydrogen,
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oxygen, carbon and nitrogen. . . . Let us apply this principle to sociol-
ogy. If, as we may say, this synthesis sui generis which every society
constitutes, yields new phenomena, differing from those which take
place in individual minds, we must, indeed, admit that these facts
reside in the very society itself which produces them, and not in its
parts, i.e., its members.9

In one bowl, we have a fish swimming in water. In another bowl, we have a small
pile of minerals, other elements and bubbles suspended in water, the same types
and amounts of minerals, other elements and gases as are contained in the first
bowl. It is obvious in this case that the whole (the live fish) is indeed greater—
not only more complex but qualitatively different—than the sum of its parts (a
few grams of minerals, other elements and gases). Gathering together an assort-
ment of molecules, even if they are combined in precisely the right quantities,
will not produce a living creature. The living creature has behaviors and capac-
ities, such as reproduction, that exceed what its constituent molecules are cap-
able of on their own or in aggregate form. Yet, from the methodological
individualist perspective, a living organism is simply a particular arrangement of
individual molecules.

Applying this understanding to the study of society, Durkheim argues that
social structures far exceed in power and scope the aggregated activities of the
individual members that compose them. Social structures largely determine how
individual members of a society behave and interact. They do so just as the phys-
ical constitution of a fish or any other living organism largely determines how
the tissues and organs that compose it will interact.

We may assert that society is made up of individuals, Durkheim argues,
only because the individual is first made by society. “Society does not find the
bases on which it rests fully laid out in consciences; it puts them there itself,”
Durkheim insists. He goes on to state that “although society may be nothing
without individuals, each of them is much more a product of society than he is
its maker.”10 Social structures produce the observable regularities of the social
world. These regularities are rigid in the sense that most individuals cannot alter
them even though they are affected by them. As individuals, we cannot appre-
ciably alter the rate of employment, income curves, matrimonial laws, levels of
access to education, and hierarchies organized around class, race, gender, age,
power, wealth, and prestige. Yet as individuals we are affected by these struc-
tures. They influence our behavior and contribute to our identities.

Durkheim suggested that the way people think in primitive societies mim-
ics the social order of their society. Individual cognitive systems and mental
schemata are patterned upon the existing social structure of the group. This
understanding has been extended to contemporary societies by Pierre Bourdieu,
a renowned French sociologist, who argues that individuals internalize as “men-
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tal dispositions” and “schemes of perception and thought” the organization of
their external reality. The word Bourdieu uses for these dispositions and schemes
is habitus. Habitus is a matrix of internalized cultural orientations, skills, and
practices. Bourdieu uses the word field to describe a network of social arrange-
ments that embody and distribute positions and relations of power. The mental
structures composing one’s habitus, then, are reflections of the social structures
composing the fields in which one participates.

Habitus is an internalization of social fields, much as the soccer player’s
repertoire of behavior is a reflection of the constraints (rules and boundary
markers) of the soccer field. Unlike the rules for the game of soccer, however, the
rules of social fields are seldom explicit or codified. They are learned, mostly
without effort or intent, simply by living in a complex network of social rela-
tions. In this sense, social fields or social structures are analogous to the human
unconscious. There is only indirect evidence for their existence. They are known
primarily by their effects, that is to say, by the way that they pattern behavior.

Social structures may be thought of as particular arrangements of social rela-
tions that elicit certain other relations or actions from social members.
Following Durkheim, Bourdieu insists that these structural configurations are
sui generis, that is to say, they are unique entities unto themselves. They are not
simply the aggregate sum of individual actions and thus “cannot be reduced to
the interactions and practices through which they express themselves.”11 Despite
their influence, social structures often remain undetected by those they affect.
They constrain the relations of individuals without those individuals necessarily
becoming aware of them. Like those who cannot see the forest for the trees, indi-
viduals in society do not generally notice the structures that affect their behav-
ior. They fail to perceive these structures because they are focused on the
behavior of other individuals like themselves.

Claude Lévi-Strauss, a French structural anthropologist, held that the myths
that ground social life do not find their ultimate origins in the creative efforts of
individual authors. Myths reflect the structure of the collective human mind.
Human beings necessarily think and communicate in certain ways, according to
set mental patterns, such as binary oppositions or dichotomies. Totemic and
kinship systems also evidence these structured patterns, which reproduce them-
selves and their effects in all cultures at all times.12 For Lévi-Strauss, cultural
institutions are the external projections and manifestations of universal struc-
tures, just as sentences are external manifestations of general grammatical rules.
While individuals may create innumerable “original” sentences, they can do so
intelligibly only by following rather strict grammatical rules about the way cer-
tain kinds of words and phrases can be combined. Likewise, while individuals
may create various cultural arrangements, they can do so, Lévi-Strauss suggests,
only by following strict yet unwritten rules that dictate how the phenomena of
cultural life are structured.
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This line of thinking may be traced back to the German philosopher
Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), who argued that the human mind has innate fac-
ulties that organize its perceptions of the world according to certain “rational”
constraints and categories. Without these faculties, which determine the “mode
of our knowledge of objects” and maintain the stable categories of space and
time, experience would be reduced to haphazard and largely incommunicable
sensations.13

Structural Marxists, such as Louis Althusser, likewise hold that individuals
are epistemologically and behaviorally molded according to deep patterns that
transcend culture and time.14 For structural Marxists, these patterns are neither
set in the collective mind, as Lévi-Strauss proposed, nor in innate mental cate-
gories, as Kant proposed. Instead, they are found in concrete economic relations
that undergo logical and predictable patterns of transformation. These patterns
depend on the level of a society’s technological development. For structural
Marxists, individual agents bear a resemblance to puppets on strings. The strings
are being pulled by historical economic forces, forces largely beyond any indi-
vidual’s control. For the most part, these strings remain invisible to the individ-
ual agents themselves. It takes the demystifying work of theorists to make these
strings apparent.

Structural Marxists tend to deny the importance of human individuality,
volition, and freedom. Other structuralists, such as Durkheim, Bourdieu, Lévi-
Strauss, and the sociologist Anthony Giddens, do not take such a hard line.
They propose a more balanced tension between the social structures that con-
strain us and the freedom we demonstrate as individuals.

Individuality, for Durkheim, is a valued product of modern times. Greater
individuality and greater freedom, Durkheim argues, arise with the division of
labor and the development of larger, more complex societies that allow individ-
uals to escape the constraints of both instinct and convention. Lévi-Strauss sim-
ilarly points out that the true value of liberty only arises once we understand that
liberty itself is a cultural creation.15 Giddens insists that structures are involved
in the generation of our daily practices but that these practices, taken together,
also generate and maintain social structures. His theory of “structuration” sug-
gests that social structures are both the “medium and result” of human prac-
tices.16 Human agency continues to play an important role. Bourdieu similarly
argues that habitus, though a reflection of social structures, is also creative and
subject to change. Though “durable,” it is “not eternal.”17 Individuals may trans-
gress, redefine, invent, and improvise within the boundaries of their field.
Indeed, this is all part of the game. As a structuralist, however, Bourdieu main-
tains that these redefinitions, transgressions, inventions, and improvisations are
neither limitless nor completely free-floating. They are themselves conditioned
by the rewards and sanctions typically meted out in social fields. Durkheim,
Bourdieu, Lévi-Strauss, and Giddens insist that individuality and freedom arise
only through human interaction, and human interaction only ever occurs
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within social structures that constrain, channel, and enable behavior. The great-
est freedom arises when we become aware of the structures that both constrain
us and make our actions viable and intelligible. Only by understanding the
power of our social environment do we become better equipped to reform it.

From the 1940s until well into the 1970s, the social sciences were animated
by debates between social structuralists and methodological individualists. For
the most part, and particularly in America, the methodological individualists
gained the upper hand. Liberal political theory today remains closely aligned
with methodological individualism. Debates about the relative importance of
social structure and human agency persist, though in a somewhat abated form.
In all likelihood the debate will never be resolved in favor of one side or the
other. The question as to how social and political life is best understood and
explained—by way of the social structures that mold individual behavior or by
way of the aggregated individual behavior that constitutes social life—has never
been satisfactorily answered. The question will likely perturb us for the indefi-
nite future, notwithstanding a growing consensus that our lives combine both
processes.

Poststructural and Postmodern Theories of Politics

Beginning in the late 1960s, structuralism itself underwent a challenge from an
upstart movement that came to be known as poststructuralism. Poststructur-
alists reject the idea that social structures are invariant or evolve according to
fixed cultural or historical patterns. Unlike methodological individualists and
like structuralists, poststructuralists maintain that power is not always or even
primarily a tool willfully employed by the individual actor in pursuit of freely
chosen interests. The social environment is assumed to play a larger role. Unlike
structuralists, however, poststructuralists do not view power as emanating solely
from stable institutions such as kinship systems, mental faculties, or economic
classes. They see power as widely dispersed within the social whole and con-
stantly in flux.

Poststructuralists have been reluctant to construct grand theories. Unlike
structuralists, they do not believe that powerful institutions or traditions trans-
form social life across time and space according to a singular, identifiable logic.
Instead, they investigate how particular forms of power achieve particular effects
within particular historical periods, cultures, or texts. Poststructuralists reject the
notion that there are ahistorical, cross-cultural categories of experience or struc-
tures of social existence. Spurning the structuralist mandate of discovering and
scientifically defining these categories and structures, poststructuralists attempt
to undermine our belief in them.

Certain poststructuralists, such as the French philosopher Jacques Derrida,
engage in deconstruction. Like much of modern philosophy, deconstruction
exhibits what philosopher Richard Rorty refers to as “the linguistic turn.” It
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focuses on language. The roots of deconstruction may be traced back to the
Swiss structuralist linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913). Saussure’s theory
of language held that meaning is not determined by the stable relation of words
(signifiers) to concrete things or even to conceptual representations of these
things (the signified). Meaning is determined by the intricate relation of words
to other words. It is a structured play of signs. Deconstruction focuses on this
unstable relativity of language. For Derrida, a text does not have an intrinsic
meaning grounded in its accurate representation of reality. Rather, the meaning
of a text is found in its differential relation to other texts. 

Deconstruction utilizes the rhetorical features of a text to undermine or cast
suspicion on its manifest content or argument, particularly if the text asserts or
legitimates stable categories of experience or structures of social existence.
Deconstruction demonstrates that any attempt to conceptualize neatly these cat-
egories or structures harbors self-contradictory linguistic tendencies. It also
demonstrates that certain rhetorical forms, such as binary oppositions between
subject and object, appearance and reality, mind and body, male and female, self
and other, speech and writing insidiously establish hierarchies of values.18

Deconstructionists attempt to disrupt the strategies of exclusion and inclusion
that are generated by such binary oppositions.

Deconstructionists assert that the world is a text, or rather a constellation of
interwoven texts in the ongoing process of being written and rewritten. Thus
deconstruction is concerned not only or even primarily with the capacity of lan-
guage to represent reality. It focuses on the capacity of language to construct
reality. Likewise, poststructuralist theory is not only or even primarily concerned
with the capacity of power to constrain action and desire. It focuses on the
capacity of power to construct identity, and by so doing, to induce action and
desire. Identities become constructed within hierarchically organized categories
of experience and social structures. Poststructuralists explore the forms of power
involved in this construction of social reality.

Poststructuralists investigate the generative effects of power. Hence many
poststructuralists, such as the French philosopher Michel Foucault (1926–84),
are not preoccupied with the linguistic forms and rhetorical contradictions
found in texts. They investigate the concrete institutions and other historical
legacies of power. By focusing on the contextual relativity of these institutions
and legacies, poststructuralists seek to undermine the grip various forms of
power have on us today.

The poststructural concern for dispersed forms of social power also grounds
the orientation of postmodern theorists. Postmodernism is the direct heir to
poststructuralism. Effectively, postmodernism is the more encompassing cul-
tural expression of the largely academic exercises of poststructuralists. Post-
modernism refers to the widespread cultural sensibility, tendency, or mood that
is loosely grounded in and serves as a grounding for poststructuralist theory. 
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Postmodern theorists are far from a unified bunch. They have been usefully
described as a “constellation” of thinkers, that is to say, a juxtaposed cluster of
elements that resists reduction to a common core.19 The thinkers and writers
commonly considered postmodernists—for example, Jean Baudrillard, William
Connolly, Gilles Deleuze, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Frederic Jameson,
Jean-François Lyotard, and Richard Rorty—have all criticized certain tendencies
of postmodernism and have denied that the term neatly applies to their own
work.20 They approach the practical and theoretical world from varied per-
spectives and seldom see eye-to-eye among themselves. Nonetheless, like struc-
turalists and unlike methodological individualists, postmodern theorists are
primarily concerned with the social construction and contestation of identities.
In turn, like structuralists and unlike methodological individualists, postmodern
theorists do not so much celebrate the power of human agency as worry about
its fragility.

While acknowledging the power of government and economic classes, post-
modernists caution us not to conclude that these are the only institutions that
shape our lives. Unlike structuralists, postmodern theorists insist that our iden-
tities are the products of a panoply of protean social forces. In particular, post-
modernists focus on the discourses (systematized collections of mores) that
permeate society and generate social identities. Unlike structuralists, postmod-
ernists insist that discourses and other social forces can only be investigated
piecemeal, from the ground up. One must begin with individual practices, par-
ticular institutions, and singular events that are themselves the products of the
sorts of power being investigated. In turn, one’s investigation must originate
from one’s own particular standpoint, a standpoint that is also largely a product
of social power.

This leads postmodernists to adopt a perspectivist position. The philosophy
of perspectivism was originally proposed by Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900),
the German philosopher commonly credited with blazing the trail for post-
modernism. Nietzsche maintained that “objectivity” as traditionally conceived
was a “nonsensical absurdity.” He denied that there was “knowledge in itself ”
that did not bear the marks of the situated individuals who created it. Only
interpretation from particular points of view exists. Nietzsche insists that “there
is only a perspective seeing, only a perspective ‘knowing.’”21 With this in mind,
postmodernists do not attempt to uncover universal structures or patterns that
operate according to a stable logic or scientific laws. They assume that their own
identities, desires, and predilections are the products of social power and there-
fore acknowledge that their investigations will only reveal the effects of particu-
lar relations of power as they are theorized from a particular vantage point. Like
many modern individualists, structuralists had hoped to develop a social science
that would yield objective truth along the lines of the natural sciences.
Postmodernists, in contrast, suggest that we can never achieve an objective,
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scientific overview of the social forces that shape us. The most we can hope for
is a wide variety of limited accounts obtained from multiple perspectives.

Perspectivism undermines any claim to absolute knowledge about the polit-
ical world. It therefore leads to an ironic stance, that is to say, an engaged yet
playful interaction with the world grounded in a skeptical disposition. The irony
of postmodernists stands opposed to the self-assured, scientific aspirations of
modernists. (We further explore the meaning of irony in chapter 7, where it is
contrasted to ideology.) The three major features of postmodernism, then, are
its focus on the social construction of identity, its perspectivist denial of (episte-
mological or ethical) foundations, and its ironic demeanor. 

Postmodernists challenge the very notion of a single, uniform human
nature. What makes humans what they are, postmodernists claim, is not some
metaphysical or even biological human essence, but a particular historical devel-
opment, one that has been and remains grounded in social processes. As Richard
Rorty states, the postmodern assumption is that “socialization, and thus histor-
ical circumstance, goes all the way down—that there is nothing ‘beneath’ social-
ization or prior to history which is definatory of the human.”22 Thus
postmodernists do not assume the unchanging nature of the individual who
willfully wields power in pursuit of chosen interests, as modern individualists
do. Nor do postmodernists take for granted the unchanging nature of the social
structures that shape individual human behavior, as structuralists do. Instead,
postmodern theorists insist that human identities are continually being con-
structed and contested within protean social environments owing to the inter-
actions of specific forms of power.

In rejecting the notion that there is a stable essence that defines humanity,
postmodernists are not saying (though sometimes their rhetoric belies them)
that people can simply choose who or what they want to be. Identities are not
just roles people whimsically choose to play, roles that can be exchanged or given
up at will from one day to the next. Identities are complex patterns of norms
and desires, modes of thinking and behaving, that are formed over time owing
to the integration of individuals within dense social networks. The postmodern
orientation to politics assumes that individual and collective identities are intri-
cately constructed and not easily transformed. 

A person’s identity is formed in a social environment, or more accurately, in
multiple social environments. We are members, participants, and subjects of
various groups, associations, relationships, and organizations that shape our
opinions, values, behavior, and self-understandings. Family and friends; places
of study, work, and worship; clubs and teams; professional, philanthropic, polit-
ical, religious, and ethnic affiliations; business associations and interest groups;
film, television, print and electronic media; municipal, state, national, and inter-
national movements, organizations, and institutions—these are some of the net-
works of relations that define our social environment. Each of these networks is
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itself historically and culturally circumscribed. Our embeddedness in this di-
verse environment largely defines who we are by both constricting and enabling
our experiences, influencing what we feel, believe, know, and do. For the post-
modernist, even basic individual desire and will are less the trademarks of indi-
vidual autonomy than the constructs of a social environment.

Many political scientists who do not consider themselves postmodernists
are also concerned with how attitudes are created and how particular forms of
behavior are stimulated by the speeches and actions that make up the “drama of
the state.” A common concern is how political leaders “with access to mass
media . . . shape and even create ‘public opinion’ by naming the issues and crises
about which people come to have opinions.”23 Arguing against the individualist
view that people are independent agents that always act in accordance with their
preexisting beliefs and values, one student of political behavior writes:

The common assumption that what democratic government does is
somehow always a response to the moral codes, desires and knowledge
embedded inside people is as inverted as it is reassuring. This model,
avidly taught and ritualistically repeated, cannot explain what happens;
but it may persist in our folklore because it so effectively sanctifies pre-
vailing policies and permits us to avoid worrying about them.24

Here the concern is how economic and political elites shape political agendas
and public opinion, effectively embedding moral codes, desires and knowledge
in citizens rather than responding to them. In like fashion, many political sci-
entists concern themselves with the “continued, insistent, and ubiquitous
process” of communication and intimidation through which elites “win minds”
and establish in the public a predilection for “order, obedience, the status quo,
deference, political docility, and inequalities of income and wealth.”25 Notwith-
standing the economic concessions made over the past centuries that have
resulted in the improved welfare of the masses, many students of political behav-
ior are concerned with how elites continue to manipulate political agendas,
control the media, and exercise a preponderance of power. This power is sys-
tematically employed to form and shape the opinions, attitudes, and values of
the public, making it more receptive to elite domination.

These investigations of elite power follow the lead of the Italian neo-Marxist
Antonio Gramsci, who was concerned with the “hegemony” enjoyed by the
political class controlling the state apparatus.26 Gramsci formulated his theory
to account for specific historical developments, namely, the longevity and
increasing strength of capitalism in the twentieth century. Its unabated growth
contradicted orthodox Marxist theory (particularly as elaborated by the Second
International), which predicted proletarian revolution and the quick demise of
capitalism. Gramsci attempted to explain the anomaly. He focused on how the
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dominant class used political and cultural tools to manipulate the other strata of
society into accepting, and even endorsing, unjust and exploitative social rela-
tions. While orthodox Marxism often spoke with the voice of economic deter-
minism, Gramsci pointed to the power of elites and elite institutions to postpone
social revolution indefinitely.

Postmodernists have many of the same concerns as Gramsci and contem-
porary theorists of political behavior. But postmodernists are not concerned
solely, or even primarily, with how powerful elites shape people’s opinions, atti-
tudes, and values. Postmodernists are concerned with how entire identities are
constructed, and how certain opinions, attitudes, and values follow therefrom.
As a specialist on the media writes, “The best way to control and manipulate an
individual is not to tell them what to do; that always generates resistance, hos-
tility and defiance. Instead, tell a person who and what they are. They will end
up eating our of your hand.”27 Postmodernists investigate how people become
who and what they are. While not denying the power of elites to manipulate
the public, postmodernists tend to focus on more ambiguous forces—modes of
discourse and other systems of mores—that shape identities within the social
environment. 

Modernist theorists of political culture maintain that people process their
experiences into opinions, attitudes, values, and action through predispositions
that are products of socialization.28 Postmodernists share this concern. At the
same time, postmodernists insist that the process of socialization goes deeper
than modernist theorists of political culture and behavior would be willing to
admit. For the postmodern theorist, the world itself is the product of the sym-
bols, gestures, discourses, and dramas of social life. Postmodernists, in this
regard, adopt a “constructivist” perspective. Reality itself, they suggest, is a social
construct. 

While theorists of political behavior observe that people tend to ignore
information until it is conveniently and perhaps misleadingly packaged for them
by elites,29 postmodernists suggest that there are no independent “facts” or
“data” about the world at all. Knowledge always comes prepackaged within its
particular social context. In the next section, we will explore whether this post-
modern perspective adequately grapples with the inequality in the exercise of
power that is inherent to politics.

Identity and the Exercise of Power

The power to create and shape identities is unevenly exercised in society simply
because some people (and organizations) are more powerful than others. Our
lives are much influenced by the popular media of television, newspapers, and
magazines, for example. By constitutional right, we all enjoy freedom of speech
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and freedom of the press. Yet only a small percentage of the population can
afford to make effective use of the media to influence others. Freedom of the
press, the saying goes, belongs to those who own it. The power to shape identi-
ties also belongs to those who supply the media with its advertising revenues.
Despite our common use of the term, speech (and other means of shaping iden-
tities) is seldom free. With the development of the Internet, average citizens now
have the virtually cost-free opportunity to communicate with diverse audiences.
Exactly how the development of the Internet will affect political life remains to
be seen. In many respects, the challenge for citizens is no longer gaining oppor-
tunities for dialogue or the dissemination of information. The challenge is to
discover useful and meaningful speech amid a surplus of information (and
entertainment). Given this surplus, considerable power continues to rest with
those media organizations that command the resources necessary to package and
deliver information to large audiences. 

Unequal distributions of political resources also yield varying capacities to
create and shape identities. Until quite recently, this inequality of political power
was institutionally entrenched. In ancient times, political power was mostly held
by monarchs or aristocrats, who passed on the right of rule to their sons. With
the rise of democracy, the opportunity to compete for political office became
available to more people. In turn, the right to vote gave citizens a voice, albeit
an indirect one, in the way laws and policies were crafted and hence in the way
mores and identities came to be formed.

While the United States is often celebrated as an exemplar of democratic
politics, Americans’ participation in politics always has been and still is severely
limited. Only about 160,000 people out of the nearly 4 million inhabitants of
the American colonies voted for the delegates who ratified the 1790 constitution.
That amounts to about 4 percent of the population. At the time, large numbers
of people—women, Indians, and blacks—were explicitly excluded from politi-
cal participation, while others (white men without property) were restricted in
their manner of participation. Most restrictions on white male suffrage were
lifted in the early 1800s. African Americans were not constitutionally enfran-
chised until 1870, women in 1920, and Native Americans in 1924. (Likewise,
Britain has been considered a democracy since the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, though at that time only one adult in twenty had the right to vote.)

Inequality in the exercise of political power occurs even when legislative
restrictions to participation are few or nonexistent. “Water, water every
where/Nor any drop to drink,” wrote Coleridge of the sea. One might say some-
thing similar about democracy in America. It ostensibly surrounds us. Yet for
many there is very little of it to be tasted. Though the franchise legally extends
to all adults, relatively few take full advantage of it, and even fewer have the
knowledge, skills, and opportunity to make the best use of it. In the United
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States today, only 3 percent of citizens are politically active above and beyond the
practice of voting. By way of comparison, something like 10 percent of the citi-
zens of ancient Athens were politically active.

Certainly something like democracy is enjoyed in the United States every
few years, at election time. Even here, however, whether at municipal, state, or
national levels, those participating often number less than half the eligible vot-
ers. Notably, some groups vote more than others. For example, a much greater
proportion of people with high incomes vote than do people with low incomes.
Perhaps the reason is that the limited choices available at the electoral table make
for sparse pickings. Many people, particularly those with lower incomes, feel
that their interests are not adequately represented by the available political can-
didates. Economic power and political power, it is widely understood, go hand
in hand. 

This becomes a political problem whenever economic power is very un-
evenly distributed, as it is in the United States. The richest 1 percent of the pop-
ulation earns as much after-tax income as the bottom 38 percent. It also owns
almost two-fifths of the nation’s wealth. The richest 10 percent of the population
owns close to nine-tenths of the nation’s wealth. Over the past quarter century,
moreover, wealth has become increasingly concentrated. Twenty-five years ago,
the richest fifth of the population received four times the income of the poorest
fifth. Today, the richest fifth of the population receives thirteen times the
income of the poorest fifth. Indeed, income inequality in the United States is
now greater than in any other industrialized country.30 The political ramifica-
tions of this trend are disturbing: the number of Americans who are politically
inactive may grow. 

Poverty is not the only factor diminishing participation in politics. Many
citizens, rich and poor, choose to avoid politics in order to focus on other pur-
suits. Others may simply be apathetic. In any case, with the partial exception of
referendums that institute particular policies or laws, American citizens do not
immediately engage in democratic self-government. They do not directly make
decisions about how their collective lives will be governed. Instead, citizens per-
iodically decide who will make these decisions for them. A representative system
of government, effectively, is government by elites. Whether elite politics is good
or bad, unavoidable or amenable to transformation, remains a topic of much
debate. The fact that most forms of government constitute rule by elites is
undeniable.

Throughout history, elites—whether politicians, bureaucrats, business lead-
ers, the clergy, the media, or officers of the armed forces—have played a pre-
ponderant role in wielding power. Recognizing this fact, certain social and
political theorists have focused on the role of elites in politics and society. Some
theorists, such as Gaetano Mosca (1858–1941) and Vilfredo Pareto (1848–1923),
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accepted elite power as an unavoidable fact of life and came to defend it. But not
all kinds of elite rule were advocated. Mosca and Pareto were concerned with the
propensity of the ruling class to become hereditary. They advocated the “circu-
lation of elites,” wherein merit rather than blood relations was the means to
gaining elite status. The competition of elites for power would ensure that the
social and political leadership remained vibrant. 

In the absence of an elite continually recharged with the most skilled and
talented individuals, theorists worried, social order might collapse and with it
the liberties it allowed. In the wake of totalitarian rule, Giovanni Sartori sug-
gests, the major threat to democracy in the twentieth century was not an aris-
tocracy or elite, as it certainly was in centuries past. Democratic rights and
liberties were threatened, Sartori argues, because the masses were susceptible to
demagogues, and demagogues are increasingly likely to gain power when the
authority of traditional elites is undermined. Along with Mosca and Pareto,
Sartori defends rule by elites as a necessary, if imperfect, means to secure desir-
able ends. Other theorists, such as C. Wright Mills, sharply oppose all forms of
elitism despite its acknowledged tenacity.31

Evaluating the effects of elite power in the social construction of interests
and identities is a demanding task. Evaluating means of effective resistance to
specific forms of elite power is no less difficult. Postmodern theorists have often
been criticized for inadequately taking on these tasks. Their preoccupation with
abstract and ambiguous forms of social power, critics suggest, leave them blind
to the concrete forms of power exercised—ruthlessly at times—by specific elites.
In turn, critics charge that the perspectivism of postmodern theorists further
undermines moral and political engagement. Postmodernists display great skill
and insight exposing the contingencies of our current social and political prac-
tices. But perspectivism undermines their prerogative to suggest improvements
(since the criteria for better and worse forms of collective order depend solely on
one’s point of view). Irony, in turn, may keep postmodernists from taking seri-
ously the need for social change—despite their claims that reality is a social
construct.

In this vein, certain environmental theorists worry that the postmodern
notion of reality as a social construct may undermine needed efforts to protect
the natural world. “If nature is only a social and discursive construction,” one
critic of postmodernism rhetorically queries, “why fight hard to preserve it?”32

Voicing similar concerns, another critic suggests that postmodernism has
become “an excuse not to believe in anything, to avoid both personal and polit-
ical involvement and take refuge in apathy, despair, or mere ambition.”33

Contesting identity from multiple perspectives may be the privilege of relatively
affluent intellectuals exercising their academic freedom. This suggests that post-
modern theorists are taking full advantage of the economic accomplishments,
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political freedoms, and basic rights that are modernity’s crowning achievements.
Is postmodernism, then, parasitic upon modernist values and victories that it
explicitly rejects?

Postmodernists have not been able to provide wholly reassuring responses
to these charges. At the same time, their work displays insights that should not
be dismissed out of hand. Michel Foucault has frequently been subject to the
sorts of criticisms mentioned above. A brief look at Foucault’s efforts to theorize
power allows us to investigate these charges while further illustrating the differ-
ence between postmodern theory and modern political science.

In describing the nature of contemporary power, Foucault offers the image
of a spider’s web without a spider. Because everyone is embedded in the social
whole, everyone is caught in the web of power. Everyone becomes not only the
object of power but its vehicle. Foucault writes that power is not so much “pos-
sessed” by elites as it is exercised in “capillary” form throughout society.34 Power
is everywhere in play, creating the interests and identities of those among whom
it circulates.

This is not our intuitive understanding of power. It is difficult to imagine
power as a spider’s web in the absence of an actual spider that constructed it and
sits in control over it. We generally think of power as being exercised by a spe-
cific agent. Foucault suggests that the difficulty arises because our understand-
ing of power remains under the “spell of monarchy.” In our political thinking
and theorizing, Foucault graphically states, “we still have not cut off the head of
the king.”35 In other words, Foucault recognizes the persistence of the ancient
and modern conventions of viewing power as either held by a specific individ-
ual ruler (monarchical power) or embodied in the rule of law (juridical power).
These monarchical and juridical views of power, he maintains, are now out-
dated. Power is not solely or even primarily exercised by identifiable agents of
authority. Power extends beyond the influence of law and governmental rule.
The strands of power entangle us from all sides. We are all inescapably caught
in a social web of power.

Foucault’s postmodern understanding of this web of social control bears a
striking resemblance to the sort of power that Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–59), a
French political theorist, observed in America in the early nineteenth century.
Tocqueville was concerned with the “tyranny of the majority” that arose in the
United States owing to the pressure its citizens felt to conform to custom and
public opinion. This pressure, in Tocqueville’s judgment, was more powerful
than the rule of kings or the rule of law in shaping the lives of the citizenry. In
his famous analysis of American democracy, Tocqueville wrote: 

The authority of a king is physical and controls the actions of men
without subduing their will. But the majority possesses a power that is
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physical and moral at the same time, which acts upon the will as much
as upon the actions and represses not only all contest, but all contro-
versy. . . . Under the absolute sway of one man the body was attacked
in order to subdue the soul; but the soul escaped the blows which were
directed against it and rose proudly superior. Such is not the course
adopted by tyranny in democratic republics; there the body is left free,
and the soul is enslaved.

Tocqueville goes on to contradict popular belief about the form of liberty
enjoyed in the absence of monarchical power by stating: “I know of no country
in which there is so little independence of mind and real freedom of discussion
as in America.”36 Likewise, Foucault suggests that power today mostly impinges
on us not through overt political rule of elites or legal sanctions but by way of
our enmeshment in an ubiquitous network of relations. Like Tocqueville,
Foucault maintains that power often exercises its greatest influence when it
remains largely hidden from view. It primarily enchains the soul, not the body.

When postmoderns insist that power permeates the social environment,
they are not suggesting that there are no elites who exercise a preponderant
amount of influence. Foucault agrees that from an individualist perspective,
power remains the product of a “calculation” made by particular individuals or
groups of individuals. It is always exercised as an “intentional” act with definite
“aims and objectives” in mind.37 Nevertheless, Foucault goes on to insist that
relations of power between individuals and groups of individuals eventually
amalgamate into larger, more complex relationships that remain “anonymous
and almost unspoken.” By the time these complex networks further coalesce
into the major “apparatuses” of power that structure society at large (or the “dis-
courses” on which apparatuses ground themselves), they are no longer directed
by particular individuals. While invested with power, and while serving the
interests of certain individuals more than others, these networks of power—such
as scientific, medical, penal, military, academic, or political institutions, class or
caste structures, and their respective discursive disciplines—defy individual con-
trol. They take on a life of their own and form a relatively anonymous web that
envelops everyone.

Nonetheless, the point remains that seldom if ever is political power equally
exercised by all. And seldom if ever is political power exercised in the equal inter-
ests of all. Even if we accept the postmodern argument that the web of power is
relatively anonymous, therefore, we still need to investigate how relations of
power serve particular interests. Whenever power is in play, one must always ask
the eminently political question, first articulated by the ancient Romans, “Cui
bono?”—”Who benefits?” This is true not only regarding the development of
policy, laws, and institutions. It is also true of beliefs and values. Particular
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beliefs and values benefit some individuals more than others even if those who
benefit most are not solely responsible for the formation and propagation of
these beliefs and values.

Consider respect for the law. The French novelist Anatole France (1844–
1924) once quipped that “the law, in its majestic equality, forbids the rich as well
as the poor to sleep under bridges, to beg in the streets, and to steal bread.”
Reverence for the law, which is cultivated throughout society by parents, school-
teachers, employers, policemen, judges, jailers, and politicians, benefits the rich
and comfortable a good deal more than the poor, cold, and hungry. The rich
have their own well-prepared food and posh accommodations in any event,
whereas the poor who abide by the law are left wanting. The law that forbids
sleeping under bridges, begging in the streets, and stealing bread saves the rich
the annoyance of petty theft and the discomforting sight of tattered beggars. The
poor, for their part, have no obvious gains. Such laws, and the beliefs and values
that buttress them, do not equally serve the interests of all. Yet they are held in
place by a vast and relatively anonymous web of social relations.

As with respect for the law, many other opinions and beliefs, norms and
desires, modes of thinking and behaving, interests and identities are created and
shaped not only by particular elites with particular interests in mind but by
countless ambiguous social forces. Theorists interested not only in the distribu-
tion of resources but also in the construction and contestation of identity have
to face the fact that a person’s identity is formed and transformed by multiple
relations of power. Perhaps in very small, isolated communities, one might still
observe the relatively straightforward construction of identity by particular elite
individuals. Within isolated religious sects or cults, for instance, leaders might
successfully control the hearts and minds of followers. Yet in contemporary,
complex societies, the formation of identity is anything but a straightforward
affair. Today, our sense of self is molded by the subtle interplay of innumerable
social, political, cultural, economic, and technological relations and forces.

For this reason, postmodernists insist that the effects of power in human
affairs go well beyond the observable influence exercised by elite individuals.
Their concern is with the power of the social environment, taken as a whole, to
form and transform the identities of its members. Because the social environ-
ment does not have intentions per se, its power is not exercised according to spe-
cific designs that overtly serve individual interests. It is a more anonymous form
of power that serves multiple and changing interests. This sort of power is woven
into the very fabric of social life. Indeed, this power binds the social fabric
together.

Consider an example. Foucault doubts that one can account for the power
and growth of science by examining intellectual biographies alone. The forma-
tion of scientific knowledge is not adequately explained by the accomplishments
of individual scientists understood as autonomous agents. Focusing on individ-
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uals or classes of individuals, Foucault insists, does not “do justice” to the dense
development of scientific understanding and power in the modern world.
Foucault asks “whether the subjects responsible for scientific discourse [that is,
the scientists] are not determined in their situation, their function, their per-
ceptive capacity, and their practical possibilities by conditions that dominate
and even overwhelm them.”38 Foucault is alluding to the methodological stan-
dards for creating or transmitting scientific knowledge that silently structure the
intellectual world in which scientists operate. How scientists come to view the
world, their role in it, and themselves, Foucault suggests, is largely a product of
the dominant mores within their social and professional environment.

Much of postmodern theory investigates the ways we come to understand
and treat ourselves, our fellow human beings, and our world as a result of our
socialization. In this sense, Foucault’s postmodern project might be seen as the
reversal of Hobbes’s modern project. Hobbes hoped to escape the anarchical war
of all against all that erupts among fearful, isolated individuals in a state of
nature. A despotic Leviathan is chosen to establish and enforce the rules and
norms by which all must abide. Foucault, in contrast, attempts to demonstrate
that our identities are already largely formed, our thought and behavior largely
circumscribed, by a social Leviathan. The rules and norms structuring social
life—including its political apparatuses, its technological developments, its cul-
tural traditions, its intellectual discourses, and its economic relations—con-
tribute to making us who we are, determining the interests we have and how we
pursue these interests. 

Hobbes assumed that individuals were independent, autonomous agents on
whom power needed to be exercised by a despot to avoid anarchy. For Foucault,
the problem is not anarchy but what might be called social despotism. In the
contemporary world, he suggests, we need to worry not only or even chiefly
about the need to constrain the autonomy of individuals, even though some
may become dominant rulers or elites. Instead, we need to encourage and equip
all individuals to struggle for their autonomy in the midst of a potentially
despotic yet diffuse social network of power.

In short, Hobbes endorsed the designation of an individual Leviathan in
order to safeguard society. Foucault urges us to contest the social Leviathan in
order to safeguard the individual. Yet unlike Hobbes, and going well beyond
Tocqueville, Foucault rejects the notion that power is limited to something
wielded against individuals. In contemporary society, Foucault insists, power
largely creates and shapes individuals as well. He writes, 

The individual is not to be conceived as a sort of elementary nucleus, a
primitive atom, a multiple and inert material on which power comes to
fasten or against which it happens to strike, and in so doing subdues or
crushes individuals. . . . The individual, that is, is not the vis-à-vis of
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power; it is, I believe, one of its prime effects. The individual is an
effect of power, and at the same time, or precisely to the extent to
which it is that effect, it is the element of its articulation. The individ-
ual which power has constituted is at the same time its vehicle.39

In the postmodern world, power is not only or even primarily a repressive force
that constrains us. It is a creative force that makes us who we are. Power pro-
duces us as much as we produce power.

Following Foucault, postmodernists argue that social power does not limit
itself to prohibiting the fulfillment of desire. Social power engages in the stimu-
lation and production of desire itself. Power is no longer solely a repressive force,
symbolized by a king or the law, restricting the movements of its subjects.
Increasingly, power manifests itself as a creative force, evidenced in the social,
political, and technological networks that shape identities. The postmodern
concern is that we have become the vehicles and chief effects of power, not sim-
ply the objects of its repression and constraint.

Social Power and Individual Freedom

The postmodern concern with the social construction of identity is effectively a
concern with the mores or norms that structure thought and behavior. These
mores or norms are needed to order and regulate social life. At the same time,
they restrict the freedom and autonomy we desire and cherish as individuals.
Foucault, like many other postmodern theorists, encourages us to struggle
against the ubiquitous forces of “normalization” that impinge on our lives. We
are encouraged to resist the webs of power that envelope us. But why should we
resist? The German philosopher Jürgen Habermas sums up his objection to
postmodern theory by asking why we should keep struggling against domina-
tion if one can never escape power in any case. If power is truly inescapable, why
fight?40

Foucault understands resistance to normalization as the essence of freedom
itself. Power, we recall, is not sheer force. It is a form of influence that induces
and constrains us but does not reduce itself to violence. Those exercising power
may employ force as an ultimate sanction. Yet power itself is grounded on the
freedom of the individual to respond in any number of ways, even though the
exercise of power makes certain responses more likely—more or less profitable,
more or less pleasurable, more or less prudent—than others. Those who are
enmeshed in relations of power retain options. For Foucault, it remains indis-
pensable to every power relationship “that ‘the other’ (the one over whom power
is exercised) be thoroughly recognized and maintained to the very end as a per-
son who acts; and that, faced with a relationship of power, a whole field of
responses, reactions, results, and possible inventions may open up.”41 Attitudes,
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values, behavior, and the formation of identity, in other words, may be largely
but never exhaustively determined by the exercise of particular forms of power.
In the absence of outright violence, the opportunity for resistance born of free-
dom persists.

While postmodern theorists advocate resistance to normalization, they also
remind us that unmitigated autonomy remains impossible. Indeed, they suggest
that complete individual autonomy is a nonsensical concept. To exercise indi-
vidual autonomy one must first become an individual. Yet one only ever
becomes an individual through immersion in a (normalizing) culture. One’s
identity as a free, independent, and autonomous agent is already the product
of power exercised over one within a social environment. To be human means,
first and foremost, to develop within a web of social relations permeated by
power. We never wholly escape relations of power; we simply shift our position
within them. There is no once-and-for-all revolution that might deliver us into
a land of liberty. Yet our shifting of positions within the social web of power, our
resistance to a singular, unchanging placement, demonstrates our capacity for
freedom.

Being free and being subjected to power necessarily go together. Freedom is
a precondition of power. This is why power degenerates into sheer force in the
absence of freedom. At the same time, participating in a social web of power is
a precondition of freedom; otherwise we would never come to develop the
human capacities that characterize us as autonomous individuals. For postmod-
ernists, then, the political problem to be confronted is not the impossible task
of wholly doing away with relations of power so that we may finally be free.
Neither is it the Hobbesian project of centralizing power and wholly sacrificing
freedom so that we may escape violent death. The political problem is to balance
the exercise of power with the exercise of freedom by resisting specific forms of
power.

Certain postmodernists, such as Jean Baudrillard, meld postmodernism
with an extreme form of structuralist determinism, maintaining that individu-
ality and agency have been completely destroyed in the contemporary world.
Today, Baudrillard suggests, we are wholly enslaved to commodities and images.
There is no meaningful freedom left.42 Other postmodernists argue that our
identities remain the object of constant contestation. Power and the freedom to
resist, Foucault insists, go hand in hand.

Postmodernists acknowledge the pervasiveness of politics. Power, they
claim, is ubiquitous. Therefore, politics permeates all human relations. This sit-
uation is to be neither celebrated nor deprecated. It is simply an inescapable fea-
ture of collective human life. Power is not always bad, but it is always dangerous.
We could not live, at least not socially, without power, because power allows us
to create mores or norms, to act in concert, and to develop as individuals. Yet,
at the same time, we should be wary of the ways we live with power, because
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these enabling mores or norms may become overly constraining, compelling, or
unjust, because action in concert is seldom equitable in the interests it serves,
and because we may, as individuals, develop obnoxious as well as benevolent
identities. The mores and identities that power is in the business of construct-
ing require ongoing contestation, just as the action it sponsors requires vigilant
criticism.

In charting the social construction of identity, the efforts of postmodernists
are related to but also diverge from the efforts of certain modern social scientists
known as behaviorists. Behaviorists investigate the power of the social environ-
ment to shape individual values and behavior. The roots of modern behaviorism
go back to John Locke’s empiricist theory that human beings are born as “blank
slates” whose worldly experiences subsequently imprint them with knowledge
and dispositions. The manner in which particular individuals think and act is
thus a function of the way in which these individuals are introduced to and
interact with their environment. Based on this understanding of human beings
as reservoirs of sensory experience and reactors to environmental stimuli, mod-
ern behaviorists aim to create a science of human behavior. Their goal is to pre-
dict the way individuals will respond when they receive particular stimuli.

Postmodernists reject the attempt to create a science of human behavior.
This rejection is largely based on the belief that there is no singular human
essence to serve as a base point for scientific study and no independent scientific
facts, data, or systems of knowledge to be discovered. Human nature, like
human identity, is a malleable social construct. Postmodernists also suspect that
the attempt to create a behavioral science is dangerous in itself. They believe that
it will increase the power of elites or other social forces to control people while
weakening the individual’s capacity for effective resistance. Any attempt to
understand human behavior scientifically, postmodernists worry, will lead to
efforts to control human behavior scientifically. To achieve such control, much
that is spontaneous, unpredictable, and variable in human beings might be sup-
pressed. Behaviorism, they suspect, might intensify efforts to suppress diversity,
which, for the most part, postmodern theorists want to protect and foster.
Consequently, postmodernists challenge the social power that consolidates who
we are, homogenizes our experiences, restricts our efforts at transformation, or
otherwise impinges on how we think and act. They also argue against the impo-
sition of any single, uniform, or “natural” identity upon others. To the extent
that postmodern theorists foster a normative perspective, then, it is frequently
oriented to the celebration of difference and the cultivation of a “responsibility
to otherness.”43

The postmodern effort to stimulate resistance to the power of the social
environment sharply contrasts with the heightening of that power advocated by
certain behaviorists. The modern science of behaviorism found one of its fore-
most advocates in B.F. Skinner, an experimental psychologist. In order to out-



9 3modernity and postmodernity

line the hoped-for benefits of applying behavioral science to the organization of
society, Skinner wrote Walden Two, a utopian novel portraying a small, isolated
community that secures an idyllic life through the extensive application of
behavioral techniques.44 Its inhabitants achieve their utopia by manipulating
and reconstructing both the natural and social worlds. They engage in the “con-
quest of nature” as well as the “conquest of man.”

The “tyranny” of bad weather, for example, is overcome at Walden Two by
means of mechanical engineering that makes most everything accessible indoors.
In turn, the tyranny of antisocial drives and habits and dysfunctional social con-
ventions is overcome by behavioral conditioning that reinforces useful behavior
and discourages noxious conduct. In this way, benign drives, habits, and beliefs
are scientifically inculcated through a technique of psychological reinforcement
called “operant conditioning.” Walden Two, as its chief engineer quips, is really
a “Walden for Two.” That is to say, it is an idyllic existence that, unlike Henry
Thoreau’s original retreat to Walden Pond, does not merely escape the vexing
problems of collective life but actually resolves them.

We learn from the protagonist of Walden Two that “religious faith becomes
irrelevant when the fears which nourish it are allayed and the hopes fulfilled—
here on earth.” To this end, priests have been replaced by psychologists to guide
the flourishing community. In turn, Walden Two is considered a “world with-
out heroes,” and for much the same reasons that it is a world without gods. We
find that “a society which functions for the good of all cannot tolerate the emer-
gence of individual figures” that might disrupt its equilibrium. More important,
the inhabitants of this utopia have forsaken belief in the freedom that heroic
individuals are supposed to incarnate. At Walden Two everyone knows that
there is no such thing as free, uncontrolled, or undetermined, and therefore
heroic human behavior. Everything one does is a direct product of behavior
modification, of networks of power.

The denizens of Walden Two do not pine for freedom because they believe
that those who live outside their technological utopia are no freer than they are.
It is simply a matter of who is doing the controlling or conditioning. At Walden
Two, conditioning is carried out by well-informed scientists, psychologists, and
social engineers, whereas in the outside world, it is carried out by priests, par-
ents, hucksters, and demagogues. According to its residents, Walden Two is
actually the “freest place on earth” not because its behavioral technicians have
actually made human beings free from control but because they offer a more
functional and benign form of control. Because behavior is successfully modi-
fied through techniques of positive reinforcement, physical coercion is no longer
needed to achieve social harmony. Power does all the necessary work by creating
and maintaining the socially useful mores or norms. Violence is completely
absent. At Walden Two, people do the things that benefit society, not because
they are forced to do so or punished if they fail to do so, but because they have
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been trained to want to do so. In this way one may simultaneously “increase the
feeling of freedom” while providing all the comforts of a well-ordered, social life.

The central conflict of the behavioral revolution, and its tentative resolu-
tion, is most straightforwardly described by Skinner in his subsequent work,
Beyond Freedom and Dignity. The book begins with a litany of environmental
woes: the population explosion, the nuclear threat, world famine, pollution.
These are the earth-threatening problems that confront contemporary human-
ity. After explaining the theory and benefits of operant conditioning, Skinner
concludes Beyond Freedom and Dignity with a plea that we abandon the
unnecessary and ultimately fatal prejudices about freedom and autonomy that
prevent the timely resolution of our worsening woes. Skinner proposes that we
abolish

autonomous man . . . the man defended by the literatures of freedom
and dignity. His abolition has been long overdue. Autonomous man is
a device used to explain what we cannot explain in any other way. He
has been constructed from our ignorance, and as our understanding
increases, the very stuff of which he is composed vanishes. Science does
not dehumanize man, it de-homunculizes him, and it must do so if it
is to prevent the abolition of the human species. . . . Man himself may
be controlled by his environment, but it is an environment which is
almost wholly of his own making. The physical environment of most
people is largely man-made . . . the social environment is obviously
man-made. . . . An experimental analysis shifts the determination of
behavior from autonomous man to the environment—an environment
responsible both for the evolution of the species and for the repertoire
acquired by each member. . . . We have not yet seen what man can
make of man.45

The point is not that behaviorism assumes human life to be totally predictable
any more than meteorology assumes the weather to be totally predictable. There
are simply too many variables that defy measurement. Still, much can be known,
and, at least in the case of human behavior, much can be controlled. The object
of the behavioral revolution, expressed in its extreme form in Skinner’s work, is
the betterment of society and the conquest of nature through technological
manipulation. The age-old conflict between the (autonomous) individual and
its environment becomes a working relation between the scientist and the natu-
ral and social environments that are the crucibles of humankind. Although we
will have to abandon our beliefs in freedom and dignity once we understand
how the environment ultimately controls us, behaviorists contend, we will also
increase our power to control the environment.

The contrast between postmodern theorists and behaviorists is particularly
illuminating because of their many seldom-noted similarities. Postmodernists,
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like behaviorists, assume that the individual is wholly malleable, a function of
its social environment. For both postmodernists and behaviorists, the webs of
social power are inescapable. We are all necessarily caught in the game of mutual
manipulation and control. Power is the medium in which humans exist, a
medium that both shapes and sustains us. We may resist power to be sure, but
not because there are realms of absolute freedom we might discover or create.
Resistance is the substitution, or offsetting, of one form of power by another.
Freedom is not something we have or could ever gain once and for all. Freedom
is simply the word we employ to denote the experience of temporarily getting a
better grip on the reins of power.

The end of human freedom and dignity is applauded by Skinner. Indeed,
he seeks to consummate their demise at the hands of a scientific elite. Foucault,
in contrast, opposes the centralization of power required for Skinner’s project.
Foucault locates the chinks in the armor where power can be effectively chal-
lenged. He likens his writings to toolkits from which his readers may select con-
ceptual devices for short-circuiting the system. The point, Foucault insists, is not
that our entanglement in power is itself bad. It is simply, and constantly, dan-
gerous. Hence Foucault advocates a “hyper- and pessimistic activism” on the
part of all individuals who suffer the effects of power.46

Here Foucault truly parts ways with Skinner, who advocates a hyper- but
optimistic activism on the part of social engineers involved in constructing ever
stronger and stickier webs of power. Foucault, like Skinner, argues that we cre-
ate and perpetuate the social environment that inevitably creates, constrains,
and enables us. But the goal for Foucault is to proliferate struggles against these
dangerous networks of power. The object for Skinner is to strengthen these net-
works so as to control human behavior ever more efficiently. The behavioral rev-
olution was an effort to manage technical power over the human subject
through the accumulation, centralization, and exploitation of scientific knowl-
edge. Foucault, like most postmodernists, seeks to undermine and disperse this
form of power by deconstructing the knowledge that generates it.

Theorizing at the Edge of Modernity

Postmodernists, as perspectivists, are skeptical of all grand theories that seek to
explain everything. Hence they reject scientific theories of social construction,
like the behaviorist account, that present themselves as comprehensive. The
French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard (1924–98) remarked that postmoder-
nity is chiefly characterized by an “incredulity toward metanarratives.”47 A
metanarrative is a story that subsumes all other perspectives to produce a singu-
lar, all-encompassing account of the world, an account that implicitly or ex-
plicitly legitimates certain social norms, political structures, and positions of
power. Postmodernists, unlike behaviorists, shun metanarratives. They are reluc-
tant to believe too strongly in any grand story, including the grand story they
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themselves tell about the social construction of identity. This tendency to re-
main skeptical even of one’s own historical or conceptual stories contributes to
postmodernists’ ironic demeanor.

One might say that modernism achieves its most extreme formulation,
though many would argue not its most effective or ideal form, in Skinnerian
behaviorism. Behavioral theorists such as Skinner chiefly celebrate the scientific
aspects of modernism. But there are other kinds of modernists. Liberal theorists,
for instance, emphasize the humanist side of modernism. Hence they valorize
human freedom and individual autonomy. Both behaviorists and liberals believe
in progress, even moral progress. But the former believe that progress will result
from putting the laws of nature and human nature to work through science,
while the latter believe that progress will result from giving the greatest scope to
individual freedom and autonomy.

Postmodernists generally reject the scientific, humanistic, and progressive
pillars of modernism. The search for an objective, value-free science is aban-
doned. Were postmodernists to look to the sciences to inform their own inves-
tigations, their model would not be Newtonian mechanics but contemporary
quantum physics or perhaps chaos theory. As Albert Einstein demonstrated, the
laws of Newtonian physics fail to apply at speeds close to that of light. Here the
notion of relativity comes into play. In much contemporary physics, informed
by Werner Heisenberg’s “Uncertainty Principle,” such things as time, space,
matter, and causality are no longer understood as the unchanging foundations
of a singular reality that is available for objective examination. They are some-
what fickle categories that only ever measure facets of reality from particular
points of view. As Heisenberg wrote, “what we observe is not nature itself, but
nature exposed to our method of questioning.”48 Contemporary physicists are
aware of the relativity and instability of categories of thought and aspects of real-
ity previously assumed to be absolute. Postmodernists emphasize this relativity
and instability.

In turn, postmodernists reject the modernist faith in the autonomy and
freedom of the individual. In emphasizing the power of the social environment,
however, their point is not to undermine individual freedom. They aim to
demonstrate that freedom is a much more precarious achievement than liberal
modernists assume. At the same time, most postmodernists claim that individ-
ual freedom is a much more resilient force than modern behavioralists assume.

Finally, postmodernists spurn the modern faith in progress, whether scien-
tifically or humanistically grounded. They do not deny that advances occur in
many fields of human endeavor. Nonetheless, they believe it important to high-
light the costs of these advances. In industrialized countries, for example, more
people live longer, healthier lives, and have greater freedom of movement and
profession than in centuries past. Whether they are happier is another question.
Real costs have been paid for modern “progress,” as is evidenced in the degra-
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dation of the environment, the disintegration of the extended family, the hectic
pace of life, and the loss of community values and civic virtues. Perhaps most
threatening, the growth of human power over the social environment returns to
haunt us as we become increasingly subject to surveillance, conditioning, and
control.

Foucault insists that “humanity does not gradually progress from combat to
combat until it arrives at universal reciprocity, where the rule of law finally
replaces warfare; humanity installs each of its violences in a system of rules and
thus proceeds from domination to domination.”49 Such statements prompt
modernists to criticize postmodernists for ignoring the fact that not all forms of
domination are equally oppressive. Progress may occur, for instance, not because
we have escaped all forms of social control but because we have developed less
cruel or less harsh forms of social control. Most of us, for instance, would con-
sider it a sign of progress that we no longer flay criminals or burn at the stake
those accused of witchcraft. Yet we cannot deny that power is still exercised,
often quite insidiously and for unjust purposes, through the media, the econ-
omy, and the rule of law.

One might summarize the distinction between modern and postmodern
political theory by saying that modern political theorists are primarily interested
in investigating the regulation of social interaction, while postmodern political
theorists are primarily interested in studying the social construction of identity.
Michael Walzer, a political philosopher, argues the modernist cause, suggesting
that “the central issue for political theory is not the constitution of the self but
the connection of constituted selves, the pattern of social relations.”50 It is cer-
tainly important to inquire into the pattern of social relations. Ultimately, how-
ever, political theory is about both the constitution and the connection of selves.
It is about the formation of identity and the regulation of interaction. That is
because identities are formed through interaction, and the nature of interac-
tions, in turn, is largely dependent upon the identities of the actors involved.
Because identity formation and interaction occur simultaneously in political life,
one cannot well be studied without the other. Taken together, they largely define
the realm of politics.

Our theorizing most benefits by partaking of both the modern and post-
modern perspectives. Indeed, the two orientations complement each other
much more than is generally recognized. Just as modernism grew out of and
remained nourished by scholasticism, so postmodernism grew out of and
remains nourished by modernism. While the difference between modernism
and postmodernism is real enough, overlapping concerns persist. Thus many of
the early polemics exchanged between modernists—who carry on and critically
reconstruct the unfinished Enlightenment project of humanistically transform-
ing the world in the name of rational progress—and postmodernists—who sug-
gest that the Enlightenment project is historically exhausted, epistemologically
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bankrupt, and ethically censorable—are now giving way to more synthetic
efforts of accommodation and dialogue.51

Postmodernists acknowledge that identity is formed through interaction.
Hence the regulation of interaction according to rational processes, in deference
to standards of justice, and mindful of the prerogatives of freedom remains, or
should remain, a crucial component of their concerns. Modernists, in turn,
build their theories of social interaction on shaky ground unless they inquire
into the manner in which the identities of actors are constructed and sustained.
At base, both modern and postmodern political theorists are concerned with
that realm of public affairs wherein various forms of power meet resistance and
wrestle with freedom. With this in mind, modern and postmodernist theorists
have much to gain from an open, mutual exchange.

Like most modernists, Bernard Crick focuses on the government regulation
of interaction. He endorses the individualist effort to preserve realms of indi-
vidual freedom and autonomy from the reach of politics and power. Yet Crick
acknowledges that “anything may prove a proper subject of governmental inter-
vention in a political system; but it is not a political system at all if there is a
single authoritative source for the allocation of all values and for the determina-
tion of all policies.”52 In other words, politics occurs in the absence of an over-
arching system of values that would settle the questions of public life once and
for all. Politics ceases and becomes a tyrannical exercise of force or a totalitarian
effort to impose harmony once this settling of public affairs no longer allows for
competing forms of power grounded in individual freedom, diverse values, and
independent activity.

Postmodernists might say the same thing regarding the formation of iden-
tities. If some hegemonic force, be it a behavioral science, a governmental
bureaucracy, or an educational institution, ever consolidated enough power to
mold identities in their entirety, then politics would be destroyed. Politics is
defined by power that does not destroy all forms of resistance. Fortunately, the
social forces that shape our identities are sundry. In playing one off against the
other, we exercise our basic freedom. Consider a few of the major historical
political events and documents that have done their share in molding the
American identity. The Revolutionary War and the Declaration of Indepen-
dence immediately come to mind. But the American identity has also been
shaped by the Civil War and the Gettysburg Address, which deepened and re-
directed the commitment to equality and individualism. The experiences of the
war in Vietnam and Watergate again reshaped the American identity, reinforc-
ing a distrust of government and perhaps instilling an abiding political cynicism.
Countless other events, institutions, and discourses, not only national but also
local and international, not only political but also economic, technological,
social, and cultural, have played and will continue to play key roles in shaping
who Americans are and how they behave individually and collectively.
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It is said that nature abhors a vacuum. Power also abhors a vacuum. If a
form of power is diminished or dies out, some other form of power quickly fills
the void. What makes for freedom in politics, then, is not an absence of power
but multiplicity of its forms. Only amid the vast diversity of social life and
countless countervailing sources of power can the individual discover or create
the “wiggle room” needed to express his freedom. The latitude for original
thought and autonomous action may not at times be great. But where power has
not been ousted by violence, human individuality will find room to grow. The
pervasiveness of power does not in itself threaten individual liberty. The threat
comes only when manifold forms of power are distilled into an irresistible
hegemonic force.

To assert our freedom is not to escape power completely. It is actively to par-
ticipate in the complex networks of power that permeate collective life. To be
free is to exercise and resist power. As Crick observes: “The price of liberty is
more than eternal vigilance . . . it is eternal commitment to political activity.”53

The preservation of freedom, modernists and postmodernists might agree, is not
to be gained in the futile attempt to escape politics. Politics is pervasive.
Freedom is found only by self-consciously entering the political fray.
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chapter 5

Identity and Difference

OUR SENSE OF SELF or identity has a strong bearing on how we think and act.
Certainly political theorists throughout the ages have believed this to be true.
Plato and Hobbes attempt to define politics (what we do or should do collec-
tively) in terms of human nature (who we are). Like most political theorists, they
urge us to pursue particular interests, to engage in particular activities, and to
maintain particular beliefs and relationships, by explaining who we are and how
we should understand ourselves. The nature of our thoughts and actions, and
what interests we pursue, largely depends on whether we follow Plato in con-
struing ourselves as tripartite souls with reason reigning supreme, or whether we
follow Hobbes in construing ourselves as conglomerations of independent drives
dominated by fear and the unquenchable thirst for power.

Identities are not static, one-dimensional entities. Yet modernists often
assume, to employ the language of social science, that identities are independ-
ent variables. For modern individualists, identities are the stable cause rather
than the changing effect of political actions and relationships. Given certain
ethnic or class identities (the independent variable), for instance, one might seek
to explain specific attitudes, interests, values, or behavior (the dependent vari-
ables). Postmodernists maintain, in contrast, that identities are not independent
variables but products of a social environment that is infused with changing rela-
tionships of power. Identities are complex in their constitutions and remain sus-
ceptible to transformation. Thus postmodernists are critical of modern theorists
who assume the polity to be an aggregate of stable, preformed, unchanging
selves. They also spurn the use of such terms as the American identity or the
rational individual that presume identities to be unified constants.

In particular, postmodernists worry about the suppression of difference that
occurs whenever theorists assume that identities are stable and homogeneous.
They insist that identities are fluid, multifaceted, overlapping, and crosscutting.
Each individual’s identity is hyphenated, even though one or another of its
many facets typically becomes prominent. The postmodern worry is that the
characteristics of the most powerful actors of a group often become generalized
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to describe all the participants, that the collective body—the nation, for ex-
ample—becomes defined in terms of its dominant (social, political, ethnic, reli-
gious, or economic) group. Those who do not share in the salient features of the
prevailing class will consequently have their interests and values excluded from
consideration.

Take, for instance, these famous words, penned in 1776 by Thomas
Jefferson: 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal,
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights,
that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That
to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriv-
ing their just powers from the consent of the governed. That whenever
any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the
Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Gov-
ernment, laying its foundation on such principles, and organizing its
powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their
Safety and Happiness.

Commenting on this declaration, which inaugurated the American Revolution
with as worthy a statement as has been written for a political founding, Jefferson
wrote: “Neither aiming at originality of principle or sentiment, nor yet copied
from any particular and previous writing, it was intended to be an expression of
the American mind, and to give to that expression the proper tone and spirit
called for by the occasion.”1 The Declaration of Independence, Jefferson sug-
gests, is simply the rendering in words of a self-evident truth embodied in the
American people as a whole. The essence of an American way of thinking and
acting, Jefferson held, came to be reflected in his revolutionary words and sub-
sequently in patriots’ revolutionary deeds. As a result, an American system of
government was formed. Jefferson, like most political theorists, believed that
one’s sense of self strongly influences how one thinks, speaks, and acts in the
world. 

Jefferson exemplifies this belief in a distinctly modern way. He employs an
individualist framework for politics, assuming that independent, autonomous
individuals form specific beliefs and values based on preexisting interests. These
interests are products of stable identities. Thus one’s identity determines one’s
interests, one’s interests determine one’s values and beliefs, and one’s values and
beliefs stimulate the speech and action that facilitates the formation of a partic-
ular social and political system. Such assumptions are inherent to the “social
contract” theories of the state that are the hallmark of modern political thought.
Stemming from Hobbes, Locke, and the French political theorist Jean-Jacques
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Rousseau (1712–78), social contract theories suggest that free, autonomous, and
independent individuals with distinct, preformed interests voluntarily join
together to form a government in order to safeguard their interests.

There is, however, another side to this coin. Consider the legacy of
Jefferson’s own words. For over two centuries now, American schoolchildren
have read and recited the Declaration of Independence. American youths and
adults have discussed its meaning and reaffirmed its message. In turn, the sys-
tem of government that this Declaration gave rise to has affected the develop-
ment of American culture. In short, the social and political mores promulgated
and stimulated by the Declaration have significantly contributed to the political
socialization of Americans. Jefferson’s suggestion that his words simply reflected
the preexisting identity of the American colonists tells only half the story, for
these same words have heavily contributed to the construction of contemporary
American identities.

Postmodernists would have us dig still deeper into Jeffersonian assumptions
about unified (national) identities grounded in individualist beliefs. Though the
Declaration ostensibly celebrated the freedom and independence of each and
every individual, it obscured the patent lack of freedom and independence of
well over half the population of America at the time. In championing the status
of the autonomous individual, the Declaration valorized the experience of free
white males while ignoring the status and experience of women, black slaves (in
1776, slavery was practiced in all thirteen colonies), and aboriginal people. Its
“truths” were taken to be self-evident. They were supposed to be patent to all
rational individuals. At the time, however, women, black slaves, and native
Americans were not considered to be fully rational. Despite its rhetoric,
Jefferson’s Declaration does not reflect the status and experience of all or even
most Americans, nor even of “all men.” Instead, it reflects the status and expe-
riences of free white male property owners, like Jefferson himself, in eighteenth-
century America. Hence Jefferson’s assumptions about the autonomy and
independence of individuals were themselves products of a particular social, eco-
nomic, and historical context.

A similar deconstruction of the Constitution displays how rhetoric belies
reality. The American Constitution famously begins with the words “We the
people of the United States.” Yet when the Constitution was adopted in 1789, it
did not represent the interests of all the people of the United States.
Constitutional guarantees applied only to “Free Persons.” The Constitution
expressly protected the institution of slavery and considered a slave to constitute
only “three-fifths” of a person for representational purposes. It denied both
native people and African Americans the rights of citizenship. Women at the
time were not begrudged all civil rights, but they could not vote or carry out
many business transactions. In turn, minor property regulations even restricted
the political rights of white males.
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The irony is that by celebrating the power and uniqueness of the individ-
ual, the modern individualism expressed in these documents effectively sup-
pressed the power and uniqueness of a majority of individuals who did not share
the privileged status of free white males in eighteenth-century America. As one
social theorist generalizes,

In social contract theory, the individuals empowered by the opportu-
nity to participate in the implicit contract were so many members of a
set of equivalent citizens. . . . The individuals joining in the social con-
tract . . . were prototypically educated, property-owning male speakers
of the dominant language of the nation. Thus individualism ironically
repressed difference.2

Jefferson said that all men were created equal and bore unalienable rights. Yet
Jefferson’s famous celebration of individual equality, one might argue, actually
perpetuated the repression of difference. It did so by openly celebrating the
equality and inclusion of all people while obscuring the harsh truths of a much
more inequitable and exclusive social and political system.

Perhaps the words of the Declaration continue to serve this function today.
By and large, and until quite recently, a dominant white male culture has largely
defined what it has meant to be American. Yet words are fickle things. They may
be put to many uses, including uses unintended or unrealizable by their authors.
Particularly in this century, Jefferson’s words have been employed by women,
African Americans, native people, and other minorities to assert their political,
civil, and economic rights. Many of the differences suppressed or obscured by
the Founding Fathers have been reclaimed and reaffirmed using their own
words.

The struggle over identity—over what it means to be an American, a man
or woman, a member of a specific race, ethnic group, class, or religion—is ubiq-
uitous and unending. It sits at the core of politics. This chapter examines the
struggles over identity that animate political life. It emphasizes the difficulty of
recognizing, understanding, accepting, and respecting that which is different
from oneself and that in oneself which is different. The chapter examines the
politics of identity as it pertains to race, religion, gender, and class. It investigates
the ways, means, and extent to which the identities of individuals are con-
structed by their social environments and pays particular attention to the inher-
ent dangers of these constructions. It also observes the suppression of difference
that occurs whenever identities become overly unified and rigid.

There is an old Buddhist saying that when a pickpocket meets a wise man,
he sees only his pockets. Like the pickpocket, we may miss out on many valu-
able experiences if we remain rigidly set in our ways. Our identities, as unavoid-
able as they are and as useful, stimulating, and beneficial as they may at times
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prove to be, become dangerous limitations if adopted rigidly and uncritically.
Identities provide us with sets of (conceptual, psychological, and emotional)
lenses that allow us to make our way in the world. But these lenses may also keep
us from seeing more expansively and from pursuing our full potential as human
beings. That is because our identities, whether they are religious, racial, sexual,
or economic in nature, often integrate us within certain communities by exclud-
ing others.

As employed here, the term politics of identity is not meant to be equated
with identity politics. The latter term generally refers to political movements
(ethnically or racially defined organizations, for example) that base their power
on the assumed uniformity of interests and values among their members.
Identity politics suggests that social groups have essential characteristics that
extend to all their members. In contrast, the politics of identity is concerned
with the ways in which differences are politically generated and negotiated. It is
primarily occupied not with how the shared features of individuals (e.g. race or
ethnicity) shape political life but with how a shared political life shapes the fea-
tures of individuals. The politics of identity, then, is also the politics of differ-
ence. Postmodern political theory does its work under both these banners.3

Race, Religion, and Otherness

In the year 1492, the Spanish monarchs Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of
Castille conquered Granada. In doing so, they put an end to the Moorish king-
dom in Europe. That year, Ferdinand and Isabella also expelled all the Jews from
Spain who would not convert to Christianity or who were suspected of retain-
ing Jewish practices. Thus a dozen years after the Spanish Inquisition began,
Spain was made homogeneously Christian. In the same year when all non-
Christians were forcefully driven from Spain, a separate effort was launched to
lay the groundwork for the expulsion of Muslims from non-European cities and
the conversion of Asians into Christians.

Eventually funded by Ferdinand and Isabella after eight years of supplica-
tion, Christopher Columbus (1451–1506), a forty-one-year-old Genoan, set sail
to the West from Palos, Spain. Columbus was an avid explorer and a brilliant
navigator. Embarking on the flagship Santa Maria and accompanied by two
other ships, Columbus sought a western route to India. His intent was twofold:
he wanted to facilitate the conversion of the people of India to Christianity (a
more direct sea route to India would aid in this project) and he hoped to amass
enough profit from the increased sea trade with India to fund yet another reli-
gious crusade to wrest Jerusalem from the Muslims. “Gold is most excellent,”
Columbus wrote in his journal, “he who possesses it, can do as he wishes in the
world. It can even drive souls into Paradise.”4 The concern for wealth repeatedly
appears in Columbus’s journals. Religious goals justify its pursuit.5
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A little over two months after setting sail, Columbus and his crew stumbled
on what are now called the Bahamas and subsequently explored other islands of
the Caribbean. Columbus gave the name Indians to their inhabitants because
the people of India were the people he had set out to find. Columbus, it turns
out, was pretty set in his ways. Indeed, he forced his entire crew to take oaths
affirming that the island they had landed on one day—actually present-day
Cuba—was the Indian subcontinent. In these and other matters, Columbus
interpreted the world through European, Christian lenses that he could neither
remove nor adjust. He saw what he expected to see. What did not fit neatly
within his own intellectual, cultural, and religious conceptual scheme was either
forced to fit in a Procrustean fashion or was ignored and devalued. After explor-
ing the Caribbean for some time, Columbus sailed back to Spain, where he was
made admiral and governor general of all newly discovered Western lands.
Columbus made a number of return voyages in subsequent years that put him
on the shores of South and Central America.

In his book The Conquest of America, Tzvetan Todorov examines the rela-
tions that Columbus established with the inhabitants of the Americas, as well as
the relations subsequently established by the Spanish conquistadors and mis-
sionaries. Todorov wrote his book to investigate the “discovery self makes of the
other.”6 Despite being famous as an explorer, Todorov writes, Columbus never
really explored the other. The reason is that the great discoverer of the New
World never succeeded in escaping from himself. He remained too much a cap-
tive of his Christian, European identity to understand or appreciate the other in
America. As Todorov observes, though Columbus discovered America, he failed
to discover the Americans.

When confronted with the unfamiliar languages, customs, systems of
exchange, religions, and moralities of aboriginal people, Columbus failed to
appreciate and acknowledge them for what they were. Because he was unfamil-
iar with their cultural institutions, he assumed that these institutions did not
exist or were meaningless. He maintained, for example, that the native people
had no religion of their own, and thus could easily be converted to Christianity.7

The natives he encountered were taken to be unmolded pieces of inferior met-
als awaiting the masterful hands of European sculptors. Despite being an excel-
lent mariner adept at navigating unknown seas, Columbus proved quite inept at
navigating unknown societies.

In 1519, years after Columbus had returned to Spain for good and had died
in neglect, Hernán Cortés (1485–1547), a Spanish conquistador, left Cuba for
Mexico with a few hundred soldiers. Within two years, Cortés managed to con-
quer and subdue the entire Aztec empire, which at the time spread out across
most of Mexico and numbered over 10 million people. At this time, the Aztecs
were being decimated by smallpox, a disease brought by the Spanish to the New
World. Taking advantage of the Aztecs’ misfortune, Cortés strategically planned
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their conquest. He forged military alliances with their enemies and with neigh-
boring people who had been subjugated and forced to pay tribute to the Aztec
empire. Cortés’s amazing success was aided by the fact that Montezuma, the
Aztec leader, mistook Cortés for Queztalcoatl, a mythical god that the Aztecs
believed would one day return to rule their land. Cortés cunningly exploited this
mistake: allowed entrance into the Aztec capital under this misrepresentation, he
quickly took Montezuma hostage. After gaining control of the palace, the con-
quistadors pillaged the capital and ruthlessly suppressed resistance.

In mistaking Cortés for a god, Montezuma, like Columbus, failed to under-
stand difference. Columbus and Montezuma perceived those unlike themselves
as either a lower or a higher form of life. Where Columbus saw difference, he
assumed inferiority. Where Montezuma saw difference, he assumed superiority.
Neither could understand the other as different yet equal. Both men, mostly
owing to strongly held religious and racial beliefs, proved incapable of escaping
themselves. Consequently, neither could effectively understand those who were
different.

Cortés, to be sure, was very skilled at communicating with the native peo-
ple. For Cortés, however, communication was not an end in itself but a tool used
to manipulate and extort. Cortés demonstrated great cunning. He realized that
half the art of successful communication was being misunderstood (e.g., identi-
fied as Queztalcoatl) whenever misunderstanding served one’s purpose. The
other half of the conquistador’s art of communication consisted in understand-
ing the other well enough to gain the upper hand. Thus Cortés quickly learned
that only Aztec generals carried gold shields and subsequently instructed his
men to kill first in battle all those warriors with gold shields. Once these easily
identifiable leaders were killed, the Aztec army fell into disarray. For Cortés,
communication and conquest went hand in hand. Unlike Columbus, Cortés
came to know the native people quite well. Yet he sought to understand them
only in order to master them. Reflecting on the exploits of Cortés, we learn that
understanding, knowledge, and communication are not necessarily good in
themselves. They may be and often are put to immoral and ruthless ends.

Columbus failed to understand the native Americans because he could not
conceive of anything being markedly different yet somehow equal. Differences
in language, culture, and race forever kept Columbus from recognizing a com-
mon humanity. He was blinded by the prejudice of superiority. In contrast,
Bartolomé de Las Casas (1474–1566), a Catholic priest who accompanied the
conquistadors, asserted the humanity of the native people. He wrote extensively
of the atrocities committed against the natives and devoted his life to ending
their abuse and slavery at the hands of the European settlers.8 At the same time,
Las Casas was initially blinded by the prejudice of equivalence. He could not
conceive of anything that was essentially equal as being somehow still different.
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When Las Casas arrived in the New World in 1502, he, like many of his
predecessors, failed to understand and communicate well the native people.
Unlike Columbus, Las Casas recognized and acknowledged the full humanity of
the natives, but he could do so only under the aegis of his religious beliefs. In
his eyes, the natives gained membership to humankind by way of their poten-
tial participation in a heavenly afterlife. For Las Casas, the natives of America
were prospective converts. They were children awaiting baptism under the eyes
of a European God. This assumption kept the missionary from fully acknowl-
edging the natives for who they were.

Columbus came to America, Las Casas wrote, to “open wide doors so that
the divine doctrine and the Gospel of Christ might enter therein.” By discover-
ing the natives, Columbus ensured that “an infinite number of their souls . . .
was saved.”9 For Las Casas, the natives were essentially equal to Europeans
because all were God’s children. Las Casas thus offered the natives equality, but
only at the cost of sacrificing much of their identity. The natives would have to
abandon their religious beliefs and many of their cultural practices in order to
convert to Christianity.

Eventually Las Casas, unlike Columbus, was able to exchange his Euro-
centric lenses for less opaque ones. While he continued to encourage religious
conversion, he no longer identified natives solely as potential Christians. Ob-
serving the atrocities committed by the conquistadors firsthand and witnessing
the humanity of the native people in their daily lives, Las Casas learned to love
and respect the aboriginals in their own right. No longer was acceptance of the
other dependent upon the other’s serving as a mirror of the self. No longer was
assimilation of the other the only solution to the uncomfortable perception of
difference.

The story of the Spanish conquest of America is illustrative of the power of
religious and racial identities to affect, and undermine, the opportunity we have
to understand those who are different from us. Columbus, and for a time Las
Casas, were so enclosed within their own cultural identities that they could not
adequately open themselves to others. Cortés was sufficiently enclosed in his
identity as a conquistador that his skills in communication could be employed
only to dominate and destroy otherness rather than to respect or celebrate it.
The opportunity for a truly political coexistence was lost.

The story of the Spanish conquest of America is also broadly illustrative of
the ongoing struggle with power that each individual faces today. Once the
Spanish landed in the Americas and established relations with the aboriginal
people, the exercise of power was inevitable. The question is, how might this
power have been exercised so as to demonstrate respect and appreciation for dif-
ference? This remains a crucial question for political life today. It pertains not
only to the politics that occurs between different ethnic, racial, or religious
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groups but also to the politics that occurs between all individuals. Today, no less
than in the time of America’s conquest, a central task of political life is acknowl-
edgment of the other.

Politics is about the exercise of power that does not slip over the line into
the realm of force. Violence erases difference by destroying the other or by elim-
inating the other’s opportunity for meaningful resistance or self-assertion. But
violent domination is not the only threat to politics. The attempt to impose har-
mony is also a danger. Politics is threatened whenever the exercise of power sup-
presses difference in order to mimic a harmonic existence. In an effort to turn
others into identical images of the self, as Las Casas’s original efforts illustrate,
the illusion of a loving harmony may be achieved. But the cost is high. What is
unique in other individuals is suppressed. True harmony never occurs in politi-
cal life. When claims of complete harmony are made, politics is in jeopardy.

The tragedy of the “discovery” of America is that the Europeans and the
aboriginal people only rarely and briefly developed political relationships. In
both the conquistadors’ use of force and the missionaries’ efforts to achieve har-
mony, the opportunity for politics—the recognition and sustaining of individ-
uality within community—was sacrificed.

The Other in America
Given the human penchant for mastery, it may seem improbable that two dis-
tinct people could occupy the same land and yet share power in a manner that
preserves difference. Indeed, the ruthless pursuit of mastery is well illustrated in
the subjection of the native people of America to the European colonists. The
former were overwhelmed by the power, and often the violence, of the latter.
Aboriginal people had been living in the Americas for tens of thousands of years
prior to the Europeans’ arrival. In the 1500s, more than 70 million native inhab-
itants may have lived in the Americas. Within a few centuries, fewer than 5 mil-
lion natives remained. Tens of millions of human lives were lost to disease,
mistreatment, and outright slaughter.

We briefly examined some of the causes of this decline in what is now
known as Central and South America. Genocide (destruction of a race or peo-
ple) also took place in North America, though on a much smaller scale. At the
time of the European incursion there were some 500 distinct nations of native
people with a combined population north of the Rio Grande of 7 million. Five
of those 7 million were in what is now the conterminous United States (i.e., the
lower forty-eight states). Throughout the 1800s, these aboriginal people rapidly
diminished in numbers, eventually dwindling to a few hundred thousand. Some
speculated, and not without pleasure, that the natives might be exterminated
altogether. Certain tribes, such as the Susquehanna, were indeed destroyed; oth-
ers, such as the Pequot, came very close to annihilation. 
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Viewing the burning of a Pequot village in 1637, one colonist wrote,

Those that escaped the fire were slain with the sword, some hewed to
pieces, others run through with their rapiers, so as they were quickly
dispatched and very few escaped. It was conceived they destroyed about
400 at this time. It was a fearful sight to see them thus frying in the
fire and the streams of blood quenching the same, and horrible was the
stink and scent thereof; but the victory seemed a sweet sacrifice, and
they gave the praise thereof to God, who had wrought so wonderfully
for them, thus to enclose their enemies in their hands and give them so
speedy a victory over so proud and insulting an enemy.10

Those Pequots of other villages who were not also killed or sold into slavery
were, like many aboriginal people from other tribes, forbidden to speak their
own language or practice their own customs. The few hundred Pequots who
survive today have had to rely on anthropologists to recover fragments of their
lost heritage.

Alexis de Tocqueville wrote in the 1840s that

the [Indian] nations I have mentioned formerly covered the country to
the seacoast; but a traveler at the present day must penetrate more than
a hundred leagues into the interior of the continent to find an Indian.
Not only have these wild tribes receded, but they are destroyed; and as
they give way or perish, an immense and increasing people fill their
place. There is no instance upon record of so prodigious a growth or so
rapid a destruction.11

The destruction was rapid indeed. At its nadir, between 1890 and 1900, the pop-
ulation of aboriginal people in the United States dwindled to between 4 and 5
percent of its former size. As one scholar writes, for native Americans,

The arrival of the Europeans marked the beginning of a long holo-
caust, although it came not in ovens, as it did for the Jews. The fires
that consumed North American Indians were the fevers brought on by
newly encountered diseases, the flashes of settlers’ and soldiers’ guns,
the ravages of “firewater,” the flames of villages and fields burned by
the scorched-earth policy of vengeful Euro-Americans. The effect of
this holocaust of North American Indians, like that of the Jews, was
millions of deaths. In fact, the holocaust of the North American tribes
was, in a way, even more destructive than for the Jews, since many
American Indian peoples became extinct.12
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It is a sad fact that Adolf Hitler could claim that his concept of genocide was
grounded in his study of the American extermination of its aboriginal people.13

The comparison of the American settlers’ destruction of the aboriginal people
with the Nazis’ destruction of European Jewry may seem harsh, particularly
because many of the natives perished from disease. Nevertheless, government
officials did pay scalp bounties to Indian killers, and it is known that U.S.
General Jeffrey Amherst, among others, supplied blankets infected with small-
pox to the Indians to facilitate their demise.

Many early European settlers celebrated the decline and extinction of the
native people, finding them hindrances to the agricultural, residential, and com-
mercial development of the land. Particularly from 1815 on, Indian lands were
frequently stolen and broken up. These displacements decimated Indian popu-
lations through forced marches to small and distant reserves. At other times,
they provoked war. Between 1600 and 1890, two hundred major battles were
fought between settlers and indigenous groups, and about three-quarters of the
native population was destroyed. The infamous massacre of hundreds of Sioux,
mostly women and children, at Wounded Knee, South Dakota, in 1890, ended
the so-called Indian Wars of the 1800s.

Even when outright violence was checked, the web of power in America was
too tightly knit for native people effectively to resist. Their autonomy, laws, and
rights were denied; they were forbidden to practice many of their customs and
rituals; and their ways of livelihood were whittled away as the land became
increasingly settled by European immigrants. Plains Indians, for example,
depended on the vast herds of bison, also known as buffalo, for food, clothing,
shelter, pouches, paints, fuel, utensils, and religious worship. As many as 60 mil-
lion bison roamed the plains at the beginning of the nineteenth century. By
1895, less than 500 of these great beasts survived. Many were simply shot for
sport and left to rot in the sun. Cavalry troops were given explicit orders to shoot
all bison on sight to make way for cattle ranching. Destroying bison was, more-
over, an explicit means of destroying native people, as was recognized in General
George Crook’s motto for his cavalry: “Kill a buffalo, starve an Indian.” With
the destruction of the plains bison, a rich aboriginal culture and a way of life also
died.

Many of our most esteemed statesmen voiced cruel opinions or estab-
lished deplorable policies regarding the American Indian. President George
Washington called for the “total destruction and devastation” of certain Indian
settlements. Benjamin Franklin speculated that inducing alcoholism among
native Americans might be the means “to extirpate these savages in order to
make room for cultivators of the earth.” According to President Andrew
Jackson, who oversaw the deadly forced march of Choctaw, Cherokee, and
Creek Indians from the southeastern states to settlements west of the
Mississippi, native Americans had “neither the intelligence, the industry, the
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moral habits, nor the desire of improvement” to survive in competition with the
“superior race” of white settlers. President Andrew Johnson told Congress in
1867 that “if the savage resists, civilization, with the Ten Commandments in one
hand and the sword in the other, demands his immediate extermination.”
President Theodore Roosevelt believed that the settler and pioneer had “justice
on their side” in usurping and developing land that otherwise would have
remained “but a game preserve for squalid savages.” He advocated the extermi-
nation of the buffalo as a means of ensuring that Indians remained on reserva-
tions. Congress, in turn, violated hundreds of treaties that native Americans had
signed in good faith.14 In short, many of America’s leading statesmen concurred
with General Phil Sheridan’s infamous remark that the only good Indian was a
dead Indian.

Thomas Jefferson was one of the most compassionate and liberal of
America’s leaders regarding the native people (and black slaves). Yet the only
encouragement Jefferson could find for the Indians was to suggest that they
abandon their way of life and join ranks with the European settlers in subduing
the land. To survive, Jefferson argued, the American Indians must abandon their
identities and cease to be what they always were: hunters and gatherers who lived
off the bounty of the land with a rich cultural life but little in the way of formal
legal and political institutions. 

In 1808, President Jefferson, delivered these words to the Mohiccons, Dela-
wares, and Munries:

If you wish to increase your numbers you must give up the deer and
buffalo, live in peace, and cultivate the earth. . . . Give every man a
farm; let him enclose it, cultivate it, build a warm house on it. . . .
When once you have property, you will want laws and magistrates to
protect your property and persons, and to punish those among you
who commit crimes. You will find that our laws are good for this pur-
pose; you will wish to live under them, you will unite yourselves with
us, join in our great councils and form one people with us, and we
shall all be Americans.15

To survive, Jefferson insists, the native people would have to shed their differ-
ences from the white settlers and become like them, adopting their culture and
trade. The power of the new, rising civilization would necessarily destroy age-old
identities. When his efforts “to save and to civilize” American natives met with
resistance, Jefferson announced that their actions “justified extermination.”16

There were, in short, too few spaces on the dwindling frontier and within
the social fabric of American life for the traditional mores and practices of
America’s Indians to survive. Writing in the early 1880s, Black Elk summarized
the unhappy fate of his people:
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Once we were happy in our own country and we were seldom hungry,
for then the two-leggeds and the four-leggeds lived together like rela-
tives, and there was plenty for them and for us. But the Wasichus
[white men] came, and they have made little islands for us and other
little islands of the four-leggeds, and always these islands are becoming
smaller, for around them surges the gnawing flood of the Waisichu;
and it is dirty with lies and greed.17

At about the same time, Washakie of the Shoshone tribe protested to the gover-
nor of the Wyoming territory, saying,

What you proudly call America, not very long ago belonged to the red
man. . . . [But] our fathers were steadily driven out, or killed, and we,
their sons, but sorry remnants of tribes once mighty, are cornered in
little spots of the earth all ours of right—cornered like guilty prisoners,
and watched by men with guns, who are more than anxious to kill 
us off. . . . And so, after all we can get by cultivating the land, and by
hunting and fishing, we are sometimes nearly starved, and go half
naked, as you see us! Knowing all this, do you wonder, sir, that we 
have fits of desperation and think to be avenged?18

Occasionally certain native tribes would seek revenge and commit atrocities
matched by those their people suffered. The resort to violence, however, only
further ensured that the aboriginal people would fight a losing battle.

Beginning in the first half of the twentieth century, some of the demands
made by native Americans for greater autonomy and economic improvement
found more receptive audiences. Their numbers began to increase. While the
population of native people has risen to over a million today, their cultures
remain severely threatened and their general quality of life remains deplorable.
Native Americans have the lowest life expectancy, the highest rate of alcoholism,
the highest rate of unemployment, and the highest high school dropout rate of
any group in the United States.19

In spite of these severe obstacles, many native people are bravely attempting
to preserve their cultural identities or at least to have a say in how these identi-
ties will become transformed. Wub-e-ke-niew, a member of the Anishinabe-
Ojibway tribe, claims that his people’s identity remains intrinsically linked to the
land:

Our land and our forests are, and have always been, an integral part of
our religion, our philosophy and our very identity. . . . I have spent my
life hearing “Hey Chief,” and “Indian!” I am neither one of these; what
the Lislakhs [nonaboriginal people of America] have created is not my
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identity. Making it rain, living in a teepee, tomahawks, tomtoms, woo-
woo-war-whoops and smoke signals are all Hollywood stereotypes. . . .
These stereotypes have nothing to do with the reality of Aboriginal
Indigenous people. . . . When you have that deep gut feeling that you
are a part of this land, then you will belong here and will know that
the land is to be looked at with reverence and respect. You will under-
stood what we mean when we say, “Grandmother Earth is not to be
sold, and all things are connected.”20

Wub-e-ke-niew warns that his people’s intimate relationship to the land is diffi-
cult for nonaboriginals to understand, as it is grounded in the very structure of
the language they speak. Nonaboriginal Americans may find it difficult if not
impossible to cultivate this relationship without first transcending the “linguis-
tic patterning of their mind[s].”21 To respect difference we must first understand
it. Understanding what is different requires a struggle that takes us to, and some-
times beyond, the deepest part of our selves. Negotiating identity and difference
in ourselves and others is a supreme challenge. It is the challenge of political life.

What is said here of native people is in many respects true of other
oppressed minorities. The slow progress in the acquisition of equal rights and
opportunities for African Americans is a case in point. Hundreds of years of
black slavery were ended with the Civil War. After the war, the Constitution
provided that no state could deny any person equal protection under the law,
but this proviso was largely unenforced. A period known as Jim Crow devel-
oped, initiating a semiformal acceptance of racial discrimination and segrega-
tion. Almost a century would elapse before Chief Justice Earl Warren led the
Supreme Court to rule in the 1954 case of Brown v. Board of Education that seg-
regation in schools should be outlawed. The Court repudiated the “separate but
equal” doctrine, arguing that the educational separation of minority children
“generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may
affect their hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone.” Yet the court
did not require that segregation be brought to an immediate end. It simply
asked for “all deliberate speed” in ending segregation. This ambiguous formula-
tion allowed for inaction.

A decade later, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibited racial discrimination
(as well as discrimination based on religion, sex, or national origin) in employ-
ment practices, in places of public accommodation and commerce, and in any
program or activity receiving federal financial assistance. The Voting Rights Act
of 1965, in turn, forbade rules and arrangements whose purpose or effect was to
deny or abridge the right to vote because of race, color, or membership in a
minority-language group. As a result, the number of black elected officials rose
fivefold between 1970 and 1992.22 While the civil rights acts of the mid-1960s
freed blacks from legalized segregation, the denial of voting rights, and blatant
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discrimination in the labor market, these acts did not prove themselves a rem-
edy for the nation’s racial divisions. Residential and educational segregation of
African Americans has actually increased since 1965.23

Limiting Power and Respecting Difference
Throughout history and across the globe, racial and ethnic identities have been
constructed and subsequently exploited as a means of oppressing and destroying
people. Aboriginal Tasmanians were completely exterminated within less than
two and a half centuries of Tasmania’s discovery by Europeans. The population
of aboriginal Australians declined from 300,000 to 60,000 after the first 130
years of Australia’s colonization. Over a million Armenians were killed by Turks
in 1915. Over 10 million Jews, Gypsies, and Slavs were killed by Nazis between
1933 and 1945. This sordid chronicle of destruction could be extended exten-
sively were it to include genocidal practices grounded not only in racial and eth-
nic bigotries but in religious, cultural, and ideological beliefs.

In the face of countless brutalities committed against individuals because
they belong to other groups, it is appropriate that we concern ourselves with the
affirmation of difference. At the same time, the affirmation of difference should
not create unnecessary divisions or become an apology for neglect, provincial-
ism, or narrow partisanship. To affirm difference is not simply to take care of
family and friends and let others fend for themselves. We all have an interest in
“life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” and these rights need to be protected
for all people regardless of their differences. As a contemporary liberal theorist
remarks, the concern for difference ought not lead us to reject the ideal of “uni-
versal citizenship.” Indeed, the concern for difference should underline our
shortcomings in realizing such ideals. The problem is that “by failing to attend
to the actual life situations and needs of certain groups, by glossing over and
ignoring important and legitimate differences, we come to frame principles and
norms that reflect partial, not generalizable interests.”24 The affirmation of dif-
ference, in short, is meant to broaden our beliefs, values, and interests, not to
narrow them. Thus, while we seek to protect everyone’s life and liberty and to
ensure justice for all, we should also recognize that these words may mean dif-
ferent things to different people.

In the same vein, the affirmation of difference should not turn into an apol-
ogy for divisiveness. Early segregationists, for example, affirmed racial differ-
ences in their efforts to keep African Americans from becoming integrated in
American society. While difference was celebrated, the “other” was not. Often
the affirmation of difference becomes a defense of divisiveness when the mem-
bers of particular racial, economic, religious, ethnic or gender groups are pre-
sumed to constitute a homogeneous body that is essentially different. To guard
against a hostile pitting of “us” against “them,” this essentialism must be chal-
lenged. In respecting “otherness,” we want to avoid the mistake of assuming that
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all “others” are somehow the same. Human identity is too varied and too fluid
to allow this homogeneity. Genuine concern for difference is a recognition that
each individual faces the struggle to maintain a unique identity—both in the
larger community and in those subsections with which each individual prima-
rily identifies. Those whom we identify as “Native Americans” or “African
Americans” or “women” or “white males” are not collections of clones. They do
not uniformly share the same traits. And the traits that they do share do not
wholly isolate them from others. Culturally no less than biologically, what we
have in common with other human beings is greater than what we have in con-
trast. Horizons may always be fused.

The exercise of power in collective life is unavoidable. We use power as a
tool and we serve as its target and vehicle. We necessarily exercise power to nav-
igate our social world, and we simultaneously have power exercised upon us.
Thus we are all faced with the challenge of politics in our daily lives. How, then,
do we determine which uses of power are good and ought to be cultivated and
which uses of power are pernicious and ought to be avoided? That is, how do we
determine when the exercise of power, by us and upon us, is just? 

Postmodern theorists have at least as much difficulty answering these ques-
tions as their ancient and modern counterparts did. Classical political theory,
with its focus on the cultivation of civic virtue, and modern political theory,
with its focus on the inalienable rights of individuals, have contributed greatly
to our understanding and pursuit of justice. In turn, the postmodern focus on
the social construction of identity and the ubiquitous web of power that sup-
ports and constrains us offers fresh insight to the problem of justice.

For postmodern theorists, one’s sense of self or identity is largely a product
of the relatively anonymous and ambiguous forms of power that embed one in
a network of social relations. To acknowledge that we are products of power,
however, is not to suggest that we should give up our individual opinions,
beliefs, and values. The point is not simply to “go with the flow.” Though we
may be vehicles for power, we cannot abdicate the responsibility of being, at
times and to a degree, in the driver’s seat.

To live a political life, one must establish relatively firm epistemological and
ethical positions. To hold such positions, one must make judgments about
opportunities, events, institutions, and people. Refusal to make such judgments,
as Todorov observes, produces a “flaccid sympathy with everything without
embracing anything.” The point, however, is not simply to form opinions. The
point is to have good reasons for one’s opinions. As Martin Luther King Jr.
famously stated at the 1963 March on Washington, the self-evident truth that all
men are created equal does not mean that we cease to make judgments about
each other. It simply means that people “will not be judged by the color of
their skin but by the content of their character.” That was the essence of the
“dream” that King sought to share with the nation. Political life demands good
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judgment. This judgment must be publicly defensible, on practical, ethical, and
epistemological grounds. By means of such judgment, we refrain from both
thoughtlessly yielding to power and thoughtlessly rejecting its use. 

Political life is grounded in competing forms of power. Whenever power is
not contested by power, political life ebbs away. Being solicitous of our own
interests and autonomy, and being wary of the intentions of others, it is natural
that we attempt to secure avenues of resistance whenever power is exercised on
us. Yet if we are to establish and maintain truly political relationships, we must
also allow others to resist our own exercise of power. This is a more troubling
notion. Why should we care about the alternatives others have to avoid or con-
test our own influence? Why should we restrain our exercise of power and keep
it from becoming thoroughly compelling? If one is presented with the opportu-
nity to dominate another, why not make good use of it?

To be sure, there are no easy answers to these questions. Certainly the pages
of history are filled with examples of the unrestrained use of power and the
seemingly futile attempts to curb its exercise in the name of justice. Perhaps only
an appeal to ethics can restrain the exercise of power. One might, for instance,
invoke the Golden Rule or some other norm that promotes self-restraint. But
where do such norms come from? Postmodern theorists suggest that ethical
standards are themselves social constructs, that norms are also products of
power. In that case, ethical standards may have no more leverage to curtail the
use or abuse of power than any other mores, including mores that stimulate the
hegemonic exercise of power. This conundrum was already articulated by Plato
in the Republic, where Socrates’ philosophic appeals to justice are harshly
derided by Thrasymachus, who observes that justice is merely “the advantage of
the stronger.”25 Justice, Thrasymachus argues, is a concept developed in society
by certain sorts of people to serve particular interests. Those who practice injus-
tice on a “sufficiently large scale” become the rulers of a country and gain the
power to redefine the world, including its moral categories, to serve their pur-
poses. Might makes right. Faced with this possibility, is there any appeal to be
made—except an appeal to a Leviathan—that will keep the struggle for power
from becoming a quest for ruthless domination or a deadly war of all against all?

Perhaps the beginning of an answer is found in the very notion that is caus-
ing us trouble, namely, the postmodern notion of a socially constructed identity.
If our own identities—our most basic beliefs, values, and self-understandings,
both epistemological and ethical—are generated within a diverse social environ-
ment, then perhaps the diversity of this environment should be defended. If
one’s own identity or sense of self was able to achieve its current form—pre-
sumably a form one appreciates well enough—only within an intricate, varie-
gated web of power, then perhaps this complex network of competing forms of
power ought to be sustained to allow one’s further development. In other words,
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if we have become who we are by way of our interaction with difference, then
perhaps one owes oneself the benefit of safeguarding this difference.

Political theorist Sheldon Wolin writes,

A political being is not to be defined . . . as an abstract, disconnected
bearer of rights, privileges and immunities, but as a person whose exis-
tence . . . draws its sustenance from circumscribed relationships: family,
friends, church, neighborhood, workplace, community, town, city.
These relationships are the sources from which political beings draw
power—symbolic, material and psychological—and that enable them
to act together. For true political power involves not only acting so as
to effect decisive changes; it also means the capacity to receive power,
to be acted upon, to change, and be changed.26

Politics entails extensive mutual influence. Even highly individualistic political
theories pay heed to the importance of building and sustaining nurturing com-
munities; for the individual becomes an individual because she exists in a com-
munity. As social and political theorist Seyla Benhabib writes, “The ‘I’ becomes
an ‘I’ only among a ‘we,’ in a community of speech and action. Individuation
does not precede association; rather it is the kinds of associations which we
inhabit that define the kinds of individuals we will become.”27 Our current
identities have developed by way of extensive interaction with others. This fact
might persuade us to remain open to the difference inherent in human com-
munity. To do otherwise would be to deny our own heritage. In turn, one should
not guard one’s identity so tenaciously that further individual growth is pre-
cluded. To do so would be to impoverish, if not abandon, the potential for self-
development inherent in political life.

Alternatively, one might ground an argument for the voluntary restraint of
power on our (natural) desire for self-knowledge. For Alasdair MacIntyre,
answering the question “Who am I?” involves locating oneself in “a nexus of
social relationships.”28 We understand who we are by way of the social relation-
ships we form. We come to know the self by way of the other. Social theorist
Craig Calhoun observes that “self-knowledge—always a construction no matter
how much it feels like a discovery—is never altogether separable from claims to
be known in specific ways by others.”29 Self-knowledge is often gained by
observing our reflection in the eyes of others. We learn much about ourselves,
in other words, by learning about those with whom we share our world. Truly
understanding others entails an appreciation of their unique qualities and par-
ticular perspectives. By recognizing others as representing a difference that
should not be denied or dismissed, one remains open to self-knowledge. Indeed,
postmodernists argue that self-knowledge is in itself, at base, a recognition of
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difference. Commenting on Jacques Derrida’s thought, Todd May writes, “And
since one’s own identity is formed through reflection, it can be said paradoxi-
cally that identity is formed on the basis of a nonidentity with oneself, tem-
porarily and spatially. One is oneself by way of never quite being oneself.”30 To
cultivate the conditions for self-knowledge, one must remain open to differences
within and beyond the self. In a political context, this means that the exercise of
power must be mutual and diversity must not be suppressed.

As political animals, we are burdened and privileged with the construction
and contestation of our identities. Learning how the power to construct and
contest identity is wielded, and determining how it ought to be constrained, is
a central concern of political life and a central task of political theory.

Gender and Identity

Gender refers to one’s sexual identity. Is gender a political category? Perhaps
one’s sexual identity is politically relevant only to the extent that all private
affairs have their boundaries established and safeguarded by political processes
and institutions.

Most feminists would disagree with this statement. In her book Sexual
Politics, Kate Millett suggested that “the personal is the political.”31 The phrase
has become something of a watchword for feminists who wish to illustrate the
political significance of gender. They argue that the public self that is the bearer
of rights cannot truly exercise those rights if the private self is systematically
dominated within the home and within the culture at large. The political sig-
nificance of gender emerges in large part because the gender identities shaped in
private impinge on the relationships men and women establish in public. Why
do women remain severely underrepresented in governmental bodies despite the
fact that women’s and men’s success rates in elections at all levels of office are
approximately the same? The answer is that comparatively few women choose
to run in elections in the first place. And why is that? One might speculate that
gender identities established in private play a significant role. A woman who is
made to feel subservient by her husband, male acquaintances, or business col-
leagues is less likely to become assertive in public life or actively pursue public
office.32

The private self is politically significant because, ultimately, it is the same
self who must fill both private and public shoes. As Millet argued, psychologi-
cal and social relations of domination inevitably translate into political inferior-
ity, despite constitutional or legal recognitions of equality. Indeed, feminists
suggest that the problem begins with the way the public realm is envisioned in
traditional political thought and culture. Generally, the public realm is projected
as wholly separate from the private realm. Yet to posit an abstract, disembodied
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public self, feminists argue, is already to “buy into” a “masculinist” perspective
that will likely jeopardize the political equality of women. If one’s objective is to
keep the domestic and cultural domination of women out of political debate,
then a good tactic would be to insist that public and private selves may easily be
separated.

Historically, gender has been a key factor in determining the amount of
political power that an individual is likely to exercise. By being relegated to the
private realm of the home and the family, women throughout the ages and
across the globe have been excluded from political life. By politicizing the per-
sonal and challenging the distinction between public and private realms, femi-
nist theorists have exposed how women have been politically disempowered and
demonstrated how women might gain a stronger public voice.

Feminists are not suggesting that privacy should be abolished and our lives
become wholly politicized. They do not argue that political struggles should
consume all of our time and energy. As one feminist warns, “To collapse the per-
sonal into the political is epistemologically simplistic, historically naive, and
politically dangerous. . . . One does not demand of politics what it cannot give:
wholeness, a complete self-identity, a uniform purpose.”33 The personal may be
the political, but it is not wholly political. Politics pervades life, but it is not the
whole of life. Feminists are concerned with maintaining certain distinctions
between the public realm and the private realm. Nonetheless, they wish to con-
test the way the line separating these realms traditionally has been drawn. In
turn, they wish to argue that the line is not so thick, so straight, or so imper-
meable as is often assumed.

Feminist proponents of abortion rights, for instance, generally argue that
the government and the public should keep out of women’s private lives. The
“pro-choice” argument has mostly been based on a woman’s right to make per-
sonal decisions about her own body without interference by the state, namely,
whether to carry a pregnancy to term or to abort the fetus. Indeed, it was on the
fundamental right to privacy that the Supreme Court established a woman’s
right to abortion in its 1973 Roe v. Wade ruling. Invoking a similar argument
about the right to privacy, a 1965 Supreme Court ruling, Griswold v. Connect-
icut, struck down laws in twenty-nine states that held the use of contraception
to be illegal.

In contrast, feminists also argue that in certain respects the “private” house-
hold should be brought further into the public realm and made more legally,
economically, and politically accountable. Some feminists advocate that house-
hold work, typically done by women, be officially remunerated just as is work
performed outside the home. Minimally, this work should be recognized in the
case of divorce, when household and assets are divided. Most feminists maintain
that husbands who physically abuse their wives ought to be subject to legal
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penalties and punishments and that measures of criminal justice need to be
more assiduously administered. In these and related instances, feminists main-
tain, public law needs to be extended into the private home.

Feminists do not simplistically suggest that everything private should be
made public, or that everything currently understood to be private should
remain private. Instead, they insist that the line dividing the private realm from
the public realms is itself a political demarcation. This line must be carefully
analyzed and occasionally redrawn. Bernard Crick suggests that political belief
“inclines towards ideological thought,” that is, it strays from the truth, whenever
it “abolish[es] the distinction between private and public.”34 Many feminists
acknowledge Crick’s point. A private realm is necessary and worth fighting for.
But feminists also insist that political theories and beliefs incline toward ideo-
logical thought whenever they petrify the distinction between the public and the
private, close it off from interrogation, and thus shield it from criticism and
contestation.

Men throughout the ages have exercised power in relegating women to the
private realm of domestic affairs. Is this power to exclude women best described
as a form of political power? Politics pertains to speech and action that affects
collective existence. In order for some to speak and be heard, others must remain
silent. In order for some to lead, others must follow. In a democracy, this silence
and compliance is understood to be temporary. Democratic politics, as Aristotle
argued, is about ruling and being ruled in turn. In an ideal democracy, each cit-
izen would take her turn at speaking and listening, leading and following.
Oligarchic politics, in contrast, occurs when speech and action are systematically
employed by certain groups to the exclusion of other groups. When men are
doing most of the speaking and acting, and some of that speaking and acting is
designed to keep women silent and inactive, a form of oligarchic politics known
as patriarchy develops. Patriarchy is the rule of men—in and out of turn.

The exercise of political power patently displays itself when different view-
points come into open, public contestation. Political power is also exercised,
though less obviously so, when certain issues are kept off the agenda so that cer-
tain points of view never gain an audience.35 Setting the agenda for discussion is
a central feature of political power. Politics occurs, therefore, not only when
voices speak and vie for power in public. Politics also happens when voices are
suppressed and kept powerless within a private realm. Silencing someone, or
keeping her from attaining a full and equal voice, is a political (though un-
democratic) act. The power that has been traditionally employed to relegate
women to the privacy of the home is certainly of political concern.

The Historical Development of Feminism
In ancient Greece, women could neither own property nor vote. They were
mostly kept at home, where they would weave, direct any domestic slaves, and
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generally maintain the household. They were considered part of the domestic
economy and were forbidden to participate in public affairs. Indeed the word
economy comes from the Greek words meaning private household and man-
agement (oikos + nemein). In ancient Greece, the economy was explicitly dis-
tinguished from the political realm; the affairs of the home (oikos) were
separated from the affairs of the city-state (polis).

Democracy in ancient Greece was a democracy of a very restricted type. The
demos or people who had political power consisted only of free-born male citi-
zens. The time and leisure that these men found to engage in public affairs was
largely gained through the privatized labor of women and slaves. The establish-
ment of the Greek household as a private domain therefore served an explicitly
political purpose and was maintained by explicitly political means. The line sep-
arating the public from the private in ancient Greece kept over half the popula-
tion from engaging in politics and discovering their full potential as political
animals.

The domestic realm remained at the center of economic life in ancient
Greece and continued to play an important role throughout much of the West
over the next two millennia. Relegated to the domestic realm, women’s access to
political power was severely restricted. Though disabled from political partici-
pation, women remained important players in economic affairs. While generally
denied the right to own property, they often exercised economic power as man-
agers of the household.

The Industrial Revolution that began in Europe and America during the
eighteenth century created job opportunities for women outside the home, free-
ing them from their domestic constraint and increasing their economic power.
In another respect, however, the Industrial Revolution diminished the economic
power of women, at least the economic power of the vast majority of women
who stayed at home. (This was particularly acute for middle-class women.) As
the locus of the economy shifted from the home to the factory, women’s status
as key players in the home economy was eroded. When husbands and brothers
left the farm and household to work in the city’s factories, the wages they
brought home secured their economic power and underscored the economic
powerlessness of their wives and sisters. Denied political equality in the public
realm, and increasingly denied economic equality in the private realm, women
were left with fewer means to control their lives or affect the lives of others,
except perhaps the lives of dependent children.

Modern feminism arose in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It
developed in response to the economic transformation of home and work as well
as the political transformation of aristocratic and monarchical rule. At this time,
women began to assert their rights to both economic and political equality.
Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–97), one of the first modern feminists, responded
to the popular appeal of Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man by writing A
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Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792. Paine had attacked the privileges
of the aristocracy in the wake of the French Revolution and gallantly defended
the equality of all men. Wollstonecraft pointed out that despite all the grand talk
of equality, Paine and the republican revolutionaries left women wholly out of
the picture.

Notwithstanding Wollstonecraft’s courageous effort, modern feminism had
a slow and rocky start. It was close to a century later, in 1869, that the English
liberal theorist John Stuart Mill would produce another important work in
modern feminist theory. Strongly influenced by and often collaborating with his
companion (and later wife) Harriet Taylor, Mill wrote The Subjection of
Women. Here Mill straightforwardly argued for the equality of women, sug-
gesting that such equality is the “surest test and most correct measure of the civ-
ilization of a people or an age.”36 Mill’s effort, like Wollstonecraft’s, was directed
at ending women’s oppression by gaining for women the rights already enjoyed
by men.

Following English common law, the early legal system in the United States
assigned women an inferior status. Women were denied certain forms of educa-
tion, barred from certain professions and occupations, excluded from juries and
public offices, and restricted in their ability to own property, sign contracts, go
into business, or write wills. Women had few if any political rights and subse-
quently had little say when they were denied economic rights by all-male legis-
latures, executives, and judiciaries. In an early attempt to challenge this injustice,
Abigail Adams pleaded with and warned her husband, John Adams, who was in
attendance at the Constitutional Convention in 1789. “In the new code of laws,”
she wrote in a letter, “I desire you would remember the ladies and be more gen-
erous and favorable to them than your ancestors. Do not put such unlimited
power in the hands of the husbands. . . . If particular care and attention is not
paid to the ladies, we are determined to foment a rebellion, and will not hold
ourselves bound by any laws in which we have no voice or representation.”37

Despite the warning, John Adams imitated his ancestors and ignored his wife’s
wishes. The other attendees of the convention followed suit. 

Abigail Adams was slightly ahead of her time. The women’s movement in
the United States did not germinate until the rise of the abolitionist movement
against slavery in the 1830s. It was set fully in motion in 1848, at the Women’s
Rights Convention at Seneca Falls, New York, where women gathered together
for the first time to assert their rights in public. Paraphrasing the Declaration of
Independence, the Seneca Falls attendees proclaimed: “We hold these truths to
be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal. . . .” But these truths
were neither self-evident nor acknowledged by the male legislators of the day.
Only in decades immediately prior to the Civil War did married women gain
the right to hold property in their own names. Women would have to wait until
the twentieth century to secure their full political rights.



1 2 3identity and difference

Political equality for women was the goal of the women’s suffrage move-
ment, led by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony. The suffrage
movement simmered for half a century before becoming well organized in the
last decade of the nineteenth century. In 1917, the first woman member of
Congress was elected. The mobilization of women was further enhanced by
their greater integration in the workforce. During World War I, many more
women took on jobs outside the home. At the end of hostilities in 1918, they
shifted back to a domestic realm as their industrial roles were taken over by the
returning soldiers. Nevertheless, the ability of women to fill the nation’s eco-
nomic shoes had been demonstrated. When these efforts did not subsequently
translate into political recognition, increasing numbers of women began to
mobilize. After much popular protest and lobbying, legislators yielded to pres-
sure in 1920, adding the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which
gave American women the right to vote. (In many other Western countries this
right was yielded in subsequent decades; it was in place in most states by the
1950s, although Switzerland enfranchised women only in 1971. In contrast, suf-
frage had already been extended to New Zealand women in 1893 and to Aus-
tralian women in 1902).38

The percentage of women who vote steadily climbed after female suffrage
was instituted, and by the 1980s it equaled the percentage of men voting. Since
then, the percentage of women voting has consistently surpassed that of men.
Because women make up slightly more than half the population, they were
already voting in larger numbers than men beginning in the mid-1960s. The
equal right to vote and equal if not larger numbers of women voters, however,
have not translated into equal political power for women. Even today, women
remain severely underrepresented in local, state, and federal political bodies.
Women typically constitute about 10 percent of the members of Congress.
Women’s representation in state legislatures is about double that figure, but they
generally hold only 2 percent of the governorships.39 To date, the United States
has never had a woman president or vice president. (Worldwide, women also
hold about 10 percent of the seats in national legislatures and occupy less than
4 percent of cabinet ministries.)

The feminist struggle against economic discrimination did not truly begin
until well after World War II. This pursuit of greater equality was spurred on by
the 1952 publication of The Second Sex by French feminist Simone de Beauvoir.
Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, written in 1963, had an even greater
impact, challenging the notion that women find fulfillment only in childrearing
and homemaking. In 1966 Friedan and others would go on to found the
National Organization for Women (NOW), which brought pressure on govern-
ment and business to end discrimination against women and initiated the “sec-
ond wave” of contemporary feminism. During this period, women’s groups
lobbied, petitioned, and marched in demonstrations to ensure that equal rights
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for women would be safeguarded by the Constitution in the form of an Equal
Rights Amendment (ERA). The amendment stated that “equality of rights
under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or any state
on account of sex.” The ERA was not ratified by the required thirty-eight states
within ten years of its passage by Congress in 1972; consequently, it failed to
become law. The Equal Pay Act of 1963, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Equal
Employment Opportunity Act of 1972, and the political and legal recognition
of sexual harassment as a form of sexual discrimination in the 1980s formally put
an end to overt sexual discrimination in employment. While forms of legal, civil,
and political equality for women have now been established, at least constitu-
tionally, full economic equality still does not exist. Women in the American
workforce continue to earn as much as one-third less than their male counter-
parts in commensurable positions. That figure marks a gain of only a few per-
centage points over what women comparatively earned by the mid-1950s.40 In
turn, there has been a marked “feminization of poverty” in the United States, as
the number of impoverished households headed by single mothers has increased
sharply.41

The figures detailing the economic inequality of women are similar across
the globe. Women perform about 60 percent of the world’s work, yet they own
only 1 percent of the world’s land and earn just 10 percent of the world’s
income.42 In many countries, economic inequality produces an especially harsh
reality for women. Female infanticide is not uncommon in certain countries
because impoverished families do not wish to invest their resources in raising a
child who will not achieve economic viability. Less drastic, but no less problem-
atic, are the lower levels of health care, nutrition, and education received by girls
(and women). Worldwide, over two-thirds of all illiterate people are women,
and over twice as many women as men live in poverty. These factors combine to
lead to higher mortality rates for girls and much fewer opportunities for their
economic and professional advancement. They also lead to overpopulation, as
women with lower levels of education and diminished economic opportunities
tend to have more children. A report by the UN Development Program sum-
marized the problem by noting that no society treats its women as well as its
men and “in no society do women enjoy the same opportunities as men.”43

Gender Justice
In the modern, liberal world, it is considered one’s constitutional right to be
treated as an equal. Discrimination against women, whether it is legal, political,
economic, or social, constitutes the systematic denial of equal treatment.
Feminist theorists rightly decry it as a form of injustice.

The exercise of power or force that denies justice to a specific group of
people is called oppression. Oppression does not simply mean suffering or dep-
rivation, which may occur for all sorts of reasons, owing to natural catastrophes
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or illness, for example. Oppression takes place only when suffering is systemat-
ically inflicted by individuals or groups who wield power. When those who are
unjustly treated as a group are women (or men), the oppression is called sexism.
Sexism is the exercise of legal, political, economic, or social power in a way that
discriminates against individuals based on their gender.

Few would deny the fact that, historically, women have been oppressed. Yet
many believe that such oppression is a thing of the past, particularly in a coun-
try such as the United States where everyone has formal equality, that is, equal-
ity under the law. Formal equality means that each individual, regardless of sex,
race, religion, or class, stands before the law with the same rights and privileges
as any other person. Formal equality is established through procedural (or for-
mal) justice. Procedural justice exists when everyone is subject to the same rules
and the same punishments if and when these rules are broken.

Procedural justice does not ensure that everyone is actually treated as an
equal. The problem is that equality under the law, whether pertaining to legal,
economic, or political affairs, does not necessarily translate into equality of
opportunity. The reason, to recall Anatole France’s observation, is that equal
opportunity to obtain sufficient nourishment and shelter is not guaranteed—
indeed it may actually be undermined—by the equality under the law that for-
bids both rich and poor from stealing bread, begging in the streets, or sleeping
under bridges.

Equality under the law may secure each citizen the equal right to dine in
fancy restaurants, live in fashionable neighborhoods, and attend prestigious uni-
versities. For poorer citizens, however, such formal equality seldom translates
into fine dining, posh suburban dwelling, and Ivy League education. All other
things being equal—which seldom if ever is the case—not eating in fancy
restaurants and not living in fashionable neighborhoods will not unduly restrict
one’s opportunities in the economic or political world, assuming that one is well
nourished and one’s own neighborhood is safe and secure. Not receiving a good
high school and college education, however, may substantially diminish one’s
chances for economic or political success.44 In turn, where one eats, sleeps, and
works will largely determine whom one associates with, and one’s associations
certainly affect one’s opportunities for economic and political success. Sorting
out when equality of opportunity is crucial to the maintenance of political
rights, or whether that equality can be adequately secured through formal, pro-
cedural means, is intrinsic to the pursuit of justice.

Equality of opportunity, most broadly understood, means that each indi-
vidual receives the same chance to develop fully as a human being. To be able to
develop one’s full potential, one must minimally receive some basic level of
nourishment, health care, emotional support, and education. Equality of oppor-
tunity, for this reason, is often understood as a form of substantive justice.
Unlike procedural justice, substantive justice requires that each person receive
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more than the due process of law. It requires that each person also receive the
material, emotional, and educational support required for self-development. In
most cases, substantive justice entails a limited redistribution of resources such
that the basic needs (economic, medical, and educational) of all are met by gov-
ernment programs financed through taxation.

Our political institutions and culture maintain that each person has an
equal right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Some argue that equal-
ity of rights secured by formal or procedural justice adequately fulfills this
imperative. Others insist that the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi-
ness becomes little more than a hollow slogan unless all people enjoy the equal
opportunity to make full use of their rights. Equal employment opportunity, for
example, entails not simply the equal right to apply for a particular job but the
equal opportunity to acquire the education and training that would make one’s
application for this job truly competitive. Substantive justice, understood as
equality of opportunity, is a more demanding and more elusive achievement
than procedural justice, understood as equality under the law.

Take the problem of rape. Laws in most states categorically forbid rape,
regardless of the gender (race, class, or creed) of the victim or perpetrator. This
constitutes equality under the law. But over 99 percent of all rapists are men and
an equally vast majority of their victims are women. This means that the oppor-
tunity for women to live and work safe from sexual attack is hardly equal to the
opportunity for such safety enjoyed by men. Equality under the law does not
translate into equality of women’s physical security.45

This is not to suggest that inequality under the law would lead to greater
equality of physical security for women. Harsher penalties for male rapists than
female rapists, for instance, would hardly prove a better deterrent than harsher
penalties for all rapists. Equal opportunity to security may simply not be achiev-
able through the law alone. The equal opportunity for women to live without
fear of rape probably could be achieved only if broad social and cultural changes
took place, changes in attitudes and values that incite male violence against
women. It is unlikely that legal measures alone could bring about such change.

As in the case of safety and security, equality under the law also does not
ensure equality of opportunity for women in the realm of economics. Regarding
economic issues, however, some argue that inequality under the law would in
fact lead to greater equality of opportunity. At least, that is how one might char-
acterize the argument for affirmative action. 

Originally affirmative action was aimed at the removal of “artificial bar-
riers” to the employment of women (as well as minority-group members).
Eventually it came to mean special efforts to recruit, hire, and promote mem-
bers of disadvantaged groups so as to eliminate the present effects of past
discrimination. Affirmative action thus aims to offset a tradition of discrimina-
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tion against women (and minority-group members) by offering compensatory
opportunities. 

Those opposed to affirmative action argue that it legislates favoritism and
constitutes an unjustifiable “reverse discrimination.” They maintain that affir-
mative action is unnecessary because equality of opportunity merges with equal-
ity under the law in economic affairs as long as laws forbidding discrimination
are both extensive and well enforced. Economic opportunities for men and
women would theoretically be equal if laws forbidding discrimination in educa-
tion, recruitment, hiring, promotion, wages, and benefits were strictly upheld.
Many proponents of affirmative action, in contrast, deny that current laws for-
bidding discrimination will end the economic oppression of women (and
minority groups). Under such circumstances of continuing injustice, they view
reverse discrimination as a moral requirement.46 The legitimacy and effective-
ness of affirmative action will likely remain a hotly contested issue.

Gender justice might still elude us even were antidiscriminatory laws strictly
and extensively enforced and affirmative action appropriately applied. Ending
women’s economic oppression may not simply be a matter of ending discrimi-
nation based on gender. Ensuring equal treatment may not ensure fairness. The
problem is that men and women remain unequal in ways that can leave both
equality under the law and equality of opportunity incapable of thoroughly ren-
dering justice.

Consider an example. All businesses may be required by law to allot a cer-
tain number of sick leave days a year to each employee. Businesses would also be
allowed by law to lay off and replace employees who take more than their allot-
ment. On first blush, this seems neither unfair nor discriminatory, as businesses
need to replace employees who cannot or will not work if they are to stay in
business. If, in turn, these businesses had to hire back all employees who had
taken more than their allotment of sick days, then these businesses would have
to fire replacement workers who over time had come to depend on their new
jobs. Let us assume that these businesses also hire and promote employees in a
“gender-blind” fashion, that is, in complete disregard of the gender of the appli-
cants and employees. As nondiscriminatory as such practices and regulations
may seem, they may not render justice. The reason is that the biological differ-
ences between men and women may make equal treatment less than fair under
certain circumstances.

Unlike men, women bear children. This takes time and effort. Is it fair or
just for women to lose their jobs more often than men because they exceed their
sick-leave allotment when they get pregnant and deliver babies? One might sug-
gest that women can choose not to get pregnant. Since nonpregnant women
have the same opportunities for keeping their jobs as men, there would be no
question of discrimination. But this simply shifts the problem of justice to
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adjacent terrain. Women who did not want to jeopardize their careers would
have to deny themselves the opportunity of motherhood, while men who main-
tained their careers would not be denied the opportunity of fatherhood. Equal
opportunity to motherhood or fatherhood appears to conflict with equal oppor-
tunity to job security and promotion.

The problem is that differences between men and women in some (biolog-
ical) areas make their complete equality in other (economic) areas difficult if not
impossible to achieve. Solving this dilemma might seem as easy as enacting a law
that gives all women the right to maternity leave. This appears an appropriate
and pragmatic remedy. Yet it does not create complete economic equality
between men and women. Instead, it creates equality in one area by allowing
inequality in another. Men, for instance, might object that maternity rights
allow women to have it “both ways.” Not only do women benefit from an expe-
rience—bearing and nursing children—that men, by nature, are denied, but
women can also maintain their careers while taking leaves that men, by law, are
denied.

Faced with this inequity, one might propose instituting maternity and
paternity leave. The decision as to whether the mother or father stays home to
take care of the newborn would then be left for the parents to work out between
themselves. Have we now truly ensured equality? Probably not. While laws may
allow fathers to take paternity leave, the majority of fathers will probably choose
not to interrupt their careers. To achieve true gender equality in economic
affairs, many strongly held cultural beliefs about the roles of women as care-
takers and men as breadwinners would have to change so that more men would
choose to take on the childcare roles predominantly assumed by women today.47

Not all efforts to achieve greater economic equality between men and
women would demand the same amount of government oversight, institutional
support, social restructuring, and cultural transformation as the one we have just
discussed. But the tension between the demands of the family and the demands
of the workplace is illustrative of the general difficulty of translating equality
under the law or equality of opportunity into full-fledged justice. To render jus-
tice we may have to focus as much on the ways people are different from each
other as on the ways they are the same. Gender justice demands the pursuit of
equality grounded in the recognition of difference. Gender justice also demands
that this recognition be translated into cultural mores no less than political pol-
icy and legislation.

A radical solution to the problem of gender justice is proposed by feminist
Shulamith Firestone, who argues that the physical differences between the sexes
will always lead to a “fundamental inequality” in the economic, social, and polit-
ical arenas. She suggests that the solution lies with the development of techno-
logical procedures that could overcome these physical differences. For Firestone,
the only way for women to escape the “tyranny” of their biology is to do away
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with the “barbarism” of pregnancy. The answer to the problem of gender justice,
it follows, is “artificial reproduction.”48 Only by unburdening themselves of bio-
logical demands can women finally achieve true equality with men. Equality
under the law and equality of opportunity will never deliver justice, Firestone
maintains. Only an equality of condition can do so. Men and women them-
selves, not simply the rules and opportunities they face, must be made the same.

Firestone’s radical solution to the problem of gender justice has been widely
criticized by feminists and nonfeminists alike. Firestone’s egalitarian society, crit-
ics argue, is gained at much too high a price. Women’s opportunities for greater
social, economic, and political equality may indeed be increased in such a world,
but only by denying their unique opportunities to give birth to children. Thus
equality is achieved by destroying difference.

In the same vein, women could diminish their vulnerability to rape by tak-
ing steroids that make them stronger and more capable of defending themselves,
by administering drugs to men that weaken their sexually aggressive impulses,
or by surgically altering their own (or men’s) physiologies. Some feminists,
known as “separatists,” agree that men “naturally” dominate women through
rape and the threat of rape. They acknowledge, however, that chemically or
physically altering this biological programming is (practically) impossible. To
end the “state of fear” women suffer through the threat of rape, separation of the
sexes thus becomes necessary.49 Women must simply be segregated so that con-
tact between men and women is strictly controlled. Were such proposals actu-
ally implemented, the problem of rape might be solved. But, again, the cost
would be prohibitive. Equality should not be achieved in one area by destroying
or neutralizing cherished differences in another.

Certainly a situation in which men view women as pieces of property to be
used and violated is intolerable. Still, the coexistence of the sexes, notwith-
standing the injustices it gives rise to, is worthy of preservation. At the same
time, one must acknowledge that moderate forms of feminist separatism have
fostered or abetted the development of many services and institutions that have
improved the lives of women, such as battered women’s shelters, rape crisis cen-
ters, and women’s heath clinics, coffeehouses and bookstores.

Most feminists argue that achieving equality under the law and equality of
opportunity for women is best served by political rather than technological
means and by greater integration and education rather than greater segregation.
Political solutions, however, are usually grounded in compromise. Justice
between the sexes, for this reason, always remains an ideal resolutely to be striven
for rather than an achievement to be secured once and for all. The achievement
of greater equality in one facet of collective life, moreover, often entails a loss,
though not necessarily a prohibitive loss, in the realization of some other value.
Greater equality may mean less freedom or perhaps greater instability of the
mores that order individual relationships and the family. Wherever change is
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demanded and power is wielded to effect it, moreover, resistance will arise. If
politics is to be preserved, this resistance must be able to avail itself of some legit-
imate means of expression.

Achieving gender justice might not be such a difficult matter if disadvan-
tages in one area of human endeavor were naturally offset by advantages in
another. More frequently, however, disadvantages beget further disadvantages.
Thus economic disadvantages typically translate into political disadvantages.
Wealth allows for the greater leisure, education, and influence that make for
political power. It is not simply a matter of having a large bank account. Active
integration into an economic community promotes active integration into the
political community. Most political leaders first hone their managerial and
rhetorical skills and gain their respect and reputation in the marketplace. Hence
any hindrance to integration into the professional and business world will likely
produce disadvantages in the political world. If women predominantly stay at
home (to care for children or maintain the household), their opportunities to
translate economic activity into political power will be diminished.

Political equality is about more than an equal right to vote. It includes hold-
ing a fair share of the positions of leadership. In this respect, women through-
out the world remain political unequals. The economic disadvantages and
discrimination that women experience contribute heavily to this political
inequality. Yet the problem of political inequality cannot be reduced to the issue
of economic disadvantage and discrimination. Both are part of a bigger picture.
A long tradition of patriarchal mores contributes to the problem. 

Certain feminists argue that religious mores also contribute to the political
inequality of women. In Beyond God the Father, Mary Daly writes that women
who worship a male deity are subject to a subtle form of psychological self-
depreciation. They come to believe that they are inferior to men in spiritual
affairs. This religious inequality supports and is supported by the economic,
social, and political subservience of women within the broader community. The
reverse, of course, holds for men, who may accept or seek to justify their domi-
nation of women by calling to mind the masculinity of God or the patriarchy
upheld in religious scripture. 

To counteract sexism, Daly advocates that women assert their equality in
religious matters. They are counseled to abandon patriarchal religion and adopt
female deities. Effectively, a form of religious separatism is advocated. To com-
bat patriarchy, which, Daly argues, is “the prevailing religion of the entire
planet,” women must readjust not only their relationship to the earth but their
relationship to heaven.50

There are good data to buttress the claim that economic inequality trans-
lates into political inequality. Historically and across the globe, wealth and polit-
ical power have gone hand in hand. Daly does not supply us with an adequate
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historical or comparative analysis to validate her thesis that religious inequality,
defined as the worship of a male deity, leads to political inequality. Instead, she
provides a suggestive psychological inquiry. Regardless, Daly’s thesis deserves
reflection. It confronts us with the important question of when and how cultural
mores, such as religious belief, affect our political lives.

Equality and Difference
Many of the early suffragists of the late 1800s and early 1900s understood their
struggle to entail two distinct goals. First, they were fighting for the basic rights
of women and equal status with men. Second, they were working to raise the
moral stature of politics. They hoped that women would improve political life
by bringing higher moral standards into the public realm. If the private moral-
ity of women were made more public, they reasoned, the world of politics,
would be made more moral. They did not foresee that the private morality of
woman might become contaminated by the vices of the public world, such as
the lust for power.51

Certain conservative thinkers opposed to feminism and women’s liberation
have developed this line of argument. They suggest that a masculinization and
moral degradation of women occurs through their participation in public life.
This poses a threat to traditional sensibilities and values. They consequently
argue that women can retain their distinctive virtues only by upholding their
traditional roles. A woman’s place, they suggest, is in the home. Opposition to
the passage of the ERA, for example, was often based on this reasoning. It was
feared that the amendment would subject women to the military draft and com-
bat duty, thus masculinizing them. Feminism has also been blamed by conser-
vatives for the “breakdown” of the family in contemporary times. To be sure, in
a culture such as America’s that celebrates the principle (if not the practice) of
equality for all, such socially conservative views are restricted to a minority. At
the same time, many feminists also remain wary of the struggle for simple equal-
ity. For these feminists, gaining equality at the cost of losing one’s sexual iden-
tity misses the point.

It has been suggested that Westerners who “proclaim the equality of all
mankind” are often the “staunchest upholders of the cultural superiority of the
West.” Upholding the principle of equality for these Westerners means
conferring the “right and duty of all mankind . . . to accept the ways of think-
ing of the Western societies.”52 Here egalitarianism amounts to a belief that
others should be, and want to be, just like us. With similar concerns in mind,
many feminists reject an equality that amounts to an implicit assumption that
women should be more like men or that masculine ways of thinking and acting
are inherently superior. Historically, they observe, it is men who have always
defined the meaning of equality and the route to its achievement. Under such
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circumstances, women gain equality with men only by becoming more like
men—psychologically, spiritually, and ethically, if not physically. Equality is
achieved by forfeiting distinctly feminine qualities.

Feminists do not want to let men play the role of Procrustes. They do not
want to be made to “fit” into a man’s world. They argue that equality should not
require the masculinization of women. As Carole Pateman writes, “women’s
equal standing must be accepted as an expression of the freedom of women as
women, and not treated as an indication that women can be just like men.”53

Feminists aim to create a world where gender difference flourishes along with
gender equality. To achieve this goal, the world itself—its mores, institutions,
and practices—would have to become more feminine, or at least more balanced
in its feminine and masculine features.

What would a more feminine world look like? To answer this question, we
must first ascertain whether, apart from rather obvious distinctions in physiol-
ogy and physical capacities, differences between men and women have political
or cultural ramifications. Are there distinctly feminine ways of thinking, feeling,
or acting? Are there such things as a feminine epistemology and feminine ethics
that are truly distinct from masculine epistemology and ethics?

Carol Gilligan, a well-known feminist theorist, has suggested that there are.
Gilligan observes that women do not easily fit within existing models of how
children develop morally. Two possible explanations offer themselves: either
there is something wrong with the moral development of women or there is
something wrong with the standard models of moral development. Gilligan sus-
pects the latter. It is probably not sheer coincidence, she observes, that these
models were produced and employed by men. Viewing the world through mas-
culine eyes, male theorists naturally produced models of moral development
that reflected their own experiences. Women’s experiences appear to be different.

Gilligan argues that women exhibit distinct social concerns and that these
concerns lead them to employ different criteria to evaluate moral quandaries and
arrive at moral decisions. In short, the mores that structure men’s and women’s
ethical choices differ. Judging women in terms of masculine morality leads to
misunderstandings and unfair evaluations. “It all goes back, of course, to Adam
and Eve,” Gilligan states, reminding her readers of the biblical tale where God
fashioned the first woman out of a rib from the first man. Though left to pros-
per in the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve were soon cast out of paradise for
their misdeeds. The moral of the story, Gilligan writes, is that “if you make a
woman out of a man, you are bound to get in trouble.”54 Gilligan is suspicious
of any attempt to make unequals equal, particularly when doing so forces
women to think and act more like men.

The differences Gilligan proposes between masculine and feminine moral
orientations are relatively straightforward. Women tend to conceive the ethical
realm as having to do with the requirements and responsibilities of relationships.



1 3 3identity and difference

Morality is about the duty to care for those within one’s interpersonal network.
We learn these duties and other moral responsibilities by carrying out our social
roles. Moral dilemmas are approached as problems of correctly interpreting and
repairing the contextual relations among individuals. Women arrive at solu-
tions to moral dilemmas by increasing communication within their network of
relations so that mutual responsibilities and caring may be reestablished and
maintained.

Women develop what Gilligan calls a “morality of care.” Here compassion-
ate engagement, not adherence to abstract principles, fosters justice. Women
strive to view others concretely, in the context of their actual relationships, and
to interact with them based on this insight. They feel a duty to ensure that no
one is excluded from the network of relations. Those who are hurt as a result of
the inevitable fractures in this network should be quickly reintegrated. This puts
a premium on the empathy required to discern the needs of others.

Men, in contrast, perceive the ethical realm as defined by the rules of fair
play and the rights of autonomous individuals. One solves moral problems by
consistently applying universally applicable rules in a neutral, objective manner.
Moral problems are approached as logical puzzles. The task is to sort out deduc-
tively and prioritize conflicting rights, standards, duties, and laws. In this way,
the appropriate boundaries between individuals may be reestablished and
guarded against further transgression.

Men develop what Gilligan calls a “morality of rights.” Impartiality and rea-
soning constitute the better part of justice. One strives to view others abstractly,
as representative bearers of rights. In turn, one strives to pass judgment on them
objectively, as if from a distance. Equality under the law, reciprocity, fair play,
and individual liberty are the goals to be achieved and protected.

We might summarize Gilligan’s thesis by saying that women’s morality is
primarily concerned with the maintenance of and mending of relationships,
while men’s morality is concerned with the problems that arise when relation-
ships overly constrain or encroach on the freedom and autonomy of individu-
als. Gilligan does not suggest that men never evidence a (feminine) morality of
care. Neither does she argue that women never evidence a (masculine) morality
of rights. Gilligan is speaking of tendencies within the population as a whole.
These tendencies do not necessarily reflect innate structures within the male and
female psyche. They may be artifacts of culture. Indeed, the morality of care may
have developed as a means for women to cope with life in a (patriarchal) world
that demanded constant sacrifice from them as sisters, wives, and mothers.

Gilligan warns that both feminine and masculine moral orientations have
their shortcomings. The morality of care, particularly when exercised by women
in relationships with men, may lead to dangerous self-sacrifice. The feminine
penchant for such behavior is best tempered, Gilligan suggests, when women
embrace aspects of a morality of rights. Incorporating this masculine morality
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produces a sense of integrity and independence and a willingness to stand up for
what one is due.

In turn, the equality of rights and hierarchy of rules promoted within a
masculine morality is best tempered by a morality of care. The feminine orien-
tation to the contextual nature of relationships may soften rigid rule-following
and the insistence on a formal equality of right. A morality of care may help
transform formal equality into a form of equity. We further explore the nature
of equity in chapter 6. For now, suffice it to say that equity goes beyond proce-
dural justice, the upholding of the rules of fair play, to ensure substantive jus-
tice, the achieving for each of a fair share.

Neither masculine nor feminine moralities are sufficient on their own.
Justice is best attained, Gilligan suggests, by balancing rights with care, law with
equity, and independence with responsibility to others. She maintains that
within each of us, the potential for masculine and feminine morality exists. The
goal is for men and women to let both voices speak together, achieving a more
harmonic balance.55

Following the work of Gilligan, other feminist theorists have suggested that
there are not only feminine and masculine ways of acting morally but also fem-
inine and masculine “ways of knowing.”56 That is to say, there is not only a fem-
inine ethics but also a distinct feminine epistemology. Knowledge in general, not
only moral knowledge, is gained and employed in particular ways by women.
Whereas men tend to view knowledge as an objective representation of reality
obtained through impartial observation, women view knowledge more contex-
tually. For women, knowledge consists in the discovery of networks of relations.
Knowledge is developed through mutual exchanges that reveal the nature of
these networks. Again, the point is not that women and men cannot or do not
ever “know” things in the same manner. But distinct tendencies exist for each
sex.

If women’s cultural mores, psychologies, and epistemologies are signifi-
cantly different from men’s, how and why does this arise? Nancy Chodorow, a
feminist psychoanalyst, offers an explanation of these differences based on the
early socialization of children. A girl’s sexuality and sense of self, Chodorow the-
orizes, is “ascribed” to her through her relationship with her caretaker mother.
It is experienced as given rather than earned. She naturally integrates herself into
her world through an identification with her same-sex caretaker. Thus a girl
comes to understand her identity as expressive of her own nature rather than
dependent on specific achievements.

In most societies, a boy grows up largely in his father’s absence, as work roles
supersede caretaker roles for adult men. A boy’s sexuality and sense of self are
therefore much less the product of his identification with a same-sex, nurturing
parent. Instead, a boy’s identity must be “achieved” in distinction, and perhaps
in opposition, to the caretaker mother. Achieving a stable male identity becomes
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a matter of asserting independence from the mother. It is a product of a defen-
sive demarcation of ego boundaries. The independent, aggressive nature of the
male identity is further accentuated by the cultural emphasis on the active rather
than receptive character of the male sexual act.

Female identity is socialized as a relational being, Chodorow observes,
whereas male identity, constantly in need of demonstration, is socialized as an
assertive and often competitive doing. Feminine identity is a discovery of one’s
place in the world, while masculine identity is an assertion of one’s prerogative
to act in the world. This difference in the development of male and female iden-
tities in early childhood produces a disjunctive and hierarchical social structure
according to Chodorow. Male values of independence, competitive achieve-
ment, and aggressivity oppose, dominate, and are reinforced by female values of
dependence, caretaking, and passivity. At the same time, a general antagonism
to women and a fear of female authority arise, owing to the predominant role of
women in parenting.

The psychological development of children, in other words, has important,
and potentially dangerous, consequences for public life. Chodorow concludes
that “until masculine identity does not depend on men’s proving themselves,
their doing will be a reaction to insecurity rather than a creative exercise of their
humanity, and woman’s being, far from being an easy and positive acceptance of
self, will be a resignation to inferiority.”57 Once again, the private and personal
realm of gender, childhood, and the family asserts its political significance. The
general recommendation made by Chodorow and many other feminists is that
fathers should take a greater role in childrearing. Were this to occur, men and
women would eventually develop more balanced moralities, epistemologies, and
identities.

Surveying the different ways men and women are socialized, feminists sug-
gest that what it means to be a man or woman is something that may change
over time and space. Gender roles are largely a function of the historical period
and cultural environment. Simone de Beauvoir put the point succinctly in The
Second Sex, writing, “one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.”58 Actu-
ally, one does not simply become a woman in some generic sense, one becomes
a certain sort of woman. For this reason, feminists who argue for an “essential”
nature that defines all women have been sharply criticized.59 They have been
criticized mostly by other feminists, who insist that any attempt to define a
female essence would privilege the characteristics of certain sorts of women (e.g.,
women belonging to a particular class, race, ethnic group, sexual, or ideological
orientation) while depreciating others.

Carol Gilligan, for instance, has been criticized for speaking about a femi-
nine morality in general when in fact the women she interviewed were all col-
lege students in the United States. Perhaps, then, what Gilligan assumes to be a
feminine morality is really a privileged, white, middle-class morality. Gilligan’s
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study may ignore the distinctive moralities of racial and ethnic minority women
within the United States, who remain underrepresented in American colleges, as
well as the distinct moralities of women of color living in developing societies.
When feminists, in their effort to champion the cause of women, speak on
behalf of “all women” or claim to have discovered the essence of woman’s nature,
they may obscure more differences than they reveal. With this in mind, feminist
Hester Eisenstein deplores the “false universalism” in certain feminist writings.60

John Stuart Mill anticipated Beauvoir’s famous statement, writing that
“what is now called the nature of women is an eminently artificial thing—the
result of forced repression in some directions, unnatural stimulation in others.”
To the extent his assessment was accurate, Mill recognized, it applied not only
to the construction of female identities but also to the construction of male
identities. He goes on to state: “I deny that any one knows, or can know, the
nature of the two sexes, as long as they have only been seen in their present rela-
tion to one another.”61 Mill’s warnings bring home the point that sexual iden-
tity remains largely a product of historical and cultural context.

Feminism, Liberalism, and Patriarchy
John Stuart Mill was an early feminist, though the term was not current in his
day. He was also a liberal. In the Western world today, many, perhaps even most,
feminists consider themselves to be liberal feminists, as opposed to socialist fem-
inists, conservative feminists, or radical feminists.62 Yet most feminist theorists,
including liberal feminists, remain wary of the traditional forms of liberal poli-
tics and liberal political theory. Liberalism evidences an overarching concern to
promote individual liberty. It generally does so by establishing (legal) boundaries
between independent individuals in order to proscribe illegitimate interference
by government or society. Consequently, liberal theory is primarily concerned
with securing individual rights through the rule of law.

In much liberal theory, law is understood to be promulgated by a limited,
neutral government whose legitimacy derives from a social contract. The social
contract establishes governmental rule through the uncoerced agreement of
independent and autonomous individuals who wish to escape the anarchy of a
state of nature. Many feminists claim that liberalism’s origins in social contract
theory belie its masculinist tendencies. The charge is that liberalism focuses on
the male concern for the protection of individual rights and independence while
ignoring the feminine concern for the sustaining of relationships and commu-
nity. Most starkly put, the charge is that “liberalism has no place for women as
women.”63 Women must think and act like independent men to fit into a lib-
eral world.

Feminists argue that the reason liberalism in general, and liberalism based
on social contract theory in particular, has such a tough time with the obliga-
tions implicit in relationships and communities is that liberal theorists begin
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with the wrong premises. They assume, originally, the independent existence of
autonomous (male) actors who are faced with the task of negotiating a fair
means of establishing and maintaining a peaceful collective existence. Thomas
Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau are early social contract theo-
rists credited with outlining the original boundaries of liberal politics. A con-
temporary liberal theorist and philosopher, John Rawls, has carried on this
tradition.

Rawls asks us to imagine ourselves in an “original position” that serves a
similar purpose as the imagined state of nature in traditional social contract
theory. The original position is not proposed as an actual or even imaginary his-
toric event. It is an intellectual abstraction that simply clears the ground for
theorizing. In the original position we find ourselves situated behind a “veil of
ignorance.” Behind this veil, we remain unaware of our class position and social
status, our race and religion, our abilities, predispositions, and propensities, our
natural strengths and weaknesses, and our future life prospects. Were everyone
situated behind a veil of ignorance, Rawls argues, people would not be able to
design principles of justice that favored their own individual conditions or
attributes. Not knowing what place in society one occupied, one would estab-
lish a social contract that was as fair as possible to everyone. People situated in
the original position would negotiate a contract that safeguarded individual
rights and liberties, maintained equality of opportunity, fairly distributed pri-
mary goods, and ensured that those inequalities that did arise in society were
arranged so that they somehow benefited the least advantaged.64

Rawls’s theory of justice is a masterpiece of contemporary liberal political
theory. From a feminist perspective, however, it has serious shortcomings. Like
all liberal social contract theories, Rawls’s work is primarily concerned with
maintaining the greatest autonomy possible for individuals who negotiate with
each other from positions of potential rivalry. People negotiating in the original
position are fearful of each other’s freedom. Like the inhabitants of the state of
nature, they are willing to give up some of their autonomy in exchange for the
increased security of an ordered social life. A feminist thinker explains the prob-
lem with such assumptions:

Giving theoretical primacy to contract relationships and the choices
made by independent individuals is possible only by imagining a “state
of nature” made up of unrelated adults. But no one is born that way.
Our first and most fundamental human relationships are those of trust
and dependence as infants, and any society that will reproduce itself
has to create the conditions under which such diffuse obligations will
be satisfied. If mother-and-child, rather than adult male, is seen as the
basic human unit, creating community does not seem so fraught with
difficulty, nor does competition seem the archetypal human emotion.65
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The way we theorize ourselves—from a masculinist perspective of competitive,
autonomous individuals in a state of nature or from a feminist perspective of
community members held together by naturalized obligations—plays a signifi-
cant role in deciding how we construct and foresee our collective life. Rawls
invokes justice—understood as the rules of fairness negotiated by autonomous
individuals—as the “first virtue” of any society. Feminists encourage us to reflect
upon different social and political histories, and imagine different social and
political futures. Inspired by these feminist concerns, Owen Flanagan writes,

All societies, just or unjust, stable or unstable, egalitarian or nonegali-
tarian, presuppose prior relations of care between new members and
those members involved in child rearing. There is in the end something
misleading in the widely held view that justice is the first virtue of soci-
ety. . . . [F]rom the point of view of one very natural perspective, there
is no incoherence in thinking of care as at least as fundamental as jus-
tice—for it is care between children and their caretakers that creates the
possibility conditions for identity, individual character, family, and
wider community in the first place.66

The quest for a feminist justice may at times subordinate justice to other social
virtues, such as care.

Feminist theorists seek to reconstruct the mores that ground our self-
conceptions and our politics so that more women’s voices may be heard and
more feminine points of view taken into account. Many feminists have focused
on the oppression that occurs when their voices and perspectives are systemati-
cally ignored or suppressed. Other feminists are wary of any effort that describes
women in the role of victim. The danger, they argue, is that by constantly por-
traying women as victims of oppression and men as their oppressors, these per-
nicious roles may actually be reinforced. The description of women as stripped
of power, as no longer agents but merely passive recipients or depositories of the
mores of a patriarchal culture, is neither historically accurate nor psychologically
helpful. Women, it is suggested, should view themselves not as weaker victims
but as equals, and occasionally as moral superiors. Moreover, many women
already exercise the social, economic, and political power to back up these views.

Susan Moller Okin observes that as many as one out of every three house-
holds worldwide is headed by a single female and that these households experi-
ence a significantly higher rate of poverty than those headed by males.67 Other
feminists point to the fact that in many countries women bear by far the largest
share of the daily workload both in the field and at home. In many societies,
women carry out more than 70 percent of the agricultural work in addition to
their domestic chores. Yet they still languish with lower levels of nutrition, edu-
cation, social status, economic opportunity, and political power. Feminists are
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aware that these “facts” relating to the unjust conditions in which women live
may be employed in different ways. To view women as casualties of a patriarchal
world is to promote a debilitating “victim feminism.” To focus on the feminine
strengths and resources that have allowed women to prevail under such oppres-
sive conditions—managing households, caring for children, carrying on work
outside the home, and becoming politically active—is to promote a more invig-
orating “power feminism.”68

The differences between men and women, when coupled with the exercise
of power, often lead to inequality and injustice. Feminists take on the dual task
of criticizing this oppression while celebrating the potential development and
often the actual flourishing of women in the midst of such adversity. They also
take on the difficult task of balancing the struggle for equality with the celebra-
tion of difference. The pursuit of gender justice is grounded in this balance. It
is also grounded in the realization that the boundary between private and pub-
lic realms is permeable and that the relationship between private and public
realms remains a political one.

In their writings, most contemporary feminist theorists criticize both the
enduring and oppressive legacies of patriarchy as well as the implicit assump-
tions, conceptual categorizations, and tactical maneuvers carried out by other
feminists who, like them, seek to end this oppression. Feminist contestation of
feminism constitutes the burden and privilege of a tradition of thought that has
become sufficiently strong and rich to benefit from self-criticism.

The Politics of Class

François Fourier (1772–1837), a French socialist with a utopian project for agri-
cultural communes, observed that the degree of woman’s emancipation is the
natural measure of the general emancipation of a society. Friedrich Engels
(1820–95), a German thinker who moved to England to manage his father’s tex-
tile factory, agreed with Fourier. In advocating the equality of women, Engels
was following a tradition among socialist and communist thinkers that extends
back 2,500 years. In the Republic, Plato proposed the creation of a communis-
tic society in which women are fully emancipated and treated as equals. One
suspects that Plato’s proposal might have been ironic. Engels was very serious.

Engels believed that the oppression of women would cease only after most
other forms of oppression had ceased. Long after the slaves had lost their chains,
the serfs had won their freedom, and wage laborers had gained their full eco-
nomic rights, women in society would still remain second-class citizens. The end
to their oppression, therefore, would mark the end of oppression in general.
Engels was the long-time collaborator and friend of Karl Marx (1818–83), a
German philosopher who became the most important theorist of communism.
Apart from a few of Engels’s later writings, notably The Origin of the Family,
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Private Property and the State, and even fewer statements from Marx, however,
the question of gender did not find a voice in the work of these thinkers. (Marx
wrote a short journalistic essay in 1842 entitled “On the Divorce Bill,” but this
article argued against the liberalization of divorce laws that discriminated against
women.) For the most part, Marx and Engels were preoccupied with other
issues. Their major concern was not the emancipation of women but the eman-
cipation of the working class.

For Marx and Engels, economic oppression, not sexism, was the most
salient issue. To the extent that they were concerned with women’s oppression,
they presumed that gender inequality would be adequately addressed once eco-
nomic injustices in society were resolved. Contemporary feminists largely dis-
agree, arguing that issues of gender should not be conflated with or
subordinated to class interests, however much gender and class remain related
concerns. By concentrating solely on the significance of (men in) economic pro-
duction, feminists suggest, many socialists neglect the significance of (women
in) biological reproduction.69 A strict economic focus may blind one to the
inherent injustice of patriarchy. However unwilling feminists are to conflate
gender with class, they are well aware of the political importance of economic
oppression, which affects women more severely than men throughout the world.
Thus many feminists inform their thinking by studying Marxist theory.70

Karl Marx’s concern with economic oppression was already evident in his
youth. His early career as a journalist led him to confront the plight of the
impoverished grape growers of the Moselle region of his native Germany and the
plight of peasant wood gatherers who were forbidden to make use of the forests
of the nobility. Steeped in German philosophy during his days as a student at
the University of Berlin, Marx took on the task of theorizing the origins and
dynamics of these economic disparities. In turn, he wrote broadly about the
nature of labor, class interests, and class conflict in capitalistic society and of the
potential for a communist revolution to supersede capitalism.

In an early work written in 1843 called “On the Jewish Question,” Marx
analyzed religious freedom, an issue of much interest in his day. Specifically, he
examined the question of whether the Jewish people of Germany should be
granted full political rights. Hitherto their religion had kept Jews from becom-
ing political (and professional) equals in the Christian German state. (Marx’s
father had converted to Christianity, as laws made it impossible for him to prac-
tice law as a Jew.) Liberal thinkers at the time suggested that the remedy for this
injustice entailed a full separation of church and state. Religious belief should
become a wholly private affair, rather than a matter of state sanctioning and
enforcement. With state religion abolished, liberals believed, the traditional reli-
gious rationale for excluding Jews from politics would no longer be valid. Jewish
people, like any other religious group, would gain their full political rights.
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Marx acknowledged that this liberal solution constituted an advance over
the Christianized German state, which was a remnant of theocratic feudal times.
However, he argued that the liberal proposal did not go far enough. (It is here
that we first glimpse Marx’s genius and the kernel of his radicalism.) Marx
claimed that making religion a private affair would not fully emancipate the
Jews. Nor, for that matter, would it further the emancipation of Christian Ger-
mans. Political emancipation, Marx argued, is not a final emancipation. In the
liberal state, one gains “religious liberty” to be sure. But one is not therefore “lib-
erated from religion.” An adequate emancipation would entail the end of reli-
gious belief altogether.

Why should Marx care whether people believe in God? What possible polit-
ical significance could one’s private religious beliefs have, assuming the state
and the church have been adequately separated? Religious belief, Marx holds, is
a symptom of a political life stripped of its full potential. Following the argu-
ment of a contemporary thinker named Ludwig Feuerbach, Marx maintains
that religious belief is rooted in dissatisfaction with the conditions of our
worldly existence. Religious scripture promises that suffering on earth will be
compensated for by heavenly happiness. But scripture is not written by the hand
of God, Marx observes. It is written, and believed, by human beings—because
they are unable to fulfill their desires in this life. Thus they imagine a God who
will reward them in an afterlife. In a now-famous phrase, Marx captured this
thesis. He writes, “Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the sentiment
of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the
people.”71 According to Marx, religion is an anesthetic that dulls our sense of
earthly pain and oppression and produces delusions of a blissful beyond. The
problem with such a drug is that it saps our drive for social reform and hence
keeps us from bettering our present conditions here on earth. That is a political
concern.

Alienation and Revolution
By keeping us from understanding the true nature of our present conditions and
working to improve them, Marx holds, religion fosters alienation (the German
word is Entfremdung, literally “estrangement”). Alienation keeps us strangers
from ourselves, from our world, and from our full potential as human beings. It
marks the extensive gap between humanity’s condition and humanity’s possibil-
ities. Marx writes, 

The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of men, is a demand
for their real happiness. The call to abandon their illusions about their
condition is a call to abandon a condition which requires illusions. The
criticism of religion is, therefore, the embryonic criticism of this vale of
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tears of which religion is the halo. . . . The immediate task of philo-
sophy, which is in the service of history, is to unmask human self-
alienation in its secular form now that it has been unmasked in its
sacred form. Thus the criticism of heaven is transformed into the 
criticism of earth, the criticism of religion into the criticism of law, 
and the criticism of theology into the criticism of politics.72

For Karl Marx, the struggle against religion was the necessary forestage to a
more extensive struggle against oppressive and alienating social and political
conditions.

Religion is the symptom of a larger problem. The impoverished conditions
under which people suffer in this world stimulate the need for the emotional
and spiritual opiate of religion. Poverty, however, is not the sole issue. If it were,
wealthy individuals would never become religious. The real problem, of which
religion is merely a symptom, is the general dissatisfaction with worldly life.
Being satisfied with one’s condition on earth is not simply a matter of having
enough money and never suffering from material want. To be truly satisfied one
must achieve one’s full potential as a human being—and human beings do not
live by bread alone. We are primarily social and political animals, Marx insists,
and we need to live as integral parts of communities. Social alienation, which
keeps us from achieving our full potential as political animals, is the ultimate
cause of our dissatisfactions. The alienation that results from poverty is effec-
tively the by-product of a deeper alienation inherent in the injustices that dis-
rupt and destroy human communities.

Poverty, at least in the modern age, is itself a symptom of the deeper malaise
of class society. The chief concern for Marx, therefore, was not “naturally exist-
ing poverty,” which he believed had all but disappeared in the industrial nations
of his time. The chief concern was “poverty artificially produced.” This artificial
poverty was the direct consequence of the “disintegration of society.”73 In mod-
ern times, Marx argues, poverty is a product of the gross economic inequality
that exists between different classes of people. A class society is a society chiefly
defined by its economic cleavages and its resulting economic injustice. A society
grounded in economic injustice is a disintegrated society. It is disunited, filled
with antagonisms, torn by conflicts, and saturated with alienation.

Marx’s concern with social alienation stems from his assessment of human
nature. Marx assumes that humans are in essence “species beings”—inherently
collective or communal in nature. To achieve their full potential, Marx reasons,
human beings would have to establish a truly communal life. Throughout his-
tory, fear and greed have pitted human beings against one another. A world of
scarce resources has made one person’s gain another person’s loss. As a result, the
world became populated by self-interested individuals who dominate and
exploit one another in their endless pursuit of wealth and power. In failing to
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live collectively harmonious lives, human beings become alienated from their
species being. They no longer identify themselves—their knowledge, skills, and
achievements—with humanity as a whole. Instead, they perceive themselves as
living in competition and conflict. This alienation is suffered by rich and poor
alike. But for the poor, as they scrape out a living in the sweat of their brows,
the suffering is compounded by extreme material want. Their suffering is not
only emotional, psychological, and spiritual but also physical.

Marx suggests that the working poor are alienated in multiple ways. First,
workers are alienated from the products of their labor. These products do not
constitute a lasting tribute to the virtues of workers, as a painting testifies to the
skill of the artist and becomes a prized achievement. Instead, the goods pro-
duced by workers belong solely to the capitalist who pays their wages. The cap-
italist treats the products of labor as mere commodities to be bought and sold in
the marketplace. They have no intrinsic value for the workers themselves and
have only an instrumental, economic value for the capitalist. Second, workers
are alienated from the processes of labor. The division of labor in society forces
them to perform menial and uninteresting work, such as assembly-line produc-
tion, that cannot release their full potential as creative, thinking, feeling human
beings. Third, workers are alienated from their fellow human beings. Always
threatened by poverty and the loss of their means of subsistence, workers view
capitalists as exploiters and fellow workers as competitors for scarce jobs. Fourth,
workers are alienated from nature. Caught up in the system of capitalist pro-
duction and its endless pursuit of profit, workers cease to cherish the earth as a
home. Instead, it becomes a storehouse of resources to be ruthlessly exploited
and continuously transformed into saleable products. Finally, Marx observes,
workers become alienated from themselves. Viewed as labor power by the capi-
talists, workers eventually come to think of themselves as commodities to be
bought and sold in the market for the price of wages.

The solution to the problem of alienation is social revolution. Only revolu-
tion, Marx believed, could wipe out class distinctions, economic injustice, and
alienation. To succeed in this endeavor, a social revolution would have to abol-
ish private property. The abolition of private property is crucial because the right
to acquire private property fosters the unequal accumulation of wealth. The
unequal accumulation of wealth fosters the unequal exercise of power based on
wealth. And the unequal exercise of power based on wealth leads to the devel-
opment of an inegalitarian, hierarchical, and alienated society. Thus the theory
of communism, Marx wrote, “may be summed up in the single sentence:
Abolition of private property.”74

Without private property there would be no economic disparities. In a soci-
ety without class divisions, where property was held in common and equally
shared, human beings could realize the fullness of human life unsullied by want,
greed, or exploitation. Communistic life after the revolution would not only be
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free of economic conflict. Marx believed that it would be free of all social con-
flicts, including those between the sexes. For Marx, conflict is a symptom of
social alienation. Like differences in religious belief, all sources of conflict will
disappear, Marx argues, once the social divisions inherent in an alienated eco-
nomic existence are ended.

Ideology
Marx’s belief that the right economic and social conditions would put an end
to human dissatisfaction and conflict was grounded in his rejection of German
idealist philosophy, particularly the philosophic idealism of G.W.F. Hegel
(1770–1831). Idealists argue that action follows from thought, and that thought
is fundamentally free. They maintain that the realm of ideas (thought and
understanding) constitutes the true engine of history. The world we construct
around us is, ultimately, a reflection of our minds. 

Marx, in contrast, was a materialist. He holds that idealism actually inverts
reality: ideas are the effect, not the cause, of the material conditions in which we
live. Marx argues that human beings are distinguished from other animals not
because they have ideas but because they produce their own means of subsis-
tence by way of organized labor.75 In turn, the way people collectively produce
their means of subsistence determines the ideas they have. As Marx famously
states, “life is not determined by consciousness, but consciousness by life.”76

What one thinks, values, and believes, in other words, is a function of one’s eco-
nomic and social environment. The type of society one lives in and the class of
which one is a member largely determine one’s identity. Hence greed, selfish-
ness, and all other human vices could be abolished, Marx holds, if individuals
were raised in the proper social and economic environment.

History, Hegel argued, is the systematic unfolding of the Idea in time.
While Marx rejected Hegelian idealism, he retained Hegel’s belief in progressive
historical development. However, he melded it with Feuerbach’s materialism.
The result was a labor-based theory of history. Society, Marx argued, developed
progressively through periods of revolutionary upheaval and adjustment. All his-
tory is the history of class conflict, according to Marx, and he concluded that
class conflict in his day had developed to the point of requiring a final, trans-
formative revolution.

While criticizing the idealist tradition, Marx also attempted to explain how
and why it arose in terms of its own material conditions. The idealist belief that
innate freedom allows us to determine our beliefs, values, and identities, Marx
argues, is itself a product of the particular social and economic conditions under
which idealists live. Specifically, idealism is the product of a society that has,
through the division of labor, separated those whose work is primarily mental
from those whose work is primarily manual. Those who engage in mental labor
generally exercise most of the power in a society because they control the means
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of production or are strategically aligned with those who do. By internalizing the
effects of their social power, those who engage primarily in mental labor come
to believe that the realm of ideas is not only independent from, but actually con-
stitutes a greater historical force than, the material conditions of life. Owing to
the preponderant social power of idealists, their belief in the independence of
thought becomes widely disseminated. Indeed, it becomes accepted as a univer-
sal truth. The ideas of the ruling class in a society, Marx observes, become the
ruling ideas of that society.

Marx calls these ruling ideas ideology. For Marx, an ideology is a system of
ideas that distorts or inverts reality but becomes widely accepted as true owing
to the power of those whose interests these ideas primarily serve. When poor and
powerless people are duped into holding beliefs and adopting values that best
serve the interests of their exploiters, ideology is to blame. Marx describes these
victims of ideology as having a false consciousness that keeps them from under-
standing and pursuing their true interests. By justifying economic inequalities
and social hierarchy, ideology provides the ruling class with a rationale for its
power and privilege while disseminating among the working class a set of beliefs
and values that makes them complacent with their hardships. Industrial work-
ers with false consciousness believe that they have freely contracted with
employers to give a fair day’s labor for a fair wage. In actuality, Marx suggests,
these workers are being systematically exploited by a parasitic economic system
that has, through its cooptation of religious leaders and intellectuals, produced
a powerful ideology. While the capitalists get rich owing to their workers’ hard
labors, the workers, who are the actual producers of wealth, remain oppressed
and impoverished. Ideology keeps workers from recognizing this injustice.

A successful ideology defines reality to serve particular (upper class) inter-
ests while at the same time ensuring that those (from a lower class) who suffer
under this definition of reality willingly accept it as true. Ideology is important
to Marx because it explains how an exploited class of people can be kept in sub-
mission when it would be in their interest to engage in revolutionary action.
Nevertheless, Marx maintains that revolution cannot be staved off forever.
Regardless of the power of the ruling class and its ideology, social upheavals are
inevitable. The reason has little to do with the power of revolutionary ideas,
including those Marx himself propagated. In this regard, Marx was consistent
with his materialist premises. Not changes in thinking and beliefs, but changes
in material conditions are what really matters. A brief look into Marx’s theory of
history will demonstrate why.

History and Class Conflict
As a materialist, Marx argued that thoughts, moral values, religious beliefs, and
social relationships are all products of the “forces of production.” The forces of
production are the material and social conditions that allow us to produce our
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means of subsistence. The forces of production include the means of produc-
tion, that is, the raw materials and technology at hand, as well as the mode of
production, also known as the relations of production, which refers to the social
organization of labor. The mode of production is the economic structure under
which people make their livings. The mode of production changes over time,
synchronized with the technological development of the means of production.
With changes in the means and mode of production come changes in the social
and political values and beliefs that the means and mode of production create as
ideological supports.

At certain points in history, as technological innovation (means of produc-
tion) proceeds apace, the economic structure (mode of production) fails to keep
up. The values, beliefs, and social relations that issue from this economic struc-
ture appear increasingly unjust. When this occurs, a society becomes ripe for
revolution. The revolution topples the old mode of production and institutes a
new one better suited to the means of production currently in place. In turn, the
entire superstructure of cultural, political, and legal relations is catapulted for-
ward so as to become realigned with the base formed by the current level of tech-
nological and economic development.

The entire history of humankind, for Marx, may be described as a history
of technological and economic change and the social revolutions that follow
from it. Thousands of years ago, when the means of production were based on
primitive methods of agriculture, the mode of production was based on slavery.
Slavery was deemed necessary to satisfy the demands of free men in a world
where making ends meet was extraordinarily labor intensive. Improvements in
agricultural methods during medieval times brought about relations of serfdom.
Serfs owed allegiance and service to their lords and were tied to their lord’s lands,
but they maintained certain hereditary rights and supported their families by
their own labor. In turn, the development of such technology as spinning jen-
nies and steam engines created the need for factory workers. The feudal social
relation of serfdom was abolished. Serfs left the land to work as independent
laborers in cities. Wage labor, a money economy, and the system of capitalism
developed.

Marx projected this historic link between the means and relations of pro-
duction into the future. The further development of technology under capital-
ism, Marx speculated, would allow for a vast production of wealth sufficient to
eliminate poverty. Poverty would no longer be the natural, unavoidable condi-
tion of the majority of humankind. To the extent poverty continued to exist, it
would be artificially produced by the class divisions in society. Eventually, the
large working class, or proletariat, would come to understand that the cause of
its suffering was its unnecessary exploitation by a much smaller capitalist class,
the bourgeoisie. The proletariat would organize and revolt, overturning the eco-
nomic system, ending the privileges of the bourgeoisie, and putting an end to
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all class distinctions. A communist society would be born in which every form
of inequality would disappear.

With the arrival of the highest phase of communistic society, Marx pro-
posed, humanity would end alienation in all its forms. No longer would indi-
viduals be estranged from the products or processes of their labor, from one
another, from nature, or from themselves. Each individual would rediscover its
species being and freely and unresentfully contribute to the common good. No
longer would the limitations of equality under the law or even equality of oppor-
tunity constrict individuals’ needs and growth. For Marx, equal rights, which he
calls “bourgeois rights,” actually constitute a “right of inequality.” Because bour-
geois rights recognize and accept the inequality of individual endowments, those
individuals with the greatest intelligence and strength, or the greatest ruthless-
ness, cunning, and inherited wealth, rise to the top of society. Equal rights thus
actually protect and promote social inequality. In contrast, concrete needs, not
abstract rights, determine social relations in communist society. Here labor
ceases to be a necessary burden to life. It becomes instead life’s “prime want.”
Labor becomes the chief means of self-fulfillment. In such an unalienated soci-
ety, Marx suggested, everyone would joyfully contribute to the common good
and none would go without. The banner hanging over this utopian world would
read, “From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs!”77

As a youth, Marx was already inclined toward such utopian visions. In 1835,
he reflected on his own future, writing in a school essay that

the main principle, however, which must guide us in the selection of a
vocation is the welfare of humanity, our own perfection. One should
not think that these two interests combat each other, that the one must
destroy the other. Rather, man’s nature makes it possible for him to
reach his fulfillment only by working for the perfection and welfare of
his society.78

Marx’s understanding of human nature—his definition of human beings as
species beings—structured his economic, social, and political theory.

Though collaborating with Engels extensively, Marx was the more formid-
able thinker as well as the chief writer. Engels recognized this. Indeed, he pro-
vides us with the best summary of those ideas that belong “solely and exclusively
to Marx” and constitute the core of Marxism. Karl Marx, Engels wrote, discov-
ered that

economic production and the structure of society of every historical
epoch necessarily arising therefrom constitute the foundations for the
political and intellectual history of that epoch; that consequently (ever
since the dissolution of the primeval communal ownership of land) all
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history has been a history of class struggles, of struggles between ex-
ploited and exploiting, between dominated and dominating classes at
various stages of social development; that this struggle, however, has
now reached a state where the exploited and oppressed class (the pro-
letariat) can no longer emancipate itself from the class which exploits
and oppresses it (the bourgeoisie), without at the same time forever
freeing the whole of society from exploitation, oppression and class
struggles.79

Because all history is the history of class struggle, history as we know it effec-
tively ends with the communist revolution. That is not to say that technological
innovation ceases or time stops. Nonetheless, the book of history, traditionally
written with the ink of blood and strife, can finally be closed because the engine
of class struggle disintegrates once its source—economic want and injustice—is
abolished.

Marx believed that anything that helped bring about the end of alienation
and class conflict was a good thing. He therefore considered capitalism a good
thing. It helped bring about the vast production of wealth that abolished the
“natural” state of poverty. At the same time, capitalism created the “artificial”
poverty that would foment an emancipating revolution. Though he praised its
historical role in bringing about communist society, Marx sharply criticized cap-
italism on all other counts. In capitalistic society, he believed, the scourge of
alienation reaches its greatest depths.

The problem of alienation is grounded in the division of labor, most sig-
nificantly the division between mental and physical labor that keeps people from
developing well-rounded lives. In a society where individual interests do not cor-
respond to collective interests, this division is unavoidable. In a competitive
marketplace, one is forced to do what one can to earn a living. Many are reduced
to the mind-numbing drudgery of repetitive physical labor. In the future com-
munist society, in contrast, work would no longer be a regrettable necessity but
a cherished form of self-expression. A rigid division of labor and harsh economic
needs would no longer force one to engage in certain activities and abstain from
others.

Marx writes,

in communist society, where nobody has one exclusive sphere of activ-
ity but each can become accomplished in any branch he wishes, society
regulates the general production and thus makes it possible for me to
do one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning,
fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticize after dinner,
just as I have a mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, shep-
herd or critic.80
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Marx argues that in capitalist society we are burdened with narrow economic
identities, rigidly circumscribed by an unjust division of labor. We are what we
do (for a living) and little else. In communist society, our identities would be
neither rigid nor static. We would be free to change them at will. There is, no
doubt, something extremely appealing, even intoxicating, about this sort of
freedom—especially when its exercise promises fully developed individuals and
a harmonious society.

Early theories of communism are to be found in the works of Plato, the
early and medieval millenarian Christians, Thomas More (1478–1535), the
Diggers and Levellers during the English Civil War and the Puritan Revolution
(1642–48), Claude Henri de Saint Simon (1760–1825), Robert Owen (1771–
1858), Charles Fourier (1772–1837; he provided inspiration for the communisti-
cally organized Brook Farm in Massachusetts), and Auguste Comte (1789–1857).
Marx, however, was critical of these thinkers for their idealism. He insisted that
communist society would be born only out of particular historical conditions
and revolutionary struggle. It would not emerge from wishful thinking or iso-
lated acts of altruism based on idealist premises. Hence Marx criticized his
socialist and communist predecessors for being utopian.

Yet Marx’s own thought is surely utopian. Are we to believe that the greed,
selfishness, and lust for power that have stained the pages of history with so
much blood can ever be fully eliminated from the human heart? Can what Marx
called the “muck of the ages” really be wiped away for good by means of revo-
lutionary activity? Will technology actually bring us to the point where life does
not demand a certain amount of undesirable labor? Common sense suggests
not.

There is, as well, good reason to worry whether such a world as Marx envi-
sions would be desirable even if it were possible. The social and governmental
power needed to ensure that individuals are nowhere exploited and that inequal-
ities never arise would have to be very extensive. Indeed, it would amount to
totalitarian control. Those wielding absolute power would not always employ it
virtuously, or give it up without a struggle when called to do so. One might be
particularly wary of the “vanguard” of revolutionaries that Marx believed would
take control during the transitional period between the dissolution of the bour-
geois state and the formation of the communist society.

The anarchist Bakunin, like Marx, hoped that exploited workers would rise
up against the bourgeois state. But unlike Marx, Bakunin was suspicious of the
dictatorship of the proletariat, however temporary its proposed tenure. Any rev-
olutionary elites acceding to power, Bakunin warned, “will no longer represent
the people, but only themselves and their claims to rulership over the people.”
Bakunin concluded that “those who doubt this know very little about human
nature.”81 The revolutionary ideals of an elite vanguard, Bakunin held, mask a
lust for power that will never exit history’s stage. Karl Marx, taking this criticism
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rather personally, counseled Bakunin to “send all his nightmares about author-
ity to the devil.”82 Apparently a nerve had been struck. As we reflect on the total-
itarian regimes of this century that claimed Marx as their inspiration, however,
Bakunin’s understanding of human nature and his worries about power appear
vindicated.

We can nonetheless appreciate Marx’s many theoretical insights. Although
Marx exaggerates the role played by the division of labor and shortchanges the
many other social relationships that affect us, he does illuminate how our eco-
nomic role in society substantially shapes our identities. He also illustrates how
ideology plays a role in legitimating unjust economic structures. By reading
Marx, we may better understand how we are blinded or constrained by our
social circumstances and the identities we adopt within them, whether as
women or men, laborers or business people, students or teachers, religious
believers or atheists.

This is not to suggest that we are complete prisoners of social circumstances
or material conditions. It would be taking on the worst and foregoing the best
in Marx to believe so. Marx was a materialist, but he was not a fatalist or a strict
economic determinist. He did not hold, or at least did not consistently hold,
that our material conditions completely determine what we value and believe,
and what we struggle to protect or overturn. Marx concluded that “circum-
stances make men just as much as men make circumstances.”83 The latter half
of this phrase should not be ignored.

Certain Marxist theorists, beginning in nineteenth century, argued that
Marx was never an economic determinist but that Engels’s influence often made
it seem so. We may, with this in mind, appreciate Marx’s own criticism of rigid
materialism. This naive and undynamic perspective maintains simply that “men
are products of circumstances and upbringing, and that, therefore, changed men
are products of other circumstances and changed upbringing.” This is fine as far
as it goes, Marx observes, but we must not forget “that it is men who change cir-
cumstances.”84 In other words, while Marx argues that we are products of our
environment, and more specifically products of our technological and economic
environment, he also insists that we have the opportunity, as social and political
beings, to transform our world. Both modern and postmodern theorists have
effectively employed Marx as a guide in this effort.85

Communism versus Socialism
Marx advocated the pursuit of a completely unalienated existence through the
abolition of private property. The only viable means we have to change our
world, he argued, is revolution. Yet Marx himself began his career not as a rev-
olutionary communist but as a reform-oriented socialist, and his work has con-
tributed greatly to socialist thought of the past century.

Socialists generally do not advocate the revolutionary abolition of private
property. They prefer strong governmental regulations that restrict the sorts of
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private property that can be owned, the means by which wealth may be pro-
duced and obtained, and the amount of wealth one can produce and obtain rel-
ative to one’s fellow citizens. In an effort to temper class distinctions without
abolishing private property altogether, socialists generally advocate highly pro-
gressive systems of taxation. This taxation limits the rate at which wealth may be
accumulated and redistributes it so as to alleviate poverty and ensure equality of
opportunity. Frequently socialists argue that the government, as the representa-
tive of the society as a whole, should own the means of production by which cer-
tain basic goods and services are produced. Public ownership of key means of
production, socialists believe, will ensure that society is never held hostage by
capitalists for the provision of its basic needs.

Unlike communists, socialists generally do not believe in the necessity of
social revolution. Gradual reform is possible. They hold that incremental
change, a process of social evolution, may produce a just society in the future
without overturning the full panoply of material conditions upon which the
current society operates. It has been said, with this in mind, that communists
are simply socialists in a hurry. But there is more to the distinction between
communism and socialism than a matter of patience. Like liberals, socialists
worry that many important individual rights and freedoms would be quashed in
a violent revolution. These rights and freedoms, if sacrificed to revolutionary
zeal, might never be fully resuscitated. Unlike communists, socialists are skepti-
cal about the possibility of achieving a fully egalitarian society free of all forms
of alienation. Therefore they are willing to tolerate many forms of private prop-
erty, the social inequities these produce, and the frustrations of gradual change,
in order to safeguard individual liberties.

For many contemporary socialists, the goal is not so much to overthrow lib-
eralism as to transform it through greater democratic participation and social
equality. For instance, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, socialists of a post-
modern temperament, maintain that “the task of the Left therefore cannot be to
renounce liberal-democratic ideology, but on the contrary, to deepen and
expand it in the direction of a radical and plural democracy.”86 As “post-
Marxists,” Laclau and Mouffe seek to move “beyond the theoretical and politi-
cal horizon of Marxism” in order to locate the socialist struggle for economic
equality within the wider and deeper struggle for greater democracy.87

Even those unwilling to give up the Marxist banner, such as political theo-
rist Ralph Miliband, suggest that the promotion and safeguarding of certain lib-
eral rights goes hand in hand with greater social equality. Because economic life
cannot be separated from political life, Miliband argues, political equality can
never really be achieved or maintained in a capitalist system. Miliband writes,
“Unequal economic power, on the scale and of the kind encountered in
advanced capitalist societies, inherently produces political inequality, on a more
or less commensurate scale, whatever the constitution may say.” In capitalistic
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societies, therefore, civil and political liberties are often “a mere cloak for class
domination.”88 Miliband acknowledges nonetheless that “the civic freedoms
which, however inadequately and precariously, form part of bourgeois democ-
racy are the product of centuries of unremitting popular struggles. The task of
Marxist politics is to defend these freedoms; and to make possible their exten-
sion and enlargement by the removal of their class boundaries.”89 The remain-
ing question, then, is whether these class boundaries are to be removed by means
of revolution or by the slower processes of democratically-based reform.

If the latter course is taken, then Miliband’s neo-Marxism amounts to
socialism. Indeed, it may even approach a highly egalitarian form of liberalism,
as the struggle for greater social equality is grounded in an overarching concern
for individual rights and well-being. Indeed, many liberal theorists endorse a
“democratic welfare state” that has many socialist qualities. Here the market is
regulated “to reduce or ameliorate the socially adverse effects of essentially self-
interested exchanges” and the state provides both free education and “a level of
material well-being that is sufficient to enable [all] people to live at least mini-
mally ‘respectable’ lives.” These economic reforms are deemed necessary to pro-
vide the “means for everyone to attain full membership in society.”90 Economic
equality, therefore, is not the primary goal for liberals and socialists. Rather,
meeting basic economic needs is a means toward realizing the goal of greater
political equality.

Theorists critical of Marx who wish to make good use of his insights often
observe that social reform is a viable alternative to revolution. In turn, revolu-
tionary practice may fruitfully be understood in ways Marx never intended.
Practices may be considered revolutionary even though they do not entail large-
scale social upheaval. We might understand revolutionary practice to include
any individual’s attempt to do what Todorov maintains Columbus could not do:
escape from the self in order genuinely to discover the other. Perhaps it is a rev-
olutionary event whenever we learn to speak in a different voice, hear through
different ears, or see through different eyes. In many situations, there is no sub-
stitute for large-scale collective action, whether oriented to revolution or to
reform. Righting certain wrongs is impossible on a piecemeal, individual basis.
Yet developing one’s own abilities to perceive things from others’ perspectives
may both pave the way for necessary collective action and temper its excesses.

In an early essay, Marx wrote that we should strive to achieve a condition in
which our senses themselves become “directly in their practice theoreticians.”91

He meant to suggest that once we escape rigid (economic) identities that tightly
constrain experience, we may see and hear the world in new ways. Theory, in
this sense, is itself revolutionary—or at least potentially so. Theory is revolu-
tionary whenever it prompts us to construct or borrow lenses that enable new
perspectives.

Marx offers valuable insights into the nature of human alienation, but his
political legacy is troubled. At his best, Marx offers both a sustained argument
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for increased human equality as a means to fuller, richer lives and a cogent expla-
nation of why this equality has not yet been realized. At his worst, Marx plays
into the hands of those who, under the guise of pursuing equality, would destroy
freedom, shackle individuality, and stifle difference. By exploring ideological
constraints, we may challenge prejudices that serve to perpetuate injustice. To
attribute false consciousness to another person, however, suggests that one
knows a person’s interests better than that person herself does or can. This is a
potentially antidemocratic assumption. The totalitarian communist regimes of
this century testify to its danger. The economic equality that was achieved in
these regimes was paid for in the coin of political inequality, as absolute rulers
presided over largely powerless subjects.

R.H. Tawney (1880–1962), a British historian and social theorist, offers one
of the most concise statements about the needed limits to the quest for equality.
He writes,

To criticize inequality and to desire equality is not, as is sometimes
suggested, to cherish the romantic illusion that men [and women] are
equal in character and intelligence. It is to hold that, while their natu-
ral endowments differ profoundly, it is the mark of a civilized society
to aim at eliminating such inequalities as have their source, not in indi-
vidual differences, but in its own organization, and that individual dif-
ferences, which are a source of social energy, are more likely to ripen
and find expression if social inequalities are, as far as practicable,
diminished.92

The question that Tawney’s remarks beg, of course, is what diminishment of
social inequalities is practicable?

A good start is had by saying that it is not appropriate to diminish social
inequalities if this effort suppresses more difference than it cultivates. Translating
this handy rule of thumb into a political program specific enough to bear pub-
lic scrutiny and sustain democratic implementation is a formidable task. It is the
task of translating a theory of justice into a social practice.

Marx predicted a final resolution to the politics of class through the revolu-
tionary creation of a communist society. But there are no final resolutions to the
problems posed by collective human existence. The politics of identity—how we
communicate and interact with others based on how we understand ourselves—
is not a puzzle to be solved. It is an ongoing struggle.
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chapter 6

Statecraft and Soulcraft

THE POLITICS OF IDENTITY is central to postmodern political thought
because the self is no longer accepted as a “given,” that is, as a stable entity with
an innate set of known or knowable characteristics. The assumption, rather, is
that the social environment fashions the identities of individuals, molding their
interests, values, desires, and behavior. Postmodern theorists investigate how
power shapes citizens and produces certain sorts of subjects.

This is not a totally novel approach to politics. In important respects,
ancient Greek political theorists, notably Plato, also maintained that particular
social and political structures produced particular sorts of citizens or subjects.
But the ancient Greeks were neither as radically perspectivist nor as radically
constructivist as postmodernists. The Greeks also employed a different vocabu-
lary. In describing the character of a citizen, they spoke not of an identity but of
a psyche or soul. Whereas postmodernists might say that politics pertains to the
creation and contestation of identities, Socrates maintained that politics is “that
concerned with the soul.”1 Differently constructed political regimes yield differ-
ently constructed souls. For the ancient Greeks, statecraft was a form of soul-
craft.

Politics and Philosophy in Ancient Greece

The Greeks believed that legislators involved in the creation and maintenance of
the city-state were effectively engaged in the ordering of the souls of its citizenry.
The name given to this ordering of souls in the classical world was padeia, the
shaping of character. Padeia was a form of education, namely, an education in
virtue. For this reason, both Plato and Aristotle agreed that education consti-
tuted the greatest part of politics and was the primary task of the legislator.
Indeed, Plato suggests that the responsibility for a people’s wickedness lay not
with the people themselves but with the politicians responsible for their educa-
tion and government. “In such cases,” he states, “the planters are to blame rather
than the plants.”2 He complains that even Pericles, the greatest of Athens’ polit-
ical leaders, frequently pandered to the citizenry’s base desires rather than prop-
erly cultivating their souls.
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In the absence of a proper education in virtue, an extensive legal system
becomes necessary to control vice. The attempt to rule citizens with heavy-
handed legislation, Plato suggests, is like trying to kill the Hydra by cutting off
its head. In Greek mythology, every time a head of the Hydra was cut off, two
more grew in its place. Likewise, every time laws are enacted to restrain a par-
ticular vice, other vices emerge in its place, requiring yet more laws to restrain
them. If souls are not properly crafted, laws and punishment can only alleviate
the symptoms of decay and postpone political catastrophe. Laws cannot produce
justice—only an education in virtue can. And this ordering of souls must begin
at an early age. Plato went so far as to suggest that a truly just city could be cre-
ated only if everyone over ten years old were first cast out. The remaining youth,
bearing uncorrupted souls, could then be strictly mentored in the life of virtue.

Greek philosophy was the practice of performing reconstructive surgery on
the soul, and its chief surgical instrument was reason.3 The first task for a
philosopher, according to Plato, is to put his own soul into order. A well-ordered
soul is one whose parts are harmoniously organized so that reason rules over pas-
sion and appetite. Plato suggests that the philosopher also may take on the
task—or should be compelled to take on the task—of ordering the souls of his
students and fellow citizens. If the job of mending souls were done well, Plato
believed, the harmony within individuals would produce a harmony between
individuals. Effectively, Plato combined modern and postmodern orientations
to suggest that a concern for the construction of identity allows for the better
regulation of interaction. That is to say, well-ordered souls produce a well-
ordered city. The name Plato gives to this order, both within the soul and within
the city, is justice. Hence the subtitle given to the Republic is On the Just.

For a just political order to be achieved, statecraft and soulcraft must be
practiced together. That is because the structure and institutions of the politi-
cal realm mold the characters of its citizens, while the characters of citizens
determine what sort of political regime will be formed and maintained. A citi-
zenry lacking in virtue cannot adequately organize its collective life, and an ill-
constructed regime will not properly educate its citizens. Statecraft is a form of
soulcraft, and soulcraft, ancient theorists agreed, is a form of statecraft. This, for
Plato, is where philosophers become involved. Even more so than legislators,
philosophers are concerned with the shaping of souls. Because an ill-organized
collective life will have deleterious effects on the characters of the citizenry, par-
ticularly on the youths whose souls are most susceptible to influence, philoso-
phers must concern themselves with the affairs of the state. Whereas legislators
engage in soulcraft for the benefit of statecraft, philosophers find it necessary to
engage in statecraft for the benefit of soulcraft. Thus philosophers engage in
political theory. They must determine the nature of the good regime. 

What is the relation between the political and philosophical activities that
produce, respectively, just cities and just souls? Plato’s Republic attempts to
answer this question by depicting Socrates and a number of discussants engaged
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in the construction of a hypothetical political regime, a “city in speech.” The
dialogue begins, however, with a conversation oriented to discovering justice in
an individual, the harmonious order of a single soul. Socrates suggests that the
individual soul is too small and obscure to see into its nature without aid.
Magnifying lenses are required. The construction of a city in speech is proposed
as a means to view justice on a sufficiently large scale. 

From the middle of Book II onward, the largest portion of the dialogue
focuses on the justice of the city, the soul writ large. Only at the end of Book IX
are we explicitly reminded of our starting point, that founding the city in speech
was meant only to make the investigation of justice within the individual soul a
little easier. The entire theoretical enterprise of structuring and organizing the
city-state was simply a “pattern . . . laid up for the man who wants to see and
found a city within himself.”4 Despite the time and effort spent discussing the
nature of the just political regime, the person who knows what is best for him-
self, Plato concludes, “won’t mind the political things.” He will concern himself
solely with “his own city,” that is, with the microcosmic city of his soul. An
unjust city, like an unjust soul, Plato maintains, is at war with itself. In the end,
Plato seems most concerned with helping people put an end to inner strife. He
encourages them to avoid external entanglements.

Is the Republic primarily a political program for the just state or a philo-
sophic program for the just, well-ordered soul? If the latter, was it necessary for
Socrates to spend so much time talking about the city when his concern all
along was the private realm of the psyche? It has been suggested that Socrates’
proposal to found a city in speech was simply a devious way of securing the
interest of his politically ambitious discussants. Perhaps Socrates’ sole purpose
was to shape his interlocutors’ souls through philosophic discussion, and the
only way he could get them to submit to his philosophic sculpting was by entic-
ing them with the prospect of becoming the theoretical founders of a new city-
state. If this is true, then the Republic, like many of Plato’s other dialogues, is
an ironic piece of writing, not wholly serious or straightforward in its political
proposals. (We return to the question of irony in the next chapter.)

Reason in the Soul and in the State
Philosophy literally means the love of wisdom. Plato tells us that it is an expres-
sion of a lack. The lover of wisdom seeks wisdom because he does not already
possess it. As Socrates suggests, no one who is truly wise desires wisdom, for no
one seeks to become what he already is.5 Though the philosopher is not wise,
neither is he wholly ignorant. For the philosopher knows that it is best to seek
wisdom above all else. The ignorant man does not even know that.

The route to wisdom and divine insight, Plato states, is through reason.
Reason is the spark of the divine in man; it is what separates man from beast.
All communication between gods and human beings takes place through the
intermediary of reason. But reason is not the only force within us. There are also
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the passions and appetites, which seek to go their own way. These passions and
appetites, Plato suggests, should be kept well in tow and put to good use.
Otherwise inner anarchy will arise, and nothing much can be accomplished. An
ordered soul is one in which reason rules unchallenged. Its power subjugates the
passions and appetites, like the strength of a charioteer whose firm grip on the
reins keeps his horses running straight and true.

The means to develop and strengthen reason, Plato states, is by way of a
type of conversation called dialectic. Dialectic, also known as the Socratic
method, begins when someone asks a simple question about some fundamental
issue. One might ask, for instance, What is the nature of justice? All answers
given in response are subject to further inquiry. This inquiry uncovers unstated
assumptions and logical inconsistencies in the answers proposed and then sub-
mits these assumptions and inconsistencies to further analysis. In this way,
dialectical argument proceeds from opinion to opinion, revealing the vulnera-
bilities of each and, in the end, undermining them.

At the end of the dialectic process, one usually finds oneself back where one
started: the original question still stands unanswered. But one is no longer able
to avail oneself of all those subsidiary opinions, beliefs, and assumptions that
formerly gave one a sense of stability and promised to provide solutions. At this
point, an admission of ignorance is in order. Such an admission is the prerequi-
site for knowledge. Now the path is cleared. The mind is no longer cluttered
with a hodgepodge of groundless opinions. Instead, one may rely on reason to
catapult one into the realm of knowledge.

Plato suggests that moral and political truths are of the same eternal and
unchanging nature as mathematical truths. Such truths can be apprehended
through the intellect only by way of reason. Dialectic clears the intellect of the
debris of prejudice and opinion so that true knowledge may be gained. The
dialectic process, however, poses a paradox. Only by achieving mastery over
one’s appetites and passions, which foster faulty opinions and prejudices, can
one follow the rule of reason. Yet only by following reason can one secure
“immunity” from the appetites and passions.6 In other words, only those with
well-ordered souls are capable of ascending through dialectic to knowledge. Yet
only those who already have knowledge know how to order their souls. As Plato
remarked in one of his letters, knowledge of the Good can be engendered with
the careful use of reason, but only in a soul that is itself “naturally” good.7

An individual’s soul must already be in good order for philosophy to carry
out its dialectic work. In the Republic Socrates appears to choose his partners
for conversation based on his sense of which souls are “naturally good” and
hence have the potential for further philosophic ordering. Socrates states that
the function of speech is to influence the soul. The speaker must know the kinds
of souls he is addressing in order to tailor his speech to achieve desired results.8

Very disorderly souls, presumably, are not worth the bother. Socrates’ decision
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to carry out the project of constructing the city in speech in the Republic was
based on his pleasant surprise at the natural orderliness of the souls of those
available to take part in the conversation, namely Adeimantus and Glaucon, the
older brothers of Plato.9

In the Republic and other dialogues, Plato affirms that human beings are
reincarnated after they die. Before being reborn, they are allowed a glimpse of
the divine. This experience is mostly forgotten at birth, though remnants of it
linger in memory. If Plato is taken at his word, then every human soul shares
some basic degree of order because it has been privileged to behold cosmic order
at the end of a former life. Having gazed at true being, a soul necessarily
becomes reincarnated in human form.10 Its glimpse of the cosmic order, how-
ever, does not guarantee a philosophic disposition. Very few individuals remem-
ber their glimpse of true reality. Once born into this life, most human beings
smother the divine spark under opinion and belief rather than kindling it into
the raging fire of knowledge. For the select few whose souls are naturally well-
ordered, philosophers help fan the flames. The philosopher finds a suitable soul
and sows the seeds of knowledge using the tools of dialectic.11 Dialectic reason-
ing is the philosophic art that leads “the best part of the soul up to the contem-
plation of what is best among realities.”12 Dialectic turns souls around so that
they may face the truth.

This is the soulcraft of Platonic philosophy. Since education is the better
part of politics, Platonic soulcraft is effectively a form of statecraft. Socrates con-
sidered it a relatively safe form of politics. If he had engaged in standard politi-
cal practices, such as seeking public office, we read in the Apology, Socrates
would not have lived as long as he did. Indeed, his efforts at crafting souls even-
tually landed him in a court of law facing charges of impiety and corrupting the
youth. Athenians took their religious and political mores seriously, and they
were not about to see them altered. Socrates, at seventy years of age, was con-
demned to death. Plato’s writings may be interpreted as attempts to vindicate
the means and ends of Socratic soulcraft against what he perceived to be the
injustice of Athenian statecraft.

In the Republic, statecraft is explicitly modeled on a kind of aristocratic
soulcraft. The role of reason in the city is modeled on its role in the psyche. Just
as reason should rule over the passions, so the rational part of society should rule
over the spirited and appetitive parts. As embodied in the rule of the philoso-
pher king, reason ensures the happiness of the whole city just as the rule of rea-
son in the well-ordered soul ensures the happiness of the individual. Justice in
the man and the city is the same, namely, the authoritative rule of reason. Hence
the best-ordered city is “the city whose state is most like that of an individual
man.”13 Despite Socrates’ early suggestion that the city in speech was to serve as
a model for justice in the soul, the effect of the dialogue is for the individual soul
to serve as a model for justice in the city.
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Plato maintains that political structures mirror the order or disorder found
in the souls of citizens. He proposes that there are as many types of political
regimes as there are types of souls: aristocracy corresponds to the soul that loves
goodness and justice, timocracy to the soul that loves honor and glory, oligarchy
to the soul that loves wealth, democracy to the soul that loves freedom and pleas-
ure, and tyranny, the worst of all regimes, to the soul that loves domination.

The best regime is not the democratic one, according to Plato. He believes
that the democratic love of freedom leads to anarchy, and anarchy eventually
leads to tyranny. Democracy, Plato admits, is the “fairest” or most beautiful
regime because of its inherent complexity and diversity. But its sensual appeal
should not be overvalued. The problem is that democracy’s celebration of polit-
ical freedom leads to disorder in souls. In the public at large, the democratic
defense of liberty soon deteriorates into the toleration of license. Democratic
freedom amounts to a freedom to be irrational, to let the passions and appetites
rule supreme. Rather than promote a freedom that invites licentiousness, Plato
advocates a monarchical or aristocratic rule that maintains strict authoritarian
control. With this in mind, Plato writes in the Laws that people must not get
into the habit of acting independently. Citizens must remain under the com-
mand of a leader who instructs their actions “to the least detail.” Freedom from
such acute control, Plato insists, must be expelled “root and branch from the
lives of all mankind.”14 Despite its authoritarian nature, Plato does not consider
his prescribed regime to be a tyranny because its leaders are actuated by reason
rather than by the desire for domination. In the best-ordered regime, Plato
maintains, philosopher kings cultivate in the souls of citizens an abiding respect
for the authoritative voice of reason.

The Politics of Unity and Plurality
Many political theorists, starting with Aristotle, have criticized Plato’s attempt
to model the political realm on the workings of the soul. The problem, Aristotle
observes, is that the political realm is defined by its plurality, while the individ-
ual soul is defined by its organic unity. Reducing plurality to unity is a danger-
ous ambition. It is neither easy to achieve nor easy to maintain. Indeed, to realize
this ambition Plato’s philosopher kings resort to propagating myths and “noble
lies.” The citizens must be tricked into believing that the rigid caste system that
structures their society is the creation of infallible gods. So, duped by what
amounts to an ancient form of ideology, the citizens of the Republic allow the
philosopher kings to rule unhindered and unquestioned.

Even in Plato’s much more practical work, the Laws, we find that the laws
are to be accepted by the citizens uncritically. “All should agree, without a dis-
sonant voice,” Plato writes, that the laws “are all god-given and admirable, flatly
refusing a hearing to anyone who disputes the point.”15 Inquiry into the merits
of the laws is strictly forbidden, except for private conversations that elders may
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hold with magistrates. Here reason also rules supreme. The goal is for reason to
become embodied in the laws themselves.

Theorists throughout the ages have worried about the concentration of
power that the rule of philosopher kings would entail. “Constant experience
shows us that every man invested with power is apt to abuse it, and to carry his
authority as far as it will go,” Montesquieu writes. “To prevent this abuse, it is
necessary from the very nature of things that power should be a check to
power.”16 Montesquieu’s insight became the basis for the American system of
“checks and balances” between executive, legislative, and judiciary branches of
government.

With a similar concern, Benjamin Constant (1767–1837), a French-Swiss
political thinker, maintained that whenever unlimited power was exercised,
regardless of who wielded it, the results were unfortunate. The problem, he
states, rests not with the holder of power but with the amount of power held.
“There are weapons,” Constant writes, “which are too heavy for the hand of
man.”17 Perhaps the most famous statement of this sort was made by the English
historian and moralist Lord Acton (1834–1902), who observed that “all power
tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” Like Montesquieu
and Constant, Acton cautions us against the unintended yet unavoidable conse-
quences of the concentration of power. The American religious and social
thinker Reinhold Niebuhr (1892–1971) argued in this vein that democracy was
the only viable solution to the problem of power. “Man’s capacity for justice
makes democracy possible,” Niebuhr said, “but man’s inclination to injustice
makes democracy necessary.”18 Democratic controls are meant to ensure that the
power a political leader exercises—and therefore the corrupting effects of this
power—are strictly limited.

Plato was not unaware of the corrupting effects of power. After all, he
declared tyranny to be the worst of all regimes. But Plato believed his philoso-
pher kings were immune to power’s infectious grip. He suggested that the
philosopher would not of his own free will seek power. True philosophers like
nothing better than to philosophize. They are concerned with the order of their
souls, not the ordering of the city. Political power is a dangerous burden and an
unwanted distraction. Were the philosopher to rule, it would be because he was
literally forced to do so by citizens who recognized his wisdom and wished to
benefit from it. If the philosopher agreed to take the helm of the ship of state,
in other words, he would do so not for the love of power but to fulfill his obli-
gation to the city.

Even the wisest and most benevolent despot is corruptible. As knowledge-
able and good as Plato’s philosopher king may be, one suspects that the concen-
tration of power might still work its mischief. This mischief might not arise
because a leader comes to relish the exercise of power and the benefits that power
may bring. Indeed, Plato’s rulers live a Spartan lifestyle, with few amenities and
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none of the trappings of wealth. The mischief might come instead from below,
from a people who suffer a dearth of power. With this in mind, we may expand
on Acton’s well-known adage by saying that a lack of power also tends to cor-
rupt, and an absolute lack of power corrupts absolutely. To be constantly sub-
jected to power while remaining wholly powerless oneself is to be transformed
from a responsible citizen into a resentful slave. A political realm built on resent-
ment and servitude is ripe for revolution. To rule absolutely over powerless citi-
zens is to sow the seeds of corruption throughout a regime.

The rule of philosopher kings courts the danger of despotism. In large part,
this danger arises owing to Plato’s reductive analysis, his modeling of the city
on the soul. In some respects, however, Plato’s effort in the Republic fails be-
cause his analogy between the political realm and the soul actually ignores key
parallels. Most important, he neglects to observe the political analog of dialectic
reasoning. 

A critical mind is imperative for the dialectical activity of the philosopher.
Uncritical belief eventually leads one to be “misologic,” to despise rational argu-
ment, in the same way that uncritical attachment to people may lead one to be
misanthropic, to despise humankind. The inevitable disappointment and sense
of betrayal that comes when one’s uncritical beliefs or celebrated heroes let one
down, Plato observes, produce a deep suspicion and hatred of all knowledge and
all people. Cynicism takes root in the soul.19 Yet Plato does not foresee that
political cynicism might result from citizens’ uncritical belief in noble lies and
myths and philosopher kings. Plato’s philosophy is characterized by the rule of
reason and the art of dialectic. His proposed political realm retains the rule of
reason, but little room is left there for the dialectical art of open debate.

Dialectics, Plato states, is the art of discerning “unity and plurality” as they
exist in the nature of things.20 Yet Plato fails to discern the inherent plurality of
political associations. In turn, dialectic engages in the search for philosophic
order through discussion that is grounded in an admission of one’s own igno-
rance. Yet Plato does not sufficiently explore the type of political order that
would arise through speech based on the assumption that no one has, or could
have, all the right answers. Had Plato done so, he might have proposed demo-
cratic practices to be analogous to dialectic ones.

In the next three sections of this chapter, we examine in greater detail con-
cepts of primary importance to the Western tradition of politics and political
theory. Freedom (or liberty), reason or (rationality), and justice are examined
because, as Plato suggests, they exist in a tensioned relationship in both the state
and the soul. 

Feminists and non-Western theorists might contend that the attention paid
to the concepts of freedom, reason, and justice within traditional political theo-
ry speaks more to the Western, masculinized nature of this tradition of thought
than to the inherent centrality of these concepts to political life. Perhaps obliga-
tion and empathy, not freedom, reason, and the order of justice lie closer to the
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core of our political existence. Readers are encouraged to explore this possibil-
ity. Certainly, our theoretical investigation will provide its illumination at the
cost of leaving certain other concepts and relationships in the shadows. But that
is no reason to desist. By critically analyzing traditional definitions of freedom,
reason, and justice while exploring alternative understandings, we may shed new
light on the terrain of politics.

The Life of Liberty

Freedom is a good thing. In the history of the Western world, few other aspira-
tions have sponsored more philosophical meditations, political theorizations,
social struggles, revolutions and wars than the quest for freedom. Patrick Henry
gave voice to the American revolutionary sentiment with his famous declaration,
“Give me liberty or give me death.” Thomas Jefferson reflected that “the tree of
liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and
tyrants. It is its natural manure.”21 For Henry and Jefferson, liberty was some-
thing that made life worth living—and something for which it was worthy, and
occasionally necessary, to die. More recently, President John F. Kennedy con-
curred, declaring in his inaugural address, “Let every nation know, whether it
wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hard-
ship, support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and the success of
liberty.” Such tributes to freedom can galvanize a nation.

The pursuit of liberty is often thought of as a modern concern. Certainly
freedom has been celebrated in modern times to an unprecedented degree. Yet
the collective pursuit of liberty has a long history. It goes back at least two and
a half millennia, to the time when the ancient Greeks first developed democ-
racy—the only political regime grounded in the principle of freedom. The
Greeks’ extensive dependence on slaves, moreover, made freedom doubly signif-
icant: it became at once a palpable good for some and an unattainable ideal for
others. Citizens celebrated the extent of their freedom while slaves suffered from
its dearth.22

After surveying the origins and development of the Western philosophic
tradition, Hegel concluded that “the history of the world is none other than the
progress of the consciousness of freedom.”23 Likewise, the well-known theorist
of medieval thought, A.J. Carlyle, wrote, “it seems evident that the history of
civilization during the last two thousand years is primarily the history of the
development of liberty.”24 These retrospective assessments were likely colored by
the modern enchantment with liberty, but their generalizations are understand-
able. Freedom has always been a cherished good; today, it has become one of our
foremost ideals.

As with much that we value in life, we have to ask of liberty whether there
can be too much of a good thing. “At its best, the valorization of personal lib-
erty is the noblest achievement of Western civilization,” sociologist Orlando
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Patterson writes. Yet he goes on to observe that “at its worst, no value has been
more evil and socially corrosive in its consequences, inducing selfishness, alien-
ation, the celebration of greed, and the dehumanizing disregard for the ‘los-
ers,’ the little people who fail to make it.”25 Does too much liberty present a
threat to the political community? What limits, if any, should be placed on our
freedom?

Clearly there must be some limits. With none in place, as Hobbes foresaw,
a state of war would prevail. Unless we believe, as some anarchists do, that we
can forego all governmental institutions, we must consider placing limitations
on the exercise of liberty. That is not to say that individual liberty and collective
welfare battle each other in a zero-sum game, where an increase in one value nec-
essarily entails a corresponding decrease in the other. On the contrary, individ-
ual liberty and collective welfare are often mutually reinforcing. In many
respects, and for most practical purposes, one cannot be had without the other.

Edmund Burke (1729–97), a conservative British political thinker, believed
freedom to be “a blessing and a benefit” for the individual no less than for the
community. Liberty, he goes on to say in his “Letter to the Sheriffs of Bristol,”
is “a good to be improved, and not an evil to be lessened. It is not only a private
blessing of the first order, but the vital spring and energy of the state itself, which
has just so much life and vigor as there is liberty in it.” Yet liberty, Burke
acknowledges, is dangerous if taken too far. Aristotle lamented that Plato’s rad-
ical idealism had the effect of making the best the enemy of the good. Likewise,
Burke warns that political values are not meant to be all-or-nothing achieve-
ments. Political values such as liberty are not to be likened to “propositions in
geometry and metaphysics which admit no medium, but must be true or false
in all their latitude.” In the pursuit of liberty, as in most political affairs, com-
promises are in order. 

Burke continues,

Social and civil freedom, like all other things in common life, are vari-
ously mixed and modified, enjoyed in very different degrees, and
shaped into an infinite variety of forms, according to the temper and
circumstances of every community. The extreme of liberty (which is its
abstract perfection, but its real fault) obtains nowhere, nor ought to
obtain anywhere; because extremes, as we all know, in every point
which relates either to our duties or satisfactions in life, are destructive
both to virtue and enjoyment. Liberty, too, must be limited in order to
be possessed.26

Burke may have been recalling the French philosopher Michel de Montaigne
(1533–92), who observed that “we can grasp virtue in such a way that it will
become vicious, if we embrace it with too sharp and violent a desire.”27 The
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virtue of freedom turns into a vice if taken too far. Liberty should be understood
as freedom to adopt appropriate limits, rather than as freedom from all limits.
According to Burke, we are qualified to exercise liberty in exact proportion to
our disposition and capacity to restrain our own appetites.

In cautioning his British compatriots against the excesses of the French
Revolution, Burke wrote that “the effect of liberty to individuals is that they may
do what they please. We ought to see what it will please them to do before we
risk congratulations.” When the French revolutionaries emblazoned Liberté at
the top of their banners, Burke feared that their passionate pursuit would not be
sufficiently moderated to preserve collective welfare or to safeguard the basic
rights of individuals. Burke was right. Yet in this case, revolutionary zeal devel-
oped in response to monarchical excesses. The revolutionaries, extremists
though they were, were responding to an extreme situation. They believed them-
selves to be following Jefferson’s dictum of refreshing the tree of liberty with the
blood of tyrants. The tyrants in question were King Louis XVI and the French
aristocrats, many of whom (including the king), eventually paid with their heads
for their despotic power and privilege. The revolutionaries’ immoderate pursuit
of liberty was a response to the deprivations suffered by the common people
under a regime that, in an equally immoderate fashion, had monopolized liberty
for a king and his court.

The idea that liberty must be limited in order to be possessed is perhaps
most easily illustrated by the issue of free speech. Freedom of speech is one of
the most fundamental and most cherished liberties in modern democracies, and
particularly so in the United States. Without freedom of speech, democracy
could not exist. Yet even in the case of this fundamental liberty, restrictions nec-
essarily apply. Freedom of speech must be limited to prevent its abuse when the
abuse in question immediately harms others. As Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes
argued in the 1919 case of Shenck v. United States, “the most stringent protec-
tion of free speech would not protect a man in falsely shouting ‘fire’ in a theater
and causing a panic.” Such an irresponsible exercise of free speech would create
a “clear and present danger” to the lives of individuals who might become
injured in the panicked scramble of theatergoers to vacate the premises.
Freedom of speech is not a freedom to say anything to anyone at any time in any
place.

One might argue that freedom of speech should not be so restricted.
Perhaps it is the responsibility of listeners to decide when “Fire!” is shouted in
earnest and when it is a malicious joke. Yet even those who defend the individ-
ual’s right to lie maliciously generally admit that some restrictions apply to how
and when one may speak in certain circumstances. Rules of debate must be
enforced within discussion-oriented or decision-making bodies. These rules
undeniably limit freedom of speech. They determine when one may speak and
how long one may speak. They may also limit what one may speak about. For
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example, in formal debate one must generally speak to the issue at hand, rather
than arbitrarily raising new issues.

These rules limiting the exercise of our linguistic freedom do so in order to
make such freedom meaningful in the first place. One cannot truly exercise one’s
freedom of speech, whether at a town meeting or in Congress, if another speaker
simultaneously chooses to exercise his freedom of speech in a much louder voice.
Freedom of speech means more than the right to speak; it includes the right to
be heard (though not necessarily listened to attentively or taken seriously). In
order to be heard, others must, at least temporarily, restrict their own freedom
to speak. As Montesquieu writes, “liberty is a right of doing whatever the laws
permit, and if a citizen could do what they forbid he would be no longer pos-
sessed of liberty, because all his fellow-citizens would have the same power.”28

We often think of liberty as the ability to flout rules, as the right to do whatever
one cares to do, heedless of others. Yet such abstract liberty has little political
merit or application because it is impossible for a people to share.

Freedom of speech, like all freedoms, can be misused. Liberty is a poten-
tially dangerous thing. Since the time of Plato political theorists have taken on
the task of determining exactly how much liberty is beneficial, and when, how,
and where it should be limited. The problem is made particularly troublesome
because the word liberty means different things to different people at different
times. Hegel himself found the concept of liberty to be “indefinite, ambiguous,
and open to the greatest misconceptions.”29 Indeed, historians of ideas have
gathered hundreds of meanings for the words liberty and freedom. Let us ex-
plore a few of the more prominent ones.

Positive and Negative Liberty
In Western political thought, two distinct meanings of liberty have attained pre-
eminence: positive liberty and negative liberty. The eighteenth-century German
philosopher Immanuel Kant was perhaps the first to differentiate “positive” and
“negative” senses of the word freedom in his work The Metaphysic of Morals.
T.H. Green, a nineteenth-century British political theorist, greatly popularized
the distinction. Subsequently, the contemporary British political theorist Isaiah
Berlin revitalized discussion and brought the terms into the mainstream with his
lecture, “Two Concepts of Liberty.”

Berlin wished to distinguish positive liberty—a form of empowerment, a
freedom to do or achieve something—from negative liberty—freedom from
interference, coercion or confinement—because he thought the former concept
to be treacherous. Making clear distinctions between the two concepts, he
hoped, would prevent their meanings from becoming conflated. If misunder-
stood and misused, Berlin warned, words like liberty and freedom might acquire
an “unchecked momentum and an irresistible power over multitudes of men
that may grow too violent to be affected by rational criticism.”30 Berlin, like
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Burke before him, was thinking about the relationship between the liberty advo-
cated by Rousseau and the bloody events of the French Revolution that were
carried out in his name. Berlin was also thinking about the liberty advocated by
Marxists in the then powerful empire of the Soviet Union. His criticism of pos-
itive liberty was meant to militate against these extremes. Negative liberty was
less dangerous than positive liberty, Berlin believed, and it also served as a cor-
rective to the excesses of its counterpart.

By adopting the label negative for a form of liberty, Berlin does not mean
to suggest that it is bad or injurious. Such liberty is negative only in the sense
that it refers to something pernicious that is prevented rather than to something
beneficial that is achieved or gained. What is being prevented is external con-
straint on our individual choices or actions. One is negatively free as long as one
is neither physically restricted nor violently coerced (say, at gunpoint) from
speaking or taking action. What is negative about negative liberty, then, is that
it denotes an absence of constraint.

Negative liberty constitutes an open space within which an individual may
pursue his desires unhindered by the impositions of others. For this reason, neg-
ative liberty is closely aligned to the concept of privacy. It signifies a private
realm over which the individual exercises complete jurisdiction. It denotes a per-
sonal sovereignty over behavior and belief. This private realm is shielded from
all external interference, whether that of the church, the state, or society. In this
vein, John Stuart Mill, one of the foremost advocates of negative liberty, argues
that individual freedom requires protection not only from the reach of mon-
archs and oligarchs but from democratic majorities as well. Freedom is threat-
ened, in other words, not only by the prerogatives of the few but by the power
of the many.

In modern society, Mill worried, individual freedom was in particular dan-
ger of being undermined by the coercive power of social mores. Employing the
famous phrase of Alexis de Tocqueville, Mill wrote of the impingement on per-
sonal freedom by the “tyranny of the majority.” Against this threat, Mill penned
his famous essay On Liberty, whose purpose was to establish a 

very simple principle, as entitled to govern absolutely the dealings of
society with the individual in the way of compulsion and control,
whether the means used be physical force in the form of legal penalties
or the moral coercion of public opinion. That principle is that the sole
end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in
interfering with the liberty of action of any of their number is self-
protection. That the only purpose for which power can be rightfully
exercised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is
to prevent harm to others. His own good, either physical or moral, is
not a sufficient warrant.31
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Here Mill captures the core of negative liberty. The principle of negative liberty
might be grounded, as A.V. Dicey later suggested, on the notion that “every per-
son is in the main and as a general rule the best judge of his own happiness.
Hence legislation should aim at the removal of all those restrictions on the free
action of an individual which are not necessary for securing the like freedom on
the part of his neighbors.”32 The only justification for constraining an individ-
ual is that he is inflicting some harm or deprivation on others. In all other mat-
ters, freedom ought to prevail. (We should note that Mill thought this principle
applicable only to “civilized” communities. He believed that compulsion might
be warranted and justified when advanced nations governed less developed
countries. Here Mill was effectively justifying Britain’s imperial rule over India.)

To preserve negative liberty, the individual must assert mastery over his
immediate environment, effectively shielding thoughts and beliefs, words and
deeds, allegiances and associations from external interference. For Mill, there-
fore, liberty is evident whenever “over himself, over his own body and mind, the
individual is sovereign.”33 Negative liberty generally includes an individual’s rule
not only over his body and mind, but also over his personal possessions. Most
negative libertarians consider private property as an extension of the self.

The argument for this claim was first made by John Locke in his “labor
theory of property.” Locke suggests that private property arose within a state of
nature even before the formation of political society. In principle, everything was
originally held in common. Once effort was exerted by an individual to gather,
hunt, cultivate, or appropriate land or the things that grow or are found on it,
however, this land or these things became the property of the laboring individ-
ual. Property exists because individuals invest their labor into natural resources.
Through labor, Locke argues in his Second Treatise of Government, the self
may effectively extend its sovereignty beyond the reach of its own limbs, estab-
lishing dominion and ownership over that which previously had been owner-
less.34 Following Locke’s theory, negative libertarians maintain that freedom
entails mastery of one’s private domain. To be free means that no one is allowed
to trespass on, appropriate, or otherwise constrain one’s body, mind, or property.

Positive liberty, in contrast, is not a freedom from constraint or interference.
It signifies not an absence but an attainment. To be positively free is not simply
to remove all physical restraints hindering movement, expression, and the use of
private property. It also entails possessing the means necessary to accomplish
something specific, a particular task at hand. These means may be physical,
mental, social, economic, or political. To be positively free is to be empowered.

Positive libertarians maintain that negative liberty is insufficient; for the
negative freedom to do something does not mean that one will actually be able
to do it. Apes supplied with paper and pen, for instance, are negatively free to
write commentaries on Shakespeare’s poetry. No one physically prevents their
doing so. Apes are not positively free to engage in literary criticism, however, for
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they lack the intellectual means with which to accomplish the task. Likewise, a
person is negatively free to repair his automobile if no one prevents him from
doing so. He is only positively free to repair his automobile if, along with the
opportunity, he has the knowledge, skill, and tools necessary to complete the
task. Positive liberty thus requires more than the absence of constraint. It
requires the capacity or ability to accomplish specific tasks or fulfill specific
desires.

Positive libertarians argue that it does not make sense to say that someone
is free to do something if actually doing it remains an impossibility for him.
Most of us are not free to travel back in time, for instance, though no political
constitution or legal code forbids it. Likewise, for the positive libertarian, the
acrophobic person (someone intensely fearful of heights) is not free to walk
across a high bridge, even though no one bars his way. While the acrophobe may
truly want to walk across the bridge, his fear of heights effectively disempowers
him. For the acrophobe, the positive freedom to cross high bridges is truly
gained only when his debilitating fear of heights is overcome.

To be positively free, in other words, is to be self-directed and capable of
realizing one’s will. For this reason, Isaiah Berlin identifies positive liberty as a
kind of mastery over the self. Positive liberty entails pursuing a goal or abiding
by a law of one’s own choosing or making. The obstacles to this self-direction or
self-legislation may come either from people and things in the external world or
from intellectual, emotional, or psychological shortcomings in oneself.

For the negative libertarian, deciding whether freedom exists for a particu-
lar person is a relatively straightforward affair. One simply observes whether
there are any physical constraints that prevent the person from speaking, acting,
or enjoying his private property. In the absence of such constraints, one may
conclude that this person is free. For the positive libertarian, deciding whether
freedom exists for a particular individual is more complex. First, one must find
out what the person wants to do (e.g., write a critical review of Shakespeare, fix
an automobile, or cross a bridge). Then, one must determine if in fact the per-
son is capable of fulfilling his desire. The problem is further complicated if one
holds, as most positive libertarians do, that what an individual thinks he needs
or wants is not always what he really needs or wants.

Imagine a person who, under the pernicious control of a hypnotist, furi-
ously rubs his eyes every time the word self-interest is uttered. If asked why he
is rubbing his eyes on such occasions, the person would respond, as per instruc-
tions given under trance, that his eyes itch and it feels good to rub them. Now
if this person were to attend a lecture on economics, his eye-rubbing might
become so intense as to cause physical injury. Is this person truly free in such cir-
cumstances? Hobbes would answer yes, as no one is physically constraining him.
For the positive libertarian, however, the answer is no, for the victim of hypno-
sis cannot refrain from rubbing his eyes though it is in his best interest to desist.
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This talk of hypnosis may seem far-fetched. Moreover, certain negative lib-
ertarians, like J.S. Mill, would probably claim that being in a hypnotic trance
does not meet the criterion of having sovereignty over one’s own mind. Suppose,
then, the cause of one’s self-destructive action is not an external agent (the hyp-
notist) but an internal weakness. It is commonly said, for example, that people
can become slaves to their passions or to their addictions to tobacco, alcohol, or
other drugs. The idea is that one can lose one’s freedom not simply because
another person constrains or controls one’s movements but because in some pal-
pable sense one loses self-control.

In the Republic, Plato speaks of those who are ruled by, rather than rule
over, their appetites and passions. The good life is one in which reason, not
desire, gains the upper hand within the soul. Those who are ruled by their
appetites and passions believe themselves to be free because they do whatever
they please. Plato, however, describes them as slaves because they do not know
how to pursue their true interests. Indeed, in the absence of reason, they do not
know what their true interests are. Even Rousseau, who had a more charitable
opinion of natural impulses and passions than Plato, held that man only
achieves liberty by becoming “truly master of himself.” The “mere impulse of
appetite,” Rousseau stipulates, “is slavery.”35

The political relevance of the relationship between freedom and self-mas-
tery is brought to fore in the works of Karl Marx. For Marx, the most critical
loss of freedom occurs not for the victim of his own appetites or addictions, but
for the victim of ideology. An exploited worker who strongly supports the laws
that protect private property and the accumulation of capital, Marx insists, is
not really free. Rather, the worker suffers from a “false consciousness”—he effec-
tively has been duped by ideological means to support a political and legal sys-
tem that violates his interests and leads to his exploitation. 

A false consciousness is like a pernicious hypnotic trance in that it causes
the victim to partake of a system designed to exploit him. It keeps the worker
from actively pursuing his own good, which according to Marx would be best
served by fomenting revolution. Like the libertines criticized by Plato, the vic-
tims of ideology described by Marx are particularly resistant to liberation
because they already believe themselves to be free.

To be positively free one must not only be unhindered by external con-
straints from doing what one wants to do. One must also be unhindered by
internal constraints from pursuing one’s true interests. Internal constraints may
consist of beliefs, attitudes, values, predispositions, and deficiencies in aptitude
that prevent one from securing one’s objective needs. Examples of such con-
straints would be posthypnotic suggestions, irrational impulses, appetites, pas-
sions and phobias, weaknesses of character, false consciousness, ignorance, lack
of skill, and shortsighted judgment. Such internal constraints prevent the exer-
cise of positive freedom.
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For the most part, positive libertarians are not interested in our freedom to
fix cars, traverse bridges, or escape malicious hypnotists. They are interested in
politics. More specifically, they are interested in each individual’s freedom to
exercise his share of power in collective life. Negative liberty is primarily a pri-
vate liberty grounded in individual rights. It is historically identified with the
liberal tradition and pertains to the protection of citizens from government.
Positive liberty, in contrast, is fundamentally a public liberty. It is historically
identified with civic virtue and popular self-rule, values that developed within
the republican tradition, first in ancient Rome and subsequently in the city-
states of the Italian Renaissance. Positive liberty pertains to the involvement of
citizens in government. Positive liberty is a disposition for civic virtue coupled
with the opportunity to put this disposition into practice through a form of self-
rule.

The negative libertarian maintains that a person is free if he is not interfered
with when speaking or acting. The positive libertarian maintains that a person
cannot be considered free if, despite such opportunities, he remains wholly igno-
rant of political affairs or if he is indisposed to participate in them. While no
laws or authorities may actually keep one from exercising political rights to
speak out about public concerns, to organize, to vote on issues or for represen-
tatives, or to run for office, one may not in fact do any of these things, perhaps
owing to apathy, cynicism, irrational beliefs and feelings, or a lack of knowledge
and skill. Thus internal constraints effectively preclude participation in govern-
ment. Because the exercise of public virtue is the hallmark of positive liberty, this
lack of political participation signals the absence of freedom.

The Excesses and Deficiencies of Freedom
From the positive libertarian’s perspective, negative liberty is only the precondi-
tion for true freedom. Negative liberty is a necessary but not sufficient condi-
tion for the full exercise of freedom as it is manifest in political participation. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, one of the early modern advocates of positive lib-
erty, insists that freedom is obtained only when people take their collective lives
into their own hands by exercising their political capacities. Criticizing the rep-
resentative system of English government, Rousseau writes in The Social Con-
tract that “the people of England regards itself as free; but it is grossly mistaken;
it is free only during the elections of members of parliament. As soon as they are
elected, slavery overtakes it, and it is nothing. The use it makes of the short
moments of liberty it enjoys shows indeed that it deserves to lose them.”36

Freedom, Rousseau insists, is a form of sovereignty, and sovereignty cannot be
represented. It must be exercised directly. Far from minding his own business
and staying at home, everyone in a truly free society “flies to the assemblies” to
let his voice be heard and to take part in the legislative affairs of the common-
wealth.
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Cicero (106–43 B.C.), the Roman orator and statesman, maintained that “to
be free one must become a slave to the law.” Rousseau, following Cicero, agrees
that freedom means abiding by law. He insists, however, that the law one obeys
must be of one’s own making. Logically, Rousseau argues that those who live
collectively ought to exercise their freedom through collective lawmaking. Those
who do not participate in the making of laws that govern society forgo the
opportunity for self-legislation and hence the opportunity for freedom. Freedom
first emerges in the public realm when each citizen contributes to the governing
of that realm. Through collective self-governance, human beings realize their
greatest potential for liberty.

Positive liberty, one might then say, is the freedom to be—politically speak-
ing—the most one can be. Exercising positive liberty entails abiding by the laws
of one’s own making, laws that best serve one’s interests. As an isolated ideal for
individuals, engaging in self-legislation and self-mastery seems unproblematic. It
appears obvious, for instance, that the acrophobic person who cannot govern
himself to walk over high bridges is not as free and hence not as fortunate as
someone who does not bear the burden of an obsessive fear of heights. The
problem arises when we examine positive liberty in social and political life.
Should we assume that the selves being legislated and mastered in the public
realm are identical in their interests, desires, and needs? Historically, Berlin
notes, this assumption has been made by positive libertarians, and with some
catastrophic results. The quest for positive liberty, Berlin observes, has typically
led to a “prescribed form of life” that often served as “a specious disguise for bru-
tal tyranny.”37 A brief look at the political thought of Jean-Jacques Rousseau will
illustrate Berlin’s point.

Rousseau, like Hobbes, posits the making of a social contract that effectively
politicizes a prior state of nature and puts an end to anarchy. For Rousseau, this
social contract constitutes a real loss of freedom. Rousseau conceives the anar-
chical state of natural man—that is, man prior to the advent of private property
and government—in much better terms than does Hobbes. He criticizes
Hobbes for equating the state of nature with a state of war. This equation is
made possible, Rousseau states, because Hobbes projects onto natural man all
the degenerate traits, such as the lust for power, that are first created by society.
In the original state of nature, Rousseau suggests, the instincts of primitive
humans were largely benign, and as a result, their world remained mostly free of
hostility. Only “civilized” man is the prideful, acquisitive, power-hungry indi-
vidual that Hobbes describes.

Except for purposes of mating, Rousseau states, primitive human beings
lived as isolated individuals and had few worries. The primitive man could be
found “satisfying his hunger at the first oak, and slaking his thirst at the first
brook; finding his bed at the foot of the tree which afforded him a repast; and,
with that, all his wants supplied.”38 Not caring much about others, and not car-
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ing at all what others think of him, Rousseau’s primitive finds his freedom in the
absence of external constraints and rests content with the satisfaction of a few
basic needs. A stranger to envy or pride, he has no cause to covet his neighbors’
goods and finds no quarrel with anyone he meets. The state of nature is a state
of unmitigated liberty.

Civilization changes all that. The freedoms gained by entry into social life,
that is, the freedom from fear of violent death and the freedom to own property,
actually mark the end of a greater “natural liberty” according to Rousseau. Social
life in general, and property relations in particular, entail a panoply of rules and
regulations. “Man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains,” Rousseau
famously observes.39 The newborn child, like the primitive man of the state of
nature, is unburdened by the restrictions, both legal and moral, that constrain
the behavior of his socialized elders. With the arrival of politics, this native free-
dom ends.

Despite his sharp criticism of social life, Rousseau does not believe that we
could or should revert to noble savages anarchically running about in the
wilderness. Such unmitigated individual freedom has been lost forever. Absolute
negative liberty, in other words, is impossible for social man. Society necessarily
burdens its members with rules that dictate much of what they can and cannot
say, where they can and cannot go, how they can and cannot act. Ideally, as J.S.
Mill suggested, these restrictions would simply keep individuals from harming
each other. But in a densely populated, technically advanced society there are
few actions or endeavors that could not be construed as potentially harming oth-
ers. In economic affairs, for instance, one person’s gain often amounts to
another’s loss, as the scarcity of resources pits competitors against each other. In
turn, industrial processes often pollute the environment and adversely affect
human health. Thus human and ecological health and welfare have become
important public issues. To be a political animal today—with all the rules, reg-
ulations, and responsibilities that political life entails—means to give up a great
deal of one’s natural negative liberty.

With the natural liberty of the primitive individual forever lost, Rousseau
believes that social man must develop a worthy substitute, namely, positive lib-
erty. To achieve positive liberty, however, one’s integration in society must
become more, not less, extensive. For Rousseau the alternatives were clear and
stark: “The source of human misery is the contradiction between man and cit-
izen,” he writes. “Give him wholly to the state or to himself . . . if you divide his
heart you tear him apart.”40 While we might yearn for absolute negative liber-
ty as experienced in the mythical state of nature, our efforts to reestablish it
would be in vain. Thus we must strive to cultivate positive liberty within a
highly politicized and unified society, where what we lose in individual (nega-
tive) liberty, we gain in political (positive) liberty. To forgo this positive liberty
by not participating in the democratic process, Rousseau warns, would leave us
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without any freedom whatsoever. To endure social constraint without exercising
political liberty is to be little better than a slave.

There is, then, no going back for Rousseau and only one way forward. Once
contaminated by the envy, pride, greed, and lust for power that is inevitably cul-
tivated in society, the individual can no longer experience the easy contentment
of the isolated savage. Having developed the egoism endemic to social life—
what Rousseau called amour propre—man can never again be given wholly to
himself. Rousseau proposes that we therefore give ourselves wholly to the state,
transforming our individual egoism into a collective egoism. Ideally, amour de
patria, love of one’s country, should replace amour propre, or love of self.

The prospects for this transformation, Rousseau laments, are not very good.
In large part, this is because the remnants of negative liberty exercised in society
have been reduced to economic egoism, that is to say, the freedom to own and
amass property and wealth. If positive, political liberty is to redeem social life, it
must first turn self-interested, egoistic individuals into a community of patriots
who realize that their greatest freedom arises out of acting for the common good.

Rousseau holds that it is in every individual’s best interest to serve the inter-
ests of the people as a whole. Positive liberty is the desire and ability to adopt
the interests of society as one’s own. If, in asserting one’s personal will, one con-
tradicts these social interests as expressed by the “general will” of the people, one
is by definition acting against one’s own better interests and against oneself.
Hence one is also acting unfreely. Thus Rousseau famously states that in our
political lives we may be “forced to be free.” When false beliefs cloud our vision,
we realize our true liberty only by being forced to act in conformity with the
general will.

In many ways, Rousseau anticipates Marx, who also suggests that bourgeois
(negative) liberty amounts to little more than the freedom to be selfish. Negative
liberty for the wealthy and powerful means the freedom to amass wealth and
power. For the poor and powerless, it amounts to lives of misery with scant
opportunity to exercise their full potential as human beings. But Rousseau’s
patriotic remedy is primarily grounded in political equality, while Marx’s revo-
lutionary remedy is firmly rooted in economic equality. Positive liberty, Marx
suggests, emerges only once we become emancipated from the class relations
that alienate us from our neighbors. Collective freedom is discovered by abol-
ishing private property.

In 1958, when Berlin lectured on the two concepts of liberty, he was con-
cerned with the actual and potential abuses of positive liberty. In declaring that
the view of those who reject negative liberty and favor its positive counterpart
“rules over half our world,”41 he was thinking about the Soviet empire and “the
great clash of ideologies” that dominated his time. Today, concerns have
changed. History has effectively rechanneled many of the Marxist yearnings for
positive liberty and swept away their institutional perversions. At the same time,
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the pursuit of positive liberty remains very much alive, though it is seldom man-
ifested in revolutionary zeal for communism. Instead, the pursuit of positive lib-
erty manifests itself in efforts to cultivate citizen politics and develop more
participatory democracies. It animates, as well, the work of “communitarian”
political theorists, who seek to balance individual rights and liberties with the
moral and political responsibilities that individuals and groups (such as families)
must bear in order to strengthen the moral fiber of society and sustain political
community.42

Positive liberty aims at a fuller realization of the human potential. This is its
glory, but also its danger. A liberty that seeks to achieve great things may do
great harm. If one’s purpose is to shepherd everyone into the promised land, one
may be tempted to force those who lag behind or choose a different route to
march in lockstep. Negative liberty does not aspire to such grand, collective
projects. Far from seeking the eradication of egoism, it establishes our right to
be egoistic. Far from activating the full potential of human beings, negative lib-
erty may be experienced, at least according to Hobbes, by animals and plants. It
is simply the absence of constraint. By these standards, negative liberty may not
seem like much of an achievement at all. A hermit living in the wilderness would
enjoy its greatest realization.

Negative libertarians do not suggest that we live in isolation, however. They
believe that freeing individuals from external constraints, particularly those
imposed by government, best facilitates their flourishing in society. Human
beings are naturally ambitious and creative. The task at hand, negative libertar-
ians argue, is to allow individuals the space to achieve their greatest potential,
not to dictate what that potential is. As long as the rules of the game are fair and
people are let alone to take responsibility for their own lives, great heights will
be attained.

A society grounded solely on negative liberty, nonetheless, would be a pretty
harsh place. The negative liberty to go one’s own way under one’s own steam also
entails the danger of falling between the cracks and being left behind. In the
jungle, the fate of those less fortunate or less favored is sealed: they become
lunch for the strong. In society, most believe that those who stumble and fall
deserve aid. Should we rely solely upon spontaneous kindness to ensure that the
less fortunate are humanely cared for? Negative libertarians maintain that a soci-
ety grounded in negative liberty, which cultivates but does not legislate charity,
is indeed optimal.

Is justice adequately served, however, if the pursuit of individual freedom is
not balanced with the pursuit of social equality? Consider the fact that poverty
has adverse effects on intellectual and emotional development: lower IQs and
greater fear and anxiety are evident in children who chronically or even occa-
sionally live in poverty.43 Poverty and lack of education also correlate with lower
levels of integration and participation in the political system. The problem is
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very real today. Child poverty has risen in the United States to levels two to four
times higher than in other highly industrialized nations.44 Equality under the
law, as we earlier observed, does not always translate into equality of opportu-
nity. Although the rules of the game may be the same for all, a political system
grounded solely in negative liberty and voluntary charity is unlikely to create a
level playing field for its children. If history is any guide, the children of the dis-
advantaged will face a markedly uphill climb during their own life journeys.
Thus innocent people suffer from inequities grounded in the social order. 

The trick to blending a workable economics with democratic politics,
Rousseau believed, was to design a regime in which no one was so poor as to
have to sell himself and no one was so rich as to be able to buy another. Marx
espoused an even greater equality, with a concomitant decrease in the negative
liberty to engage in free enterprise and the accumulation of wealth. Positive lib-
ertarians need not advocate social and political programs as radical as those of
Rousseau or Marx, however. They may hold positive liberty to be only one
among many goods, including negative liberty, that ought to be realized. In
turn, many positive libertarians insist that other goods, such as civil rights, need
not be sacrificed in order to achieve greater freedom. One may endorse increased
participation in politics as a good in itself, as a form of positive liberty crucial to
democratic life, and, at the same time, staunchly uphold the individual rights
and freedoms championed by negative libertarians. Indeed, many positive liber-
tarians argue that we can fully take advantage of our individual political rights—
our right to free speech or freedom of association and assembly, for
example—only when we have sufficiently developed and expressed our capacity
for political participation. Advocating the increased citizen activity of a “strong
democracy,” political theorist Benjamin Barber writes, “To be free we must be
self-governing; to have rights we must be citizens. In the end, only citizens can
be free. The argument for strong democracy, though at times deeply critical of
liberalism, is thus an argument on behalf of liberty.”45 Positive liberty, in this
instance, is both an end in itself and the means by which negative liberties may
become more fully realized and more vigilantly protected.

Likewise, negative libertarians do not necessarily hold that negative liberty
is the only good for which we ought to strive. Freedom means freedom from
constraint, many would argue, and it is a good. But justice is also a good, and
establishing justice at times may require a diminution of (negative) liberty. Still,
negative libertarians ask us to make clear conceptual distinctions between liberty
and other values, such as justice. Once these distinctions are made, we may bet-
ter judge which values are to be realized at the (partial) expense of others. To
underline this point, Isaiah Berlin observes that we force children to go to
school, thus constraining their negative liberty for the purpose of elevating
another value, namely, the diminution of ignorance. According to Berlin, one
must acknowledge and accept this sacrifice of liberty.
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Positive libertarians might suggest that in forcing children to attend school
we are actually increasing their positive liberty because a child’s freedom is effec-
tively enhanced by the growth of knowledge that allows more informed and
mature choices and decisions. Negative liberty sacrificed to achieve certain other
values, such as knowledge or justice, is not so much a freedom lost as a greater
freedom gained.46 Positive libertarians do not make the neat conceptual dis-
tinctions between freedom and other values that negative libertarians require. At
the same time, positive libertarians appeal to our intuitive sense that someone
cannot be considered at liberty to take advantage of opportunities if he remains
wholly ignorant of their existence.

Negative libertarians have practical as well as principled reasons for sub-
ordinating positive liberty. Practically speaking, they maintain that the positive
political liberty to participate in government is less an end in itself than the only
tried-and-true means of protecting negative liberties. Samuel Johnson advo-
cated this position in its starkest form, claiming that “political liberty is good
only so far as it produces private liberty.”47 John Locke held a similar view.48

Democratic participation, by this account, simply serves the goal of ensuring
that despots or tyrants who would threaten our private liberties do not come to
power. To paraphrase Thomas Jefferson, the tree of liberty must occasionally be
fertilized with the blood of tyrants and patriots and continuously watered with
the sweat of active citizens.

Negative libertarians need not hold positive liberty to such a limited role.
Positive political liberties may be acknowledged as good in themselves, though
potentially dangerous if left uncontrolled and taken to extremes. Isaiah Berlin
clarified his own position in this regard, writing,

The only reason for which I have been suspected of defending negative
liberty against positive and saying that it is more civilized is that I do
think that the concept of positive liberty, which is of course essential to
a decent existence, has been more often abused or perverted than that
of negative liberty. . . . Certainly the weak must be protected against
the strong. . . . Negative liberty must be curtailed if positive liberty is
to be sufficiently realized; there must be a balance between the two.49

In the ostensible effort to secure positive liberty for its citizens, by defining and
serving their “true interests,” totalitarian states have trampled much negative lib-
erty and personal freedom underfoot. As Berlin acknowledges, however, a world
of wholesale negative liberty, like a Hobbesian state of nature, would disable
most from enjoying their freedom.

In such a world, each individual theoretically would have the absolute
negative liberty to do as he pleases. In practice, only the very powerful would
have the wherewithal to make use of this liberty. There would be freedom to
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discriminate but no freedom from discrimination. There would be freedom to
accumulate wealth but no freedom from poverty. There would be freedom to
pursue power but no freedom from domination. Negative liberty, like positive
liberty, is certainly not immune to abuse. A balanced pursuit of positive liberty
and negative liberty may best mitigate the susceptibility of each to excess.

Mastery and Liberty
Positive libertarians equate freedom with mastery, namely, one’s mastery over
desires, passions, ignorance, and any other obstacles to self-realization. As Emile
Durkheim observed, “to be free is not to do what one pleases; it is to be master
of oneself.”50 Negative libertarians are also animated by a pursuit of mastery or
sovereign control. Negative liberty, we recall, identifies freedom with the indi-
vidual’s mastery over his immediate environment, over his private life and prop-
erty. The difference is that for negative libertarians sovereign control is exercised
by the individual; for positive libertarians it is collectively mediated. With this
in mind, political theorist William Connolly observes that “mastery is the route
to freedom” for both “individualists” (negative libertarians) and “collectivists”
(positive libertarians).51

Is there any reason we should not identity freedom and liberty with mas-
tery? After all, what is wrong with seeking control of oneself and one’s life? There
is nothing wrong with achieving mastery in itself, or with the positive and neg-
ative liberties associated with it. Indeed, who would want to lead a life wholly
out of control? The danger lies in the limitless pursuit of control, which,
arguably, is abetted by straightforwardly equating freedom with mastery.

Reflect for a moment on the historical effect this equation has had on the
natural environment. Human mastery over the earth has certainly taken its toll.
If the extension of human power is not kept within limits, many ecologists
worry, the natural world as we know it may soon cease to exist. In the effort to
exploit the earth’s resources, millions of acres of ancient forests are being leveled
and their populations of plants and animals destroyed each year. Countless
species have become extinct and thousands more are threatened. As humanity
extends its mastery across the lands, seas, and skies of the planet, the ecological
catastrophe looms larger. The human pursuit of mastery is undercutting the
earth’s capacity to support many forms of life, including our own. No small part
of this environmental devastation, one might argue, is fostered by a love of free-
dom that is too closely identified with mastery.

Already in ancient Greek and biblical times, freedom was equated with
dominion over the earth. There is little in positive and negative liberty that mil-
itates against this equation. Positive libertarians have celebrated the mastery of
nature as a testimony to humanity’s higher rationality. The positive libertarian’s
attempt to fully actualize human potential typically asserts humanity’s preroga-
tive to dominate the natural world. Negative libertarians, likewise, have fostered
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the mastery of nature in their concern for the sovereign rights of property own-
ers. Nature, bereft of any rights of its own, relinquishes all claim to respect and
care except insofar as it is protected as a form of private property. And private
property, negative libertarians maintain, may be used and exploited at the full
discretion of its owner.

Benjamin Constant, for instance, argues that the liberty of moderns is to be
chiefly found in their right “to dispose of property, and even to abuse it.”52 John
Locke believed the abuse or wasting of property to be unjustified, although he
argued not for the protection of nature, but for its more efficient exploitation.
Hence Locke justified the forceful expropriation of aboriginal American land
without recompense, owing to the natives’ inadequate exploitation of it.
According to Locke, leaving land unexploited was equivalent to wasting it, and
in wasting their land, the natives forfeited all rights of ownership and defense.
“Land that is left wholly to Nature,” Locke writes in the Second Treatise of
Government, “that hath no improvement of Pasturage, Tillage, or Planting, is
called, as indeed it is, wast[e]; and we shall find the benefit of it amount to
little more than nothing.”53 Here, again, a freedom equated with mastery bodes
ill for the preservation of the natural world.

The German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889–1976), who was much
concerned with the pernicious effects of modern technology, developed a con-
cept of freedom explicitly opposed to both positive and negative liberty. For
Heidegger, freedom is a form of “letting be” and should not be equated with
control or mastery. Freedom lets people and things be themselves, revealing
them in their uniqueness. It constitutes a witnessing of difference. (Heidegger is
a seminal figure for postmodern theorists.) According to Heidegger, freedom is
more closely related to guardianship than to control. It is discovered primarily
in caring for the world and in preserving our place in the world. We enjoy our
freedom as witnesses of reality rather than as its manipulators and masters.

Unfortunately, Heidegger did not explain the political ramifications of his
philosophic understanding of freedom. Moreover, his arcane vocabulary and
links to Nazism make him an unlikely choice for political inspiration.54

Nevertheless, one of Heidegger’s students, Hannah Arendt (1906–75), did
employ Heideggerian themes to develop an explicitly political understanding of
freedom untethered to mastery.

Arendt, a Jewish intellectual, fled Nazi Germany to Paris in 1933. She moved
to the United States in 1940, beginning a distinguished career as a political theo-
rist. In her essay, “What Is Freedom,” Arendt takes issue with traditional West-
ern notions of liberty. She holds that freedom has generally been misconstrued
owing to a prevailing philosophical tradition that equates it with the mastery of
will. Arendt argues that freedom is not a kind of mastery or sovereignty. It sig-
nifies neither the absence of individual constraint, as negative libertarians claim,
nor the willpower to achieve or control one’s desires, as positive libertarians
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claim. In direct opposition to the common notion of freedom as the uncon-
strained opportunity to exercise one’s will and fulfill one’s wants, Arendt insists
that freedom pertains neither to our motivations to pursue a goal nor to the final
achievement of a goal. Freedom, she argues, is not at all an individual or collec-
tive achievement of willpower. It is a public event that escapes individual or col-
lective control.

For Arendt, freedom appears primarily in the open spaces of the political
realm whenever the actions of citizens intersect and create new relationships.
This creative interaction is inherently unstable and unpredictable. What
humans discover when they act in concert is that freedom becomes manifest in
the very novelty of the results. Far from being controllable and predictable,
Arendt states, political action resembles a miracle: in action, by way of freedom,
the new and the unforeseen occurs. Our political institutions allow us both to
witness this freedom in action and to provide for its safeguarding.

Sovereignty is the capacity to control the outcome of action. Like mastery,
it is commonly understood to be a condition of freedom. Arendt holds that sov-
ereignty—whether exercised by the individual or by the collectivity, that is,
whether exercised as negative liberty or positive liberty—actually signals the
absence of freedom. She writes,

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. Where men wish
to be sovereign, as individuals or as organized groups, they must sub-
mit to the oppression of the will, be this the individual will with which
I force myself, or the “general will” of an organized group. If men wish
to be free, it is precisely sovereignty they must renounce.55

Arendt’s understanding of freedom is unsettling because it cuts against our com-
mon assumptions.

As a political translation of Heidegger’s philosophical notion of freedom,
Arendt’s concept is illuminating. Like Heidegger, Arendt maintains that free-
dom evaporates once it is possessed by a sovereign power. Political freedom
emerges most fundamentally in the creating and caretaking of a public realm, a
res publica, in which the novel interactions of unique individuals transpire.
Safeguarding this public realm, accomplished through the words and deeds of
active citizens, cannot be reduced to sovereignty of a personal or collective
nature. Rather than establish control over the outcome of our actions, freedom
allows the unexpected to arise. It is a letting be of the future and its potential for
novelty. And it is a letting be of others, of human plurality and its potential for
difference.
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In today’s world, where the caretaking of local and global ecologies becomes
an increasingly important task, such an understanding of freedom may fruitfully
supplement its positive and negative counterparts. It is difficult to see how this
concept of freedom as a “letting be” could wholly substitute for negative or pos-
itive liberties. Our freedom to “witness” reality would quickly lapse into fatalism
and leave us open to oppression if we did not also exercise our private and pub-
lic liberties to shape that reality according to our interests. What Berlin concedes
of positive liberty, then, one might unbegrudgingly affirm for negative liberty as
well as for a liberty divorced from mastery. The exercise of these freedoms may
lead to dangerous abuses; each exhibits deficiencies and each is prone to excess.
Yet held in balance, they remain essential for a decent existence.

The Life of Reason

Within modern Western societies, the most common foundation for mores is
reason. One might also point to religious faith or the authority of tradition as a
grounding for the rules and principles that guide and regulate collective life. The
fact remains, however, that the last court of appeal before which competing
mores are usually presented, advocated, and defended is that of reason, or
rationality. If action is not reasonable or rational, it may be tolerated when it
causes no harm to others. But it will not be celebrated as a model of appropri-
ate public behavior.

In modern times, social and political life gained legitimation in terms that
were both publicly accessible and independent of transcendent authority.
Appeals to the gods, their earthly vicars, or heroic figures of days gone by,
though not illegitimate and generally pro forma, could no longer justify the
principles structuring collective life. The separation of church and state and the
rise of democratic culture spelled an end to systems of authority and tradition,
whether religious, monarchical, or aristocratic in nature, that once served as the
bedrock for social and political life. In their stead, reason asserted itself as the
basic stuff from which the foundations of society could be built. The language
of reason became the lingua franca, the vernacular of a democratic, scientific,
and secular age.

Political life today is primarily analyzed, assessed, and accounted for in the
language of reason. As a contemporary political theorist observes, “if we had to
choose a single normative standard for the understanding and evaluation of lib-
eral democratic political systems, the one that would get the farthest would be
neither liberty, nor fairness, nor neutrality, nor utility, nor pluralist bargaining,
but instead would be the ideal of rational practice.”56 Another contemporary
political theorist writes that “modern states are not ‘communities of shared
meaning’ in any simple sense, they are associations of more or less reasonable
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people . . . whose reasonableness we wish to respect and whose allegiance we
hope thereby to engage.”57 This theorist goes on to observe that what makes for
good public policy, morality, and law within the modern state is its grounding
in reason, which is to say its “capacity to gain widespread agreement among rea-
sonable people moved by a desire for reasonable consensus.”58 If, as these theo-
rists suggest, reason and rational practice are the mainsprings of modern politics,
then determining the precise meanings of these terms becomes imperative.

As voluminous writings in the history of philosophy testify, precise and
stable definitions for reason and rationality have proved elusive. Indeed, politi-
cal theorists have carried on a debate about the meaning of reason and rational-
ity for more than two millennia. The matter is no nearer to being settled today
than it was in the ancient Greek polis. The challenge recently has been taken up
by postmodern theorists. Michel Foucault writes that “the central issue of phi-
losophy and critical thought since the eighteenth century has always been, still
is, and will, I hope, remain the question: What is this Reason that we use?”59 In
large part, the importance of reason in Western political thought—and, in par-
ticular, modern Western political thought—arose because of its intrinsic relation
to other core political values, namely, law and liberty.

Over 2,000 years ago, Plato described law as the embodiment of reason.
Law holds political communities together. Reason thus allows for social and
political order. This understanding of the cohesive and moderating qualities of
reason is widely shared today.

In the modern world, liberty and law also became linked. They would prove
mutually reinforcing. Liberty and law stand together for negative libertarians
because law ensures that the liberties of some do not illegitimately interfere with
the liberties of others. Without law, negative liberty might theoretically exist for
all, but only the most powerful could practically enjoy it. “Where there is no
law,” Locke concisely states, “there is no freedom.”60 Positive libertarians also
equate liberty with law. They maintain that liberty consists in abiding by a law
of one’s own making. As Rousseau states, “obedience to a law which we prescribe
to ourselves is liberty.”61

Liberty is created and preserved by law. Law, in turn, is created and pre-
served by the exercise of reason. Hence the existence and exercise of reason is a
necessary condition for the existence and exercise of liberty. Without the former,
the latter would not arise and could not persist. Reason allows for the wide-
spread enjoyment of negative liberty by establishing laws that forbid one’s
encroaching on another’s life or property. For positive libertarians, to be free is
to be self-legislating, and the only human faculty capable of setting itself laws
and controlling the appetites and passions is reason. With this in mind, Kant
argues that mankind’s enlightenment and maturity as a race depends upon its
gaining its freedom and that this freedom should be defined as the “public use
of . . . reason in all matters.”62
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What, then, is this thing called reason that gives us law and liberty? Like
Plato, Aristotle believed that freedom was best established and bounded by law
and that law should be the embodiment of reason. Like Plato, Aristotle believed
that reason should regulate the appetites and passions of the soul just as it should
regulate the citizens of the polis. Unlike Plato, Aristotle did not locate the fac-
ulty of reason in a single caste, namely, the philosophers. Nor did he believe rea-
son to constitute an abstract, purely intellectual faculty within the soul. Reason,
for Aristotle, was a practical faculty as well. He spoke of practical reason or pru-
dence, phronesis in Greek, as that faculty of the soul that blended the capacity
for abstract thought with the capacity to make judgments about the concrete
world.

Prudence allows practical understanding and judgment because it is
grounded in experience. Prudence allows one to act at the right time, in the right
place, in the right manner, for the right reason. It achieves this feat by integrat-
ing abstract knowledge of the way things should be (e.g., ideals and principles)
with practical assessments of the way things actually are.

Aristotle believed that practical reason was exercised not only by philoso-
phers but by a wide range of the citizenry. People gain use of the faculty of rea-
son through their involvement in day-to-day affairs. The best judge of the fit of
a pair of shoes, Aristotle suggests, is not the cobbler who constructs them but
the walker who wears them. Likewise, the best judge of a government is not the
official who runs it but the citizens who live under it. Being a subject of gov-
ernment and a participant in a collective order enables one to exercise one’s prac-
tical reason on an ongoing basis. In this way, practical reason develops among all
who embrace the life of politics.

Aristotle admitted that the best possible regime would be a monarchy (or
aristocracy) in which the philosopher king(s) ruled supreme. This, however,
would also be a very dangerous regime, unlikely to arise and easily corrupted
once established. The best practicable regime, both easier to achieve and more
stable once in place, Aristotle called a polity. A polity is a mixed regime that
incorporates both aristocratic and democratic principles. Citizens learn to rule
and to be ruled in turn. The stability of this regime is due in large part to the
widespread cultivation of practical reason. In the polity, a large segment of the
population actively exercises reason in the day-to-day affairs of managing the
ship of state. (Upholding the prejudices of his day, Aristotle maintained that
women and slaves should be excluded from politics along with children because
they were naturally deficient in reason.)

As the disagreement between Plato and Aristotle demonstrates, reason and
rationality, like liberty and freedom, have no single, settled meaning. Yet de-
ciding just what reason and rationality mean—like the determination of the
meaning of liberty and freedom—is a serious affair with important political con-
sequences. If, for instance, we hold reason to be a purely intellectual faculty, one
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that only philosophers fully exercise, we may be persuaded by Plato’s argument
for the establishment of an aristocratic or monarchical system of rule. If we
believe that reason is also a practical faculty, one that everyone exercises in his
daily affairs, we may be persuaded by Aristotle’s argument for the establishment
of a more democratic system of rule. In turn, if we think that reason inheres not
only in men but also in women, we may be persuaded that patriarchal rule is
illegitimate in any of its forms.

In questioning the status of reason, Foucault asks: “What are its historical
effects? What are its limits, and what are its dangers? How can we exist as
rational beings, fortunately committed to practicing a rationality that is unfor-
tunately crisscrossed by intrinsic dangers?” Foucault goes on to say that he does
not mean to criticize rationality per se, but only to demonstrate “how ambigu-
ous things are.”63 William Connolly likewise observes the inherent instability of
words such as reason and rationality, words that constitute the “terms of politi-
cal discourse.” These terms are subject to endless contestation, not merely as an
academic affair, but with practical consequences. Connolly writes that “the lan-
guage of politics is not a neutral medium that conveys ideas independently
formed; it is an institutionalized structure of meanings that channels political
thought and action in certain directions.”64 By structuring the language of pol-
itics, political theorists effectively channel thought and action. Their efforts can
influence not only political discourse but also political practice. Contriving and
contesting the meanings and uses of words such as reason and rationality is the
sine qua non of political theory and, often, the spark of political action.

There are at least as many different definitions of reason and rationality as
there are definitions of liberty and freedom. How to choose among them? One
might examine the contemporary feminist challenge to the universal claims of
“masculine rationality” in an effort to establish the groundwork for the “situated
knowledge” of a “feminist rationality.”65 One might critically engage Western
rationality as a whole, a form of rationality, according to African-centered theo-
rists, that attempts to “explain all of reality as though it had been created by the
European mind for the purposes of control.”66 One might investigate concrete
historical efforts to achieve a “higher rationality,” such as the American counter-
culture movement in the 1960s and 1970s.67 Or one might explore theoretical
constructions of a higher form of reason, such as Jürgen Habermas’s notion of a
“communicative rationality” that promotes social and political change through
free, competent, and informed dialogue conducted in the absence of deceit,
strategizing, self-deception, and domination.68 Alternatively, one might dismiss
any special status for rationality and deny its relation to truth. With Richard
Rorty, one might propose that being rational simply means using persuasion
rather than force to get one’s way and that “the opposition between rationality
and irrationality is simply the opposition between words and blows.”69 The pos-
sibilities are virtually endless. 
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Here we limit ourselves to a brief examination of three concepts of ration-
ality—those shaped respectively by economic, political, and ecological concerns.
Political reason and ecological reason, we discover, inherently challenge the
hegemony of economic reason in our times. 

Economic Reason
The British economist John Maynard Keynes wrote that “the ideas of econo-
mists and political philosophers, both when they are right and when they are
wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed the world is
ruled by little else. Practical men who believe themselves to be quite exempt
from any intellectual influences are usually the slaves of some defunct econo-
mist.”70 Keynes exaggerates the power of economic theories and theorists, but
perhaps not by much. People often act on principles little examined and follow
conventions seldom challenged. In the modern Western world, a large portion
of these principles and conventions are economic in nature.

Economic principles and conventions structure a wide range of our indi-
vidual and collective thought and behavior, including aspects of social and polit-
ical life not formally economic in nature. The dynamics of “the market” and the
laws of “supply and demand,” for example, are often used to explain the rela-
tionship between voters and candidates or between teachers and students.
Economic principles and conventions gain widespread currency in our thought
and speech because they are perceived to mirror the dictates of rationality. So
much of modern life may be accounted for in economic terms because rational
thought and economic thought have become virtual synonyms. As one political
theorist writes, “Economic rationality is the dominant form of reason in con-
temporary industrial society—and, arguably, the defining feature of those soci-
eties.”71 What is the nature of this economic rationality, and how did it come to
exercise such tremendous influence in the modern world?

One of the first theorists to examine the growth of economic rationality was
Max Weber. Weber declares his chief concern to be the investigation and expla-
nation of “rationalism” in the Western world,72 but he refuses to give reason or
rationality a single definition. Over a dozen distinct meanings for the terms have
been charted in his writings,73 as Weber approaches the concept of rationality in
different ways at different times for different purposes. He justifies this contex-
tual approach by noting that “a thing is never irrational in itself, but only from
a particular rational point of view.”74 Likewise, a thing is never rational in itself.
Context matters. The meaning of rationality largely depends upon one’s point
of view.

Despite the multiple forms that modern rationality assumes in different
historical and cultural settings, Weber leads us to believe that they all bear a
unifying essence. There is, as it were, an ideal type of rationality. The process
of rationalization, Weber writes, is always a function of the “striving for order.”75
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Rationality constitutes an attempt to gain either a “theoretical mastery of reality”
or a “practical mastery of the world.”76 Rationality pursues mastery by means of
selecting among possible alternatives according to objectively calculable criteria
of relative worth. In other words, rationality allows one to secure the best means
to one’s ends by systematically measuring the costs and benefits of various
actions and opportunities. Rationality is synonymous with calculability. It is
opposed to spontaneity and unpredictability. To rationalize something is to
make it amenable to mental if not physical control.

The most fascinating quality of rationality for Weber is its capacity to sys-
tematize and routinize aspects of thought, life, and the world that would other-
wise remain quite unpredictable and disorderly. The mystery of the earth’s
creation or the impenetrable enigmas of the human psyche, for instance, may be
rationalized through theology and religious rituals. Weber was intrigued by the
worldly effects of religion. He argued that Calvinism, a form of Protestantism
developed by the French (and later Swiss) theologian John Calvin (1509–64),
marks the highest reach of religious rationalization.

Calvinists believe in predestination, which means that God decides for each
man and woman, even before his or her birth, whether he or she will go to
heaven or hell. What an individual does in life can neither win salvation nor
ensure damnation. Only the hand of the Almighty can tip the scales. Salvation
is attained only by the grace of God. What one does in earthly life—the per-
formance of rituals, the offering of sacraments, or the doing of good deeds—
cannot alter one’s ultimate fate.

Calvinists originally adopted the doctrine of predestination because they
thought that it was prideful of human beings to believe that they could gain
eternal salvation through their own means, effectively tying God’s hands.
Ironically, the Calvinists’ belief in predestination did not lead to the fatalism or
passivity one might expect. Calvinists believed that if a person was “chosen” for
salvation, he would give evidence this enviable status by way of his devotion—
he could not help but display his “calling.” Of course, no one really knew who
was chosen for salvation, but this uncertainty only strengthened the Calvinists’
resolve. In an effort to prove to themselves, and to others, that they were among
the chosen few, Weber theorized, Calvinists embraced a strict life of duty. They
fervently devoted themselves to a vocation so not a moment of life was wasted
and they were never left idle. Were one were truly among the chosen few, pre-
sumably one would always have good deeds to do. Even brief periods of idleness
would suggest that one was not predestined for a heavenly afterlife, or at least
give one pause to consider the uncertainty. 

For the Calvinists, Weber writes, good works became “technical means, not
of purchasing salvation, but of getting rid of the fear of damnation.”77 Devotion
to work became a way of convincing oneself and others that personal salvation
had been secured. The key was always to remain in full control of one’s time and
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actions. The enemy of this religious rationalism was not so much the enjoyment
of life as spontaneity. For it is “impulsiveness” and not pleasure per se that sug-
gests a life untethered to the mandate of duty. Thus Calvinism turned “with all
its force against one thing: the spontaneous enjoyment of life and all it had to
offer.”78 The Protestant ethic developed out of a need to routinize life. A stead-
fast and calculated devotion to duty became of paramount importance. 

The great irony is that an attempt to heighten religious devotion produced
an increasingly secular work ethic. The deprecation of spontaneity and the cel-
ebration of duty led to a preoccupation with work for its own sake. This quickly
became translated into a preoccupation with the accumulation of wealth for its
own sake, regardless of the pleasures it could afford. This preoccupation, Weber
suggests, was the impetus for capital accumulation and the development of cap-
italist economies.

Weber explains how rationality in the modern, Western world was trans-
formed into an economic concept. Under the regimen of a Protestant work
ethic, rationality became chiefly identified with an economic actor engaged in
the secular, self-interested, and instrumental pursuit of wealth.79 Weber’s thesis,
it should be noted, has been contested by historians who point out that capital-
ism began to develop centuries before the Protestant Reformation occurred. The
fact that capitalism also developed in non-Protestant countries, such as Italy, fur-
ther undermines Weber’s thesis.80 Despite its historical and cultural inaccura-
cies, Weber’s work bears such originality and such tantalizing twists of logic that
it has secured the reputation of a peerless piece of theorizing.

Weber rightly rejected the notion that the vast diversity of modern individ-
uals could somehow be described as having a unitary “group mind” that oper-
ated in accordance with “a single formula.”81 Nonetheless, he maintained that
economic rationality was indeed a predominant feature of modern life.
Adopting this Weberian understanding, certain social scientists—who have
become known as “rational choice” theorists—propose that all human thought
and behavior, to the extent that it is “rational,” is amenable to economic analy-
sis. Social science, then, becomes a matter of explaining the decisions and
choices people make in the rational effort to minimize costs and maximize ben-
efits. As one well-known social scientist observed, “we can fit anything into a
loosely ‘economic’ framework if we are sufficiently hospitable to different kinds
of ‘reward’ and ‘cost.’”82 From this point of view, any thought or behavior that
merits the label of being rational may be reduced to an economic calculation.

To analyze behavior in terms of economic rationality is not to assume that
everyone always acts selfishly in an attempt to accumulate wealth. As Weber
demonstrated, economic rationality originally arose in the service of God, not
mammon. Likewise, contemporary theories of economic rationality are not
built on the assumption that all actors are driven by unmitigated economic self-
interest. The goals of the economically rational person need not be egoistic,
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venal, or even financially oriented. By definition, the economic actor simply
seeks to gain the greatest amount of value with the least expenditure of effort
and resources. The economic actor, as Anthony Downs writes, is interested in
“maximizing output for a given input, or minimizing input for a given out-
put.”83 The logic of economic rationality holds even when the content of the
input and output remains unspecified. As Downs demonstrates, economic
rationality can be usefully employed to explain how, with the least expenditure
of time and resources, politicians seek to maximize votes and voters seek to max-
imize the benefits of voting. The particular ends served by the “cost-benefit”
analyses of politicians and voters may be either egoistic or altruistic. Likewise,
one’s rational efforts to earn the most money with the least effort may serve a
wholly altruistic purpose if one chooses to donate much of one’s income to char-
ity. In the same vein, the output one seeks to maximize may be a friend’s aca-
demic test scores, and the input one seeks simultaneously to minimize may be
the time spent studying together.

Rather than assuming that individuals are selfish, theorists of economic
rationality maintain that individuals behave in ways that are “wholly determined
by the endeavor to relate means to ends as efficiently as possible”84—not self-
ishness but efficiency is the key feature of a rational choice or decision.
Assuming that individuals are selfish certainly simplifies the application of eco-
nomic rationality as a tool of social science inquiry, for if actors are expected to
pursue the maximization of personal wealth (or power), one’s theory gains a level
of parsimony not otherwise achievable. This parsimony, however, is often
achieved at the expense of accuracy. Thus, despite much evidence to the con-
trary,85 many rational choice theorists believe that political behavior can be
strictly defined in terms of self-interest. 

Theorists of economic rationality need not assume that people are endowed
with superhuman capacities for achieving high levels of efficiency. Social scien-
tists have modified their theories to account for situations where the rational
actor’s effort to relate means to ends most efficiently is neither easy nor com-
pletely successful owing to the complexities and confusions of life. Herbert
Simon, an organizational theorist, is widely recognized for initiating these mod-
ifications by introducing the notion of “bounded rationality.” Simon’s point is
that the rational actor seldom if ever actually selects the most efficient means to
achieve given ends. Instead, he selects those means found satisfactory given his
cognitive limitations, the availability of information, and the constraints placed
on his time and resources. The rational actor is engaged not in maximizing but
in “satisficing” values, that is to say, in achieving satisfactory rather than optimal
results. The rational actor satisfices, Simon bluntly states, because he does not
have “the wits to maximize.”86 Likewise, Anthony Downs considers an actor to
be rational not because he always achieves his goals with the least expenditure of
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effort, but because he “moves toward his goals in a way which, to the best of his
knowledge, uses the least possible input of scarce resources per unit of valued
output.”87

The “glory” and “power” of economic rationalist theory, one political sci-
entist observes, is evidenced in “its ability to imply a great range of testable
hypotheses from few assumptions.”88 The glory and power of economic ratio-
nalist theory, in other words, is wedded to its parsimony. Political scientists have
employed economic rationalist theory in very elegant and very ingenious ways.
They have explained why political parties in two-party systems converge toward
the middle of the ideological spectrum in order to maximize their electoral sup-
port and why the provision of public goods and the organization of collective
action will always be hampered by the existence of “free riders” who seek to gain
benefits without expending resources. Yet each qualification to the nature of
rationality that the theorist must make in order to gain accuracy increases the
complexity of the theory. Thus the parsimony of economic rationalist theory, its
most salient virtue, declines notably once the rationality of actors is acknowl-
edged to be bounded. 

Simon insists that there is little alternative to sacrificing some parsimony in
order better to understand human behavior in a complex world.89 An early col-
laborator of Simon, James March goes beyond exposing the cognitive limita-
tions of the rational actor.90 He proposes that the rational actor not only
frequently fails to employ the most efficient means but also fails to pursue sta-
ble goals. Actors may exhibit an “ambiguity of preferences,”91 and if preferences
or goals are ambiguous or unstable, then, by definition, efficiency in attaining
them is impossible. One cannot choose the most direct route to a destination if
that destination remains unknown.

With regard to political life, March’s assumption about the ambiguous and
unstable nature of preferences or goals is particularly apt. Politics is an activity
that goes well beyond the efficient pursuit of stable, preconceived individual
interests. That is because it involves the shaping and reshaping of interests and
the formation and transformation of identities. Politics makes us as much as we
make politics. To be sure, politics is often a means toward an end. But in the
midst of and as a result of political life, ends are also formed anew.

The commonsense belief that attitudes and interests determine our behav-
ior must be qualified, for the reverse is often true. Behavior frequently shapes
attitudes and interests.92 To some extent, that is also common sense. After all,
our life experiences (what we do in life and what has been done to us by life)
largely determine what values and commitments we hold. That is to say, what
we do often determines what we want as much as what we want determines
what we do. Given this fact, it stands to reason that we often cannot efficiently
pursue our goals through instrumental action because our goals only become
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formulated in the midst of action. This is true of all political life, and particu-
larly so of democratic politics. The interests of the citizenry cannot be ascer-
tained simply by adding up all the particular, preformed interests of each citizen.
Political participation plays a role. 

As political theorists Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson observe,

The point of democratic deliberation goes beyond changing preferences
by providing more information. The preferences of citizens vary not
only or even mainly with the amount of information they receive and
absorb, but also with how they receive and absorb it—including how
their preferences are influenced by participating in politics. . . .
Aggregating what citizens want individually . . . does not necessarily
produce the same result as asking citizens to consider together what
they want collectively.93

Political participation shapes preferences and goals. Rationality in politics, then,
has something to do with the formation of interests and goals, not simply their
efficient pursuit. We may better understand the relationship of reason to poli-
tics by returning to ancient Greece, where the multifaceted nature of rationality
was first explored.

Political Reason
Although Weber insisted that rationality is multifaceted, his work focused on
the powerful and seemingly inevitable tide of modern economic rationality that
had largely submerged the classical (Platonic and Aristotelian) and medieval
(scholastic) understandings of substantive reason. Substantive reason is not
restricted to devising efficient means to serve given ends. It is capable of deter-
mining what the ends of action ought to be. Plato, we remember, held that rea-
son should rule over the passions, determining what the nature of the good life
was and setting us on the path toward it. Here reason determines what the goals
of life should be as well as what means are required to secure these goals. The
rise of economic rationality in the modern era left reason only the latter, instru-
mental task.

David Hume (1711–76), the Scottish skeptical philosopher, famously
reversed Plato’s understanding. Hume writes in his Treatise of Human Nature
that “reason is, and ought only to be, the slave of the passions, and can never
pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them.”94 Following Hume,
Bertrand Russell insisted that “reason has a perfectly clear and precise meaning.
It signifies the choice of the right means to an end that you wish to achieve. It
has nothing whatever to do with the choice of ends.”95 Herbert Simon, in devel-
oping his theory of bounded rationality, accepted this modern understanding.
He maintains that “reason is wholly instrumental. It cannot tell us where to go;
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at best it can tell us how to get there. It is a gun for hire that can be employed
in the service of any goals we have, good or bad.”96 Plato, Aristotle, and the
medieval scholastics acknowledged that reason had an instrumental function.
Unlike many modern theorists, however, the ancients did not think that instru-
mental rationality was the only form of rationality or even the most important
form.

Aristotle suggests in the Nichomachean Ethics that reason pertains to more
than the efficient pursuit of economic self-interest. Aristotle accepts the com-
mon understanding that reason is the capacity that allows thinking—and par-
ticularly inferences, judgments, and decisions—to achieve greater consistency.
This capacity, however, presides not simply or even primarily over economic
thought. It presides over thinking about the nature of human welfare as a whole.
Unlike those who pursue passing pleasures, the person of reason strives to live
the good life. Not simply a calculative means to achieve sundry ends, reason per-
tains to the human capacity to evaluate, understand, and participate in a social
and cosmological order. As such, reason has a particular political relevance.

Jean-Pierre Vernant, a classical scholar, writes that “when Aristotle defined
man as a ‘political animal,’ he emphasized what differentiates Greek reason from
today’s reason. If in his eyes Homo sapiens was Homo politicus, it was because
Reason itself was in essence political.”97 Aristotle considered the polis, or city-
state, to be a self-sufficient association of citizens that allows for the pursuit of
justice and the practice of virtue. Human reason serves this inherently political
purpose. The polis, Aristotle writes, originally arose as a means of satisfying basic
human needs—such as the provision of food, shelter, and safety—that are only
possible, or at least easier, to secure in a collectivity. Nevertheless, the polis exists,
Aristotle reminds us, not simply to make life possible but to make the good life
possible.

The good life is defined by Aristotle as the life of reason. In making this
assertion, he insists that reason does more than determine the best means to
achieve the good life. The practice of reason is itself constitutive of the good life.
Reason is a civic virtue. Aristotle maintains that reason, like virtue in general, is
achieved only through its practice. We become just by performing just actions,
Aristotle asserts, and we become brave by performing brave actions. Likewise,
we become reasonable by exercising reason. In turn, the exercise of reason, like
the practice of any virtue, constitutes its own reward. Hence the exercise of rea-
son is not merely of instrumental value, but a substantive good and an intrinsic
part of the good life. 

Aristotle maintains that the good life cannot be instrumentally pursued or
mastered. Its achievement is discovered in its very pursuit. The good life, in large
part, consists in striving for the good life. Right action is not simply a means to
an end but an end in itself. Since right action is action informed by reason, the
good life, according to Aristotle, consists in an active life of reason. To cultivate
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reason and act virtuously is to find happiness in one’s very striving to lead the
good life. 

Like the virtue of self-knowledge, the civic virtue of reason is developed
only when we subject our convictions and values to public contestation. What
holds for the development of virtue holds for the development of what Aristotle
called character and what we have spoken of, somewhat more expansively, as
identity. The only way to build a virtuous character or construct a worthy iden-
tity is to participate self-consciously in social and political life. For Aristotle, the
individual develops a virtuous character by engaging in social and political
action that demands the exercise of reason.

This political participation is not reducible to carrying out cost-benefit cal-
culations. Nor is it rational in the Weberian sense of fostering sovereign control
or mastery. As one theorist explains Aristotle’s thesis, the political agent or actor

is constituted through the actions which disclose him both to others
and to himself as the person that he is. He can never possess an idea of
himself in the way that the craftsman possesses the form of his prod-
uct; rather than his having any definite “what” as blueprint for his
actions or his life, he becomes and discovers “who” he is through these
actions. And the medium for this becoming through action is not one
over which he is ever sovereign master; it is, rather, a network of other
people who are also agents and with whom he is bound up in relation-
ships of interdependency.98

In like manner, Hannah Arendt relies on Greek thought to illustrate how polit-
ical action (and speech) discloses “who” one is. This “who” is not a sovereign
entity. It is part of a “web of human relationships” that allows for the expression
of freedom through public action.99 As political actors we reveal ourselves as
participants and agents of a collective performance rather than sovereign pro-
ducers or authors of our own story. That is why, for Arendt, the “meaning” of a
political deed lies in its actual performance rather than in the achievement of a
particular goal.100 The ancient Greek philosopher and biographer Plutarch
(A.D. 46–120) wrote that “they are wrong who think that politics is like an ocean
voyage or a military campaign, something to be done with some end in view,
something which levels off as soon as that end is reached. It is not a public chore
to be got over with; it is a way of life.”101 Politics, for the ancients and for many
of their modern interpreters, is not simply an instrumental endeavor. It is a per-
formative practice and an opportunity to exercise virtue.

Politics, which is defined by Aristotle as the practice of practical reason, is
performative because the exercise of reason is performative. Reason is performa-
tive, rather than merely instrumental, because one practices it not only as a
means, but also as an end in itself. That is why electing representatives is not the
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same thing as engaging in political debate and action, despite the fact that rep-
resentatives might more efficiently secure one’s interests. As one classical politi-
cal theorist puts the Aristotelian point, politics is a partnership in virtue, and
you cannot designate someone to be virtuous for you.102 In the efficient pro-
duction of commodities or the efficient administration of bureaucracies, means
and ends are easily separable. In politics this distinction is not so clear. Hence
there is a difference, for Aristotle, between a craftsperson who makes something
and a citizen who does something. Poiesis, or craft production, is not the same
as praxis, or political action. Aristotle stipulates that “doing and making are dif-
ferent in kind, since the maker of a thing has a different end in view than just
making it, whereas in doing something the end can only be the doing of it
well.”103 Praxis is self-fulfilling because it signifies the incorporation of reason
into the world.

Participation in politics engages one in a process whereby individual and
collective identities become contested and (re)constructed. In a truly political
life, therefore, one cannot solely pursue the maximization of preconceived inter-
ests and goals because one is entering into a process whereby goals and interests,
along with values and identities, become shaped and reshaped, formed and
transformed. Like a participant in a dialogue, the political actor necessarily
involves himself with others in the cooperative determination of a course of
action and a destination.104 With this in mind, Jürgen Habermas has proposed
that rationality in political life is achieved by “removing restrictions on commu-
nication” so that all may participate in “public, unrestricted discussion, free from
domination.”105 This identity-transforming political communication is at one
and the same time an instrumental means of achieving ends, a means of deter-
mining the substance of these ends, and an end in itself, that is to say, an intrin-
sic aspect of the good life.

Karl Popper argues that rationality in science is chiefly evidenced not in the
unwavering maintenance of dogmatic belief, but in the openness of theoretical
positions to contestation.106 Likewise, rationality in politics is chiefly evidenced
not in the unremitting pursuit of preconceived interests and values but in the
openness of one’s interests and values to contestation and transformation. The
politically rational individual accepts the ambiguity and instability of interests
and values because they are grounded in an identity that is itself the object of
ongoing evolution.

Following in the footsteps of Anthony Downs and Joseph Schumpeter,107

many theorists of economic rationality assume that politics may be described in
terms of the aggregate effects of instrumental voting and office seeking. Votes are
analogous to dollars that citizens spend efficiently in an effort to reap the biggest
electoral rewards. Politics is reduced to a marketplace where rational buyers (vot-
ers) and sellers (candidates) strike their bargains. The elegance of this economic
theory of politics is appealing. It may serve admirably as a heuristic tool for
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analysis. But economic rationalist theory ignores the performative aspect of pol-
itics and the substantive aspect of rationality. In doing so, it fails to recognize
that politics is largely defined by the contestation and construction of individ-
ual and collective attitudes, interests, values, and identities.

An analogy may clarify the point. Cats will patiently wait for hours in front
of mouse holes, ostensibly having decided that the chance of satiating their
hunger with a capture justifies the time invested in motionless loitering. After
observing this phenomenon for some time and charting these observations, one
might construct an elegant theory that illustrates the respective value cats place
on their time and the satiation of their appetites. One could then predict how
long cats would wait in front of mouseholes before moving on. That is, one
could assess how cats would act on the basis of a cost-benefit analysis given the
relative scarcity of mice, mouse holes, and hours in a day. Yet any such theory
would distort the nature of cats and the activity of mouse hunting. Cats value
the stalking of prey regardless of its value as food. Placed in a room teeming with
mice, cats will initially kill and eat their fill. Then they will kill a few more mice
but forgo their consumption. Finally, they will spend their time stalking mice
across the room while ignoring those that scamper over their forepaws.108

The point is not that people are genetically programmed to engage in pol-
itics for its own sake, as cats are presumably programmed to engage in stalking
and hunting. Still, politics is not simply about who gets what, when, and how.
It is also about exercising one’s political nature as a member of a collectivity and
having one’s interests and identity emerge therefrom. That is what Aristotle
meant by calling human beings political animals.

Albert O. Hirschman’s investigation of the psychological dynamics of pub-
lic action offers insight to this phenomenon. Hirschman writes:

The implication of the confusion between striving and attaining is that
the neat distinction between costs and benefits of action in the public
interest vanishes, since striving, which should be entered on the cost
side, turns out to be part of the benefit. . . . The best illustration is per-
haps the phenomenon of pilgrimage. . . . Obviously, it would make no
sense to categorize the travel as the cost of the pilgrimage, and the
sojourn and prayers at the holy site as benefit. The discomforts suffered
and perils confronted during the trip were part and parcel of the total
‘liminal’ experience sought by the pilgrim, and the distance from the
site often acted as a stimulant to the decision to go forth rather than as
a brake.109

Hirschman’s point is that political action is not reducible to economic analysis.
It is, at least in part, a performative endeavor. What is crucial to politics is the
ongoing process, not simply the final product.
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The instrumental pursuit of self-interest is an intrinsic part of political life
because it is an intrinsic part of human life. Humans, like any other animals, sys-
tematically seek their own welfare. But the instrumental pursuit of self-interest
is not the whole of politics. Politics includes the self-fulfilling exercise of civic
virtue, particularly the civic virtue of reason. The contestation and construction
of individual and collective identities that occurs in political life is part of that
exercise.

Ecological Reason
Environmental issues consistently rank near the top of people’s concerns and a
“strong environmental ethic” is evident within the public at large. Nonetheless,
opposition to specific measures to protect the environment is often equally
strong when such measures involve personal sacrifice or specific costs to the
individual. The general attitude is that “someone else should bear the bur-
den.”110 How do we explain this behavior?

Theorists of economic rationality have an explanation. Public environmen-
tal goods, such as clean air or water, are “nonexcludable.” That is to say, if they
exist, everyone benefits. People will accrue the benefits of a healthier environ-
ment regardless of whether they personally make a contribution to its preserva-
tion. Faced with this fact, economically rational actors will opt for a “free ride”
on the efforts of others. Letting someone else bear the burden is quite rational
from an economic perspective: it allows one to gain benefits at virtually no cost.
As such, it constitutes the height of individual efficiency. Competition within
the marketplace, theorists of economic rationality further maintain, ensures that
those who behave in an economically rational manner will survive and those
who are less efficient will fail.111 The conclusion follows that economic success
in life depends on shunning personal responsibility for environmental care.

Environmental theorists observe that modern society in general and
American society in particular “was conceived, born, and bred on the principles
of economic rationality.”112 Yet these theorists strongly disagree with the
assumption that much self-interested economic behavior is rational. They insist
that our ecological viability and survival as a species rests squarely on our escap-
ing the conceptual and practical constraints of a narrowly conceived rational
self-interest. Economically rational individuals seeking to contribute as little as
possible to environmental preservation while maximizing their benefits in the
marketplace place too great a demand on the earth’s capacity to sustain life.
Their economic success thus undermines the very conditions of life that allow
their practices to continue. That, environmental theorists point out, is not truly
rational. Not the efficient pursuit of economic gain but an expansive orientation
to sustainable living constitutes the key feature of an ecological rationality. To be
sustainable, human life must nurture rather than undermine the interdependent
relationships that characterize the earth’s ecological systems.
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In addressing the root causes of our ecological straits, Al Gore laments that
“the future whispers while the present shouts.”113 With similar concerns, Robert
Heilbroner speaks of the “inverted telescope through which humanity looks to
the future.”114 The metaphors are apt. The impression the future makes on us is
faint. That which is distant in time remains distant in concern. Indeed, under
the guidance of economic rationality we would maximize our pleasures and
profits today and let tomorrow take care of itself. As the future waxes into the
present, however, our lack of foresight will haunt us in the form of severe envi-
ronmental degradation. Environmental theorists reject definitions of rationality
that legitimate securing one’s interests at the expense of future generations. A
popular environmental slogan stipulates, “We have not inherited the earth from
our parents, we borrow it from our children.” Implicit in these words is a form
of rationality animated by a future focus.

Economists maintain that a key feature of human beings is their “positive
time preference.” Goods currently available are valued more than the same
goods available at a later date. Likewise, evils that affect us today are addressed
immediately while those that will affect us tomorrow—or will affect our grand-
children’s children—are ignored. The future becomes “discounted.” Summa-
rizing the ecological ramifications of economic rationality, political theorist John
Dryzek writes, “This form of reason is less than compelling in the ecological
sphere, if only because a system may be judged economically rational while
simultaneously engaging in the wholesale destruction of nature, or even, ulti-
mately, in the total extinction of the human race. The latter result holds because
of the logic of discounting the future.”115 The farther something is in the future,
the greater is its discount and the weaker is its whisper. The voice of economic
rationality, on the other hand, loudly announces the means to secure our cur-
rent interests.

A positive time preference makes economic sense. Who would not rather
have a dollar today than the same dollar ten years from now? Discounting the
future is simply good economics. But it is bad ecology. As Theodore Roszak
observes, “Our habit has been to regard the future as the carpet under which
environmental degradation gets swept. It is called ‘externalizing’ the costs, mean-
ing writing them off to our children’s, children’s, children’s. . . . Out of sight, out
of mind.”116 When the costs of resource depletion and pollution are externalized
to future generations, and the concerns of these future generations are dis-
counted by present-day decision makers, ecological catastrophe looms. Those
who deny the severity of the ecological crisis have charged that “much of the
modern environmental movement is a broad-based assault on reason.”117 Yet
environmentalists do not so much denigrate reason as challenge the hegemony
of a particular form of reason. Environmental theorist David Orr writes that “a
humane version of sustainability will [not] come about solely as the result of
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‘economically rational’ behavior. It will only come about as the result of a higher
and more thorough rationality.”118 Environmental theorists are engaged in trans-
forming the meaning and practice of rationality.

John Dryzek sketches out the features of a higher and more thorough eco-
logical rationality grounded in sustainable practices. He examines a number of
forms of rationality, including what he calls political rationality, which is con-
cerned with securing collective goods. Although Dryzek does not consider polit-
ical rationality to be a performative practice, he does believe that it is more
fundamental than economic rationality because politics provides the legal and
material foundation upon which economic activities take place. Without this
foundation, economic activity could not develop. Therefore political rationality
has priority because “a logical antecedent of a value must be accorded at least
equal standing to that value.” Dryzek’s argument for ecological rationality fol-
lows the same logic. He writes,

The preservation and enhancement of the material and ecological basis
of society is necessary not only for the functioning of societal forms
such as economically, socially, legally, and politically rational structures,
but also for action in pursuit of any value in the long term. The pur-
suit of all such values is predicated upon the avoidance of ecological
catastrophe. Hence the preservation and promotion of the integrity of
the ecological and material underpinning of society—ecological ration-
ality—should take priority over competing forms of reason in collective
choices with an impact upon that integrity.119

In short, ecological rationality is of overriding importance because it does not
discount the future, which is to say, the effects of its present operation do not
undercut its own or any other future rational activities.

One might argue that a component of any higher and more thorough
rationality would be its substantive and performative nature, as suggested by the
classical theorists of reason. But citizens may enjoy and gain benefits from col-
lective activities as ends in themselves in a way that still degrades the environ-
ment. The fact that an action is carried out for its own sake does not mean that
the action is ecologically sustainable. The attitude of “Chicken today, feathers
tomorrow!” may be held by someone who eats his chicken noninstrumentally,
for the pure delight of eating it. Still, today’s delight will not address tomorrow’s
hunger. Likewise, the question of ecological sustainability is only adequately
addressed once rationality, whether instrumental, substantive, or performative,
incorporates a concern for the future.

One means to gain this future focus is for long-term ecological and social
costs to be figured into the prices paid for goods and services. This is known as
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full-cost accounting. If the goods and services we consume today are not priced
to account for the environmental costs of their production, delivery, and dis-
posal, then our present savings are effectively gained at the expense of future
generations. Present-day benefits entail costs to future generations, who will find
their resources depleted and their environment degraded. Only a rationality that
prompts one to make decisions from the standpoint of a political community
sufficiently extended in time can marshal itself against the ecological destruc-
tiveness of short-term economic efficiency. The so-called invisible hand that the
Scottish classical economist Adam Smith (1723–90) said was wisely guiding the
free market decidedly lacks a green thumb. Our freedom in today’s market com-
mits future generations to paying extensive ecological reparations.

Being future-focused, environmental theorists emphasize the interdepend-
ence of interests across generations. Environmental theorists also emphasize the
interdependence of human interests across the globe, noting that there is but
one earth to be shared by all. What makes dollars and sense for the rational eco-
nomic actor seeking to maximize his own benefits may lead to disaster for soci-
ety at large and for the biosphere. This comes as no surprise to theorists of
economic rationality, who admit that “individual rationality is not sufficient for
collective rationality.”120 The insufficiency arises because individuals may accrue
economic benefits at a relatively low price by fobbing off costs on their neigh-
bors. Environmental theorists reject any concept of rationality that pertains only
or primarily to securing individual interests at the expense of the interests of
local or global neighbors. They are interested in fostering transpersonal and
transnational sensibilities.121

A global orientation forms a natural complement to a future focus. There
are both moral and practical reasons for this complementarity. Morally speak-
ing, the justification for the rights of future generations is difficult to separate
from the justification for the rights of those who live beyond national borders.122

Once we acknowledge that we have an obligation to those incapable of actively
representing their ecological interests for temporal reasons (i.e., they will live in
the future), we are hard pressed to justify excluding from consideration those
who are incapable of actively representing their ecological interests for geo-
graphical reasons (i.e., they live in another country). In both instances, obliga-
tions exist to preserve the environment for people who do not have the present
capacity to demand that we live sustainably.

For Americans, the issue is particularly salient. If present trends continue,
each American will produce in his lifetime more than 4 million pounds of
atmospheric and solid wastes. He will consume more than 55,000 pounds of ani-
mal products, use up 1.5 million pounds of minerals and the energy equivalent
of 4,000 barrels of oil. This rate of consumption and waste is between ten and
one hundred times higher than the rate at which the world’s other people con-
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sume and dispose of resources.123 It cannot be sustained. Were all the world to
consume and waste resources at this rate, environmental collapse would be
imminent.

Environmental theorists, in sum, argue that ecological rationality is a form
of reason that extends one’s obligations and concerns both in time and in space.
The practical complementarity between a global orientation and a future focus
is reinforced because local environmental sustainability has become increasingly
dependent on the earth’s ecological viability as a whole. That is to say, the envi-
ronmental benefits we seek for ourselves, or for our compatriots and progeny,
are becoming increasingly difficult to accrue without also ensuring some level of
global environmental protection. One country’s effort to end the production
and use of chemicals that destroy the atmospheric ozone layer, which protects
the earth from ultraviolet radiation, will not increase the health and welfare of
its citizens very much, for instance, if other countries do not similarly change
their practices. The same logic holds for the reduction of greenhouse gases and
for many other forms of pollution. Ensuring a healthy environment within
national borders, in other words, increasingly involves the extension of ecologi-
cal care and the promotion of ecological mores beyond national borders. The
requirement to reach beyond ourselves for a global sensibility is grounded in the
ecological principle of interdependence.

Environmental and political theorist Lester Milbrath observes that “a cen-
tral axiom of environmentalism is, We can never do merely one thing. We must
learn to ask, for every action, And then what?”124 The question “And then
what?” pertains to the unintended effects of actions on those who are distant in
time and distant in space. The geographically nonlocalizable nature of many en-
vironmental problems (e.g., ozone depletion or the greenhouse effect) and the
temporally nonlocalizable nature of other environmental concerns (e.g., the
loss of biological diversity or the accumulation of nuclear waste) have spatially
and temporally expanded our political obligations. One would hope that they
have also expanded the political rationality that can facilitate fulfilling these
obligations.

The 1986 catastrophe at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant in the Ukraine,
which spread radioactive contamination as far as Sweden and Ireland, demon-
strated that national borders can no longer mark the boundaries of responsible
government. Likewise, individual life spans are equally unable to contain the
effects of ecologically destructive behavior. The extinction of a species in our
generation will rob all future generations of that species. Extinction is forever.
Likewise, high-level radioactive waste must be stored in sealed containers for
thousands of years to prevent toxic contamination of the environment.
Plutonium may remain toxic for hundreds of thousands of years, which is to say,
for about fifty times longer than any civilization has yet survived, and five times
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as long as Homo sapiens have been on earth. We might, with this in mind,
retrieve the wisdom of the Iroquois nations whose rules of governance were said
to be made with the welfare of seven generations in mind—a foresight quite suf-
ficient given the environmental repercussions of their levels of technological
development and population density. Today, the demands on reason have been
markedly increased.

Assessing the changes occurring within contemporary society, a geographer
observes that “the history of social change is in part captured by the history of
the conceptions of space and time, and the ideological uses to which those con-
ceptions might be put. Furthermore, any project to transform society must grasp
the complex nettle of the transformation of spatial and temporal conceptions
and practices.”125 Environmental theorists argue that rationality itself, a core
political concept, must become transformed to account for our changing rela-
tionship to space and time. Rationality must become increasingly farsighted and
foresighted to keep up with a civilization that is increasingly powerful, expan-
sive, and interdependent.

R.H. Tawney once observed that economic ambitions may be good ser-
vants, but they make very bad masters. One might say the same thing about eco-
nomic rationality. It may serve our purposes admirably, when our purposes are
well known and narrowly defined. Yet it cannot produce overall, long-term ben-
efits for the individual or for the collectivity. And it cannot tell us much about
the good life.

One of the “flaws in mainstream economics,” David Orr writes, is that “it
lacks an ecologically and morally defensible model of the ‘reasonable person,’
helping to create the behavior it purports only to describe.”126 If our efforts to
describe human behavior reduce all human action to the product of instrumen-
tal economic calculations, we may be stifling the development of more sustain-
able rational behavior. Key to this development is the theoretical formulation of
an ecologically defensible model of rationality. If there is something called eco-
logical justice, it would find its sponsor in this kind of reason.

The Balance of Justice 

For over two millennia, political theorists have explored the concept of justice
and celebrated its practice. Justice always has been and remains today a central
concern of the tradition of political thought. It is considered the paramount
political virtue and a defining feature of political community. In previous chap-
ters, we touched upon the question of gender justice and economic justice.
Earlier in this chapter, we observed the importance attached to justice in ancient
Greece and have gestured at the makings of ecological justice. The time has
come for us to dig deeper. 
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What is the nature of justice? How is it achieved? What are its limits?
French philosopher Michel de Montaigne (1533–92) observed that “we can grasp
virtue in such a way that it will become vicious, if we embrace it with too sharp
and violent a desire.”127 Can the virtue of justice be embraced with such force
that it becomes a vice? Let us examine the preeminent status of justice with-
in the tradition of political thought as we attempt to answer these important
questions.

The Primacy of Justice
Justice may be understood, broadly speaking, as the moral, legal, and political
effort to order human relationships in accord with right, fairness, or desert.
Justice may also be understood as a virtue. Plato’s Republic is the locus classicus
of theoretical attempts to comprehend justice as a virtue and as a component of
social order. Plato believed that the external justice displayed in well-ordered
societies was a reflection of the virtue of justice in a well-ordered soul. In the
Republic, Socrates suggests that it is always in one’s interest to be just. No real
harm can come to the just person, or at least no harm greater than that one
would suffer by acting unjustly. To act unjustly is not only to betray a social
obligation, but to pitch one’s soul into disarray. Justice, for Plato, trumps all
other concerns.

Plato imparted to Aristotle, his student, this overarching concern for justice.
Justice, Aristotle maintains, is the good for which the state aims. Aristotle fol-
lows Plato in giving justice no lesser task than producing happiness for the polit-
ical community as a whole. For Aristotle, justice is also the highest moral virtue.
Indeed, justice is held to be “the whole of virtue”; it is deemed a “complete” and
“perfect” virtue.128 With justice, Aristotle maintains, humans are the best of all
animals. Without justice, they are the worst. 

In ancient Rome, justice remained a central concern of political thought.
The most important thing for theorists and philosophers to understand, Cicero
insists, is that human beings are born for justice. For Cicero, justice is not
grounded in opinion but in nature. Of all the obligations assumed by political
leaders, he states, the most important is to provide justice. The importance of
justice for theorists and philosophers was further underlined by the decline of
the Roman Empire. “Remove justice,” St. Augustine writes after observing the
sack of Rome by the Goths, “and what are kingdoms but gangs of criminals on
a large scale.”129 Justice is considered the defining feature of civilization. 

In medieval times, St. Thomas Aquinas maintained the classical under-
standing that justice was the foremost moral virtue and the keystone of social
order, and this valorization of justice was passed on to modernity. David Hume,
the eighteenth-century Scottish political philosopher, argued that historically it
was not uncommon for collective life to arise and persevere in the absence of
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formal government. Justice, however, was indispensable to community. Hume
writes that “The state of society without government is one of the most natural
states of men, and must subsist with the conjunction of many families, and long
after the first generation. . . . But though it be possible for men to maintain a
small uncultivated society without government, it is impossible they should
maintain a society of any kind without justice.”130 Justice, for Hume, is the sine
qua non of collective human existence. Contemporary political theorists and
philosophers carry on the tradition of celebrating justice as the foundation of
social and political life.

The importance of justice to political thinkers, one might presume, reflects
its prominence among the array of moral and political issues that confront
human beings. “Let justice be done though the earth perish” (fiat justitia et
pereat mundus) is the ancient Roman admonition that underlines this unique
status. Indeed, there are few other ideals, if any, for which people have been as
willing to forgo so many earthly goods. It has been observed that “No other
value than justice can legitimize the intentional sacrifice of all other human ends
and values, including liberty and human life.”131 Though liberty, in modern
times, has been celebrated as a supreme value—and nowhere with more inten-
sity than in the United States, where modern democratic government and con-
sumer lifestyles were born—justice remains the ultimate, if not the most
immediate political good. In the late eighteenth century, with intent to ensure
the healthy birth and infancy of a nation, James Madison announced, “Justice is
the end of government. It is the end of civil society. It ever has been and ever
will be pursued until it be obtained, or until liberty be lost in its pursuit.”132 At
the dawn of the twenty-first century, theorists and practitioners of politics echo
this belief: in the struggle for justice, life and liberty may well be sacrificed as a
means to a greater end.

In practice, relatively few people prove eager to sacrifice life and liberty, let
alone allow the earth to perish, for the sake of justice. The cause of justice is
often overwhelmed by the mundane pursuit of self-interest and security. Yet self-
sacrificial struggles for justice offer an inspiring—if sporadic—testimony to the
enduring power of this ideal. Less heroic but perhaps no less significant strug-
gles for justice pervade social and political life. Contemporary social science
research demonstrates that people often make decisions and choices contrary to
their (economic) self-interest in deference to the demands of justice. Empirical
experiments demonstrate that most people allocate resources in ways that they
consider fair, such that each receives what he or she is believed to deserve. Even
when self-serving opportunities arise, people consistently demonstrate a com-
mitment to justice, as they understand it.133

In Plato’s Republic, Thrasymachus observes that people censure injustice
not because they shrink from committing it, but because they fear becoming its
victims. In a similar vein, François La Rochefoucauld, the seventeenth-century
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French writer, observed that “the love of justice is simply, in the majority of men,
the fear of suffering injustice.”134 Whether justice or self-interest lies deeper in
the heart of humankind is a question theorists have debated for millennia.
Certainly Thrasymachus and La Rochefoucauld are not alone in their pes-
simistic assessments. But neither are they unopposed. Those who exhort us to
uphold justice as an end in itself, rather than as a pragmatic means to foster self-
interest and security, are known as deontologists. Deontology is the study of
duty or obligation. For deontologists, justice is a duty that should never be
shirked or compromised. Right action is to be pursued for its own sake, regard-
less of the benefits or costs it brings to our lives.

A deontological understanding of justice was first systematically formulated
by Immanuel Kant. For Kant, justice constituted a “universal law” to act in such
a way that one’s free action was compatible with a reciprocal freedom for all oth-
ers.135 Defending this Kantian understanding of justice, John Rawls maintains 

Justice is the first virtue of social institutions, as truth is of systems of
thought. A theory however elegant and economical must be rejected or
revised if it is untrue; likewise laws and institutions no matter how effi-
cient and well-arranged must be reformed or abolished if they are
unjust. Each person possesses an inviolability founded on justice that
even the welfare of society as a whole cannot override. . . . Being first
virtues, truth and justice are uncompromising.136

For Rawls, as for Kant, the concept of right is prior to that of the good. We must
uphold justice, not because of the good we gain or the evil we avoid thereby, but
because it is our most fundamental obligation. 

For deontologists, justice is uncompromising, but it has, nonetheless, a
practical value. Justice determines the fundamental rules that allow for orderly
collective life. Most goods—and the good life specifically—can be adequately
secured only within a social order. However goods and the good life are under-
stood and defined, therefore, their achievement has as a necessary precondition
orderly social relations. It follows that justice, understood as the set of rules that
produces and maintains social order, is a precondition for the pursuit of almost
all other goods. 

In asserting the practical benefits of justice, Rawls is not saying that justice
is simply and solely a means for establishing a social order that allows us to pur-
sue other goods. Justice is such a means, to be sure. For deontologists, however,
it is also, and more fundamentally, an end in itself. According to Rawls, this is
so because justice is, quite literally, definitive of who we are as human beings.
Justice is intrinsic to our most basic identity. “The desire to express our nature
as a free and equal rational being,” Rawls insists, “can be fulfilled only by acting
on the principles of right and justice as having first priority. . . . Therefore in
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order to realize our nature we have no alternative but to plan to preserve our
sense of justice as governing our other aims. This sentiment cannot be fulfilled
if it is compromised and balanced against other ends as but one desire among
the rest.”137 Here Rawls answers the question of why one might wager life and
liberty, or let the earth perish, in the pursuit of justice. To do anything less
would be to forfeit one’s very humanity.

In contrast to deontological claims, utilitarians argue that justice is a means
to secure a more important end. Utilitarians believe that our primary moral
and political imperative is to seek the greatest good for the greatest number of
people. According to utilitarians, therefore, the good is prior to the right. The
pursuit of justice, from this perspective, does not give one carte blanche to ful-
fill perceived obligations heedless of their effects on others. The practical conse-
quences of actions must be considered foremost. Indeed, the consequences of
action, understood in terms of the goods achieved or maximized, become the
focus of moral concern. Allowing the earth to perish to fulfill the dictates of jus-
tice is wholly illegitimate from a utilitarian point of view, in which the ends
must justify the means. Utilitarians, in this sense, are consequentialists. It is not
enough to act from a sense of duty. To act justly is to act in a way that yields the
most good for the most people. 

While justice is not uncompromising for utilitarians, it remains a primary
virtue. Following the utilitarian tradition, John Stuart Mill writes that justice
constitutes “the chief part, and incomparably the most sacred and binding part,
of all morality.” Like other utilitarians before him, Mill believed that justice was
the sum of all moral duty. Mill explains,

Justice is a name for certain classes of moral rules, which concern the
essentials of human well-being more nearly, and are therefore of more
absolute obligation, than any other rules for the guidance of life; and
the notion which we have found to be of the essence of the idea of jus-
tice, that of a right residing in an individual, implies and testifies to
this more binding obligation. . . . Justice is a name for certain moral
requirements, which, regarded collectively, stand higher in the scale of
social utility, and are therefore of more paramount obligation, than any
others.138

Justice remains a primary virtue for utilitarians because it is believed to yield the
greatest social utility—that is to say, justice is the most useful of the virtues. It
is the most useful because it produces a social order that appropriately balances
the pursuit of individual and collective goods, including the goods of freedom
and security. Justice, as a virtue and a social order, fosters the greatest happiness
for the greatest number.
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The Limits of Justice
One might say with only slight exaggeration that justice is celebrated by politi-
cal theorists and philosophers of all persuasions, ancient and modern, deonto-
logical and utilitarian. Justice is deemed a primary virtue, the highest utility for
human beings, the key to individual and collective security and happiness. The
pursuit of justice is sufficient cause for people to ignore self-interest and risk life
and liberty. Yet the millennia-old discourse about the primacy of justice evi-
dences a recurring counterpoint. Justice, we are reminded time and again, must
be kept within limits. In the absence of limits to its pursuit, justice betrays itself.
Indeed, the stronger claim is made that unbounded justice is no justice at all—
absolute justice becomes absolute injustice. How are we to make sense of this
seeming contradiction? Again, we return to the ancient Greeks.

Justice, for Aristotle, is a “permanent attitude of the soul towards the
mean.” As a form of “moral goodness,” Aristotle writes, justice consists in feel-
ing and acting “at the right times on the right occasions towards the right peo-
ple for the right motive and in the right way . . . that is, somewhere between the
extremes.”139 To be just, then, one must avoid extremes. Justice requires that one
act neither too early nor too late upon neither too few nor too many people and
allot to each neither too much nor too little of the appropriate good or punish-
ment. In short, justice establishes a kind of balance between taking more than
one should and taking less than one should, between giving more than one
should and giving less than one should. 

Aristotle contrasted this understanding of justice as a mean to the absolute
justice advocated by Plato. Indeed, Aristotle had his former teacher in mind
when he observed that the best often becomes the enemy of the good. In the
Republic, it seemed to Aristotle, the pursuit of an ideal form of justice (the best)
prevents the achievement of a free and fair but inevitably imperfect society (the
good). In Plato’s regime, the rule of philosopher-kings renders a strict justice,
but this justice is achieved only by way of an extraordinarily rigid social order.
Authoritarian control ensures that each individual wholly embraces his or her
predetermined role in life. Justice achieves supreme social order—but at the
expense of human freedom and plurality. Plato’s idealism yields an absolute form
of justice whose individual and social costs are prohibitive. Aristotle opts for a
more balanced approach.

With similar concerns, Cicero would argue that the implementation of
extreme forms of justice often produces extreme injustice. This theme is carried
forward by political theorists throughout the ages, as a cautionary note accom-
panying the celebratory discourse on justice. In The Spirit of the Laws (1748),
for example, Baron de Montesquieu insists that justice, when taken too far,
undermines the very liberties it is designed to protect.140 Even Immanuel Kant,
as uncompromising as he was, acknowledged that “the strictest justice is the
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greatest injustice.”141 When justice spurns all limits, political theorists concur, it
becomes self-destructive. In the absence of appropriate boundaries to its appli-
cation and exercise, justice is transformed into its opposite. 

Theorists have most commonly focused on the miscarriages of law to
explain the dangers of an unbounded pursuit of justice. They observe that jus-
tice typically exceeds its limits when law is too strictly enforced. Perhaps the poet
Alexander Pope put the point most eloquently when he wrote:

Mark what unvaried laws preserve each state,
Laws wise as nature, and as fixed as fate.
In vain thy reason finer webs shall draw,
Entangle justice in her net of law,
And right, too rigid, harden into wrong.142

Justice is commonly assumed to thrive under the rule of law. Indeed, in the
absence of law, justice could not survive. But justice withers when the rigidity of
the rule of law overpowers its animating spirit. This is an age-old truth. Law is,
of necessity, unvarying and enduring, and it is meant to be applied equally to
all. Yet the human condition is characterized by diversity and change. When
something given to variability and growth is forced into a rigid, unyielding con-
tainer, damage and destruction can result. When law becomes Procrustean, jus-
tice is ill-served.

Plato himself recognized that one achieves something less than a perfect fit
when a rigid law is applied to the fluid human condition. In his dialogue the
Statesman, we read,

Law can never issue an injunction binding on all which really embod-
ies what is best for each. . . . The differences of human personality, the
variety of men’s activities, and the inevitable unsettlement attending all
human experience make it impossible for any art whatsoever to issue
unqualified rules holding good on all questions at all times. . . . It is
impossible, then, for something invariable and unqualified to deal sat-
isfactorily with what is never uniform and constant.143

Following this line of thought, Aristotle maintains that the strict enforcement of
law must be supplemented with a concern for equity. In pursuing justice, one
ought to balance the lawful with the equitable. 

To recall an earlier distinction, equity pertains to the achievement of sub-
stantive justice above and beyond the narrow dictates of procedural justice. It is
concerned with respecting the spirit of the law, not simply enforcing the letter
of the law. Aristotle writes, “Equity, though just, is not the justice of the law
courts but a method of restoring the balance of justice when it has been tilted
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by the law…. Equity essentially is just this rectification of the law.”144 Because
equity achieves a balance between the undesirable extremes of lawless anarchy
and overly rigid, unyielding laws, Aristotle deems equity “the highest form of
justice.”145

To assume that fulfilling the law fully satisfies the requirements of justice is
to adopt the position of legalism. Legalism, arguably, mistakes a route for a des-
tination. Law takes one part of the way down the path of justice. Eventually,
however, the trail can no longer be blazed with legal markings, and one must
find one’s way by other means. Indeed, at a certain point, strict enforcement of
the law may lead one astray. Equity, the highest form of justice, cannot be
achieved through legalism, the unthinking adherence to or application of writ-
ten rules. 

How, then, does one determine what is equitable in any given situation?
Equity is discerned only by way of what Aristotle called practical wisdom or pru-
dence. Practical wisdom might best be thought of as moral and political judg-
ment. Good judgment is required to achieve the highest form of justice. Only
by being good judges can we determine the jurisdiction of law and appropriately
supplement its verdicts. 

One might think of justice as a well-built house. Law corresponds to the
blueprints for such a house, its architectural design. Without blueprints, the
house could not be built. To build a house well, however, one needs more than
good plans. One needs a carpenter who can interpret the written plans and
amend them as the situation requires. The variability of building materials and
environmental conditions makes the carpenter’s good judgment indispensable.
Likewise, moral and political judgment is needed for the achievement of justice.
The variability of the human condition and the particularities of individual
characters and relationships make good judgment indispensable. To be equi-
table, one must exercise judgment in ways that take one beyond the purview of
the written law. 

Not all laws are just. A law is just, many political theorists and legal schol-
ars have argued, only if it incarnates right, is promulgated by a legitimate
authority, and is enforced according to proper procedures. It follows, as has
often been said, that bad laws constitute the worst form of tyranny. Good judg-
ment is required to ensure that one does not become a slave to bad laws. One
should not draw the conclusion, however, that law may be dispensed with alto-
gether. To seek justice in the absence of law—through moral and political judg-
ment alone—would demand too much of citizens and politicians. Just as a
carpenter requires a blueprint when constructing a house lest his memory fail
him, so political leaders and citizens require laws when governing and being gov-
erned lest their emotions, biases, or faulty reasoning lead them astray. Even good
judges, Aristotle observes, require laws as general principles to guide them in the
pursuit of justice. 
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Aristotle defined law as the incarnation of reason minus the passion that
generally influences our decision-making processes. Whereas passions will often
degrade our sense of fairness, law serves as a more stable arbiter of right and
wrong. If power does indeed corrupt—and history suggests that it does—then
we should generally expect greater justice to be achieved in a state beholden to
a constitution or common law than in a state governed by a despot. For this rea-
son, it was deemed great praise to say that government in the United States was
the government of laws, not of men. An individual’s judgments inevitably will
be biased by particular affiliations, led astray by passions, such as love or revenge,
and flawed by insufficient information. Law serves as a bulwark against injus-
tices fostered by bad judgments. 

Justice could not be achieved or maintained in political life without law.
Law is the foundation of justice. As we have seen, however, we can only build a
just social order upon this foundation by employing good judgment. Indeed, it
is the inability of law on its own to achieve justice that prompts Plato to advo-
cate the rule of philosopher-kings. In this fashion, Plato believed, practical wis-
dom could be best applied to the affairs of the state.146 Of course, Plato
demonstrated great faith in the wisdom (and incorruptible nature) of his philo-
sophic rulers. Aristotle, more democratically and more realistically, observed
that citizens, not only philosopher-kings, must exercise good judgment on a reg-
ular basis. Indeed, the distinguishing mark of a citizen, Aristotle held, is “par-
ticipation in judgment and authority.”147 In turn, Aristotle insisted that one
must compensate for the inevitable shortcomings of the faculty of judgment by
way of law. An analysis of the most venerated definition of justice will demon-
strate how law and good judgment prove complementary.

Giving to Each What Is Due
From ancient Greek times to the present day, justice has been defined as “giving
to each what is due.” To achieve justice, Aristotle asserted, is to ensure that one
neither has “more than one ought . . . [nor] less than one ought.” To mete out
justice, therefore, is “to give each his proportionately equal share.”148 The
Roman Emperor Justinian (A.D. 483–565) reiterated this understanding as did
St. Thomas Aquinas, who wrote in his Summa Theologica, “Justice is a habit
whereby a man renders to each one his due by a constant and perpetual will.”149

According to this definition, justice is the virtue of acting lawfully and navigat-
ing prudentially between the extremes of giving more or less than what is due to
others and receiving more or less than what is due to oneself. 

J.S. Mill speculated on the psychological origins of this understanding of
justice. He argues that justice arises from a rule of conduct supposed common
to all and from a natural desire to punish those who infringe this rule.150

Coupled with the desire to punish, to requite evil with evil, is the impulse to
issue good for good. This latter impulse is also born of powerful natural senti-
ments, namely, the disappointment, resentment, and sense of betrayal that
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comes when good is not requited with good. In other words, Mill observes,
humans are psychologically predisposed to mete out justice, to give each what
he or she deserves, be it reward or punishment, even when such an effort is nei-
ther easy nor cost-free. Mill writes, “The principle, therefore, of giving to each
what they deserve, that is, good for good as well as evil for evil, is not only
included within the idea of Justice as we have defined it, but is a proper object
of that intensity of sentiment, which places the Just, in human estimation, above
the simply Expedient.”151 The desire to give to each what is due, Mill suggests,
goes beyond considerations of immediate practicality. It lies deep in the human
heart. 

In days gone by, the justice achieved by giving to each what is due was
closely associated with personal revenge. While justice today often entails inflict-
ing punishment on wrongdoers, certainly we do not condone people “taking the
law into their own hands” in an effort to requite evil with evil. Acts of revenge
are seldom fair, and they may quickly escalate. In contemporary times, therefore,
only the state has the prerogative to enforce law and punish criminals. Dueling
and feuding are proscribed. It is for this reason that the state is said to maintain
a monopoly on the exercise of force and violence. 

In ancient times, the justice meted out by authorities was often little more
than acts of state-sanctioned revenge. Aristotle observed that Rhadamanthus,
the Greek god of the underworld, had established his own form of vengeful jus-
tice by inflicting a like evil for any evil committed.152 This form of justice, also
found in ancient Judaism, was first codified into law by the Babylonian king,
Hammurabi (1792–1750 B.C.). Hammurabi famously insisted upon exacting “an
eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.” Here the object of punishment was not
simply deterrence, but retaliation. Historically, justice has certainly displayed a
barbaric side. Most modern governments insist that the punishment of crimi-
nals be oriented toward deterrence rather than revenge and that all punishment
be humanely conducted, regardless of how inhumane the crime. Yet something
reminiscent of Hammurabi’s code persists in a number of nations today. In some
American states, for example, first-degree murder is punishable by execution.

Giving to each his or her due pertains not only to the meting out of pun-
ishment (known as retributive justice) but also to the allotment of social goods
(distributive justice) as well as the allotment of compensation (commutative jus-
tice). Retributive justice (e.g. criminal law) is concerned with the punishment
an individual is due because of his crimes against other individuals or against
society at large. Distributive justice (e.g. welfare policy and other laws that re-
allocate resources) addresses what each is due according to criteria of need,
merit, desert, or status. Commutative justice (e.g. contract and tort law) pertains
to what an individual is due in compensation for a personal (economic, physi-
cal, mental, or status-oriented) injury, with the goal of reestablishing something
like the status quo ante. Each of these three subsets of justice is concerned with
giving to and receiving from each what is due.
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Retributive, distributive, and commutative forms of justice all consist in
like cases being treated alike and unlike cases being treated differently. As
Aristotle (and Aquinas) observed, justice allocates to each what is due according
to the rules of proportionality. The man who has worked twice as long deserves
twice the pay. The man who has stolen more deserves a greater punishment.
What one is due thus depends on what one has done, or what one has failed to
do. Historically, it has also depended upon who one was, that is to say, upon
one’s identity. For the ancient Greeks, what one was due largely depended on
whether one was a Greek or barbarian, a free man or a slave, a man or woman,
a citizen or a foreigner. Rights largely depended upon one’s status. The law, and
other measures of justice, applied differently to different people.

Today, we promote the cosmopolitan ideals of “justice for all” and univer-
sal “equality under the law.” Yet the application of justice is still highly contin-
gent. Identities matter. What we are due, and what we receive, largely depend
upon our membership in particular groups. Basic human rights, we presume, are
due to all individuals owing simply to their membership in the human race.
Each individual is also due specific legal and political rights based on his or her
national citizenship and residency. Additionally, we gain special rights based on
our membership in the associations that compose civil society. Our rights, in
this regard, may be as multifaceted as our affiliations. The rights that one
acquires based upon one’s memberships usually bear corresponding obligations
and responsibilities. What we are due and what is due from us, therefore,
depends upon the specific nature of our overlapping identities: as human beings;
as citizens of particular nations, states, and cities; as members of certain clubs or
professional associations; as teachers or students. We live our lives, as contem-
porary political theorist Michael Walzer writes, within intersecting “spheres of
justice.” Our multiple identities determine the complex mix of what each of us
is due.

Owing to the many spheres of justice that intersect in our lives, Walzer
argues that justice can be neither universal nor timeless. What one is due is
largely a function of one’s historical and cultural circumstances. People in dif-
ferent times, countries, cities, and associations have held and continue to hold
very different beliefs about the demands of justice. Walzer writes, “The princi-
ples of justice are themselves pluralistic in form; that different social goods ought
to be distributed for different reasons, in accordance with different procedures,
by different agents; and that all these differences derive from different under-
standings of the social goods themselves—the inevitable product of historical
and cultural particularism.”153 In a similar vein, Alasdair MacIntyre writes,
“There is no place for appeals to . . . a justice-as-such to which all rational per-
sons would by their very rationality be compelled to give their allegiance. There
is instead only the . . . justice-of-this-or-that-tradition.”154 Such appeals to the
pluralistic and contextual nature of justice span the ages, from ancient to post-
modern times. Postmodern thinkers, in particular, fear that the propagation of
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a timeless and universal understanding of justice undermines efforts to achieve
meaningful justice in particular situations. They therefore insist that justice can
be preserved only by “assuring the multiplicity of justices.”155

What each is due, given the uniqueness of individuals, the variability of his-
torical circumstances, and the characteristics of particular cultures, is neither
static nor uniform. Whether it is punishment or reward, burden or benefit, that
is being allocated, what is due is always, in part, contextually specific and sub-
ject to change. Justice is fluid. The just person, it follows, must also be flexible.
That is why, for Aristotle, the just person, not an abstract, unchanging rule, con-
stitutes the only “standard and yardstick” of justice.156 To determine what is just
in any particular situation, one must ponder what a just person—that is to say,
someone informed by law, inclined to equity, and attentive to context—would
do.157 Justice is a mean, Aristotle reminds us, but no formula can locate it. That
is because justice always pertains to specific people in specific situations. Only
practical wisdom—moral and political judgment that is attentive both to endur-
ing principles and to the particularities of space and time—allows us to discover
the balance of justice.

One might worry with philosopher Hans Kelson that defining justice as
giving to each what is due constitutes “an empty formula.”158 Indeed, the defi-
nition may beg all the significant questions: How is one to determine, both in
the abstract and in concrete situations, what each person is due? What criteria
should be employed to make this determination? Upon what should it be based:
an overarching concern for individual or collective happiness (as utilitarians sug-
gest); the fulfillment of fundamental duties (as deontologists suggest); the pur-
suit of basic equality of economic condition (as Marxists argue); or equality of
opportunity and the maximization of individual freedom (as liberals insist)?
How, in turn, is one to assess which particular attributes of individuals ought to
be taken into account when meting out justice? Should one focus on ability,
merit, effort, virtue, need, status, rank, or personal history? Without some
means of sorting through these criteria, “giving to each what is due” may indeed
merit dismissal as an empty formula.

The great benefit of law is that it offers a (partial) answer to this puzzle.
Justice, from a legalistic standpoint, is achieved through the impartial enforce-
ment of law. Justice is done when the same law is equally applied to all. As such,
justice is often defined simply as impartiality. What each is due, first and fore-
most, is impartial treatment, which is to say, the consistent application of the
same rules for everyone. Thus understood, justice requires that law be enforced
without prejudice or favoritism. Courts of law are often adorned with the figure
of a woman who holds in her hand a set of scales—the scales of justice. The
woman is blindfolded to indicate that the law applies equally to all, regardless of
class, race, color, or creed. Justice, it is implied, is impartial; it does not play
favorites. That is an inspiring ideal for legal justice to maintain. As impartiality,
justice cannot be converted into a tool to secure particular interests. It cannot
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become a weapon of the strong against the weak. As impartiality, justice pre-
empts bias and prejudice. That, at least, is the hope.

Critics contend, however, that impartiality serves less as a blindfold than as
a mask. Karl Marx issued the classic statement to this effect. For Marx, legal rela-
tions and concepts, such as principles of justice, are derived from the economic
structure of a society.159 Justice as impartiality, Marx suggests, is the ideological
mask of a capitalistic economy. Wearing this mask allows the state to perpetuate
class interests under the guise of legality. To be impartial is to see everyone as
fundamentally the same, as having the same basic identity. To the extent that a
capitalist state assesses its citizens impartially, it does so under the assumption
that they all share one fundamental identity—that of independent property
owners. Here impartial justice becomes the chief means of safeguarding an indi-
vidual’s right to buy, sell, and exchange property (including the property of one’s
own labor power) in an open market. Impartial justice, in other words, ensures
the opportunity for the relatively unrestricted accumulation of wealth within a
market economy. It does not and cannot address the alienation and inequality
that arises in states characterized by a capitalist mode of production.

Expanding beyond Marxist economic themes, Iris Marion Young observes
the cultural and political ramifications of a “blind” justice. Young writes, “The
ideal of impartiality serves ideological functions. It masks the ways in which the
particular perspectives of dominant groups claim universality, and helps justify
hierarchical decisionmaking structures.”160 Like Marx, Young observes that
impartiality is not really a blind form of justice but rather a form of justice that
sees only one side of things. Young writes, “Blindness to difference perpetuates
cultural imperialism by allowing norms expressing the point of view and expe-
rience of privileged groups to appear neutral and universal.”161 The pursuit of
impartiality, Young is saying, secures the interest of the stronger in the name of
justice. An impartial justice, in this regard, is an ideological means of allocating
resources and meting out punishment such that the perpetuation of privilege is
secured by means of camouflage. At best, impartial justice maintains the status
quo in the name of fairness. At worst, it reinforces social, cultural, and political
forms of domination.

In the same vein, Susan Moller Okin criticizes John Rawls’s theory of jus-
tice as fairness (see chapter 5). Okin worries about the “false gender neutrality”
of Rawls’s theory. While gender-neutral terminology might be employed and
claims of gender neutral status made, Rawls’s theory fails to account for the very
different roles and status of men and women in contemporary societies. This is
particularly the case within the family, where inequalities in power and labor
generally exist.

Justice as fairness is defined by Rawls as the “voluntary scheme” reached
between “mutually disinterested,” free and rational individuals operating behind
a veil of ignorance in an original position, that is to say, where “none are known
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to be advantaged or disadvantaged by social and natural contingencies.”162 The
veil of ignorance is a means of ensuring that the rules of justice are devised
impartially and are impartially applied to all. But the public contract endorsed
by equal, autonomous agents behind the veil of ignorance, like commercial deals
struck in the free market, has as its precondition the private household and fam-
ily life. Here equality and autonomy are often absent. The problem with under-
standing justice as impartiality or fairness, Okin argues, is that to a large extent
it is a theory “about men with wives at home.”163 Typically, wives assume most
of the household obligations and mothers serve as the primary caretakers of chil-
dren. Men are equally free to evaluate the criteria of fairness in the public realm
because their wives maintain the private sanctuary of home—often under very
inegalitarian conditions. While the rules of fair play are being determined in the
public realm by individual men, within the family and household women are
often prevented, or culturally discouraged, from claiming their fair share. 

To have a just society, Okin argues, one must first have a just family, which
provides the soil for moral development. “Unless the first and most formative
example of adult interaction usually experienced by children is one of justice and
reciprocity, rather than one of domination and manipulation or of unequal
altruism and one-sided self-sacrifice, and unless they themselves are treated with
concern and respect,” Okin argues, “they are likely to be considerably hindered
in becoming people who are guided by principles of justice.”164 In more con-
crete terms and at a minimum, Okin suggests, a just society would have to pro-
vide high-quality, subsidized childcare facilities and other incentives to
encourage more equal parenting. In the absence of such justice in the family, an
impartial justice in society will serve simply as a mask for patriarchal power.

Certainly justice as impartiality can be criticized from a Marxist, multi-
culturalist, and feminist, perspective. But what is the alternative? What should
we substitute for the ideal of a blind justice wherein universal standards are
equally applied to all? Feminist and postmodern theorists who deprecate uni-
versal standards of justice have advocated the counterideal of “partiality.”165 To
the extent that we are concerned with equity, with giving to each what he or she
is due based on the particular features of individuals and their relationships, jus-
tice will indeed be attuned to partiality. But the promotion of partiality requires
its own limits. Clearly one does not want to celebrate all forms of partiality, such
as racial bigotry. No doubt we must be contextually grounded if we are to ren-
der justice. No less important, however, is the disposition to see beyond and rise
above the narrow confines of individual identities and self-interest.

Having rejected justice as impartiality, Iris Young offers her readers the ideal
of “public fairness” in the context of diversity and “partial discourse.”166

Unfortunately, Young gives limited guidance in defining public fairness. She
does acknowledge, however, that partial discourse is not to be equated with a
narrow egoism, writing,
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Moral reason certainly does require reflection, an ability to take some
distance from one’s immediate impulses, intuitions, desires, and inter-
ests in order to consider their relation to the demands of others, their
consequences if acted upon, and so on. This process of reflection, how-
ever, does not require that one adopt a point of view emptied of partic-
ularity, a point of view that is the same for everyone; indeed, it is hard
to see how such a universal point of view could aid reflection that leads
to action at all.167

The question that remains, of course, is how much “distance” from one’s
impulses, intuitions, desires, and interests should one strive for? How “fair”
should one try to be? A justice that gives to each his or her due must be con-
textually sensitive. A more rigid and blind justice may harden into its opposite.
At the same time, each of us is due an unprejudiced hearing, that is, a relatively
impartial assessment of our rights, needs, and deserts. The pursuit of impartial-
ity, like adherence to the letter of the law, does a disservice to justice if taken to
extremes. Of course, the same must be said of the promotion of partiality. To
achieve justice, an appropriate balance must be struck.

Critics of impartiality argue that justice naively aimed at universality and
neutrality actually comes to enforce the prevailing winds of a particular culture
and its dominant groups. Defenders of impartiality argue that universal, neutral
justice constitutes the only available and effective shelter from such powerful
winds. To say that it is best to seek an appropriate balance between partiality and
impartiality is true and, at the same time, facile. No doubt the devil is in the
details. To understand justice, no less than to practice justice, requires the exer-
cise of good judgment.

Understood as a legal order, justice is grounded in giving to each what is due
in a relatively impartial manner. In the case of retributive justice, for example,
everyone who engages in grand theft should receive a similar punishment, which
is proportionately more severe than punishments meted out to petty thieves.
Legalistic justice pays little attention to the particularities of the individual for
whom justice (reward, redress, or punishment) is sought. The rule of law places
individuals in uniform categories and subcategories (e.g. first-degree murderer,
victim of malpractice, slanderer) in order to mete out justice in an unbiased
fashion. This sort of justice is indispensable to political society. In large part, it
ought to remain blind to those characteristics that have no legal import (e.g.
class, race, color, or creed). But legal codes alone cannot achieve justice.

The pursuit of equity supplements the rule of law in ways that make social
and political life both more practicable and humane. In an equitable regime, a
balance is sought between that which individuals are due given their legal iden-
tities (e.g. as petty thieves or property owners) and that which individuals are
due given their particular attributes and the unique circumstances of their lives.
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Justice in the state, therefore, is demonstrated not only by lawfulness, but by the
pursuit of equity and respect for human plurality. While we should perhaps be
guided by the ideal of an impartial justice, we manifest justice in its highest form
only by skillfully tending to the evolving web of our social relationships. By exer-
cising good judgment, we may justly navigate the intersecting rights and respon-
sibilities of political life.
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chapter 7

Ideology and Irony

AT THE ONSET of the modern period, Francis Bacon attempted to furnish
humankind with a new, scientific route to knowledge. It entailed the expunging
of all biases, mistaken premises, and false methodologies that had accumulated
in human learning over thousands of years. “I have purged and swept and lev-
eled the floor of the mind,” Bacon wrote.1 This is precisely what the scientific
elite who rule the technocratic utopia described in Bacon’s novel The New
Atlantis set out to do. On this pristine foundation, a sturdy edifice of knowledge
is built using only the tools of reason, the methods of science, and the materials
of the sensible world. In this manner, Bacon hoped to achieve “the enlargement
of the bounds of Human Empire, to the effecting of all things possible.” It was
a grand scheme.

Key among the prejudices that Bacon hoped to expunge were what he called
the “idols of the marketplace.” These were mistaken beliefs that “crept into the
understanding through the alliances of words and names,” the kinds of misun-
derstandings that grow whenever people congregate and exchange stories.
Putting the wrong labels on things, or making the wrong connections between
these labels, led to bad thinking and faulty beliefs. To rectify one’s language was
the first and most important step toward straightening out one’s mind, and the
straightening out of minds, Bacon held, was the only way to put the world right.

Two hundred years after Bacon wrote about the idols of the marketplace, a
French scholar and former nobleman, Antoine Destutt de Tracy (1754–1836),
coined the word ideology. De Tracy was interested in educational reform and
worked at the prestigious Institute de France. In 1796, during the French
Directory and after the revolutionary Reign of Terror, de Tracy developed his
theory of ideology as a “science of ideas.” This ideological science, he believed,
would allow for a full knowledge of human nature through the empirical analy-
sis of individual sensations and perceptions. De Tracy and other ‘ideologues”
gained seats in the French senate and attempted to radically reform the nation’s
educational system, which was left in complete disarray after the revolution had
disenfranchised the church. The strategy was to focus primarily on the use of
language among children and youth. Following the tradition of Francis Bacon
(and the path of other empiricist thinkers such as John Locke, Helvetius,
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Holbach, and Condillac), de Tracy attempted to ground all human thought and
action in reason and to ground reason in the precise use of language.

De Tracy’s science of ideology set itself the ambitious task of eradicating all
the false thoughts and beliefs in people’s minds by correctly linking words to
things and rationally grounding all concepts. This task was initiated with chil-
dren, who were assumed to be largely uncorrupted by the various idols of the
marketplace. Employing a notion developed by John Locke, de Tracy main-
tained that the mind of the child at birth was a tabula rasa, a completely blank
slate on which perceptions and ideas become engraved over time. Because lan-
guage is the chief means humans have of expressing perceptions and formulat-
ing ideas, de Tracy hoped to ensure clear concepts, correct ideas, proper beliefs,
and consequently good behavior by strictly supervising the use of language
among those whose mental slates had yet to be marred by inappropriately cata-
loged experiences.

De Tracy proposed that France adopt a centralized and routinized form of
education. Among other things, schools would strictly regulate their students’
acquisition and use of language. This scientific organization of the schools was
so systematic that under the supervision of the “ideologues” it was said that one
could know at any time of the day what every French student was learning.

Initially, de Tracy’s ideological science enjoyed official support and a certain
measure of success. Napoleon (1769–1821), who had recently come to power,
favored the “science of ideas” and venerated the work of de Tracy’s Institute. The
theories of the ideologues were widely promulgated in France and abroad.
Thomas Jefferson and John Quincy Adams read and heartily approved of de
Tracy’s writings, although in time they would abandon de Tracy’s science. After
the failures of his war campaign in Russia, Napoleon also lost interest in ideol-
ogy, becoming less concerned with lofty ideas and more concerned with the
grisly task of holding on to power. He also found it increasingly necessary to
court the favors of the Catholic Church, which was reestablishing its traditional
authority and was antagonistic to the progressive science of the modernists.

Eventually, Napoleon became severely critical of the ideologues, dismissing
them as “windbags” and charging them with impracticality and idealism. Ide-
ology, Napoleon accused, had become a “sinister metaphysics.”2 The French
emperor criticized the ideologues for the same reason that Francis Bacon had
earlier criticized the scholastics—for making “imaginary laws for imaginary
commonwealths.” The problem, Bacon charged, was that “their discourses are as
the stars, which give little light because they are so high.”3 Though intended to
illuminate the minds and direct the behavior of an entire people, de Tracy’s sci-
ence of ideas fell into disfavor and obscurity owing to its abstractness and fail-
ure to achieve practical results.

Under Napoleon, then, ideology eventually became a pejorative term,
denoting an unrealistic set of beliefs that was practically useless if not socially
pernicious. This negative connotation was taken up by Karl Marx, who had
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studied de Tracy’s works, and who rejected de Tracy’s theories for the same rea-
son that he rejected those of the German idealists—because they assumed that
ideas were more important than the forces of material production. De Tracy
believed, with Saint-Simon, that the troubles of the social order arise from
obscurities in theory and that the practical world could be straightened out if
theorists would simply tidy up their own conceptual world. For Marx, in con-
trast, conceptual, theoretical, and intellectual matters in general, like politics,
laws, morality, religion, and philosophy, constitute merely the “efflux” of mate-
rial circumstances. Ideas and ideology are the effect, not the cause, of social con-
ditions. Marx criticized de Tracy, as he had the German idealists, for inverting
reality.

Building on Napoleon’s denunciation of ideology, Marx employed the term
to describe the false beliefs and values that legitimize the power of the ruling
class. Ideology, he held, produces a distorted or false consciousness that serves
the economic interests of the bourgeoisie. Marx recognized, however, that if all
thoughts are products of material conditions, then even inverted, ideological
thoughts must have material origins. He writes, “The phantoms formed in the
human brain are also, necessarily, sublimates of their material life-process, which
is empirically verifiable and bound to material premises. Morality, religion,
metaphysics, all the rest of ideology and their corresponding forms of con-
sciousness, thus no longer retain the semblance of independence.”4 Ideological
thought arises directly from material conditions when these conditions demand
a more advanced form of social organization than the ruling class will allow
because its interests are best served by the status quo. That is to say, ideology is
a system of false beliefs used to legitimate outmoded forms of social and eco-
nomic relations. Marx speculates that ideology would no longer be needed once
the economic mode of production became realigned with the current means of
production. The proletarian revolution, which achieves this realignment, would
eliminate classes and class conflict and replace ideology with a true conscious-
ness of humanity’s species-being.

Over the century and a half since Marx wrote his major works, the term ide-
ology has retained its pejorative connotation. It is often used to describe a sys-
tem of beliefs that distorts reality in order to justify or rationalize class interests.
Friedrich Engels claimed that Marxist thought escaped all ideology because it
constituted a “scientific socialism.” Critics of Marxism have charged just the
opposite, claiming that it is a highly ideological enterprise precisely because it
abandons science and pragmatic thought for revolutionary ideals. In its pejora-
tive connotation, then, ideology has often been used as a term of opprobrium
against Marxism itself.

In time, ideology came to gain a broader, less pejorative connotation.
Indeed, some forms of ideology were considered useful and good—even by
Marxists. Vladimir Lenin (1870–1924), the Russian revolutionary and theorist, is
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largely responsible for this modification of the Marxist understanding of ideol-
ogy. In support of his attempt to instigate a communist revolution in Russia,
Lenin argued that ideology can be either good or bad, depending on the social
class with which it is aligned. There are, however, only two choices: a proletar-
ian (socialist) ideology and a bourgeois (capitalist) ideology. The latter, Lenin
insists, distorts consciousness by upholding and justifying property rights. The
former signifies a true consciousness that stimulates the revolutionary overthrow
of the capitalist system.

Socialist ideology is necessary, Lenin argues, to combat bourgeois ideology
and overturn the capitalist mode of production. Creating and propagating
socialist ideology becomes the job of revolutionary intelligentsia or “socialist
theoreticians.”5 Hence Lenin understands ideology to constitute an important
intellectual force of its own. Indeed, Lenin leads us to believe that ideology may
at times become the primary force fostering revolutionary changes in class soci-
eties. This stands in marked contrast to Marx’s claim that ideology is only the
efflux of material conditions.

Lenin’s understanding of ideology remains in wide use today. The term is
still employed as Marx employed it, that is, as a negative epithet implying that
an individual’s beliefs and values constitute rationalizations of her social power
or class privilege. Yet it is also used as a relatively neutral term to denote any sys-
tem of belief about society or politics, especially if this system of belief is action
oriented and has practical implications. Socialist or anarchist systems of belief
that advocate revolution may be no less ideological than conservative systems of
belief that justify and rationalize the power and prerogative of the upper class.
College courses on political ideologies thus focus on a wide range of political
beliefs and values. These typically include the “isms” that compose the tradi-
tional political spectrum—anarchism, communism, socialism, liberalism, con-
servatism, and fascism—along with nationalism, an ideology that promotes
common ethnic, linguistic, or territorial identities, and even feminism, environ-
mentalism, and religious fundamentalism.

The word ideology is less than two centuries old. Yet from time immemo-
rial, individuals, classes, and castes have fabricated belief systems to justify either
their rule over others or their revolutions. In the past, these belief systems were
often grounded in religious doctrine. Social power and privilege were justified as
the will of God. Plato himself employed myths about the gods to legitimate the
rigid caste system in his Republic. Medieval monarchs and their court scholars
advocated the “divine right of kings” to legitimate their arbitrary and absolute
rule. Although de Tracy’s ideology originated as a secular force aligned with sci-
ence, and was pitted against religious power and rule, many ideological systems
of belief today seek religious grounding for their political projects.

For our purposes, we may define ideology as a set of coherent beliefs and
values about history, nature, psychology, and society that conceptually and
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practically orders and organizes collective life. Importantly, ideologies are not
simply any set of beliefs and values. The term ideology pertains only to those
beliefs and values systematically connected to each other within some coherent
scheme that reinforces and is reinforced by relations of power within society. As
one political theorist observes,

Ideology is always about power because it involves the determination of
meaning and the legitimation of one set of meanings from among a
competing field. In that sense, to talk of political ideologies is tautolog-
ical, as the power aspect in all ideology is precisely its political element.
And inasmuch as all ideology has a deliberate or unconscious impact
on public agendas, it is political.6

The belief that only women have ovaries and wombs, along with the belief that
only women can conceive and bear children, is a coherent set of beliefs, but it is
not an ideology. Nevertheless, these beliefs can be put to ideological uses—as
any set of beliefs or values can—if they are employed to generate relations of
power. They may, for instance, be used to legitimize a patriarchal society in
which women’s lives are restricted to home and family while men rule the roost
and pursue business and politics.

Ideologies are usually detailed enough to elicit some form of practical com-
mitment, for instance, to patriarchy or gender justice, equality or hierarchy, sta-
bility or change. They are, however, seldom so detailed as to spell out a specific
program for political action. Ideologies, in other words, are broader and more
comprehensive than partisan platforms, but they remain focused enough to
stimulate collective behavior and commitments. Ideologies theoretically and
practically situate us in the world by explaining what our role in collective life is
and should be.

To become powerful social forces, ideologies must exhibit at least four fea-
tures. First, they must be comprehensive, describing or explaining our place
within nature, society, and history. Second, ideologies must be consistent. Their
beliefs and values must be connected and coherent, and their elements must be
systematically integrated so as not to contradict one another. Third, ideologies
must be plausible. They must be realistic enough to mesh with certain com-
monly perceived social facts or commonsense understandings. Otherwise, they
could not successfully elicit and organize beliefs and action. Finally, ideologies
must be useful, serving the needs, advancing the interests and justifying the
power or struggles of particular groups in society.

Some ideologies defend upper-class interests. Others justify collective
struggle against class privilege or promote nationalist concerns. In any case,
ideologies typically foster a hard-and-fast distinction between friends and foes,
“good guys” and “bad guys,” the “in-group” and the “out-group.” In this way,
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clear battle lines can be drawn and strategies for action devised. Ideologies tend
to create rigid identities that are exclusive of difference.

The Nature of Ideology

As long as there are stakes to be won and lost in the game of politics, ideologies
will develop and be put to use. As long as individuals and groups have particu-
lar interests that can be better served by specific forms of social organization and
political rule, their beliefs and values will be systematized so as to justify these
forms of organization and rule. Ideologies, in this sense, are key contributors to
and depositories of the mores that order our individual and collective lives.

In the years following World War II, a number of intellectuals (such as
Edward Shils, Raymond Aron, Seymour Lipset, and most notably Daniel Bell)
spoke about the “end of ideology.” They believed that a general consensus had
arisen, at least in the Western world, about the bankruptcy of communism and
the immorality of unconstrained capitalism. The consensus was that free enter-
prise and liberal democracy, in tandem with a welfare system that served as an
adequate safety net for the less fortunate, was too good and too stable a system
to require revolutionary change or even significant reform. Consequently, they
believed that a pragmatic politics aimed at the incremental, technical solution of
complex social problems could replace the simplified worldviews, apocalyptic
visions, and strident claims to world-historic truths promulgated by ideologies
of the past.

More recently, and with a Hegelian slant, Francis Fukuyama has written
grandiosely about the “end of history.”7 Fukuyama’s thesis is similar to that pro-
pounded by theorists a generation earlier who spoke about the end of ideology.
Once again the claim is that the economic, technological, political, and moral
achievements of liberal democracy and marketplace economics have made ideo-
logical visions and struggles obsolete. History, understood as the battlefield of
ideologies, stops.

To be sure, the ideological struggle between communism and capitalism has
all but disappeared. Yet ideological visions persist, and ideological struggles—
chiefly grounded in territorial, economic, ethnic, and religious claims—con-
tinue to flare up across the globe. Liberal democratic ideology, while increasingly
pervasive, is not the only player left on the field of history. Indeed, over the past
century, nondemocratic regimes have replaced democratic ones over fifty
times—and that does not count the times democratic regimes were toppled as
the result of a foreign invasion.8 Clearly there is much history yet to be written.

The end of ideology is no more likely today or in the future than it was
when Marx and Engels, echoing Saint-Simon, originally proposed to substitute
a pragmatic “administration of things” for the strife-prone “government of
men.” Nor would the end of ideology necessarily be a good thing. Ideologies are
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grounded in ideals. In the absence of struggle to realize ideals, much that is good
might be left undone. 

Concluding his famous essay “Politics as a Vocation,” Max Weber observed
that politics was not for the weak of heart. “Politics,” he wrote, “is a strong and
slow boring of hard boards.” Yet politics requires more than pragmatic perspec-
tive, Weber adds; it demands passion. Weber writes, “Certainly all historical
experience confirms the truth that man would not have attained the possible
unless time and again he had reached out for the impossible.”9 For all its in-
herent dangers, ideology extends our reach. It provides alternate visions of the
future. Political ideals are always dangerous but no more so than a complete
dearth of ideals. In any case, it is not so much the striving for ideals but the
resentment that builds when these ideals are betrayed that creates political
mischief.

Ideology may be used as a relatively neutral term or even a term of praise,
as when Lenin speaks effusively of “socialist ideology.” Nonetheless, the word
always denotes the beliefs or values of particular groups or classes of people pur-
suing their own interests. As such, an ideological view, though it typically lays
claim to truth, neutrality, and universality, is not a particularly objective view.
Ideology, for this reason, is frequently placed in opposition to truth, just as the
word ideological is frequently used as a synonym for biased or self-serving.

To describe someone’s views as ideological is to suggest that her system of
beliefs and values was formed for the purpose of legitimating her (group’s)
advantages within society. If all social and political beliefs and values serve the
interests of those who hold them, and if they are formed precisely for this pur-
pose, what legitimacy do these beliefs and values really have? At the same time,
we might ask the same question of political theorists. Perhaps the political theo-
rist is simply one ideologue among others. Perhaps political theories are merely
ideologies dressed up in scholarly garb.

The German social theorist Karl Mannheim (1893–1947) was one of the first
thinkers to address this sticky issue. In his treatise Ideology and Utopia,
Mannheim suggests that all economic classes and ruling groups necessarily pro-
pound systems of beliefs that justify their social status. To assess and analyze the
ideological link between thought and power, Mannheim developed a “sociology
of knowledge.” The sociologist of knowledge analyzes the relationship between
the claims to truth made by various social groups and their status. The goal is to
demonstrate that a group’s claim to truth effectively derives from its need to pro-
tect and justify its social position and prerogatives.

Mannheim realized that a sociology of knowledge might be applied to the
truth claims of the sociologist of knowledge, casting the validity of these claims
into doubt. He sought to avoid this problem by suggesting that a group of
people exists whose class position in society is not as “fixed” as that of wage-
laborers or capitalists and who therefore remain largely “unattached” or “unan-
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chored” to particular economic interests. This “relatively classless stratum” of
individuals are the intellectuals. Because intellectuals are less attached to eco-
nomic interests than traditional classes, Mannheim believed they might rise
above the ideological fray and supply a more objective view of the world.
Mannheim writes that “a group whose class position is more or less definitely
fixed already has its potential viewpoint decided for it. Where this is not so, as
with the intellectuals, there is a wider area of choice. . . . Only he who really has
the choice has an interest in seeing the whole of the social and political struc-
ture.”10 In escaping rigid class structures, Mannheim proposes, intellectuals
leave behind all the ideological baggage that others are forced to carry with
them. Freed of this baggage, they may carry the torch for truth.

The problem with Mannheim’s thesis is that it leaves itself open to the
charge of being ideological itself in the most traditional sense of the word. As
Marx and Lenin pointed out, each class attempts to portray its beliefs and val-
ues as neutral, objective, universal, free from hypocrisy, and beyond the taint of
narrow self-interest. These claims are essential to all ideologies. They are, as it
were, the key components of each ideology’s public relations strategy. But ide-
ologies are not simply lies people make up and propagate to protect their inter-
ests and privileges. They are complex systems of beliefs and values that people
adopt and develop because they believe them to be true and worthy, not only
for themselves but for others as well. The power of ideology is that it allows
(classes of ) individuals to believe that their inherently biased opinions are actu-
ally universal truths. Thus ideology is not a devious plan people systematically
create in an effort to secure their interests while covering their tracks. Ideology
is the natural and largely unconscious outgrowth of lives lived in particular
social positions within a competitive social system.

When Mannheim makes the claim of objectivity for intellectuals like him-
self, he is doing exactly what Marx saw capitalists doing for their class and what
Lenin encouraged proletarians to do for their class. Mannheim’s notion of the
“unattached” intellectual, Marx and Lenin would say, is the most essential, legit-
imizing component of his ideology. It clearly protects the interests of intellectu-
als, the merchants of ideas. For intellectuals would not be taken seriously and
could not easily practice their trade were their studies perceived as wholly self-
serving endeavors.

Should we then deny that intellectuals, along with all others groups and
individuals, can gain objectivity and neutrality in their views? Are all political
theories that we might formulate or subscribe to simply biased derivations of
our own (economic, ethnic, religious, or gender) interests? Regardless of how
much we aim for truth and how impartial we strive to be, is everything that we
think and say about society and politics equally ideological? Can anything we
say or do rise above the self-serving prejudices that arise out of particular social
identities?
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There are no wholly satisfying answers to these questions. Nevertheless, we
may work through the dilemmas they pose by recalling the insights and excesses
of the man who coined the word ideology. De Tracy rightly observed that lan-
guage is a very powerful medium, that our ideas and behavior are in large part
formed and transformed by the words we use to describe ourselves and our
world. Yet de Tracy mistakenly supposes that we could develop a universal and
neutral language to describe social and political life objectively. This streamlined
language, de Tracy hoped, would circumvent the contaminating forces of social
position and hence rise above political interests and disputes. The problem is
that the language of politics is not amenable to such a program. Not only are
beliefs and values inherently susceptible to biases. The very words used to artic-
ulate beliefs and values remain sources of political dispute. The terms of politi-
cal discourse—terms such as freedom, reason, and justice—are subject to endless
contestation.

The language of politics is not a neutral medium. It channels thought and
behavior in particular directions. Following this line of thought, William
Connolly adjusts the optical metaphor introduced at the beginning of this book.
He observes that “the concepts of politics do not simply provide a lens through
which to observe a process that is independent of them. As we have seen, they
are themselves part of that political life—they help to constitute it.”11 The con-
ceptual and linguistic lenses through which we view political life, Connolly sug-
gests, shape that life because they affect the way we think and act in the world.

Political thought, to employ the phrase of W.B. Gallie, is rife with “essen-
tially contested concepts.” The meanings of these concepts and the work they
are supposed to do never get resolved once and for all. These concepts are sub-
ject to ongoing dispute, as are the values and interests they represent and pro-
mote. Indeed, the words politics and political themselves remain essentially
contested. They mean different things to different people who use them for dif-
ferent purposes at different times. Political words will always be subject to
heated debate, the fragile and temporary outcome of which will likely serve
some people’s interests, bolster some people’s beliefs and values, and reaffirm
some people’s identities more than others.

The words and concepts traditionally employed to interpret, describe, or
explain political life are like gatekeepers. They regulate how we understand
things and events and affect our judgments, beliefs, and actions. If we, in the
manner of strict negative libertarians, limit the meaning of freedom to the
absence of actual physical constraint, then we cannot speak of poverty as con-
stituting a lack of economic freedom. This may translate into increased political
difficulties for underclasses in their struggle against economic deprivation.
Alternatively, if we follow Marx in defining human being as a species-being, that
is, a communal animal, this may lead to increased difficulty for those who wish
to champion individual rights and avoid a “tyranny of the majority.” Likewise,
if we define reason instrumentally and economically, as a faculty for devising the
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most efficient means to given ends, then we cannot speak of a person’s goal as
irrational in itself, even if this goal fosters the collapse of political community or
widespread ecological destruction.

The problem is not simply that particular beliefs and values are ideological.
The problem is that language itself has ideological undercurrents. Almost any
word may become an ideological tool and be put to ideological uses. How, then,
can we argue for the legitimacy of a political theory when the very vocabulary
employed to construct it remains suspect? Would it not be hypocritical or
duplicitous to suggest, at one and the same time, that political terms and con-
cepts are never neutral and that our own terms and concepts nonetheless ought
to be widely adopted? What does it mean to persuade others to accept an idea
or moral position that one cannot ground in a firm, uncontroversial set of defi-
nitions and concepts? In short, it means that one is taking on the challenge of
living as a political animal. 

Connolly writes that “there is no contradiction in first affirming the essen-
tial contestability of a concept and then making the strongest case available for
one of the positions within that range. That’s politics.”12 In affairs of politics,
one necessarily builds upon unstable foundations. The beliefs and values one
promotes, the mores one propagates, the terms, concepts, and theories one
employs always exist in tension with a vast network of competing beliefs, values,
mores, terms, concepts, and theories. There will be agreement about many
things and arguments about many more. There will, with any luck, be enough
common understanding and commitment to make community possible and ful-
filling. Yet there will never be terminological harmony, conceptual accord, or
moral unanimity. Perhaps that is a good thing. The absence of contestation
would likely only exist in such places as described by Aldous Huxley in Brave
New World, where genetic engineering and mind-altering drugs rob inhabitants
of individuality, or by George Orwell in his dystopic novel, Nineteen Eighty-
four, where the language of Newspeak stultifies originality and imagination and
“thought police” enforce mental paralysis.13 In these worlds, the very opportu-
nity for political life has been erased.

Orwell observed that “in our time, political speech and writing are largely
the defense of the indefensible.”14 While Orwell exaggerates to underline his
perception of the widespread corruption of public life, political speech and writ-
ing are, nonetheless, always defending or promoting something. At times, what
is being defended or promoted in political speech and writing are the particular
uses and meanings of particular words and concepts. As Marshall McLuhan
stated, “the medium is the message.” The defense and promotion of one’s vocab-
ulary is an intrinsic part of politics. For better or worse, so is the criticism of
others’ vocabularies.

For those who wish to participate in political life, or in the life of political
theory, there is no alternative to engaging in the politics of language. Is all pol-
itics and all political theory, therefore, infused with ideology? The answer must
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be a qualified yes. That is not to say that every definition or conceptualization
is as good as any other because we have no means to discriminate between them.
We should bring detailed historical and conceptual analysis to bear in our polit-
ical and theoretical assessments, and we should strive for fairness and consis-
tency. But, in the end, we have to argue our case without the benefit of stable
foundations and without the hope of winning over one and all, once and for all,
to our position. 

A point of departure for our arguments might be established by rejecting
beliefs, values, terms, concepts, and theories that pretend to be beyond contes-
tation, as somehow natural and unchallengeable in their meanings and signifi-
cance. One might argue that such beliefs, values, terms, concepts, and theories,
precisely by claiming unchallengeable objectivity and universality, are more ide-
ological than those that acknowledge and endure their own contestability. That
is to say, political theorists may eschew ideology in the most pejorative sense of
that word to the extent that they seek to promote understanding and foster com-
mitment while, at the same time, inviting rather than forbidding contestation.
Our political theories can escape the deepest pitfalls of ideology, in other words,
only when we acknowledge its pervasive presence.

All ideologies imply, and more extreme ideologies insist, that there is only
one appropriate or correct lens with which to view social and political reality.
This single-minded advocacy of a particular point of view has certain benefits:
it may lead to insights that would not have arisen from a less dogged approach.
The accompanying danger, however, is that ideology may blind one to more fea-
tures of political reality than it reveals.

Political theories employ conceptual lenses to develop and justify the mores
that order social life. That is to say, political theories organize ideas, principles,
and facts into reasoned sets of propositions to gain both understanding of the
political world and moral footing within it. These ideas, principles, facts, and
methods of reasoning, however, are always susceptible to ideological use and
abuse. Political theorists must remain self-conscious about their role as purvey-
ors of conceptual lenses and propagators of mores if they are to avoid most insid-
ious features of ideological thought.

The Nature of Irony

It is tempting to ascribe ideological beliefs to others, and particularly to those
we view as fanatic, while holding that we ourselves have developed sound theo-
retical positions that are firmly grounded in reasoned convictions. Yet it is
impossible for a theorist to view all things from all angles at the same time. No
theorist can completely divorce her interests and biases from the language and
the concepts she employs. That is not to say that political theories cannot or
should not be grounded in reason, but that reason means different things to dif-
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ferent people, as do most of the other concepts, principles, and procedures on
which a political theory might be based.

If the ideological penchant for viewing the world through a single lens is
ever-present in political theorizing, so is an opposing tendency, which we may
call irony. Ideology systematizes the world in order to provide practical answers,
while irony deconstructs the world in order to provide problematic questions.
Unlike the ideologist, the ironist is not very self-assured, for she acknowledges
that there is no single best lens with which to view the world, or at least admits
that she has failed to discover it. This is not viewed as a shortcoming. Rather, by
looking through many lenses, the ironist gains an increasingly expansive view of
the world without committing to any particular set of concepts or values. The
ironist reserves judgment and withholds support from ideological positions in
order to explore and appreciate more deeply the inherent complexities and
ambiguities of political life.

In the past, political principles were often grounded in faith and religious
scripture. Today, they are ostensibly grounded in reason. But in what is reason
itself grounded? Ironists assert the essential contestability of the concepts and
principles that guide political life, and of the essential contestability of the epis-
temological categories, such as reason and rationality, that ground our concepts
and principles.

It follows that irony is the natural accompaniment to the perspectivism of
postmodern theorists. For the postmodernist, a “God’s eye view” of the world is
simply not attainable, because one can see things only from particular perspec-
tives. Perspectivism disallows authoritative statements about the world as a
whole. It begets a kind of skeptical reserve, and skeptical reserve begets irony.
Rather than search for a “final vocabulary” with which to construct an objective
description or definition of reality, the postmodern ironist engages in a perspec-
tival rendering. She accepts, as Richard Rorty maintains, that many different
“language games” are being played simultaneously in the competitive attempt to
capture reality. There is no neutral vocabulary that might allow the ironist to
decide once and for all how best to view, understand, or describe the world.15

Marx said that the bourgeois class, like all other classes before it, carried
within it the seeds of its own destruction. Postmodernists suggest that all con-
cepts, ideologies, systems of thought, and other epistemological categories carry
within them the seeds of their own deconstruction. The ominous seeds, in this
case, are the words, concepts, and other linguistic tropes on whose ever-shifting
foundations the categories of knowledge are precariously built. Marx main-
tained that the revolutionary proletarian class alone did not carry within it the
seeds of its own destruction; hence the communist revolution was the last revo-
lution the world would ever witness. Postmodernists, in contrast, acknowledge
that their own epistemological revolts remain forever susceptible to the decon-
structive efforts of others. There is no end in sight to the game of politics. For
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this reason, irony becomes a beneficial demeanor. It fosters toleration of shaky
foundations. It allows one to assert one’s own beliefs, values, and commitments
while welcoming the inevitable undermining they will receive at the hands of
others.

The ironist is often found irritating, owing to her habit of exposing the pre-
cariousness of the convictions of others. The ironist’s deconstruction of systems
of thought, however, is prefaced or accompanied by a critical confrontation with
her own convictions. Irony is always self-referential. Hence the postmodern iro-
nist takes on a somewhat playful role, for complete seriousness cannot issue
from a foundation of self-doubt. This self-conscious skepticism was developed
in modern times by Friedrich Nietzsche, whose “gay science” set the stage for the
ironic playfulness of postmodernists.16

The postmodern ironist is a perspectivist, judging that there is no certain
means of attaining “objective” knowledge freed of all interpretive intrusions. At
the same time, she cannot dismiss the possibility that there may be some ulti-
mate “truth” to be found. The ironist lacks all certainty, including the certainty
that there is no truth. With this in mind, Michel Foucault speaks of leaving “as
little space as possible” in his own research for assumptions about underlying
truths that might ground knowledge once and for all. At the same time, he can-
not exclude the possibility that “one day” such a truth will be discovered.17

Foucault admits that “there is no way that you can say that there is no truth.”18

Thus the postmodern ironist engages in the avid pursuit of knowledge despite
her skepticism.

Irony, though a key feature of postmodernism, is not a postmodern inven-
tion. Ironic political thought is found in the social satires of Miguel de
Cervantes (1547–1616), Jonathan Swift (1667–1745), and François Voltaire
(1694–1778), where various figures or causes are ridiculed and parodied in liter-
ary form. The philosophical roots of irony go back 2,500 years. Socrates was one
of the first ironists, and many still consider him to be the greatest. In the origi-
nal Greek use of the term, an ironist was a fellow who leads others astray
through rhetorical deception or sarcastic praise. The ironist (from the Greek
eiron) was a dissembler. In a number of Plato’s dialogues, such as the Sym-
posium, the Apology, and the Republic, the word irony is applied to Socrates as
a term of abuse.

In the Republic, the description of Socrates as an ironist is used in exasper-
ation by Thrasymachus, who finds Socrates’ dialectic argument to constitute a
tiresome beating around the bush. Socrates does indeed move in dialectical cir-
cles, often to no apparent purpose. Yet there is a method in his madness. To get
the conversation started, Socrates admits that he has nothing to teach. He then
flatters those who lay claim to knowledge, coaxing them to share their intellec-
tual bounty. Socrates’ flattery is often perceived as a mockery, for his persistent
questioning inevitably undercuts his interlocutors’ claims to knowledge. 
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In the dialogue Euthyphro, Socrates comes across a young man who is
about to prosecute his own father in a court of law. Socrates assumes that those
who act with self-assurance must possess knowledge. Thus he begins the dia-
logue by asking Euthyphro to explain how he knows that he is morally justified
in carrying out the criminal prosecution. As in most of Plato’s dialogues, the dis-
cussant’s claim to knowledge quickly collapses under Socrates’ relentless interro-
gation. Embarrassed and resentful, Euthyphro rushes away to carry out his
prosecution, despite its demonstrated lack of epistemological and ethical legiti-
macy. Socrates is left behind to carry on his ironic thinking.

To be sure, Socrates is eager enough to poke holes in any inflated intellec-
tual egos that come his way. Yet Socrates is ironic not because of what he pre-
sumes of others, but because of what he does not presume of himself. Irony,
Aristotle states, is the opposite of boastfulness—the ironic person denies that
which he is thought to possess. Socrates denies his own possession of knowledge.

The irony of Socrates validates the oracle’s claim that he is the wisest of
men. The only thing that Socrates knows is that he knows nothing. Thus he
demonstrates that he knows at least one thing (i.e., that he really knows noth-
ing), while other men do not know even that. “Knowledge of ignorance is not
ignorance,” Leo Strauss remarks in his discussion of Socrates. “It is knowledge
of the elusive character of the truth.”19 To be an ironist is to know that one
knows nothing for sure. It is to know that truth is not something one can ever
grasp, only something one can approach. As Socrates demonstrates, the ironist
tirelessly seeks knowledge by critically exploring the claims to knowledge made
by others. One engages in this exploration because a firm sense of the limits of
knowledge is gained only by the pursuit of knowledge itself.

It has been said that a good education leaves much to be desired. The mark
of a good education, in other words, is that the student acquires a yearning for
learning. Likewise, ironic knowledge leaves one with a good grasp of what one
does not know, and that is always a great deal. Thus knowledge of one’s own
ignorance prompts the search for knowledge, but this search must take place
with one’s ultimate ignorance kept well in mind. For this reason, Socrates always
begins his philosophical conversations from the ground up, forgoing the tradi-
tional beliefs, conceptual habits, common opinions, and unchallenged assump-
tions that mislead others.

Irony is often defined as saying the opposite of what one really means.
Socrates is ironic, however, not so much because he does not mean what he says
but because he does not fully know what he means. Socrates is never sure what
he means because he is aware that the definitions of the words and concepts
required for self-expression disintegrate when given over to dialectic examina-
tion. Words have unstable meanings, and concepts form ambiguous connec-
tions. Convictions based on words and concepts, the ironist understands, are
built on shifting sand.
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Ideologies typically supply their bearers with straightforward descriptions of
the social and political battles to be waged and hard-and-fast distinctions
between the allies and enemies involved. Irony muddies the waters. The ironist
does not deny that important social and political wars are waged in the world.
Such struggles, moreover, may be necessary and most worthy. Still, the ironist
suggests that wars need to be fought on many fronts simultaneously, that the dis-
tinction between allies and enemies is always ambiguous and subject to revision,
and that key battles ought to be waged within the self, as our limited capacities
for certainty and truth are forced to confront a complex world that will not
stand still.

In Plato’s Republic, Socrates recites the famous allegory of the cave. He tells
of a long-time captive who mistakes dim shadows on the cave wall for reality.
The captive eventually breaks free of his chains and climbs up out of the cave
into the bright sunshine. Here, after being initially blinded by the light, he
comes to perceive things as they really are.

The allegory of the cave is typically interpreted as evidence of Plato’s elitist
understanding that truth is available only for the very few who break free of the
common opinions and perceptions of the mass of humankind and rise up to
gain philosophic knowledge. This may be Plato’s intent. Or there may be
another message—perhaps Plato is being ironic. The actual words that Plato
employs in constructing the allegory of the cave are, like all the words found in
the Republic and his other dialogues, akin to the shadows dancing on the cave
walls; they are, at best, dim reflections of things. Plato may be suggesting that
his own words do not and cannot constitute an unmediated revelation of truth.
Indeed, the Republic as a whole, and Plato’s other writings as well, are effectively
reflections of reflections, ambiguous representations of one man’s thoughts.
How could we ever mistake them for truth?

From this perspective, Plato’s writing is ironic because it demonstrates a self-
critical understanding of its own limitations. Perhaps, indeed, Plato’s works are
not meant to persuade us of their truth with the rigor of a geometric proof.
Perhaps the real message is that truth, be it philosophic or political in nature,
may be glimpsed but never grasped through the media of words. It should be
diligently sought by way of theoretical investigation, but it can never be seized.

An ancient Zen story tells of a teacher who directs students to look at the
moon. To help focus their attention, he points his finger upward. The young
Buddhist monks naively stare at their teacher’s finger. Plato’s words are like the
teacher’s finger. They point to knowledge but do not constitute knowledge itself.
More enlightened readers, Plato seems to suggest, will understand that his writ-
ings are merely heuristic devices, goads to further thought, and intimations of
greater things to be remembered and pursued. Plato writes that “anyone who
leaves behind him a written manual, and likewise anyone who takes it over from
him, on the supposition that such writing will provide something reliable and
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permanent, must be exceedingly simple-minded; he must really be ignorant . . .
if he imagines that written words can do anything more than remind one who
knows that which the writing is concerned with.”20 Only those who fail to
understand Plato’s irony will mistake his written words for truth itself, like the
Zen disciples who mistake the master’s finger for the moon.

Socrates himself never wrote down any of his thoughts (his student, Plato,
did that for us). Socrates did not write books because a book cannot select its
audience; only the active philosopher can do that. Before engaging his discus-
sants in dialogue, Socrates subjects them to an inspection. He does this for two
reasons: first, to determine if they are worth the effort of conversation, and sec-
ond, so that he may subsequently taper the conversation to fit their needs. As
Socrates states, “once a thing is put in writing, the composition, whatever it may
be, drifts all over the place, getting into the hands not only of those who under-
stand it, but equally of those who have no business with it; it doesn’t know how
to address the right people, and not address the wrong.”21 Socrates talks rather
than writes because he does not want people forever focused upon the dark
words that his fingers have scrawled, when the goal is to get them to look up at
the moonlit heavens.

Plato states in a letter that “no intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put
into language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially not
into a form that is unalterable—which must be the case with what is expressed
in written symbols.”22 Yet Plato chose to write. Thus he was faced with the prob-
lem of distinguishing between suitable and unsuitable readers. One means of
meeting this challenge was to write dialogues rather than formal treatises. In a
dialogue, where numerous voices speak together, the reader is never completely
certain which voice, if any, represents the author. The reader never knows who
speaks for truth. In turn, myth and metaphor come into play as the limits of
logic and reason are reached. Thus different readers receive different messages,
in keeping with their particular dispositions and capacities. Dialogue is well
suited to irony.

The genius of Plato is found in the multiple levels at which his dialogues
operate. If we understand Plato to have adopted an ironic perspective, then our
former interpretations of Plato’s politics—as guided by the pursuit of mathe-
matical precision—must be reevaluated. We are left unsure of the extent to
which Plato was serious about his political prescriptions for an authoritarian
regime and rigid caste society. The reader of Plato’s dialogues, like the philoso-
pher, is subject to a “self-corrective” exercise that underlines both the imperative
of the struggle for truth and its inherent instability.23 Infused with irony, Plato’s
works speak in multiple voices. Not all his readers will receive the same lessons;
diverse interpretations of the text will be unavoidable. Thus Plato’s works of
political theory are not as straightforward as one might at first presume. Indeed,
they are less a foundation stone that dictates the course of political construction
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than a fertile field that nourishes originality in interpretation. In keeping with
the world it evaluates, ironic political theory does not stand still.

Between Ideology and Irony

Wholly ideological thought is exceedingly rare. It could emerge only from a
mind swept clean of all countervailing tendencies and confusions, incapable of
original or independent thinking, and exclusively ordered by a single, coherent
system of beliefs and values. Perhaps wholly ideological thought is evident (tem-
porarily) only in those who have been successfully brainwashed.

Likewise, wholly ironic thought is rare. Indeed, it may not exist. To remain
wholly ironic, one’s mind would have to be swept every bit as clean of former
beliefs and values as the ideologist’s. But the sweeping would have to be contin-
ual and unending, leaving the cleansed mind without any firm beliefs or values
to fill the void. To be a complete ironist would entail switching lenses with such
speed that nothing ever comes fully into focus. Everything would remain in flux;
every thought would be muddied and confused. One could form no stable con-
cepts, secure no attachments, and maintain no commitments.

Practically speaking, the complete ironist would be like a leaf in the wind,
incapable of self-direction and settling nowhere. Since no one allows her life to
be completely directionless, the wholly ironic pose is hypocritical: one may be
able to feign it in writing, but one could never attain it in life. Full-fledged irony
can be rhetorically affirmed, but not practically achieved.

Reiterating Thrasymachus’s criticism of Socrates, critics of postmodernism
find irony to be a hypocritical dissimulation. The ironist pretends to hover above
firm convictions but, as critics suggest, she still lives much like the rest of us, tied
to her beliefs and biases and, despite any pretensions to playfulness, usually quite
serious in the pursuit of her interests. In other words, even the most radical iro-
nist cannot completely escape ideology, those systematic sets of values and
beliefs that help us order our social and political world. In the Republic, Socrates
resorted to telling myths to achieve order in the city. In postmodern times, the
ironist also relies on a type of mythology. This contemporary mythology comes
in the form of ideological convictions.

Ideological thinking provides us with simple answers to complex questions.
In order to elicit and justify specific forms of political behavior, ideology makes
claims that it cannot fully defend. Ironic thinking, in contrast, confronts us with
simple questions that are left unsatisfied by complex answers. It undermines and
destabilizes the vocabulary we have at hand and the conceptual tools we employ
to make sense of the world. Whereas ideology offers a shorthand means of nav-
igating life, irony reminds us that all paths are crooked and that our destination
remains largely undecided.

Ironic thinking unsettles far more than it settles. Perhaps all thinking has
this effect. As Hannah Arendt observes, “thinking means that each time you are
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confronted with some difficulty in life you have to make up your mind anew.”24

Thinking disturbs commitment, which means that taking decisive action is dif-
ficult for those who think deeply. As poor Hamlet laments, “the native hue of
resolution” is often “sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought.” It is said that
one thinks “through” things in order to “make up one’s mind.” To the extent
that irony comes into play, however, thinking moves in circles and spirals rather
than straight lines. It often leaves one’s mind less tidy than before.

The ironist remains too unsettled to “take a stand”; the ideologue remains
too committed to “gain perspective.” By making things seem simpler than they
are, ideology promotes action. By demonstrating the complexity and ambiguity
of the world, irony induces reflection. To the extent that we live and work and
speak and think in political communities, we are all ideologists and ironists to
varying degrees. Complete irony is impossible for us as actors, just as wholesale
ideology is impossible for us as thinkers. Thinking interrupts acting just as act-
ing interrupts thinking. Yet one might hope that thinking and acting would go
hand in hand in political life.

One political scientist observes that “in a sense, all ideologies are substitutes
for thought, and they get condemned for this reason; but they do not deserve
condemnation. They are substitutes for thought in about the same way as the
Ten Commandments are substitutes for thought.”25 Ideologies, like all moral
systems, are shorthand guides to action. To act, one must cease to think ironi-
cally, at least for the moment. This does not mean that to take action one must
becomes a complete ideologue. We may momentarily abandon an ironic posi-
tion not because our beliefs and values suddenly seem incontestable to us but
simply in order to cope with the demands of life. We may do so because we find
action necessary and desirable given a world that never stops turning. Despite
inevitable doubts about the validity of our knowledge and the worthiness of our
commitments, action of some sort is unavoidable. Hence we employ our
assumptions, beliefs, and values as foundations for our action, however tempo-
rary and unstable these foundations are admitted to be.

By underlining the uncertainty of our knowledge, irony also underlines the
uncertainty of our actions. Reading in the newspaper that a young athlete un-
expectedly died of a heart attack or that a rich tycoon was robbed in the street
and left without a dime for a phone call, one might say, “How ironic!” The irony
here lies not only in the frailty of human life but also in the thwarting of even
the greatest efforts to control its twists and turns. However one may shore up
one’s defenses against what Hamlet calls “outrageous fortune,” one often can do
no better than expect the unexpected.

For the ironist of postmodern times no less than the ironist of ancient
Greece, a sense of the tragic pervades life. The ancient Greeks were well known
for their celebration of tragedy. Having a tragic sense meant accepting that
humanity could not fully control its world or its fate. It meant accepting that a
human being’s reach necessarily exceeded its grasp and that there was a price to
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be paid for each increase in the control and mastery of life. Often this price was
paid in human blood to the Olympian gods, who did not like to see mortals
become too prideful, or hubristic. Yet the Greeks celebrated this tragic sensibil-
ity because they believed that one could not avoid tragedy, at least not without
narrowing one’s concerns to a point that would constrict and demean what it
meant to be truly and fully human.

Like postmodernists, the Greeks were not progressivists. Time, for the
ancient Greeks, was not linear but circular; the golden age was not ahead of
them but behind them. Postmodern ironists do not nostalgically yearn for a
golden age of the past. Yet they remain informed by a tragic sensibility born of
the insight that humans can neither escape from nor fully control the web of
power that envelops and shapes them. For Foucault, this tragic sensibility gen-
erated a “hyper and pessimistic activism.” Despite their suspicion of all attempts
to gain mastery, therefore, ironists need not abandon action altogether. They
may even become hyperactive. Nonetheless, they acknowledge that the outcome
of action is even more unpredictable than the outcome of thought.

For both ancient and postmodern ironists, the motivation for active engage-
ment lies in the stakes of the game. Action is called for, first, because the fun-
damental liberty to lead one’s own life always needs defending. Like Socrates,
the postmodern ironist would be wise to defend the just laws of the land, for
these laws safeguard the basic rights of its citizens, including their right to lead
ironic lives. Second, action is called for because our identities—who we are and
will become—are at stake. To choose not to act, in effect, is to choose to be acted
upon. Not to act is to take no part in the formation and transformation of the
mores that shape our world and ourselves.

Nietzsche, a perspectivist and deep ironist, acknowledged the appropriate-
ness of the skeptic’s statement, “I have no idea how I am acting! I have no idea
how I ought to act!” But Nietzsche also observed that one cannot stop there.
“You are right,” he said to the skeptic, “but be sure of this: you will be acted
upon at every moment!”26 Those who, for skeptical reasons, refuse to “do” any-
thing are nonetheless always being “done to.” Even those who take no part in
the social construction of identities are having their own identities constructed
for them. With this in mind, Foucault followed Nietzsche in suggesting that we
attempt to “invent” ourselves, that we make the effort to create ourselves as
works of art, lest someone or something else do all the creating for us.

Even the full-fledged ironist, it follows, should question the extent to which
the social environment has shaped her own ironic disposition. This inquiry can-
not take place in isolation; it entails confronting and being confronted by oth-
ers. Interaction offers us perhaps the greatest opportunity for self-knowledge.
Like Socrates, the ironist takes to heart the Delphic oracle’s dictum, “Know thy-
self.” And like Socrates, who spent his days in the Athenian agora, or public
marketplace, probing the hearts and minds of his fellow citizens, the ironist
largely comes to know herself through critical exchanges with others.
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Politics demands action in the absence of firm foundations. To seek more
than a “relative” validity for one’s convictions, Isaiah Berlin writes, is perhaps a
“deep and incurable metaphysical need.” But to allow this necessarily unfulfilled
need to thwart all practice, Berlin insists, is “a symptom of an equally deep, and
more dangerous, moral and political immaturity.”27 Ironic political theory occa-
sionally evidences a similar immaturity. It may stymie action through an endless
(self-)questioning. On the other hand, ideological political theory may amount
to little more than a ritual of (self-)confirmation. Political theorists, like citizens
in general, must effectively balance their use of ironic and ideological lenses,
which respectively expand and contract their breadth of vision.

Employing ideological lenses, the theorist authoritatively recommends the
best means to view and comprehend the political world and, explicitly or implic-
itly, encourages certain sorts of political commitment and action. Employing
ironic lenses, the theorist points out that any number of perspectives might be
utilized fruitfully and that no authoritative evaluation of their relative merits can
be made, thus encouraging skeptical reserve and further reflection. Negotiating
a position between ideology and irony, active commitment and self-reflective
contemplation, is the daunting task that has burdened political theorists from
ancient times to the postmodern era. 

Bertrand Russell once observed, “The greatest challenge to any thinker is
stating the problem in a way that will allow a solution.” Political theorists accept
this challenge. Certainly they hope that their theories will provide significant
contributions to the search for political knowledge. But, as ironists, they also ask
questions that defy answers while uncovering the problems inherent in every
proposed solution. 

Ideologies, we know, come in all shapes and sizes. They span the political
spectrum. Irony is not unequivocally partisan; it does not promote any specific
political orientation. On the one hand, the ironist’s skepticism might point her
toward a progressive politics that denies the stability of tradition and the pre-
rogatives of authority, for tradition and authority are typically based on claims
to incontestable knowledge. Irony, in this case, might serve as a democratic force
that undermines imposed hierarchies. On the other hand, the ironist’s skepti-
cism might lead her toward a conservative politics that disparages the utopian
pursuit of equality and endless progress, which is typically grounded upon a
faith in the innate goodness of the human heart and the inexhaustible power of
the human mind. In this case, irony might become aligned with an elitism that
looks down on those who retain naive moral beliefs and convictions. It is a fit-
ting irony that irony itself remains politically ambiguous.

The Power of Words

The pen is said to be mightier than the sword. Generally we applaud the
thought behind this aphorism, which celebrates reasoned persuasion above
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violent coercion. Nonetheless, the power of words and ideas, concepts and theo-
ries, is not always benign. And it is always dangerous. Despite the ambiguity of
irony and the variability of ideology, their theoretical uses can have real effects.

Throughout history it has been recognized that language is indeed a pow-
erful tool. A Spanish grammarian told Queen Isabella in 1492 that “language is
the instrument of empire.”28 Language could be linked to empire building
because of the power of ideas. To control language, it was assumed, is to control
ideas, and to control ideas is to control behavior. A few decades before the
French Revolution, a scholar currying favor with a ruler succinctly expressed this
linkage. He wrote, 

When you have thus formed the chain of ideas in the heads of your
citizens, you will then be able to pride yourselves on guiding them and
being their masters. A stupid despot may constrain his slaves with iron
chains; but a true politician binds them even more strongly by the
chain of their own ideas; it is at the stable point of reason that he
secures the end of the chain; this link is all the stronger in that we do
not know of what it is made and we believe it to be our own work;
despair and time eat away the bonds of iron and steel, but they are
powerless against the habitual union of ideas, they can only tighten it
still more; and on the soft fibers of the brain is founded the unshakable
base of the soundest of Empires.29

De Tracy had this sort of power in mind when he created his science of ideology.
Certainly this is the sort of power that later ideologists sought. The Chinese

communist leader Mao Tse-tung (1896–1975) did not believe that the pen was
mightier than the sword, observing tersely that political power “grows out of the
barrel of a gun.” When you have got all the guns, he presumed with some jus-
tification, you can control all the pens. Once firmly in power, Mao put all the
pens to work in a massive effort of public indoctrination called the Cultural
Revolution (1966–69). Such indoctrination, euphemistically called reeducation
and more aptly described as brainwashing, was effectively based on the theory
of ideology, as developed by de Tracy and modified by Marxists and Leninists.
Mao wrote, “China’s 600 million people have two remarkable peculiarities: they
are, first of all, poor, secondly blank. That may seem like a bad thing, but it is
really a good thing. Poor people want change, want to do things, want revolu-
tion. A clean sheet of paper has no blotches, and so the newest and most beau-
tiful words can be written on it, the newest and most beautiful pictures can be
painted on it.”30 Rewriting the script of the human condition is an ambitious
political agenda. It requires totalitarian control—the same sort of uncontested
power over the human mind and will that behavioral technicians developed at
B.F. Skinner’s Walden Two.
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Ideology gains its power not so much by directly dictating how people
should act but by telling people who they are, that is, by ascribing identities to
them. Sociologists observe that “all identifications take place within horizons
that imply a specific social world. . . . Every name . . . implies a designated social
location. To be given an identity involves being assigned a specific place in the
world.”31 Identity is about social location. Ideologies paint a picture of the world
and situate us within it. Ideologies give us identities—and tasks and duties to go
with these identities—by defining our place in nature, our role in society, and
our mission in history.

Despite some relatively successful demonstrations of ideological indoctrina-
tion in this century, the power of ideas and words is limited. Neither the lan-
guage we use nor the ideologies we subscribe to wholly determine our beliefs and
behavior. Human beings have proven time and again that they can successfully
resist even the most devious and coercive efforts to control their thoughts and
actions. Societies, political theorists recognize, are arenas for competing and
hybridized ideologies, for no single ideological structure ever achieves complete
control.32 Still, there is no doubt that ideology can be an impressive, and oppres-
sive, force. In the attempt to justify a particular social order or reordering, ideo-
logies claim incontestable truths as grounds for their principles and practices.
Incontestable truths, by definition, are not subject to democratic debate. There
is something tyrannical about these truths.

Richard Rorty argues that theories that attempt to ground themselves on
incontestable truths, what we have called ideologies and what Rorty calls meta-
physical theories or “final vocabularies,” should be reserved for private use.
Being too dangerous for the public world, ideologies ought to be restricted to
individuals’ efforts to regulate their personal lives. Rorty believes that ironic
thinking is equally inappropriate for the public realm. Irony, he maintains,
should also be used only to regulate our personal lives. Though not as hazardous
as metaphysical thinking, Rorty insists, ironic thinking is nonetheless “pretty
much useless when it comes to politics.”33 Irony may serve to inoculate us
against dangerous metaphysical or ideological beliefs, but it is otherwise politi-
cally ineffective because it cannot inspire or sustain concerted action.

The public realm, Rorty concludes, requires a much looser and more toler-
ant ordering principle or “social glue” than metaphysics or ideology and a more
stable, less ambiguous force to hold it together than irony. Once we have dis-
missed both ideology and irony, Rorty holds, the only thing left to fall back on
is our common sense and common culture. We must rely on the social and
political traditions already in practice. The glue that holds the public world
together, then, is simply our “common vocabularies and common hopes,” about
which no unchanging rules can be established.34 The common vocabulary that
Rorty wishes to celebrate is that which is “incarnated” specifically in contem-
porary liberal culture. Rorty identifies liberalism’s primary political goal as
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promoting individual liberty and tolerance while lessening cruelty and needless
suffering.

There is a problem with Rorty’s seemingly straightforward proposal. First,
despite his reputation as a postmodernist, Rorty effectively falls back on a dubi-
ous modernist dichotomy. He assumes that the creation of identity is a private
affair and that the regulation of interaction is the sole concern of politics. But
this hard-and-fast distinction between the private realm and the public realm
does not really exist. We do not and cannot operate with fully separate vocabu-
laries for our personal and political lives—even private identities are largely
socially constructed. And when people enter the political world, they cannot
wholly abandon or ignore their private beliefs, commitments, relationships, and
values. What is public and what is private is not an unproblematic distinction;
it is highly contested terrain. We cannot help but bring ideology into play when
navigating this terrain. And we would be well advised to bring irony into play
to temper our reliance on ideological guideposts.

The common hopes, vocabularies, and traditions that Rorty would have us
rely on to regulate our public lives are, unavoidably, rife with ideological (liberal)
concepts and ideals. The reduction of needless suffering may, in the abstract, be
a widely shared goal. In practice, it is fraught with political controversy. Many
people, and many nations, suffer willingly to achieve particular goods. How,
then, are we determine what suffering is needless? What price—in sweat, blood,
and tears—should a society be willing to pay for peace, or justice, or freedom,
or knowledge? To answer these very public questions, one must revert to what
Rorty hoped to reserve for private use: the “final vocabularies” commonly
known as ideologies. 

For the political theorist there is, practically speaking, no way to avoid the
development and use of competing sets of ideological and ironic lenses. If the
world could be made to stand still, the ironic theorist might be able to fend off
ideology indefinitely. But the world never stops turning, and it takes the theo-
rist with it. If she chooses not to act, she nonetheless will be acted upon. Two
possibilities present themselves: the theorist may become a passive passenger
who naively or unconsciously reinforces the common vocabulary and predomi-
nant ideology of her time and place, or she may actively question the status quo
and engage in the (trans)formation of the mores that structure political life. This
theoretical and inherently political endeavor demands courage and measured
judgment, for it cannot be grounded in certain knowledge. The theorist must
act when the justice of every deed is precarious and the identities of both self
and other remain open to challenge.
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Conclusion

LET US SUMMARIZE our intellectual voyage by reexamining the importance of
political theory while paying heed to its inherent limitations. Our theoretical
investigations have allowed us to describe, assess, explain, and judge the politi-
cal world from various points of view. These investigations have been conducted
under the auspices of a search for the nature of politics and its relation to the
good life. This search has led us to reflect on the exercise of power and the
human capacity for liberty, reason, and justice. Such terms of political discourse
prove to be highly contestable, as their meanings and uses are largely products
of the conceptual lenses through which they are viewed. With this in mind, we
have employed many different lenses—scientific and interpretive; epistemolog-
ical and ethical; individualist and structuralist; ancient, modern, and postmod-
ern; ideological and ironic—to frame the political world in different ways. In
turn, we have theorized our own complex and unstable identities as biological,
cultural, racial, religious, sexual, economic, and ecological beings.

Confronted with the manifold mores that infuse political life and the mul-
tiple facets of our identities, we face the enduring challenge of theorizing the
political world in order to understand our place within it and its place within
us. Or do we? Edmund Burke wrote that “the bulk of mankind, on their part,
are not excessively curious concerning any theories whilst they are really happy;
and one sure symptom of an ill-conducted state is the propensity of the people
to resort to them.”1 Burke suggests that theory is an affair of academics and arm-
chair philosophers. He holds that most people most of the time do not concern
themselves with political theory when things are not awry. Burke may be right.
But an atheoretical disposition may not be as politically benign as Burke believes
it to be. Perhaps citizens should concern themselves more with theory, at least to
the extent that it broadens their range of perspectives and illuminates the forces
that impinge on their lives.

Human beings distinguish themselves from other animals by their reason.
Political communities are held together by power and evaluate themselves
according to various standards of justice. Individuals often value their freedom
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above all else. Such words as reason, power, justice, and freedom are the essen-
tially contested concepts of political discourse. Concerned with the meanings of
these terms, political theorists question and deliberate the concepts that shape
individual identity and structure collective life. Political theory attempts to mesh
a world of ideas with the concrete world that we inhabit. The concrete world,
in turn, is shaped by the world of ideas inhabited by political theorists.

Ideas matter. Victor Hugo once said that “there is one thing stronger than
all the armies of the world: and that is an idea whose time has come.” Yet ideas
do not arrive in the world fully formed, poised to assume positions of authority.
They are often born as outcasts, subjected to countless setbacks and reworkings,
and argued for and fought over during long periods of cultivation before their
“time” finally arrives. Many others languish in obscurity or are forever lost to
memory. Still, Hugo is right: ideas can become powerful agents of social and
political change.

As Max Weber attempted to demonstrate, ideas constitute “effective forces
in history.” Nevertheless, ideas do not have independent standing apart from the
material conditions within which they develop. Employing a term coined by
the German poet, novelist, and playwright Johann Goethe (1749–1832), Weber
speaks of an “elective affinity” between particular ideas and their coexisting
forms of social and political life. That is to say, there is a good probability, but
no certainty, that particular forms of thought will develop out of and contribute
toward the formation and maintenance of particular forms of social and politi-
cal organization. Our aim as theorists, Weber insists, should not be to “substi-
tute for a one-sided materialistic an equally one-sided spiritualistic causal
interpretation of culture and of history.”2 Instead, we should seek understand-
ing of the relationship between ideas and the concrete conditions of life that sus-
tain them and that they, in turn, sustain.

This book is primarily concerned with thinking politics rather than doing
politics, with theory rather than practice. Yet its underlying assumption is that
the distinction between thinking and doing, theory and practice is, in political
affairs, far from clear or categorical. Just as irony and ideology often go hand in
hand, so theory and practice often prove inseparable. As political theorist
Michael Sandel writes,

Political philosophy seems often to reside at a distance from the world.
Principles are one thing, politics another, and even our best efforts to
“live up” to our ideals typically founder on the gap between theory and
practice. But if political philosophy is unrealizable in one sense, it is
unavoidable in another. This is the sense in which philosophy inhabits
the world from the start; our practices and institutions are embodi-
ments of theory. To engage in a political practice is already to stand in
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relation to theory. For all our uncertainties about ultimate questions of
political philosophy—of justice and value and the nature of the good
life—the one thing we know is that we live some answer all the time.3

The answers that we cannot avoid living are written in the language of politics.
Critically investigating that language—the task of political theory—is an indis-
pensable part of any worthy political practice and, arguably, an indispensable
part of the good life.

Our critical investigations as political theorists often leave us with few
foundations on which to build. Postmodernists, for instance, might reject our
basic definition of political theory as inquiry into “the nature of the good life.”
This normative definition suggests that there is only one sort of good life to be
lived. Too often, postmodernists warn, such singular formulations suppress dif-
ference and stifle diversity. In this case, the presumption that we should all be
living the good life might serve to privilege the norms of the powerful and
exclude or constrain the beliefs and practices of others. The methods and sub-
stance, means and ends, practices and principles of political theory remain sus-
ceptible to endless contestation. Political theorists are always undermining one
another’s foundations.

Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951), an Austrian philosopher, once wrote that
philosophy consists in the bumps on the head one gets from butting up against
the limits of language. He meant to say that language takes us so far in assessing
the quandaries of life and that philosophic wonder and speculation occur when
these quandaries are experienced as unresolvable. Political theory consists in the
bumps on the head that arise from battling with the essentially contested con-
cepts of politics. These metaphoric contusions, in large part, are received in an
effort to avoid the real bumps to the head that would be suffered were blows
exchanged instead of words in the ongoing effort to organize collective human
life.

In the Laws, Plato warns of the problems faced in any attempt to establish
a just city. “The real difficulty,” the Athenian speaker in the dialogue states, “is
to make political systems reflect in practice the trouble-free perfection of theo-
ry.”4 Practicing what you preach, having one’s political life conform to one’s
political principles, is indeed a difficult task. Yet theory itself is hardly trouble-
free. As any ironist knows, it is never perfect. Theories reflect the ambiguities,
tensions, and shortcomings inherent in human life. Those ambiguities, tensions
and shortcomings are perhaps easier to manipulate in the mind or on paper than
in the public realm, but they do not for that reason disappear.

The problem is twofold. First, the world is complex and protean; hence any
theoretical attempt to capture its reality necessarily falls short. Second, in order
to understand social and political life one must become part of it. This partici-
pation in worldly affairs leads one to adopt interests and identities that color
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perception and understanding. Without this coloring, the world would remain
invisible to us. Yet this coloring often obscures as much as it reveals. William
James observed that “a great many people think they are thinking, when they are
merely rearranging their prejudices.” Despite a theorist’s most diligent effort at
critical self-reflection, there is no guarantee that his or her thinking does not
largely consist in the rearrangement of biases born of particular interests and
identities.

Ideology, the systematic ordering of socially generated biases, plays an
important role in channeling thoughts and actions. It is probably impossible to
become fully conscious of this ideological channeling in one’s life or to put a
complete stop to it. Political theorists are certainly not immune to its force.
They do not occupy a privileged vantage point from which neutral descriptions
and explanations of an objective political reality may be obtained. Instead, they
speak from particular points of view. In their work, theorists evidence the effects
that power has had upon them. They also actively vie for and exercise power
themselves. Theorists are invested in the world, and much of their insight
derives from this investment.

Ideological predispositions may and should be challenged by self-reflective
thought. The result of this challenge, however, is not certain knowledge. Instead,
one is left with a more informed understanding tempered by ironic reserve.
Irony highlights the opportunity and suggests the responsibility to see the world
from many different points of view. Gaining multiple perspectives facilitates the
task political theorists have taken on since the time of Plato, namely, exploring
the relationship between the just soul and the just state. Learning about justice
in the absence of certain knowledge is a formidable task to be sure. Yet viewing
the world from the standpoints of other people facilitates the effort to discover
what each of them is due.

T.H. Huxley (1825–95), a biologist and advocate for Darwin’s theories, once
remarked that the utopian notion of taking from each according to his or her
ability and giving to each according to his or her needs is well realized in a hive
of bees. Among societies of humans, of course, the goal is a good deal more dif-
ficult to achieve.5 In human societies, one is confronted with the needs and abil-
ities of unique individuals rather than identical members of classes or castes.
Rendering justice to individuals is an inspiring ideal and a daunting charge. It
entails instituting and upholding reasonable laws, preserving liberty within
acceptable limits, and exercising good judgment.

The classical understanding of justice—rendering to each what is due—was
formulated at the very dawn of political theory, nearly two and a half millennia
ago. It has been vigorously debated ever since. The task facing political theorists
today is to understand and explain how the contestable demands of justice are
best incorporated into contemporary life. Diligent efforts to carry out this cru-
cial task ensure that political theory will never slip into its twilight.
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