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Preface

Democracy without Christian values is unthinkable.
—Angela Merkel1

1789, 1798: The difference between these two dates is an almost impercept-
ible reversal. Yet it would not be an exaggeration to say that the entire
problematic of this book lies within the logic of this reversal. The first and
better known date is that of the French Revolution. It is the historical and
conceptual inauguration of modern European political philosophy. Histori-
cally, the French Revolution marks the beginning of what Milan Kundera
calls “the Grand March” of Europe towards ever more increasing and spread-
ing of freedom and democracy. Conceptually, it marks the triumph of mod-
ern European subjectivity as a discourse and its impact on the political
sphere.

The year 1798 is the lesser known one. It marks the beginning of Napole-
on’s colonial expedition to Egypt. The date symbolically represents the con-
ceptual relationship between Europe and what it constitutes as its other.
While the French Revolution points to the birth of modern European political
thinking, which ostensibly emerged within the geographical and conceptual
boundaries of Europe, Napoleon’s expedition disrupts this interiority and
enacts a reversal or a displacement of this narrative. These two dates inaugu-
rate two distinct conceptual treads that are heterogeneous to each other.

The French Revolution captures the limits of the imagination of Western
political thinking. While it is recognized in its historical context as the revo-
lution of the middle class, it constitutes one of the two conceptual limits of
contemporary Western political philosophy. The other limit is marked by the
ghost(s) of the Holocaust. The conceptual possibilities opened up by the
French Revolution are closed off in the twentieth-century totalitarianism, and

ix
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European political philosophy is trying to come to terms with this problem
ever since. Western political philosophers consider the French Revolution
either as the beginning or the promise of the proper political unity while they
regard the Holocaust as the ultimate political evil.

Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt, on the other hand, is what I would call the
inauguration of the colonial problematic. Obviously, Napoleon’s expedition
to Egypt is not the beginning of the European colonialism. However, Edward
Said points to Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt as a significant turning point
in the history of colonialism, because for the first time with this expedition
colonial project became “the very model of a truly scientific appropriation of
one culture by another, apparently stronger one. For with Napoleon’s occu-
pation of Egypt processes were set in motion between East and West that still
dominate our contemporary cultural and political perspectives.”2

Hence, like the French Revolution, the significance of 1798 is not only
historical. The problem Napoleon’s expedition presents is a conceptual one:
the European philosophy that conceptualizes the notion of the political from
within a unity (of polis) is immediately disrupted and problematized by this
relationship to the outside. This step to the outside is not simply a historical
contingency that can be assimilated into the political system, but rather re-
quires a different way of thinking of the political that I call the postcolonial
disruption.3 However, these two conceptual threads are not necessarily op-
posed to each other as a binary. Rather, the 1798 expedition provides the
inspiration for a different historic-conceptual movement, which is heteroge-
neous to the movement of modern Western political philosophy. Conceptual-
ly, I imagine 1798 as a disruption of the movement of the Hegelian dialectic
that determines the shape of the movement of the European philosophical
thinking.

The contemporary problems of democracy can only be understood if such
a conceptual movement is recognized that is heterogeneous to the movement
of European politico-philosophical spirit. Today’s dominant democratic dis-
course is based on an understanding of the political that is in line with
Hegelian dialectic. Democracy as a European ideal as well as political imagi-
nation “moves” within the Hegelian dialectic of incorporating its other, by
first defining it as “nondemocratic” and consequently by incorporating it into
itself, by transforming the identity of the other. Wendy Brown identifies this
dialectical dimension:

Now what if instead of defending politics and democracy against Nietzsche's
critiques, which most democrats, radical or liberal, are understandably wont to
do, we allowed these critiques the force of a partial and provisional truth—a
discomforting, undemocratic truth and attempted to discern how they might
enrich democratic political projects? “Whatever doesn’t kill me makes me
stronger,” Nietzsche taunts, perhaps providing a clue about how criticism
might invigorate rather than demolish its object.4
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Nietzsche’s critiques of democracy are “undemocratic,” so they are al-
lowed a partial and provisional truth; in fact the point here is to incorporate
the truth of these critiques into the movement of democracy. Brown’s sug-
gestion does not usually happen historically because democratic regimes
almost always protect themselves undemocratically and with violence. How-
ever, even if democracy could invigorate itself, as Brown suggests, by incor-
porating the critiques from its other (undemocratic) the conceptual problem
of democracy would not be resolved, precisely because these critiques of
democracy are labeled as “the other,” “the opposite” of democracy (i.e., the
undemocratic). This Hegelian dialectical approach to its other as the oppo-
site, or negation, is precisely the problem and tyranny5 of democracy. What
if, continuing with Brown’s invocation, the critique of democracy was not
reducible to “undemocratic,” what if, instead, it were a postcolonial disrup-
tion of this Hegelian dialectic?

For me, the concept of the postcolonial indicates the necessity of disrupt-
ing this Hegelian structure. The aim of this work is to demonstrate that the
concept of democracy is the culmination of Western European philosophical
thinking and its conceptual problems can only be properly understood if they
are thought within a postcolonial framework. Accordingly, this work tries to
demystify and decolonize the concept and the discourse of democracy by
exposing its paradoxical and tyrannical nature and to demonstrate that it is
the continuation of a (neo)colonial world order.

I recognize that there is perhaps an inherent contradiction within a work
that proposes to engage in a radical disruption of the concept of democracy.
Is the very idea of writing, opening oneself to be judged by the others not a
quintessential democratic presupposition? Do I not, in other words, presup-
pose the democratic dictum in the very act of my writing, all the while trying
to articulate the possibility of disrupting the idea of democracy? In addition
to this initial presupposition, the very idea of writing, the attempt to commu-
nicate also requires that I write in a way that it is accessible to a populace in a
democratic way. This is not to say that the audience of this work has to be
democratic, but that I have to communicate in a democratic way (i.e., in a
way that is accessible to the most, if not all, of the populace). In other words,
the immediate expectation from a work is its comprehensibility, and the
demand of comprehensibility is the result of a democratic imperative. We
expect a work to be immediately comprehensible, clear and intelligible, and
take a position. Yet what happens if one is trying to problematize this desire
for instant clarity? How can one articulate such a problem in a comprehen-
sible fashion? The desire for immediate comprehensibility is the political and
intellectual effect of democratic discourse that I will try to explore in this
book.

The democratic demand from intellectual activity has a peculiar impact
on it. Democracy demands and promises to deliver a world that is possible to
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navigate. Therefore, to disrupt democratic discourse is in a sense an act of
resisting the desire for simplification and for immediate intelligibility of the
world. Democratic politics and its impact on intellectual activity are struc-
tured by a capitalist “market-model” of ideas. In such a model, competing
ideas are envisioned to occupy a homogeneous space simultaneously. They
are expected to be equally accessible to a rational subject occupying the
central position of the consumer. These ideas compete with each other
through the medium of common intelligibility. As a result of this competi-
tion, the idea that defends itself the best survives and contains the present
form of “truth.” This model of truth is problematic for various philosophical
reasons. However, it is immediately clear that such a model contributes to the
democratization of the intellectual space. This hegemony of democratic dis-
course on intellectual space takes two forms: first, the defense and promise of
democracy (in one form or another) is the common convergence point of
almost all contemporary intellectual projects. Second, democracy demands
all intellectual projects to compete at the level of common intelligibility. A
project, or political idea is accepted only if it is in principle marketable and
commonly accessible to most, if not all, consumers. Evidently, this is a
difficult problem to escape. As I said above, there seems to be an inevitable
democratic impulse in the very act of writing. One writes and thinks in order
to be present to others. Yet, what if this inevitable presence of the other also
functions against democracy rather than for it? In other words, is it not
equally possible to imagine the act of writing as a resistance to democracy?

Jacques Derrida raises the relationship between this democratic desire for
intelligibility and writing (thinking) at various places in his corpus. In the
opening pages of “Force of Law” Derrida invokes a certain duty to address
himself to the audience in English: “If I want to make myself heard and
understood, it is necessary that I speak your language.”6 This is one of the
senses of what he considers to be his “duty” in speaking.

It is more just to speak the language of the majority, especially when, through
hospitality, it grants speech to the stranger or foreigner. We are referring here
to a law of which it is hard to say whether it is a rule of decorum, politeness,
the law of the strongest, or equitable law of democracy.7 (my emphasis)

What Derrida addresses here is similar to the problem I am trying to
articulate. He makes it clear that the question of intellectual activity is not
separable from the question of democracy. However, Derrida does not extend
his observations to the problem of how the intellectual space is colonized by
appeals to democracy. This is because, as I will show, Derrida himself partic-
ipates in the colonization of the future by democratic discourse. Therefore, I
will extend the critique of democracy to what Derrida calls “democracy-to-
come.”
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Wendy Brown articulates the relationship between theoretical activity and
democratic politics in a different way. Even though Brown recognizes that
democracy is profoundly anti-theoretical, she says that it still needs to be
theorized because democracy “paradoxically requires theory, requires an
antithesis to itself in both the form and substance of theory, if it is to satisfy
its ambition to produce a free and egalitarian order.”8 Despite the fact that
this is an important observation, namely that democracy requires nondemo-
cratic elements such as theory to be “healthy,” for Brown, theory ultimately
serves the ends of democracy even if democracy rejects theory. Of course, if
one’s aim is to bring about democracy as Brown’s is, this relationship be-
tween theory and democracy is acceptable. Yet what if one’s aim is not to
save democracy but theory,9 what if one is trying to deconstruct democracy
itself? My claim here is that there is a democratic impulse that affects theory
in the sense that there is a demand on theory to be immediately intelligible.
The most widespread marketability of ideas is not only the economic demand
of capitalism, but also the political demand of democracy. In this case, one
cannot be simply satisfied with a tension between theory and democracy.
One needs to study the implications of this tension for both sides.

The discourse of democracy makes it almost unavoidable that one prom-
ises democracy within the political sphere. The hegemony of democracy
manifests itself in the form of colonization of the future. Democratic dis-
course always proposes democracy to be without alternatives. This is the
very manifestation of the tyranny of democratic discourse. The main problem
for the political left today is that it is incapable of engaging in a critique of
democracy. As a result, the main critique of democracy comes from the right
wing and conservative political ideologies, which leave a certain ideal of
democracy completely intact even if this right-wing ideology might not be
committed to democracy in practice. The aim of this book is to confront the
tyranny of democracy from what one would call a “political left.” In other
words, my contention is that one of the reasons for the decline of the left-
wing thinking today is its inability to engage in a critique of the concept of
democracy.

While conceptual problems of this book emerge from multiple philosoph-
ical works, the more immediate existential impetus for it came from a cultu-
ral, historical, and personal experience in Turkey. Belonging to a polity,
which tries to negotiate the intersection of a “non-Western” Islamic society,
and a democratic form of government informs this work in multiple ways.
The merits and problems of democracy have been an integral part of every-
day public discourse in Turkey for a long time. Democracy has always been
questioned on a daily basis, not only as a political system but also as a
concept. While it is not assumed that Turkey “possesses” democracy, the
concept itself functions in a complex and paradoxical way both as a goal to
be achieved and a value that is imposed from without. Democracy is a part of
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a larger project of Westernization in Turkish history. However, the relation-
ship between Westernization and democracy is a complex one. Modern Tur-
key was explicitly conceived as a project of modernization. Since the declar-
ation of the Turkish Republic in 1923, Turkey implemented a number of
reforms, which were not only political, but also cultural. Yet a democratic
form of government did not accompany such cultural, social, and political
transformations, even though the term democratization was sometimes used
in connection with the process of Westernization. The process of democrat-
ization was initiated in the mid-1940s, more than twenty years after the
foundation of the republic. However, the process of democratization did not
smoothly supplement the process of Westernization as expected. Democracy
came into conflict with the reforms of modernization, most notably with the
secularization of the social, political, and cultural life. Hence, self-determina-
tion exposed several conflicts among the different Western democratic-liber-
al values. Secularization of the state, the adoption of the Latin alphabet, and a
ban on certain articles of clothing were all implemented within the general
desire for Westernization. Inevitably this project produced its critics and
dissidents, the most forceful of which is Islamists. Islamism resisted West-
ernization not only on the basis of it being foreign and alien, but also because
it was not universalistic enough. In the eyes of Islamists, Westernization was
a culturally specific project, which did not have the global appeal of Islam.
Yet, from its inception, the modernization of Turkey was not conceived
simply as Westernization, but also as globalization. That is to say, the found-
ers of modern Turkey argued that Turkey’s cultural, political, and religious
transformation was necessary for its participation in the world political econ-
omy, sidestepping the potential tension between globalization and Western-
ization. The critics of the West regard globalization in its liberal democratic
form as a fundamentally culturally specific Western process. It is also crucial
to emphasize that there is a similar desire for globalization within Islamist
discourses. One should not assume that there is only one globalization that is
happening outside of Muslim societies that then has an impact on them. Such
an approach fails to see the local demands for (as well as resistances to)
globalization in Muslim societies.

No doubt these tensions between globalization and identity exist in other
societies, yet the situation of Turkey is culturally, geo-politically, and politi-
cally idiosyncratic. Turkey is the only predominantly Muslim country (99
percent of its population) with a long tradition of democracy. It lies geo-
graphically both in Europe and Asia, between the Western world and the
Middle East. It is located where the roots of Western civilization lie (Asia
Minor) while containing the capital of what once was the greatest enemy of
Europe (the Ottoman Empire). However, the most striking element of be-
longing to a double civilization is its cultural and intellectual life. In this kind
of double consciousness one not only observes the most interesting clash of
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the global and the local, but also the painful intellectual effort to reconcile the
Occident and the Orient, the religious and the secular. Therefore, Turkey is a
unique place to observe the paradoxical nature of democracy.

In this work I try to show that the globalization of democracy has to be
theorized as a post/neo-colonial and post/neo-imperialist phenomenon. Post-
colonial studies enables us to understand the relationship between the West-
ern philosophical tradition and the Western colonization of the globe. There
is, therefore, a parallel between the recent critiques of the Western coloniza-
tion and the critiques of Western philosophy. Consequently, any critique of
globalization requires an understanding of the philosophical presuppositions
of modernity. The critiques of globalization have two premises: (1) global-
ization is the political, economic, and cultural product of the Western intel-
lectual tradition, and (2) there is a growing critique of this Western tradition
from within the West itself. Those who resist globalization take these West-
ern criticisms seriously, and engage in a critique of the Western ideals that
sustain globalization. Therefore, to understand the functioning of democracy
today requires a rigorous, yet unorthodox, analysis of the philosophical pre-
suppositions that underlie it. Thereby one can see that the same philosophical
foundations that supported modern colonialism also support the spread of
democracy. Hence, global democratization is not, as it first appears, the end
of colonialism, but its new phase.

To engage in a critique or even deconstruction of democracy does not
mean that one cannot defend certain values, which are associated with de-
mocracy such as freedom and equality. Moreover, the fact that democracy
has philosophical and political problems does not render it necessarily inferi-
or to nondemocratic systems. However, an uncritical affirmation of democra-
cy under all circumstances, makes us overlook meaningful distinctions
among the so-called democratic values, and renders us incapable of realizing
how democratic practices turn into the very nondemocratic procedures that
they fight against.

In 1966, Martin Heidegger was interviewed by the German weekly maga-
zine Spiegel. This interview was not published until after Heidegger’s death
in 1976. Heidegger makes two remarks in this interview that are suggestive
and illustrative of the problem that I am trying to articulate here.

In the meantime, during the past thirty years, it should have become clearer
that the planetary movement of modern technology is a power whose great
role in determining history can hardly be overestimated. A decisive question
for me today is how a political system, and which political system, can be
assigned to today’s technological age at all, I have no answer to this question. I
am not convinced that it is democracy.10

While commenting on this passage in his Heidegger, On Being and Act-
ing: From Principles to Anarchy, Reiner Schürmann concentrates on the
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nature of Heidegger’s admitted ignorance.11 Schürmann wonders whether it
is sincere or feigned, but claims that in any case this question cannot be
answered through a reference to the consciousness of Heidegger, the person.
Schürmann associates this question with Heidegger’s idea of the unthought.
“The greater the work of a thinker all the richer is what remains unthought in
that work, that is, what emerges for the first time thanks to it as having not
yet been thought.”12 The status of the unthought in Heidegger’s thinking is
difficult to explain. However, Schürmann is right in thinking that this ques-
tion is related to the notion of democracy, in a way that is not accessible to
Heidegger.

The interesting aspect of Heidegger’s diagnosis of modern society here is
that while he does not consider democracy the adequate political response to
modern technology, he does not regard it as an integral part of the rise of
modern technology either. If democracy were the only possible political
system that enables the planetary movement of modern technology, the ques-
tion whether it can be assigned to modern technology as a political response
would be meaningless. Yet Heidegger considers the problem primarily in
terms of modern technology and he does not take into account that democra-
cy is actually the problem itself. In other words, while Heidegger does not
see democracy as a solution, he does not seem to explicitly consider it as the
problem either.13 If he had, he would have explained the ways in which
democracy, far from being inadequate, is ironically the only political system
compatible with modern technology.

Responding to Heidegger’s critique of modern technology, his interlocu-
tor on behalf of Spiegel remarks: “One could naïvely object to you: What
should be come to terms with here? Everything functions. More and more
electric power plants are being built. Production is flourishing. People in the
highly technological parts of the earth are well provided for. We live in
prosperity. What is really missing here?” Heidegger’s response (or nonre-
sponse) to this question is a fundamental reversal of our assumption: “Every-
thing functions. That is exactly what is uncanny. Everything functions and
the functioning drives us further and further to more functioning, and tech-
nology tears people away and uproots them from the earth more and more.”14

Of course, to all pragmatics, including those who saw a parallel between
Heidegger and Dewey, such an answer is incomprehensible. How can a
solution be a part of the problem? To put it differently, what if democracy
itself was the problem in its very functioning? Perhaps the question is not
how we can solve the problems of contemporary society by exercising more
democracy, but rather how democracy enables certain problems of contem-
porary society. What if the unthought of our age were the tyranny of democ-
racy? What if the burning question of our age was neither the ontological
difference as Heidegger claims, nor the sexual difference, as Irigaray mod-
ifies, but rather the tyranny of democracy?
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NOTES
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Introduction
The Tyranny of Democracy

Tyranny consists in the desire of universal power beyond its scope.
Tyranny is the wish to have in one way what can only be had in another.

—Pascal, Pensées, Section VI, 332.1

During the last days of January 2011, the images of people in Tahrir Square
of Cairo filled the screens of virtually every media outlet in the world. In the
Western media, the analyses of these demonstrations were mostly superficial
and abstract or strategic at best. These usually hasty analyses regarded the
Egyptian revolt as part of what was dubbed as the “Arab Spring.” Of course,
the term is particularly significant as it alludes to 1848 European revolutions
and the 1968 Prague Spring. It not only suggests a kind of emergence from
the “winter-like” oppression of the previous regime but also attributes a
European teleology to the Arab politics. It seemed as if the West was remi-
niscing the streets of Paris, Prague, and Budapest, in Tahrir Square. These
uprisings were not compared to more recent demonstrations in Europe
against austerity measures, which were considered to be mostly economic in
logic, but rather to the image of “Grand March” of old Europe towards
democratization and freedom. One theme that was common to otherwise
diverse analyses of the Arab Spring was democracy. It was as if the West was
watching its past in the other, an attitude with a distinct colonial and narcis-
sistic flair. The Western response to the Arab Spring in general and Egypt in
particular was self-congratulatory (they are finally becoming democratic like
us), patronizing (it will take a long time for them to be democratic), and
nervous (democracy might lead to Islamist governments who will be against
Western interests). Almost no one, at least in the popular media mentioned,

1
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let alone analyzed, Egypt’s colonial history. It became clear, however,
Egypt’s political destiny was not to be understood as a retracing of a Euro-
pean trajectory, but in terms of a confrontation with its colonial history.

The self-congratulatory tone of democratic discourse concerning the Arab
Spring was hardly surprising because contemporary political and intellectual
discourses are almost exclusively dominated by invocations for various
forms of democracy. Even the most undemocratic governments and institu-
tions attempt to legitimize themselves by appealing to either democracy or to
the possibility of a future democracy. Democracy has become the dogma of
our times. In Alain Badiou’s words, “democracy is the dominant emblem of
contemporary political society.”2 Even when there is a great deal of reflec-
tion on the role of democracy in politics, its ideality and desirability are
almost never questioned. The occasional critiques of democracy mostly take
the form of identifying and criticizing the shortcomings and inadequacies of
existing democratic regimes. These critiques usually imply that existing re-
gimes cannot adequately display the ideal characteristics of democracy. In
this assumption, these ideal characteristics themselves are not questioned,
and even in the expression of the shortcomings of these political organiza-
tions, the ideals of democracy are implicitly affirmed and strengthened. On
the other hand, while one observes that democracy cannot be exported to
certain societies, the underlying assumption is that there is something wrong
with those nations and societies rather than the principles of democracy
themselves. While the Western liberal discourse recognizes that democracy
cannot easily be spread by force and from outside, this very recognition
affirms the possibility and even necessity that the nondemocratic (or insuffi-
ciently democratic) regimes will be able to achieve democracy in the future
by an internal development. Consequently, such critiques, far from being a
genuine questioning of the concept of democracy, are ways of affirming the
ideals of democracy.

The purpose of this work is to question democracy both as an intellectual
discourse and as a political project. My scope will not be limited to present
forms of inadequate democracies, but rather I will concentrate on democracy
as an idea, or set of ideals, including the concept of “democracy-to-come.”
Mostly the problem of democracy is considered to be that it is not sufficient-
ly widespread around the world. My contention is that the problem of democ-
racy is not that we do not sufficiently approximate to what might be consid-
ered a regulative idea of democracy, but rather that the idea of democracy
itself is tyrannical, in the sense that it expresses a desire for universality
beyond its scope. The reason that we cannot conceptualize an alternative to
democracy as a political system is that we do not sufficiently understand or
acknowledge the intellectual and philosophical problems associated with de-
mocracy. In this work I will attempt to discuss some of these problems. I will
start with the observation that democracy presupposes most of the metaphys-



Introduction 3

ical assumptions and contradictions of modern philosophical thinking con-
cerning the human subject and the structure of the world.

Most philosophers who are otherwise critical of human subjectivity still
accept democracy as the only possible conceptual possibility for politics. My
surprise here is similar to that of Lefort who asks in Democracy and Political
Theory: “I am, as I said, surprised: how can they handle ontological differ-
ences, with such subtlety, vie one another in exploiting the combined re-
sources of Heidegger, Lacan, Jakobson and Levi-Strauss, and then fall back
upon such crass realism when the question of politics arises?”3 Yet, unlike
what Lefort implies, the problem is not only being blind to the problems of
Nazism and Stalinism, but rather to the problems of the very idea of democ-
racy. This book tries to put the “tyranny” of democracy into question. Why is
it that as soon as we open our mouths we promise democracy? In other
words, why is it that democracy does not seem to have an alternative, both as
a political system and as a discursive practice? I will try to address these
questions of democracy in many different senses of the term such as a politi-
cal system, a cultural conviction or project, a philosophical ideal.

Such a radical questioning of democracy, including the promise of an
ideal democracy in the future is necessary, because democracy today func-
tions as a global, political, and intellectual form of colonization. In the
contemporary political world order, democracy is the intellectual and politi-
cal value that enables and justifies the neo-colonial globalization. To put it
differently, democracy is the political, social, and cultural framework of the
globalization and homogenization of the world. Yet this is not a perversion or
an inadequate application of the form of democracy, but rather its very real-
ization. Intellectually, democracy functions as a tool to colonize the future of
thinking as well as the political imagination. It is presented as the only viable
political and intellectual project. There is rarely any (political) philosopher
who does not subscribe to one form of democracy. Democracy occupies and
colonizes the political space that is supposed to be open to the future. By
appropriating the space of openness democratic discourse always tries to
escape the possibility of contamination. It purports to never fully be appro-
priated by any specific project. It is projected as an open-ended, not deter-
mined infinite idea, an idea that escapes every determination, or rather has
the possibility of being infinitely determined. To put it playfully, the expres-
sion of “but that is not democracy” is the perpetual defense of democratic
discourse against any form of criticism. It is this idea of democracy that also
underlies Jacques Derrida’s conception of democracy-to-come. Democracy-
to-come is not here, it is not present, it will never be present, it is not even
democracy, and it will never be democracy. Thereby, democracy becomes
impossible to criticize without being appealed to. One cannot think of an
alternative to democracy because democracy occupies the space of thinking
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the alternative, it occupies the possibility of any alternative, “alternativity” as
such. This is the tyranny of democracy.

Democracy is always perceived as the only political alternative for any
type of government. As soon as one raises doubt about democracy, the re-
sponse is either to raise a suspicion of totalitarianism, despotism, elitism,
etc., or to indicate the lack of alternatives to democracy. More importantly,
democracy is proposed to be the only possible cure for racism, sexism, eco-
nomic injustice, cultural hegemony, and religious intolerance in society.
However, even when one recognizes that these ills exist in democratic soci-
eties and nations, one never imagines the possibility that these ills exist
because of democracy and are never going to be eradicated by democracy.
Because of this reason there is no strong “leftist” critique of the philosophical
problems of democracy and the leftist thinking has no convincing critique of
these ills to the extent that it remains uncritically committed to democracy.
The possible alternative to democracy is certainly a complicated question. It
might be that democracy is the only possible regime that is compatible with
capitalism, racism, sexism, and religious intolerance. One cannot adequately
speak of alternatives to democracy without understanding the relationship
between democracy and structures of contemporary society. The specific
focus of this work is to articulate the conceptual relationship between democ-
racy and neo-colonial globalization.

In a well-known passage from Orientalism that I mentioned above, Ed-
ward Said identifies Napoleon’s 1798 expedition to Egypt as a literal, as well
as metaphorical origin of the present form of colonialism: “For my purposes
here, the keynote of the relationship was set in motion between East and
West that still dominate our contemporary cultural and political perspec-
tives.”4 Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt, while certainly not the beginning of
Western colonization of the Middle East and Africa, represents a specific
configuration of it. Unlike the previous colonial invasions, Napoleon wanted
to take the whole of Egypt. His preparations were schematic and textual. Said
identifies Napoleon’s expedition as “the first in a long series of encounters
with the Orient in which Orientalist’s special expertise was put directly to
functional colonial use” (p. 80). Napoleon’s ostensible admiration of Islam
made it possible for him to “render [Egypt] completely open and make it
accessible to European scrutiny” (p. 83). In the words of Fourier, “Napoleon
wanted to offer a useful European example to the Orient, and finally also to
make inhabitants’ lives more pleasant as well as to procure them all the
advantages of a perfected civilization.”5 It is this aspect of colonialism that
helps us establish the connection between democratization and colonization.
Colonialism is neither a simple series of acts of domination, nor an unqual-
ified exploitation, but rather a process and discourse of disciplining, order-
ing, rendering visible, unveiling, and making comprehensible. Said writes:
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To restore a region from its present barbarism to its former classical greatness;
to instruct (for its own benefit) the Orient in ways of the modern West; to
subordinate or underplay military power in order to aggrandize the project of
glorious knowledge acquired in the process of political domination of the
Orient; to formulate the Orient, to give it shape, identity, definition with full
recognition of its place in memory, its importance to imperial strategy, and its
natural role as an appendage to Europe . . . to establish new disciplines; to
divide, deploy, schematize, tabulate, index, and record everything in sight (and
out of sight) . . . these are the features of Orientalist projection . . . itself
enabled and reinforced by Napoleon’s wholly Orientalist engulfment of Egypt
by the instruments of Western knowledge and power. (p. 86)

Colonial power is a much more complex process than domination and ex-
ploitation. Similarly, democracy is also a power of disciplining, ordering,
rendering visible, and making comprehensible. Thus, the process of democ-
ratization (and not its perversion) is an integral part of contemporary neo/
postcolonial power. Thus, in order to resist this neo-colonial process, the
concept of democracy, as a value, has to be disrupted from this postcolonial
perspective.

We should distinguish this disruption from a critique of democracy from
a cultural perspective. There is a widely known critique of democracy, which
claims that democracy is a Western value and other cultural and religious
perspectives including Islamists are somehow incapable or unfit for democ-
racy. Therefore, Western societies are politically superior (more mature com-
pared) to other cultures. The other side of this argument contends that
contemporary Western democratic societies exhibit irresponsibly pluralistic,
potentially egalitarian yet chaotic characteristics. Therefore, non-Western so-
cieties are superior to them. This logic works in two opposite ways: from the
perspective of the West it explains the political and economic “inferiority” of
other nations. From the perspective of the non-Western countries, it identifies
democracy with the West, and hence regards democracy as an “inferior”
Western value. Yet ironically, both of these critiques of democracy implicitly
affirm the idea of democracy itself. Some non-Western critics claim that their
values capture the will of people better than the democratic institutions.
Therefore, the argument goes, the West cannot achieve “real democracy”
(rule of the people, just rule, etc.) because the Western countries are morally
inferior and their commitment to democracy is not genuine. Both of these
perspectives (as symmetrical opposites) are problematic in that they do not
engage in decolonizing democracy. Thereby, democracy as an idea becomes
the dogma of the contemporary discourses in the West as well as in the non-
Western world. What is needed instead is a critical understanding of Western
political thought with respect to the status of contemporary democracy.

My claim in this book is that Western political imagination is defined by
two events, the French Revolution and the Holocaust. Neither of these
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“events” should be regarded merely as historical or contingent, but rather
they conceptually define the limits of what is thinkable from within a West-
ern political perspective. I argue that the issue of postcolonialism cannot be
thought within this framework, or more precisely, since the Western political
imagination always operates from an ethnocentric political imagination, it is
incapable of considering the concerns of the “non-Western.” The difference
is not simply concerned with different historical situatedness, contingent
differences, neither are they “worldviews” or “ways of life,” etc. The differ-
ence concerns a conceptual, theoretical anchorage that determines the limits
of what is thinkable. Obviously, I do not say that this is a cultural given and
only those who are born, raised, lived on one side can understand it. Indeed
the very idea of colonization undermines such an assumption of cultural
specificity. Yet, in contemporary scholarship the desire to rethink the politi-
cal, and the concept of democracy has usually been associated with a Euro-
pean theoretical commitment. All the thinkers I will discuss in this book take
the European political problematique as their starting point. Hence, they are
incapable of thinking the issue of democracy from a postcolonial perspective.

My focus is not a “non-Western” critique of democracy. I claim that
given the problems associated with globalization and history, it is necessary
today to rethink the political itself from a postcolonial perspective. European
thinkers, I discuss in this book, are theoretically incapable or unwilling to
take the postcolonial perspective. This is not because they did not think the
problem of the postcolonial, but because they have entrenched in the theoret-
ical framework that enables them to think a notion like the postcolonial in a
particular way. The starting point of European political thinking is the prob-
lem of the unity of the polis. The question of the political always concerns
either how to bring the margins closer to the center or how to keep the
margins at the margins. The problematic is always that of unity. However,
the question of the political has never been thought from the margins. This
marginality is not simply a historical, economic, political, cultural inferiority,
but rather a theoretical position that is radically different than the European
political imagination. It is not the discourse of victims, not the ones of the
oppressed etc., but the discourse of difference, that does not manage differ-
ence, does not, like every single political subject, ask the question of how to
construct a unified political field. It is the theoretical space of resistance. To
characterize this theoretical space, the image of the immigrant as an alien
might give a clue. I use the term “immigration” as a theoretical site. Hence,
by immigration, I do not simply mean an alien in a foreign society, but rather
the idea of occupying the political space as an alien. The space of the immi-
grant does not think from within the unity of society, it does not ask the
politico-philosophical question of how to create a just polis, nation, or sys-
tem. The immigrant is at the margin, but not necessarily outside of the
political unit. She is not necessarily in “another land” either. In fact, by virtue
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of colonization one can be an immigrant in one’s so-called “native land."
Conceptually, therefore the marginal space of the immigrant is neither coex-
tensive nor co-temporal with the center of the unity. The conception of
justice in this space is not a reconstitution of unity by integrating the other,
but it is the radical displacement of distribution. Indeed, what distinguishes
the resistance of the margin is a different conception of justice than the
proper functioning of a political system. Justice for the marginal is the event
of disconfiguration rather than a smooth functioning of a unified system. It is
important to underline that this is a theoretical position that tries to inaugu-
rate a different way of thinking, rather than another form of identity politics
that privileges one form of subject over the other. Theoretically, the position
of the immigrant is a potential site of decolonization, rather than being a
culturally or politically superior subjectivity.

The necessity of this theoretical position is historically crystallized in the
United States after September 11. For those who were at the margin of the
society, it has always been a possibility that their existence will lose all the
“privileges” and “rights” lent to them. One could argue that this is would be a
loss of democratic rights. However, it was precisely the enactment of democ-
racy and the reconstitution of the political unity that led to such losses. One
could always live in a “democratic society” if there is no threat to it. Yet in
the presence of a threat, only a democratic society can implement policies
that can be more repressive than those of a “properly” totalitarian state.
Hence, xenophobia, racism, and homophobia are properly democratic values
in the sense that they can flourish in a democratic space rather than being
imposed from outside. The emergence and flourishing of xenophobia, ra-
cism, and homophobia in democratic societies is not a reason to surrender the
idea of democracy. However, it is necessary to understand how certain forms
of exclusion are executed within democratic space. In order to understand
these forms of exclusions we need a critique of democracy from a postcolo-
nial perspective.

WHICH DEMOCRACY?

It is clear that democracy can be conceptualized in multiple ways. However,
initially it would be useful to concentrate on two distinct ones. The first
concept is a political one. Democracy is a political system of ruling states,
holding elections, representing human preferences to the government, etc.
The second concept is a cultural one. Democracy is a cultural conviction
supported by various institutions and laws: independent judiciary, freedom of
expression, interest groups, etc. The first is usually associated with the demo-
cratic tradition whereas the latter with the so-called liberal tradition. While
the first is proposed to exist in several countries, the second manifests itself
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in the “Western democratic countries,” even though it is also regarded as an
ideal that can never fully be achieved. This ideal sometimes regulates our
conduct, yet it is mostly in conflict with the requirements of realpolitik.
Evidently, these two aspects of democracy are inextricably related to each
other. The ideal of democracy is almost always used to justify it in the face of
its practical complications. However, the relationship between the ideal of
democracy and its manifestation in the world proves to be much more com-
plicated than the application of a theoretical framework to practice. Democ-
racy is said to be not only the best possible political system, but also a
particular, and presumably good way of life. Citizens are (and should be)
educated, disciplined to act, think and interact democratically in every (or
many) aspect of life. This kind of overlapping of the political with every
other aspect of everyday life is usually considered to be the sign of a totalitar-
ian political system. However, in the case of democracy the relationship
between political rule and a democratic lifestyle is considered to be a merit.
Yet it is precisely this democratization (a particular way of politicization) of
life that is problematic today.

In Carbon Democracy, Timothy Mitchell argues, “If democracy is an
idea, then countries become democratic by the idea getting into people’s
heads. The problem of democracy becomes a question of how to manufacture
a new model of the citizen, one whose mind is committed to the idea of
democracy.”6 This model of citizenship is something that needs to be pro-
duced by several disciplinary and cogitological strategies. Before such pro-
cesses are established, the idea of democracy must be articulated and estab-
lished.

PRESUPPOSITIONS OF DEMOCRACY

Democracy as an idea includes a number of interrelated assumptions. The
defenders of democracy do not always explicitly articulate these presupposi-
tions. Since most of these presuppositions are metaphysically problematic,
many theorists reject these assumptions and try to conceptualize the possibil-
ity of democracy without them. However, instead of simply avoiding these
presuppositions we need to think through them in order to fully understand
the paradoxes of democracy.

I. Democracy presupposes that human beings who participate in politics
are ideally rational, self-transparent and capable of understanding their
own thoughts, desires, and interests. This conception presupposes that
human beings are either present to themselves (or potentially present)
so that they make decisions and engage in political actions, and also
remain present through (or emerge at the end of) their decisions and
actions in order to confront the consequences of these actions. Since
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such metaphysical assumptions concerning the political subject are
problematic, some theorists of democracy try to formulate the viability
of democracy without such presuppositions. For example, Ernesto La-
clau and Chantal Mouffe argue that there are no subjects but only
subject positions and that subjects are always relational. Even though
this formulation seems to avoid the problem of subjectivity by admit-
ting the discursive constitution of subject positions, it still suffers from
the same problem of unity as subjectivity. The problem of the individ-
ual subject is transformed into the unity of the so-called discourse that
produces these subject positions. I believe that such a unity, however
incomplete or nonhegemonic it may appear, is still colonizing when it
is utilized to defend the idea of democracy.

II. Democracy postulates an empty space of relative neutrality for human
beings prior to their political decisions. This apriority is not a linear
temporality, but a “metaphysical” condition for the possibility. There
is, on this view, a theoretical empty space that the human subject
occupies prior to coming to his or her opinion, preference, decision, or
interest. However, “political subject” is never created out of such an
empty theoretical space. One always already finds oneself in a politi-
cal space that is created by what Carl Schmitt calls a friend-enemy
distinction.

III. Democracy relies on the assumption that political opinions either
emanate from within the subject or they are deliberated, weighed,
analyzed, appropriated, or evaluated by the subject. When we notice
the remarkable uniformity of political opinions in contemporary soci-
ety, which democracy designates it as the “common sense,” “moderate
view,” we recognize how democracy disciplines political thinking.
Democracy is impossible without the assumptions of the model of
subjectivity that emerged and developed between the seventeenth and
the nineteenth century. This model of subjectivity has been criticized
and deconstructed in the twentieth-century philosophy. However, the
effects of this subjectivity are very much alive in contemporary poli-
tics. Contemporary discourses on responsibility and individualism are
attempts to revive this model of subjectivity. Therefore, far from being
novel, such discourses are reactionary.

IV. Democracy (the ideal democracy) requires that the expression of ide-
as can happen in an ideal fashion, and that they are not always shaped
by “external” considerations, such as economic privilege, status, race,
gender, etc. The discursive creation of this interior space for ideas is
necessary for democracy to function. Hence, in a sense, democracy for
its smooth functioning requires a fundamental division between the
ideal and the real. This space also allows democracy to negotiate what
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it considers to be “external” factors and keep them below the threshold
of crisis.

V. Finally, democracy is based on the idea that “truth” is formed through
the struggle of simultaneously existing opinions or positions. The
strongest opinion or position is accepted to be true. Yet this is not
exactly the majority opinion, as the defenders of democracy claim that
democracy is not simply the rule of the majority. My claim here is that
democracy is the extension of a worldview that the truth can be
reached by the battle of differing opinions. In other words, the as-
sumption remains that truth will eventually be accepted by the major-
ity. It is the result of a century’s long philosophical conviction that
truth is to be found in the best-defended belief. I believe this philo-
sophical conviction has been undermined by post-Hegelian philoso-
phy. As long as we insist on believing that truth and correct political
rule based on the survival of the best-defended opinion where we
overlook the intimate connections, dependency, and symmetry be-
tween opposed opinions, we cannot formulate the problems of democ-
racy let alone imagine creative solutions to the problems of the politi-
cal.

However, democracy could never function even if all these presupposi-
tions of the ideal conception of democracy were to be fulfilled. Even if all
these conditions were satisfied, it would lead to the contradiction, and ulti-
mate self-destruction of democracy in the political sphere. If all human be-
ings were to be motivated solely by their own desires, if they were not
organized around public discourses, if they were to make their decisions on
the basis of independently formed interests, then it would be impossible to
sustain democracy as a political system. Therefore, democracy in practice
relies on presuppositions that oppose its ideal articulation.

One can raise the question, however, of how democracy functions today
if there are problems with modern subjectivity. Does not the “practical suc-
cess” of democracy negate all the conceptual critics and deconstruction of
subjectivity? I will address this question in the second chapter: democracy
relies on the conception of a human subject which is produced by a discur-
sive and bio-disciplinary power. A human subject that is necessary for de-
mocracy to function effectively is produced by specific political practices.
Therefore, one can consistently argue that while political agency imagined
by democracy is not a metaphysical reality, it is still possible, in fact neces-
sary, to manufacture such an agency. Foucault’s conception of a disciplined
subject is an adequate starting point for explaining the formation of a subject
for democratic rule. The way Foucault explains the relationship between the
juridical subject and the disciplined subject is also an appropriate way of
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explaining the relationship between the democratic subject (and the ideal of
democracy) and the disciplined subject (constructed by democracy).

PARADOXES OF DEMOCRACY

The problem of democracy is that it embodies a series of interrelated para-
doxes. The first one is the relationship between democracy and other popular
forms of political government. If democracy is fundamentally to be the ex-
pression of the will of people, it is possible that people will choose democra-
cy to be replaced by another rule of governing (e.g., an Islamic political
structure). Hence, democracy faces the paradox of incorporating that, which
may aim its destruction. This paradox is also the reason of its strength in the
sense that it immunizes democracy against its enemies. This is what Derrida
calls the “suicidal autoimmunity” of democracy. Yet what Derrida does not
explicitly state is that the success of any democracy depends on how well it
covers up, avoids, or negotiates this contradiction. In practice, democracy
never truly incorporates conflicting political views. In that sense, as a politi-
cal system democracy is not different than any other system. To the extent
that differences arising from class conflict, racial injustice, radical political
opposition, and economic crises are suppressed, democracy can be success-
ful. Democratic systems incorporate these differences only at the level of
“political opinion.” Hence, the real differences are reduced to differences of
the ideas of different subjects and thereby rendered in a sense “private.”
Hence, in parts of the world where one confronts threats from these divisions
on a regular basis, democracy is and has always been an impossible and
undesirable possibility.

The paradoxes of democracy are mostly formulated within the terms of
democracy: the paradox between equality and freedom, between civil rights
and security, between abstract individual of the universal suffrage and con-
crete individual within social stratification, etc. Yet, while these paradoxes
are important they ironically (or should I say paradoxically) turn out to be
productive aspects of democracy that contribute to its “progress.” In fact, the
movement toward an (admittedly) unknown and unattainable democracy
(that which gives us a direction, a kind of regulative idea) is the single most
powerful and insidious formulation of democracy. Democracy, unlike other
forms of political systems, is supposed to have a different relationship to its
opposites. While the totalitarian regimes “take power by destroying all oppo-
sitions” (Lefort, 13), within democracy oppositions are allowed to survive.
Yet, and this is the beginning of a paradox, this opposition is either formulat-
ed from within a democratic system (e.g., a party with different tax policies,
social programs, etc.), or more importantly, an opposition that accepts the
rules of democracy, participate in the representative body, etc. This gives the
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idea that democracy is the best system that negotiates political oppositions
because “the locus of power is an empty place” (Lefort, 17). Anybody and
everybody are in principle allowed to rule so long as they accept the rules of
democracy. Yet it is clear that this is not always empirically the case. De-
mocracy protects itself undemocratically by banning, excluding, and censor-
ing political movements that are “undemocratic.” Yet this is the ultimate
paradox of democracy, because at the moment that it is expected to deliver its
distinguishing aspect (from other political regimes) it folds (and becomes
indistinguishable from any other system which could say that you can only
participate in politics to the extent that you can accept the fundamental rules).
This is also the conceptual paradox of democracy: it rightly operates under
“the dissolution of the markers of certainty” (Lefort, 19). This uncertainty is
related to the future. We cannot know the future; we should leave the locus of
power to accommodate the possibility that the future will be different. This is
the temporal dimension of the paradox of democracy: the future might be
radically different, but it will not be so different that the rules of democracy
will change. Hence, democracy regulates the future by pretending not to
regulate it. Democracy must not be undermined in the future, must be pro-
tected even undemocratically if necessary, democratically if possible, but it
must never be undermined even in a democratic fashion. That is, even if
people desire the transformation of democracy, that desire would have been
populism rather than democracy, because a group of people that gives up
their sovereignty voluntarily must be irrational.

In terms of this paradox and temporality one can speculate that democra-
cy today functions in a perfectly Hegelian-dialectical fashion. Its inside is
presumed to be empty, without any essential characteristics (of course this is
theoretically the best possible formulation, in actuality the center is occupied
by the Western white, colonial, rational, subject-ideal). Democracy is a
movement toward an ideal that we know we may not ever reach, but it is
regulative. Yet this is a dialectical movement; if there is an opposition to this
movement it is produced by the movement, and ultimately will be incorpo-
rated into this movement. If there is an opposition that might seem to under-
mine the movement itself we either try to transform this antagonism to ago-
nism (Mouffe) or render it irrational, radical, or terroristic. Here a significant
aspect of democratic temporality manifests itself. The oppositions of democ-
racy can temporarily be excluded undemocratically, they can be repressed in
the name of freedom, security, etc., but a successful democracy has to subse-
quently incorporate the demands of these oppositions once they do not pose a
threat to democracy, because incorporating former threats is a much more
effective way of protecting the march of democracy. Moreover, being incor-
porated into the democratic system is also good for these oppositions them-
selves. This is what I would call the tyranny of the future in a democracy.
The way in which the ideal of democracy works is that it promises a demo-
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cratic future. On the basis of this theoretical conviction of the (future) cor-
rectness of democracy one can legitimize the anti-democratic practices of the
present. Defenders of democracy claim that they will return and incorporate
the demands of the oppositions, and thereby pretend to produce a sense of
justice for all. Thereby, democracy established a perpetual hegemony over
the future as well as the present and the past. So this dialectical movement of
the democratic consciousness allows perpetual injustice in the name of a
future justice.

Such a dialectical conception of democracy is also the way in which its
paradoxes are overcome by formulating them in terms of tensions between
equality and freedom, between security and liberty, etc. Let us take the exam-
ple of security versus civil liberties. If certain people are detained without
being charged or going through any legal procedure because they are consid-
ered to be a threat to the security of a nation, state, and democratic govern-
ment, their rights are violated. In such a case a certain segment of the popula-
tion might express disagreement with the undermining of certain civil liberties in
the name of security. They might even acknowledge the interdependence of
liberty and security rather than their opposition. Thereby, they criticize the
government for being hypocritical at best, or undermining the democratic
principles at worst. What they do not admit, however, is the fact that democ-
racy can only protect and has always protected itself undemocratically.7 The
refusal to admit this relationship renders these critics complicit in the injus-
tice against those who are systematically or temporarily excluded. Yet in
democracy there is an alibi of temporality in this paradox. The anti-demo-
cratic measures can be lifted in the future if and when the danger of the
outside is eliminated. Yet those who were held in detention undemocratically
will either be forgotten which is bad, or become the alibi that democracy is
progressing by recognizing its mistakes (and a hollow promise that it will
never happen again), which is worse (obviously it will happen again or we
will obviously do it again, because we have to). Hence, democracy only
works when it is not required to perform what happens to be its raison d’etre,
namely to negotiate opposing political differences. Whenever democracy is
in a position to perform its function, it fails necessarily because of its inher-
ent contradiction. A democratic system is ideal if the class conflict, racial
injustice, radical political opposition, and economic crises are either missing
or suppressed.8 Therefore, democracy both grounds and protects itself un-
democratically. In this sense, anti-democracy is its founding origin and
reigning principle.

Wendy Brown exemplifies a perfect case of such a dialectical aspect of
democracy. She writes:

What if democratic politics, the most untheoretical of all political forms, para-
doxically requires theory, requires an antithesis to itself in both the form and
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substance of theory, if it is to satisfy its ambition to produce a free and egali-
tarian order? What if democracy requires for its health a nondemocratic ele-
ment, both because democracy is not an end in itself and because such an
element is necessary if democracy is to avoid the most damnable things for
which Plato, Nietzsche, and its other philosophical critics blame it? What if the
anti-theoretical tendencies of democracy actually express a peculiar constitu-
tive relation within democratic practice, an ambivalent relation of antagonism
and dependence between democracy and theory that must be thematized and
addressed directly if it is not to be corrosive of democracy?9

Wendy Brown expresses the relationship of democracy to theory. Theory
is undemocratic, and precisely as an antithesis of democracy it contributes to
democracy. This is both a perfectly dialectical and a Nietzschean relationship
to one’s antithesis. Democracy in that sense invokes the Nietzschean dictum
as Brown observes, “‘Whatever doesn’t kill me makes me stronger,’ Nietzs-
che taunts,10 perhaps providing a clue about how criticism might invigorate
rather than demolish its object.”11 Yet democracy does not really incorporate
that which can kill it in the sense Derrida understands auto-immunity, be-
cause for Brown,

In the form in which he offers it, Nietzsche’s critique of democracy is largely
unlivable. No matter what its modality-socialist, liberal, or communitarian-
modern democratic life in state societies cannot be conducted with shuttered
rooms and aristocratic practices that disregard most of humanity; it cannot be
allied with contempt for the many nor with reduction of all egalitarian doctrine
to envy and resentment. So rather than embracing this critique, could we
employ it as a provocation, an incitement?12

By identifying the weakness of Brown’s argument, Zizek also points out the
main strategy of how democracy functions today:

The weakness of Brown’s description is perhaps that she locates the undemo-
cratic ingredient that keeps democracy alive only in the “crazy” theoreticians
questioning its foundations from “unliveable” premises but what about the
very real undemocratic elements that sustain democracy? Does therein not
reside the major premise of Foucault’s (Brown’s major reference) analyses of
modern power: democratic power has to be sustained by a complex network of
controlling and regulating mechanisms?13

Starting with the second chapter I will develop precisely this insight of Zi-
zek’s, which he himself does not really advance, namely that democratic
power not only has to be sustained by a complex network of controlling and
regulating mechanisms, but also that democracy today is only possible
through such mechanisms. Democracy needs these mechanisms in order to
function but also in order to transform its fundamental paradox into an inter-
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nal tension within democracy, namely the opposition between democracy
and liberalism.

DEMOCRACY AND LIBERALISM

Several contemporary critics emphasize the difference between liberalism
and democracy.14 Yet, liberal democracy is not simply a notion where these
terms complement each other. Quite to the contrary, the term “liberal” delim-
its and becomes a disciplining aspect of democracy. It is an interesting phe-
nomenon that today the term democracy is rarely used by itself. It is always
qualified as "pluralistic democracy," "liberal democracy," "deliberative de-
mocracy," "radical democracy," "democracy-to-come," etc. It is not the case
that the first term in these designations simply provides precision for the
concept of democracy. What they do, however, is to cover over the paradox
of democracy by limiting its conceptual extension. They also obviate a cri-
tique of democracy by constantly shifting democracy away from its own
paradoxes. The seemingly straightforward “definition” of democracy as the
rule of the people, where the ultimate ground of the rule has to be in the
demos, where the ruler and the ruled are the same, is constantly, persistently,
and paternalistically denied. Democracy is not “democracy”; it is not the
simply the power (kratos) of the people (demos) because there is always the
danger that “the people” could only be the majority, and not all, of the
people. If democracy becomes the rule of [majority] people, it ceases to be
democracy. This is a fundamental paradox of democracy that various qual-
ifying designations are supposed to avoid. Democracy, Lefort says, is not the
rule (and power) of the people, but “the locus of power becomes an empty
place” (Democracy and Political Theory, p.17). Yet how does this place
remain empty? Is this emptiness guaranteed through liberalism, or pluralism?
Therefore, it is a fundamentally misguided attempt to write a critique of
democracy, as it is an impossible concept, which ironically strengthens its
case for legitimacy, by becoming a moving target. Perhaps the attempt to
write about the concept of democracy itself is misguided.

It seems that various conceptual problems associated with the idea of
democracy apply to Western liberal democracy. Yet this focus does not
weaken my contention concerning the paradoxes of democracy itself. “Mod-
ern democracy,” according to its defenders, is not simply a state that is
governed by popular sovereignty, but a politically liberal, juridical state
(Rechtsstaat) that protects the basic freedoms (speech, association, religion,
etc.). I claim that this juridical modern democratic state protects itself un-
democratically and nonliberally. Here, the paradox is that a liberal right such
as freedom of speech can never be a protection against the possible destruc-
tion of democratic state. Democratic state always invokes free speech when
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free speech itself is not perceived to be under attack. Hence, the political, be
it democratic or liberal always protects itself by abandoning its principles.

Yet is there not a further problem in my argument? If democracy always
protects itself undemocratically, why is it that democratic regimes do not
always (empirically) protect themselves by suppressing, their opposition?
Here one should make a distinction between the discourse of democracy and
the actual decisions made within democracy. First, even when democratic
discourse never explicitly defends the repression of opposition (in fact it
sometimes does, but this is mostly a sign of weakness), democratic societies
always exclude what they consider to be outside the rules of democracy.
Moreover, such exclusions always occur violently. Nevertheless, the ques-
tion still remains: why do we find more repression in non-democratic re-
gimes compared to more democratic ones? The answer to this question will
be the focus of my next chapter. My initial response, however, is that demo-
cratic societies do not always need to be repressive, because they consist of
politically disciplined citizens that are produced through “a complex net-
work of controlling and regulating mechanisms.”
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Chapter One

The Genealogy of Democracy
From Plato to Schmitt

For an expert on democracy, democratic politics is fundamentally the same
everywhere. It consists of a set of procedures and political forms that are to be
reproduced in every successful instance of democratization, in one variant or
another, as though democracy occurs only as a “carbon copy” of itself. De-
mocracy is based on a model, an original idea that can be copied from one
place to the next. If it fails, as it seems to in many oil states, the reason must be
that some part of the model is missing or malfunctioning.

—Timothy Mitchell, Carbon Democracy: Political Power in the Age of Oil1

In order to demonstrate how democracy functions as a neo-colonial ordering
of modern societies, we need to see how political power intersects with the
question of exclusion and subjectivity. Democracy, as a particular organiza-
tion of the political sphere, becomes global, not because the idea of democra-
cy is a universally valid one, but because the process of universalization is,
both politically and intellectually, a colonial project. The political always
consists of a life-death relationship to the other (i.e., an irreducible existential
dimension), and democracy inevitably functions within these aspects of the
political. The relationship between the political and the question of life and
death is a classical one established by Plato. While the Republic, as Plato’s
major work, contains the classical philosophical critique of democracy, a
lesser-known dialogue, Menexenus, opens up the space where the political,
democracy, and death intersect. In Menexenus, Plato anticipates Carl
Schmitt’s observations concerning modern democracy and its paradoxes.
After a discussion of the themes of democracy, friend-enemy, and death in
Menexenus, I will turn to Schmitt’s problematization of modern democracy,
and demonstrate the ways in which Plato anticipates this critique.

17
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PLATO, MENEXENUS

Menexenus is a dialogue on (or of) funeral speech. The text opens up as
Socrates meets Menexenus who is on his way from a council chamber meet-
ing at the agora, which was to select someone to make an oration over the
dead. Socrates and Menexenus engage in an exchange concerning the sponta-
neity of funeral speeches. Menexenus claims that whomever will be chosen
the next day to deliver the funeral speech has to improvise his speech. Socra-
tes disagrees and claims that every rhetorician has speeches ready-made.
Even if he did not, it would have been easy to deliver such a speech because
the orator seeks the approval of those who he is praising. “For if it were a
question of eulogizing Athenians before an audience of Peloponnesians, or
Peloponnesians before Athenians, there would indeed be need of a good
orator to win credence and credit; but when a man makes effort in the pres-
ence of the very men whom he is praising, it is no difficult matter to win
credit as a fine speaker.”2 By this observation, Socrates explains the logic of
the political by stating that it necessarily presupposes a distinction between
those who belong (friends) and those who do not (enemy). The way in which
this opposition is established is through the fidelity to, and the communica-
tion with, the dead. In his subsequent speech, Socrates makes it clear that the
political always entails a special relationship to death, and to one’s dead
ancestors. The constitution of a community, especially of a political commu-
nity, takes place through the communication with the dead. Death differen-
tiates those who belong to our community from those who do not. Since there
is no universal notion of death, a political community beyond the friend and
enemy distinction and consequently the idea of universal equality, is concep-
tually as well as politically meaningless. We never relate to death of the
others in the same way. Alternatively, the way we relate to the dead differen-
tiates friends from enemies. Those whose death contribute and constitute our
community can never be treated politically in the same way as those who do
not.

Menexenus inquires whether Socrates can deliver a funeral speech. Soc-
rates proceeds to deliver a speech that he attributes to his mistress, Aspasia. It
is not a “properly” philosophical speech for Plato. Socrates’ speech is an
exercise in rhetoric yet it is supposed to be better than those of the other
rhetoricians. While the speech is awkward, and enigmatic, it is not insignifi-
cant for Plato’s philosophy. I will concentrate on three moments in the
speech that are crucial in understanding Plato’s relationship to democracy as
well as the fate of the democratic theory since Plato.

Socrates’ speech is a tribute to the dead, which he structures in a “natural”
order: “Let us first praise the goodness of their birth; secondly, their nurture
and education; and then their actions and how worthy they were of their
education” (M, 237A). While praising the birth of the dead, Socrates states
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that their forefathers were not of immigrant stock. They, as well as their
ancestors were native to their country. The country that nurtured them was
not a stepmother to them, but rather a “true mother.” Yet the same indige-
nousness does not apply to the citizens of other countries. One could expect
that the members of other countries would have the same relationship to their
own soil. However, Socrates claims that only Athenians were “nurtured also
by no stepmother, like other folk” (M, 237C). Actually, it is not clear wheth-
er Socrates is referring to the nonnative members of Athens or all the other
citizens of other states. It seems that the latter is the case, because, “Socrates’
country is deserving of praise, not only from us but from all men, on many
grounds, but first and foremost because she is god-beloved” (M, 237C). The
principles governing a political space like Athens can be universalized, not
because they are generally valid for (or even negotiated by) all, but rather
because these principles that emerge within a specific context are regarded to
be the best and deserve to be praised by all. This passage is particularly
important in understanding the political implications of Plato’s thought. It
indicates that the universalism associated with ideas or forms is not a purely
philosophical attribute that can be determined by rational argument, but it is a
political attribute that is attained by the expansion of native principles politi-
cally. Socrates makes this point clear when he proceeds to describing the
politics under which their ancestors lived.

Within the natural order of praise, the description of the polity comes
after that of birth and of education. Their ancestors, Socrates claims, lived
under a noble polity, which caused goodness in them. The same polity that
nurtured his ancestors is the same one under which Athenian people live
currently. Socrates continues: “One man calls it ‘democracy,’ another man,
according to his fancy, gives it some other name; but it is, in truth, an
‘aristocracy’ backed by popular approbation” (M, 238D). Plato’s opposition
to democracy is well documented and at times passed over with slight embar-
rassment. Yet the exact reason of this opposition is not obvious. The received
view is that Plato’s opposition to democracy originates from his metaphysi-
cal convictions and his desire to preserve the purity of truth and good from
the multiplicity of opinions. This view would be true only if we accept that
Plato does indeed have a theory of forms and consequently an elitist concep-
tion of politics. However, such an interpretation is not accurate. In Menexe-
nus, Socrates makes it clear why Plato would have problems with democra-
cy. Under the Athenian polity, “while the most part if civic affairs are in the
control of the populace, they hand over the posts of government and the
power to those who from time to time are deemed to be the best men; and no
man is debarred by this weakness or poverty or by the obscurity of his
parentage, or promoted because of the opposite qualities, as is the case in
other States” (M, 238DE).
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It would be incomplete and misleading to confine the problem of democ-
racy to that of practicality of governing. That is to say, one could argue that
the principle of democracy is precisely the possibility of a few governing
chosen by the populace, representing and governing that populace. Socrates
continues:

On the contrary, the one principle of selection is this: the man that is deemed
to be wise and good rules and governs. And the cause of this our polity lies in
our equality of birth. For whereas all other States are composed of a heteroge-
neous collection of all sorts of people, so that their polities are also heterogene-
ous, tyrannies as well as oligarchies, some of them regarding one another as
slaves, others as masters; we and our people, on the contrary, being all born of
one mother, claim to be neither the slaves of one another nor the masters;
rather does our natural birth-equality drive us to seek lawfully legal equality,
and yield to one another in no respect save in reputation for virtue and under-
standing. (M, 238D–239A)

There are multiple tensions within this passage that reveal the problematic
nature of democracy. The equality at the birth has to be displaced in order to
differentiate those who govern from those who are governed. In other words,
while all are equals, those who govern are naturally better than those who are
governed. Yet this is not the main paradox, because this tension can still be
explained within the democratic principle. However, what cannot be ex-
plained within a democratic principle (i.e., a principle of democracy that is
universally valid) is that the equality of “us” requires our inequality from
“them” rendering the universal principle of equality impossible. The univer-
sal equality required by the democratic principle is already circumvented by
the universal inequality among political units. The reason why democracy
cannot become universalized is that “we” are always going to be unequal to
the others in that “we” are all equal while others are not. Why is it impossible
to universalize the principle of equality? Why could equality attributed to
Athenians by Socrates not be generalized to other states? The answer to this
question is crucial, because it complicates and renders impossible the univer-
salistic aspirations of democracy. Socrates provides the answer. The equality
requires homogeneity. It is only because Athenians is conceived of (or rather
fictionally projected) as homogeneous by Socrates; it is possible to conceive
them as equals. This is Socrates’s explanation of why democracy can only
function in Athens, because the main problem of democracy is that it treats
not only equals equally, but also nonequals equally. To treat those who are
unequal equally is unjust. Because in Athens, all men are by nature equal,
only Athens can overcome the problem of treating those who are unequal
equally, because there is natural equality among men in Athens. However,
the principle of equality conceptually, as well as politically, is meaningless
without being opposed to inequality. Conceptually, equality requires its op-
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posite (its other) otherwise it would become an empty and meaningless idea.
Therefore, any political principle of universality, including that of equality
requires the delimitation of a political community as opposed to its other and
thereby renders universality impossible.

It would be a mistake, a common one indeed, to defend the principle of
heterogeneity against Plato in the name of democracy. That is to say, it
would be misguided to claim that Plato’s metaphysics (theory of forms, his
commitment to truth as one) is the cause of his being anti-democratic, and
defend democracy on the basis of pluralism and heterogeneity. The reason
why Plato is opposed to democracy (if he is indeed opposed to it, that is, if it
is not identified with aristocracy) is that democracy hides its own grounding
principle. It masks its commitment to homogeneity by attempting to appear
heterogeneous. However, democracy cannot justify its grounding principle
by what it appears to be, namely heterogeneously. Democracy does not admit
that its ground is violent, exclusionary, and metaphysical, that is, its ground
is philosophical and can only be justified by philosophy, according to Plato.

The rest of the dialogue is staged within the opposition between friend
and enemy: the Greeks (or more specifically Athenians) versus the barbar-
ians. Socrates describes this relationship in existential-political terms by say-
ing that the barbarians from Asia were enslaving Europe. These barbarians
tried to destroy Greece. As the praise of the dead continues, the difference
between friend and enemy becomes more complicated. Even other Greek
city-states may fight against Athens, but they are never an enemy the way
barbarians are.

Later on when there was widespread war, and all the Greeks had marched
against us and ravaged our country, most evilly requiting our city, and our men
had defeated them by sea and had captured their Lacedaemonian leaders in
Sphagia, although they had it in their power to destroy them, yet they spared
their lives and gave them back and made peace, since they deemed that against
their fellow-Greeks it was right to wage war only up to the point of victory,
and not to wreck the whole Greek community for the sake of a city’s private
grudge, but to wage war to the death against the barbarians. (M, 242c–d)

The war against the real enemy is not simply a war for victory, but requires
the destruction of the opponent. It is existential in that it threatens the very
existence of the adversaries. It is precisely this relationship to death and to
those who are dead that connects us to our friends and creates the homoge-
nous space of democracy. Yet this space is not a static presence, but some-
thing that needs to be produced in terms of a relationship to the future. This
production requires an intergenerational relationship among friends. This is
reflected in a strange twist in Menexenus. Plato writes:
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Wherefore it is right that every man, bearing these men’s children, just in time
of war, not to fall out of ranks with their fathers nor to give way to cowardice
and beat a retreat. And I myself for my own part, O ye children of valiant
men,am now exhorting you and in the future, wheresoever I shall encounter
and of you, I shall continue to remind you and admonish you to be zealous to
show yourselves supremely valiant. But on this occasion it is my duty to
record the message your fathers, at the time when they were about to risk their
lives, enjoined us, if any ill befell them, to give to those who survived them. I
will repeat you both the words, which I heard from their lips and those, which
they would now desire to say to you, if they had the power, judging from what
they actually said on this occasion. You must however imagine that you are
hearing from their own lips the message, which I shall deliver. (M, 246c)

Socrates continues to quote directly from the dead, who are now present to
the living. The dead fathers demand the fidelity of their children. Yet this
scene is not simply a scene of fidelity among others, but the way in which
fidelity is constituted in the narcissistic self-relationship of a community.
Here the dead is speaking to those who will be dead. The praise to the dead
becomes the praise the dead impart upon itself, because ultimately by prais-
ing the dead, we are praising ourselves. Hence, Socrates's initial observation
about the inevitable success of the funeral oration because it praises Athe-
nians to Athenians is grounded. The death of our ancestor is not just a
generalizable event, but rather it is a unique existential self-relationship that
constitutes the homogeneity of our community, which is the condition for the
possibility of the functioning of democracy in the first place. Hence, the
conceptual problem of democracy is not that it leads to heterogeneity, diver-
sity, and openness, but rather it relies on the constitution of a homogeneity
that democracy itself cannot produce. Therefore, Plato’s critique of democra-
cy cannot be reduced to self-serving (and mostly left-wing) interpretation
that Plato is philosophically opposed to pluralism and diversity. Plato’s cri-
tique is that democracy is not a field of diversity and heterogeneity but that it
relies on a prior constituted unity that it cannot account for. This is also the
basis of Carl Schmitt’s criticism of modern parliamentary democracy, to
which I now turn.

CARL SCHMITT

Schmitt’s definition of sovereign as “he who decides on the exception”
means that the political power does not rely in the application of a valid rule;
but rather it is the authority to suspend the law.3 This definition is not based
on a conception of politics that belongs to a predemocratic, or monarchical
conception of state; “whether God alone is sovereign, that is, the one who
acts as his acknowledged representative on earth, or the emperor, or prince,
or the people, meaning those who identify themselves directly with the peo-
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ple, the question is always aimed at the subject of sovereignty, at the applica-
tion of the concept to a concrete situation.” The sovereign produces and
guarantees the situation in its totality. “He has the monopoly over this last
decision” (PT, 13). Here Schmitt delimits the problem to concrete political
actions rather than ideas of legitimacy. For Schmitt all law is “situational
law.”

Schmitt’s conception of sovereignty is consistent with my contention that
democracy institutes and protects itself undemocratically, because the insti-
tution of democracy as the set of the laws of a political unit requires an
exceptional intervention. This intervention does not remain at the moment of
“origin” as understood as the foundational moment that one leaves behind,
but rather there is a constant need for intervention even when this is not
executed empirically. Therefore, the claim is not simply an empirical or
historical one, namely that existing democracies suspend and do not live up
to the standards of democracy, but rather it is a “transcendental” claim,
namely that undemocratic intervention is the condition for the possibility of
democracy. The democratic discourse incorporates this necessity into the
terms of democracy, namely in terms of oppositions or tensions between
freedom and security or between individual civil rights and unity of the state.
Thereby democratic discourse tries to reduce a conceptual problem to an
empirical exception. One can observe how this incorporation takes place
within the public discourse surrounding the “war on terror” in the United
States. It would be an insidious ideological sleight of hand to claim that there
is a well-functioning democracy, a historical sedimentation of democratic
practices, and the state of war is merely a historical aberration. Even if one
grants that there is always an empirical exception, one has to understand this
idea of exception conceptually, because as Schmitt puts it:

Precisely a philosophy of concrete life must not withdraw from the exception
and the extreme case, but must be interested in it to the highest degree. The
exception can be more important to it than the rule, not because of a romantic
irony for the paradox, but because the seriousness of an insight goes deeper
than the clear generalization inferred from what ordinarily repeats itself. The
exception is more interesting than the rule. The rule proves nothing; the excep-
tion proves everything: It confirms not only the rule but also its existence,
which derives only from the exception. In the exception the power of the real
life breaks through the crust of a mechanism that has become torpid by repeti-
tion. (PT, 15)

Just as the state of exception therefore reveals the “essence” of sovereignty,
the suspension of democracy (i.e., its exception), reveals the “essence” of
democracy as a political system.

The success of democracies depends on their ability to incorporate what
was once considered to be an exception. I will come to this problem of
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temporality in democracy in the chapter on Derrida. For our present pur-
poses, we need to concentrate on the relationship between the state of excep-
tion and its relationship to the unity of the (democratic/political) system. The
relationship between the inside of democracy and what is considered to be its
exception takes the form of a Hegelian dialectical movement. Democratic
regimes not only legally exclude that which is exceptional, but it is consid-
ered to be their success when these exceptions are rendered harmless to the
system and hence become parts of it.

Schmitt’s reference to Kierkegaard in the following paragraph illuminates
this conceptual problem in terms of the “Hegelian movement of democracy.”
Schmitt quotes Kierkegaard: “The exception explains the general and itself.
And if one wants to study the general correctly, one only needs to look
around for a true exception. It reveals everything more clearly than does the
general.”4 For my purposes the idea of exception is to be interpreted as the
exception (or the negation) to democracy. Within a Hegelian framework in
which I have been interpreting and criticizing democracy, the role of the
exception is that of negation. Schmitt’s definition of the political as funda-
mentally constituted in terms of the distinction between friend and enemy
renders such an interpretation credible, because the exception the sovereign
decides is always contextual and concrete with respect to the enemy of the
state. Hence, the exception is declared, when one is faced with the other, or
more precisely the negation of the democratic rule. The other is the enemy.
However, the specific character of democracy is not simply to annihilate its
enemy, which it can do, but also incorporate it as a ghost, dead enough to not
pose a danger to the state and yet alive as a reminder of the necessity of
sovereign intervention. The issue here is again the problem of unity. The
distinguishing character of the democratic state is not a crude exclusionary
unity that requires the purging of heterogeneous forces, but the creation of
homogeneity by incorporating the previously unacceptable alterity by trans-
forming them into intra-system tensions. In that sense the democratic state
functions as the interior space of a Hegelian dialectical unity. The outside of
the system is its negation, its symmetrical other and only the negation of this
negation is a “proper” way of integration. The public discourse surrounding
any kind of non-European state as the “enemy” of Western civilization as
such is the manifestation of this operation.

It is in this sense of a Hegelian system that democracy shares the same
structure as God understood as the unity of the sovereign space. In the last
chapter of Political Theology, Schmitt writes:

All the significant concepts of the modern theory of the state are secularized
theological concepts not only because of their historical development—in
which they were transferred from theology to the theory of the state, whereby,
for example, the omnipotent God became omnipotent lawgiver—but also be-
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cause of their systematic structure, the recognition of which is necessary for a
sociological consideration of these concepts. (PT, 36)

The fundamental concept in this analogy is the concept of the unity. Modern
political theory relies on the concept of unity just as much as theology relies
on the concept of God. Schmitt’s discussion of the state as the political
sovereign is not simply his expression of his preference, but his observation
of how modern politics functions.

THE CONCEPT OF THE POLITICAL

Equally important for Schmitt’s understanding of the political is his concep-
tion of the state. The opening sentence of The Concept of the Political de-
clares that “the concept of the state presupposes the concept of the political.”
This declaration establishes the connection between Schmitt’s definition of
the sovereign with his conception of the political. Schmitt establishes a cri-
terion for the political that is distinct from the social, economic, religious,
moral, and aesthetic.

“The specific distinction of the political, to which political actions and
motives can be traced back is the distinction between friend and enemy.”5

Schmitt immediately notes that this is not a definition in the sense of being
exhaustive, but rather a necessary criterion in order to resist the temptation of
reducing the political to the social (or religious or moral, etc.). Schmitt treats
the friend-enemy distinction as conceptually irreducible. His desire to “pre-
serve” a space for the political is not one that defends the purity of the
political. Rather, what he primarily objects is the very political desire to
“delegitimize” the enemy as evil, immoral, terroristic, and ultimately to ren-
der it nonpolitical. This opposition, therefore, is not one that would be hostile
to the deconstructive gesture of demonstrating their mutual interdependence,
indeed dependence of the privileged term (presumably friend) on the under-
privileged one (again presumably enemy). It is also important to note that
Schmitt himself does not conceptually privilege friend as primary, at least
not openly. I will come back to this discussion in the context of Derrida.

There are two fundamental characteristics of the political: the political
concerns exclusively the state and the political is existential. First, for
Schmitt the main question of the political is that of unity. He is not commit-
ted to a historically specific notion of the nation state (unity) as the essence
of the political. He writes: “The numerous changes and revolutions in human
history and development have produced new forms and dimensions of politi-
cal groupings. Previously existing political structures were destroyed, new
kinds of foreign and civil wars arose, and the number of organized political
entities soon increased or diminished” (CP, 46). It is clear that for Schmitt,
the modern nation-state is primarily a historical manifestation of political
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sovereignty rather than a conceptual necessity as Hegel. The intersection
between political sovereignty and friend-enemy axis is explained by the fact
that “as long as the state is a political entity this requirement for the internal
unity (Einheit) compels it in critical situations to decide also upon the domes-
tic enemy” (CP, 46 translation modified). The sovereign, which coincides
with the state in modernity, decides who the enemy is and distinguishes the
friend from the enemy and thereby delimits the space of political unity by
excluding the other. Later in the text, Schmitt rightly associates the “enemy”
with the Hegelian negated otherness (CP, 63). Since such exclusion takes
place in every political organization, for our purposes it is important to
understand how such exclusion also takes place in democracy. For Schmitt,
the desire of liberal democracy based on individualism is to substitute the
economic and ethical for the political and deny its own political exclusivity.
Democracy attempts to play a double and contradictory role. Democracy
claims to be a political-existential procedure of negotiating between enemies.
In this sense, democracy tries to come back from a Hegelian negated other-
ness and create a unity. However, such a procedure becomes politically im-
possible, because democracy defines its own friends and enemies and there-
by rendering the role of negotiation meaningless at best, hypocritical at
worst. In the former sense, an enemy of democracy would be a meaningless
designation, because democracy purports to be more than merely a political
position that is framed by friend-enemy distinction. Democracy tries to pro-
tect such a privilege of being a negotiation medium between enemies, by
claiming to be “outside” of politics in the sense of reducing the entire pos-
sibility of the political to the democratic procedures. However, despite such
an attempt, or precisely because democracy tries to reduce the political to the
social, ethical, moral, or economic, it becomes another political sovereign
space defining its inside and thereby its friends and enemies. This is, I claim
to be the (double) tyranny of democracy: it reduces the political to the demo-
cratic, yet it does not deliver what it promises, namely a negotiation outside
of the political.

The second characteristic of the political is its existential dimension. This
is a difficult dimension to recognize, because the discussion of the state gives
us the impression of a bureaucratic and impersonal entity. This impression is
not incorrect, but such a Kafkaesque state is not simply distant and over-
whelming but it is also the only association, as opposed to other social,
economic, and religious associations, has the right to declare war and de-
mand its member to kill and be killed. For Schmitt, this dimension of the
political, “the friend, enemy, and combat concepts receive their real meaning
precisely because they refer to the real possibility of physical killing” (CP,
33). It is in this sense that the political is existential for Schmitt. “War is the
existential negation of the enemy” (CP, 33). This is not to say that the war is
the aim, or the purpose, or even the content of politics, but it is “an ever
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present possibility” (CP, 34). The structure of this argument reflects the one
about political sovereignty. Just like the state of exception, as an ever-present
possibility is a criterion for sovereignty, war, as an exception, explains the
space of the political. All the strategic decisions that can be made, or all the
rules of engagement presuppose “that the political decision has already been
made as to who the enemy is” (CP, 34). This implies that the decision to
wage war is the same one that declares the state of exception. Schmitt’s
conception of the sovereign in Political Theology and his criterion for the
political in The Concept of the Political mutually presuppose and constitute
each other. No other social or economic institution has this existential hold
on people as the state, the sovereign. One cannot reduce, substitute, or eradi-
cate this role without engaging in the dangerous game regarding the political,
namely the game of erasing the political:

To demand seriously of human beings that they kill others and be prepared to
die themselves so that trade and industry may flourish for the survivors or that
the purchasing power of grandchildren may grow is sinister and crazy. It is a
manifest fraud to condemn war as homicide and then demand of men that they
wage war, kill and be killed, so that there will never again be war. (CP, 48)

Schmitt’s argument here is two-tiered: first, there is “no program, no ideal,
no norm, no expediency confers a right to dispose of the physical life of other
human beings” (CP, 48). Secondly, however, since people do engage in war
and dispose the life of others, the only possible explanation for this is the
presence of the political. Only the political sovereign can demand such an
existential commitment from people. Hence, the political meaning of the
concept of enemy is existential, that is, the only justification of physical
killing is that the enemy is “an existential threat to one’s own way of life”
(CP, 49). Yet, even here Schmitt is careful to insist on the political nature of
such an existential confrontation. The fact that the enemy might desire my
destruction does not mean that I can interpret his or her position as either
“purely political” or as inhuman. Schmitt’s argument against depoliticization
has the same rationale as his argument against dehumanization.

The polemical character determines the use of the word political regardless of
whether the adversary is designated as nonpolitical (in the sense of harmless),
or vice versa if one wants to disqualify or denounce him as political in order to
portray oneself as nonpolitical (in the sense of purely scientific, purely juristic,
purely aesthetic, purely economic, or on the basis of similar purities) and
thereby superior. (CP, 32)

The claim to be nonpolitical while denying the enemy the status of being a
legitimate political actor would be the quintessential political move for
Schmitt. Therefore, even when a religious organization demands its asso-



28 Chapter 1

ciates to kill and be killed in the name of certain ideas, it is acting as a
political association, because the “justification of war does not reside in its
being fought for ideals or norms of justice, but in its being fought against a
real enemy” (CP, 49). The same desire to escape the political manifests itself
in the one that substitutes oneself and one’s friends for humanity. However,
“humanity as such cannot wage war because it has no enemy, at least not on
this planet” (CP, 54):

The concept of humanity excludes the concept of enemy, because the enemy
does not cease to be a human being—and hence there is no specific differentia-
tion in that concept. That wars are waged in the name of humanity is not a
contradiction of this simple truth; quite contrary, it has an especially intensive
political meaning. When a state fights its political enemy in the name of
humanity, it is not a war for the sake of humanity, but a war wherein a
particular state seeks to usurp a universal concept against its military oppo-
nent.” (CP, 54)

According to Schmitt’s conviction concerning the status of humanity in the
political realm, one can see the problematic nature of the designation of the
“crimes against humanity.” These crimes are always against certain people
and obscure the fact that it is also crimes by humanity. It creates an illegiti-
mate division within humanity and a dangerous conceptual confusion. “The
worst confusion arises when concepts such as justice and freedom are used to
legitimize one’s own political ambitions and to disqualify or demoralize the
enemy” (CP, 66). One can also observe a similar strategy in the so-called
"war against terror" and political dehumanization and depoliticization of the
so-called “terrorists” such as suicide bombers and hunger strikers. I will
come back to this point in chapter 4.

Schmitt’s understanding of the war as the ever-present possibility of the
political is mainly an existential designation rather than a moral or religious
one. None of the nonpolitical ideals can erase the possibility of the war, or
the political, or the state. The fact that the wars “decrease in number and
increase in ferocity” speaks to this desire to eradicate the war by associating
oneself with humanity and waging war against all future wars: “The war is
then considered to constitute the absolute last war of humanity. Such a war is
necessarily unusually intense and inhuman because, by transcending the lim-
its of the political framework, it simultaneously degrades the enemy onto
moral and other categories and is forced to make him a monster that must not
only be defeated but also utterly destroyed” (CP, 36). Thereby, Schmitt antic-
ipates several subsequent thinkers such as Foucault and Agamben who see a
particular configuration of bio-power in twentieth-century politics. Schmitt
finds this genocidal war on populations to be motivated by the aspiration of
identifying with humanity. This desire to identify one’s political position
with humanity is the fundamental trait of imperialism and it manifests itself
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in the use of democratic discourse in this colonial expansion. As Schmitt puts
it when a state usurps a universal concept, “at the expense of its opponent, it
tries to identify itself with humanity in the same way as one can misuse
peace, justice, progress and civilization in order to claim these as one’s own
and to deny the same to the enemy” (CP, 54). If we add “democracy” as a
value to this list and be careful not to interpret the word “misuse” as an alibi
for the possibility of a “proper use,” then we can understand how democratic
discourse functions within this bio-political colonial framework. “The con-
cept of humanity is an especially useful ideological instrument of imperialist
expansion, and in its ethical-humanitarian form it is a specific vehicle of
economic imperialism” (CP, 54). Paraphrasing Proudhon, Schmitt claims,
“whoever invokes humanity wants to cheat” (CP, 54). Yet the term “cheat-
ing” suggests the possibility of an honest political engagement with the ene-
my. Even though this might be Schmitt’s desire to witness, one can also
admit that one would invoke any kind of weapon against the enemy, includ-
ing weapons of dehumanization and ideological delegitimation.

The interesting concept for my purposes is that of “the enemy of democ-
racy.” Such a concept seems to be a contradictory one: How can one become
an enemy of democracy? How can one decide to be undemocratic? How can
one decide not to decide? Once one is put at the center of a fantasized
political unity, one cannot consistently make the political decision not to
decide the political. Hence, whenever one is confronted with the question of
“the alternative of democracy” one finds oneself in an impossible position.
How can one decide that political subjects, people, should not make the
political decisions? Therefore, discursively one is always put into the posi-
tion of being against humanity, when one is labeled as an “enemy of democ-
racy.” In fact, one becomes an enemy to oneself if one were to decide to be
an enemy of democracy. Therefore, it is not surprising that “the enemies of
democracy” as Derrida calls them, substitute this tyrannical inside of the
democratic discourse with a religious discourse where the decision belongs
to the ultimate sovereign (God). Thereby, the political problem of democracy
is far from being addressed but rather simply repeated at the domain of the
religious. The religious domain itself becomes the political, which is differ-
ent than the concept of “humanity” substituting the political. This discursive
operation explains the way in which democracy functions as a neocolonial
and imperial framework and how “the sworn enemies of democracy” remain
caught up within this framework. Instead of being caught up in this frame-
work, to resist democracy would mean to resist the question itself. In other
words, once confronted with the question of “what is the alternative of de-
mocracy,” or, “who should rule, if not people,“ one could invoke a different
discursive strategy, not an individualistic place of resistance, but pointing to
the very recalcitrant nature of the discourse that puts one in the position of
the subject. To accept or even to refuse the question is already too late; one is
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already at the center of the fantasized locus of power. This brings us to
Schmitt’s critique of parliamentary/liberal democracy.

Every actual democracy rests on the principle that not only are equals equal
but unequals will not be treated equally. Democracy requires, therefore, first
homogeneity and second—if the need arises—elimination or eradication of
heterogeneity. To illustrate this principle it is sufficient to name two different
examples of modern democracy: contemporary Turkey, with its radical expul-
sion of the Greeks and its reckless Turkish nationalization of the country, and
the Australian commonwealth, which restricts unwanted entrants through its
immigration laws, and like other dominions only takes emigrants who conform
to the notion of a “right type of settler.” A democracy demonstrates its political
power by knowing how to refuse or keep at bay something foreign and un-
equal that threatens its homogeneity. (CP, 9)

It is curious that Schmitt decides to take his example from Turkey, because at
the time the Turkish Republic was not a democratic state. Moreover, prob-
ably the restrictions on immigrants by the Australian commonwealth had
something to do with its British colonial past. However, Schmitt does not
mention this issue either. It is interesting that Schmitt does not take his
examples from more “Western-democratic” countries. Yet the conceptual
point would not have been different: democracy inevitably takes place within
the political distinction of friend and enemy. Democracy does not treat friend
and enemy equally. Thereby, rather than becoming an arbitrator between
friend and enemy, democracy relies on and perpetuates this distinction. Con-
sequently, the democratic desire to eradicate the political by substituting the
enemy as the opponent on a debate, or economic competitor remains impos-
sible to fulfill. Schmitt’s claim here supports the thesis that democracy insti-
tutes and protects itself undemocratically. Democratic state defines the inside
of the sovereign space, just like any other distinctly political regime.

Schmitt’s argument concerning the differences between liberalism, par-
liamentarism, and democracy exhibits the peculiar identity of democracy. As
I indicated before, democracy as a concept is almost always modified by a
qualifier: liberal democracy, socialist democracy, direct democracy, delibera-
tive democracy, democracy-to-come, etc. These qualifiers serve two distinct
purposes that are in tension with each other. On the one hand, by qualifying
democracy these signifiers protect democracy from general criticisms. To-
day, it seems absurd to object to democracy, as there are multiple forms and
meanings of democracy. If one has problems with parliamentary democracy
one can defend it with another qualifier. At the core of this defense is the
conviction that the ideal of equality of people and their rule cannot be denied.
Hence, the task is to find the correct qualifier to bring about the ideal of
democracy. On the other hand, all these qualifiers function as corrective for
the idea of democracy, because the necessity of these qualifiers makes it
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clear that democracy cannot manifest itself in its “basic” form, namely the
identity of the rulers and the ruled. Such a definition has to be modified by
the equality of all persons. Yet this modification cannot be achieved by
democracy but rather by liberalism. “The equality of all persons as persons is
not democracy but a certain kind of liberalism, not a state form but an
individualistic-humanitarian ethic and Weltanschauung.”6 Democracy can
also be defined as the manifestation of the general will. In addition to all the
difficulties to define such a general will, democracy requires the delimitation
of the internal space of the system such that those who do not belong to this
general will can be excluded. To articulate a general will where all the
persons are equal and somehow represented would be the end of the political
and eradication of the principle of equality itself. This is because equality
always takes place under a “sphere” or with respect to a qualifier, and such
delimitation under a sphere inevitably undermines the equality under differ-
ent spheres (e.g., political equality under a government erases the possibility
of economic equality). Hence, the conceptual problem of equality exists not
only with respect to those who are left outside (foreigners) but also within the
group of equals as well.

Schmitt’s discussion of parliamentarism in relation to democracy has far-
reaching consequences, and it is not restricted to his critique of the Weimar
Republic. Indeed, most of Schmitt’s arguments are more applicable in to-
day’s liberal democracies. The basic idea behind parliamentary democracy is
the recognition that the process through which people come to certain politi-
cal convictions is a complicated process. Consequently, a simple opinion of
the majority is not the best way of making political decisions. Therefore, the
parliament is not only conceived as a representative body (which is a separ-
ate but related issue), but also a body where discussions and openness define
the political process. Schmitt quotes from Bentham in this context, “In par-
liament ideas meet, and contact between ideas gives off sparks and leads to
evidence” (CPD, 7). This kind of engagement with the political for Schmitt is
an attempt to displace the radical existential dimension of the political. The
connection between liberalism and democracy is neither purely historical nor
is it necessary; rather, it is conceptual. Therefore, Schmitt claims “liberalism
and democracy have to be distinguished from one another so that the patch-
work picture that makes up modern mass democracy can be recognized”
(CPD, 9). Yet, this distinction would not be demonstrated by exposing their
merely historical coincidence. Their relationship is based on the liberal idea
that “truth can be found through an unrestrained clash of opinion and that
competition will produce harmony” (CPD, 35). The general metaphysical
principle here is that truth is contained in the best-defended opinion, which
ultimately produces political harmony. It is this idea of truth as a unity that is
projected as the political solution for political harmony. Schmitt’s attitude to
this tendency is complicated. It can be argued that for him this unity is
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primary and democracy complicates the emergence of this unity. However,
one can also interpret Schmitt in a different way. For Schmitt, the very idea
of unity itself is a problem, because such a unity emerges under coercive
conditions and these conditions are masked by the idea of freedom. “Free-
dom of opinion is a freedom for private people; it is necessary for that
competition of opinions in which best opinion wins” (CPD, 39). This meta-
physical conviction supports both the idea of parliament where political opin-
ions are debated and the public is educated. Schmitt is skeptical of this idea,
not because of the fact that such an engagement does not take place empiri-
cally and historically, but because “the educator identifies his will at least
provisionally with that of the people, not to mention that the content of the
education that the pupil will receive is also decided by the educator” (CPD, 28).

Today, one can observe this tendency within the postcolonial structure of
the world, where the spread of democracy implies the liberal education of the
disciplined pupils to operate within a political system. This metaphysical
understanding of truth also sustains the idea of the separation of power (the
division and balance of power) within modern parliamentary systems. Yet
this idea undermines the political because “in the domain of the political,
people do not face each other as abstractions (persons with opinions), but as
politically interested and politically determined persons, as citizens, govern-
ors or governed, politically allied or opponents—in any case, therefore, in
political categories” (CPD, 11). The implications of this observation are
important for the argument that I have been trying to develop in this book,
namely, “a democracy demonstrates its political power by knowing how to
refuse or keep at bay something foreign and unequal that threatens its homo-
geneity” (CPD, 9). In that context, Schmitt observes that American democra-
cy does not allow “foreigners to share its power or its wealth” (CPD, 11).
Therefore, it would be misleading to simply interpret Schmitt as the protector
of homogeneity, but we should consider him as someone who would also be
indispensable to understand the paradox of democracy in producing homoge-
neity while ostensibly fostering diversity. This desire for homogeneity is not
simply a shortcoming where democracy fails to deliver the diversity it prom-
ises, but rather democracy functions by its very logic of “managing” diver-
sity. Such a management may be considered necessary for someone within
an enclosed political space (such as the European Union or a nation-state).
However, such a production of unity and management of diversity is proble-
matic within a postcolonial context because within a parliamentary democra-
cy “a balance of opinions achieved through the contradiction and opposition
of the parties can as a consequence never extend to absolute questions of an
ideology, but can only concern things that are by their nature relative and
therefore appropriate for this purpose” (CPD, 46). Hence, liberal democracy,
far from producing diversity, requires homogeneity of citizens that it pro-
duces through the political categories of enemy and friend. In this juncture it
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is important to note that other variations of democracy, such as deliberative
democracy, relies on the same metaphysical principle concerning the produc-
tion of truth, and therefore does not go beyond managing diversity in a more
efficient way. There is, therefore, a conceptual tension between liberalism
and democracy. “Modern mass democracy attempts to realize an
identity of governed and governing, and thus it confronts parliament as an
inconceivable and outmoded institution” (CPD, 15). This problem of the
parliament can be extended to the entire ideology of liberalism. For liberal-
ism “freedom of speech, freedom of press, freedom of assembly, freedom of
discussion, are not only useful and expedient . . . but really life-and-death
questions“ (CPD, 36). Yet the problem here is not simply to make these
values compatible with the democratic principle, because conceptually “if
democratic identity is taken seriously, then in an emergency, no other consti-
tutional institution can withstand the sole criterion of the people’s will, how-
ever it is expressed” (CPD, 15). It would be wrong (actually hypocritical),
therefore, to claim that the solution is to reconcile democracy with liberal-
ism, because such a position ignores the inherent paradox of democracy as
well as liberalism. The problem is that democratic principles, as well as
liberal principles, are not undermined by the enemies of them, but rather by
their proponents.

Democracy seems fated then to destroy itself in the problem of the formation
of a will. For radical democrats, democracy as such has its own value without
reference to the content of the politics pursued with the help of democracy. If
the danger exists that democracy might be used in order to defeat democracy,
then the radical democrat has to decide whether to remain a democrat against
the majority of give up his own position. (CPD, 28)

This paradox of democracy is primarily acute in the postcolonial world order.
The suspension of elections in Palestine and Algeria may be considered to be
temporary aberrations from the march of liberal democracy. However, they
also expose the fundamental paradox of democracy within the political. The
problem becomes more intricate when we consider that the fundamental
principles of liberalism do not make sense without the democratic identity.
This is because if freedom of speech, press, opinion, etc., could be values in
themselves without reference to the political structure, one could argue that
they could exist within an enlightened despotism, where they are exercised
but the will that emerges as their consequence does not need to have political
power. This argument demonstrates that even though democracy and liberal-
ism are not necessarily connected, their conceptual dependence complicate
both of their grounds.

It is important to note that Schmitt’s understanding of the political is not
necessarily couched in terms of a binary opposition. There are several qual-
ifications to the friend-enemy distinction that resists a straightforward binary
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opposition where the terms are purified from each other and occupy exhaus-
tively the conceptual space of the political. For Schmitt, it is always possible
that political friends transform themselves into enemies. It is possible to read
Schmitt as resisting the liberal-democratic desire to transform the political
into the homogeneity of friendship. That is to say, it is possible to interpret
Schmitt in terms of an irreducible existential difference within the political
that resists the universality of the homogeneous political management. Such
an interpretation provides the basis for resisting the colonial expansion of
democracy. To the extent that democracy requires a common and indisput-
able foundation for the oppositions to be managed, it cannot provide the
foundations for radically different ideological and existential perspectives.
Of course, here one should also confront the blackmail of democracy namely
the question of “What else? Is there an alternative?” Perhaps we cannot find
the answer in Schmitt here. All he is willing to provide is the problematic
nature of this question. The very position that allows this question to be
asked presupposes a common political space. Moreover, the very question
situates the questioner at the center of homogeneous space, yet one is placed
there as a disciplined cogitological subject who always aims to produce and
reproduce the desire for political unity.

Even though Schmitt himself does not do it fully, we can follow Bakunin
here when he writes: “The concrete individual, the social reality of life, is
violently forced into an all-embracing system. The centralizing fanaticism of
the Enlightenment is no less despotic than the unity and identity of modern
democracy. Unity is slavery; all tyrannical institutions rest on centralism and
authority, whether they are, as in modern democracy, sanctioned by universal
suffrage or not” (Bakunin as cited by Schmitt, CPD, 67). Of course, we
should be weary of Bakunin’s invocation of the individual in this context.
We should be mindful how the individual, à la Hegel, is produced in a way
that is far from resisting the system and actually sustains it in a colonial
fashion. Yet it is also true that “the bourgeois ideal of peaceful agreement, an
ongoing and prosperous business that has advantages for everyone, becomes
the monstrosity of cowardly intellectualism” (CPD, 69). One cannot resist
such monstrosity by insisting on a problematic ideal of individual. The irre-
ducible difference here is not that of the individual, not a moment of differ-
ence within the movement of the system, but rather a postcolonial disruption.

CHANTAL MOUFFE

Mouffe’s interpretation and engagement with Schmitt takes place within the
problem of managing the antagonism at the heart of the political. Mouffe
accepts Schmitt’s basic definition of the political in terms of friend-enemy
distinction as well as the idea of unavoidable exclusion at the heart of politi-
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cal constitution of identity. Interestingly, Mouffe deploys the idea of “con-
stitutive other” that she takes from Derrida in order to claim that Schmitt’s
idea of antagonism within the political cannot be overcome. Yet Schmitt’s
criticism of democracy, according to Mouffe, can still be countered because
political identities, which are at the basis of friend-enemy distinction, are not
fixed. Indeed, this is an idea that Mouffe and Laclau defended in Hegemony
and Socialist Strategy: “The identities are purely relational, this is but an-
other way of saying that there is no identity which can be fully constituted.”7

For Mouffe, Schmitt remains within the dilemma of denying multiplicity
within a political unit.

What leads Schmitt to formulate such a dilemma is the way he envisages
political unity.

The unity of the state must, for him, be a concrete unity, already given and
therefore stable. This is also true of the way he envisages the identity of the
people: it also must exist as a given. Because of that, his distinction between
“us” and “them” is not really politically constructed; it is merely a recognition
of already-existing borders. While he rejects the pluralist conception, Schmitt
is nevertheless unable to situate himself on a completely different terrain be-
cause he retains a view of political and social identities as empirically given.
His position is, in fact, ultimately contradictory. On the one hand, he seems
seriously to consider the possibility that pluralism could bring about the disso-
lution of the unity of the state. If that dissolution is, however, a distinctive
political possibility, it also entails that the existence of such a unity is itself a
contingent fact, which requires a political construction. On the other hand,
however, the unity is presented as a factum whose obviousness could ignore
the political conditions of its production. Only as a result of this sleight of
hand can the alternative be as inexorable as Schmitt wants it to be. 8

One can observe a more blatant sleight of hand in Mouffe’s own response to
Schmitt. While Mouffe accepts the inevitability of antagonism within the
political realm, she sidesteps the conceptual problem antagonism poses for
democracy by introducing what she calls “agonistic pluralism.” Agonistic
democracy takes place among the adversaries, not antagonists. Indeed, for
Mouffe “we can . . . reformulate our problem by saying that envisaged from
the perspective of ‘agonistic pluralism’ the aim of democratic politics is to
transform antagonism into agonism” (TDP, 108). The political identities
within a political space can be plural and this plurality does not necessarily
undermine the unity of the political space. What we have to learn is the
tolerance of opposing views.

This is the real meaning of liberal-democratic tolerance, which does not entail
condoning ideas that we oppose or being indifferent to standpoints that we
disagree with, but treating those who defend them as legitimate opponents.
This category of the “adversary” does not eliminate antagonism, though, and it
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should be distinguished from the liberal notion of the competitor with which it
is sometimes identified. An adversary is an enemy, but a legitimate enemy,
one with whom we have some common ground because we have a shared
adhesion to the ethico-political principles of liberal democracy: liberty and
equality. But we disagree concerning the meaning and implementation of
those principles, and such a disagreement is not one that could be resolved
through deliberation and rational discussion. Indeed, given the ineradicable
pluralism of value, there is no rational resolution of the conflict. (TDP, 102)

The immediate problem is of course how one deploys the terms liberty and
equality. Are certain people against liberty and equality, in which case they
are not simply enemies but they do not even belong to humanity? What does
it mean that they are not “legitimate” opponents? Mouffe has an important
insight concerning the status of constitutive outside in the construction of
identity: “Let me point out that the ‘constitutive outside’ cannot be reduced
to a dialectical negation. In order to be a true outside, the outside has to be
incommensurable with the inside, and at the same time, the condition of
emergence of the latter” (TDP, 12). The constitutive relationship between
different identities within a political space creates the “chain of equiv-
alences” for Mouffe and this idea is the basis of pluralistic democracy jus-
tifying the march of modern European society towards equality and liberty.
Yet the question remains concerning the relationship between the idea of
constitutive outside and those who are not adhering to “the ethico-political
principles of liberal democracy.” By introducing the ideas of liberty and
equality, Mouffe reduces the idea of constitutive outside to dialectical nega-
tion, something she explicitly warns against. Who are the enemies of agonis-
tic pluralism? Our conceptual problem here is not simply including those
who are excluded from the political sphere. Mouffe acknowledges that ago-
nistic pluralism “does not mean . . . that adversaries can never cease to
disagree, but that does not prove that antagonism has been eradicated. To
accept the view of the adversary is to undergo a radical change in political
identity” (TDP, 102). The main problem is how the transformation of antago-
nism to agonism takes place. The only possibility of a transformation of the
antagonists is to become agonists by a dialectical negation and accepting
ethico-political principles of liberal democracy. So, according to Mouffe,
liberal democracy does not mean that “we” will give up our identity, but
“they” are going to become just like “us” which is quintessential dialectical
sleight of hand. In Mouffe’s version, we once again observe that democracy
cannot deliver what it is supposed to deliver, namely a negotiation of antago-
nisms. Rather, democracy becomes a property that properly belongs to me
and the other has to accept. In other words, I will not be the other; the other
will be me. There should not be antagonisms concerning the rules them-
selves. The implication seems to be the antagonism between the democratic
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state and nondemocratic state is not a political confrontation. Mouffe clearly
wants to resist that idea of foundational identity.

Coming to terms with the constitutive nature of power implies relinquishing
the ideal of a democratic society as the realization of a perfect harmony or
transparency. The democratic character of a society can only be given by the
fact that no limited social actor can attribute to herself or himself the represen-
tation of the totality and claim to have the “mastery” of the foundation. (TDP,
100)

Mouffe follows Lefort’s idea that the dissolution of the markers of certainty
characterizes modern democracy. Therefore, the site of power in a democrat-
ic society must remain empty. In Mouffe’s words: “When we envisage dem-
ocratic politics from such an anti-essentialist perspective, we can begin to
understand that, for democracy to exist, no social agent should be able to
claim any mastery of the foundation of society” (TDP, 21).

Yet Mouffe seems to consider the ethico-political principles of liberal
democracy as the foundation of society because Mouffe, like many other
thinkers, conceptualizes the political from the European-colonialist perspec-
tive. Why are willingness to engage or absence of physical violence enough
for democratic society? Why do values such as liberty and equality distin-
guish those who belong from those who do not? Liberty and equality are as
much subject to the idea of constitutive outside as identities within a pluralis-
tic structure as any other. Therefore, liberty and equality exclude those who
are not democratic or they are empty signifiers that all humanity subscribes
to. In either case, Mouffe does not address Schmitt’s conceptual problem
concerning democracy but pushes it one step further. If equality and liberty
are values that all humanity adheres to, then the distinction between antago-
nism and agonism would be impossible. What Mouffe does not admit is that
equality and liberty become “universal concepts” through violence and colo-
nialism. Therefore, the absence of violence can never become the precondi-
tion of the political. The antagonists have to accept liberty and equality in
order to be transformed into adversaries. How is such a transformation pos-
sible? Mouffe’s answer is ironically a disciplinary one.

The view that I want to put forward is that it is not by providing arguments
about the rationality embodied in liberal-democratic institutions that one can
contribute to the creation of democratic citizens. Democratic individuals can
only be made possible by multiplying the institutions, the discourses, the
forms of life that foster identification with democratic values. (TDP, 96)

This is precisely the problem of democracy that requires disciplinary mecha-
nisms and institutions in order to create citizens and instill certain values. I
will discuss these disciplinary mechanisms in the next chapter. However, it is
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important to note why Mouffe needs such democratic citizens. “The novelty
of democratic politics is not the overcoming of this us/them opposition—
which is an impossibility—but the different way in which it is established.
The crucial issue is to establish this us/them discrimination in a way that is
compatible with pluralist democracy” (TDP, 101). The problem Mouffe
faces here is twofold: on the one hand, she wants to allow certain differences
within the democratic space. Yet, not all oppositions can be accepted. In
other words, agonistic pluralism accepts differences.

However, such a view does not allow a total pluralism and it is important to
recognize the limits to pluralism, which are required by a democratic politics
that aims at challenging a wide range of relations of subordination. It is there-
fore necessary to distinguish the position I am defending here from the type of
extreme pluralism that emphasizes heterogeneity and incommensurability and
according to which pluralism—understood as valorization of all differences—
should have no limits. I consider that, despite its claim to be more democratic,
such a perspective prevents us from recognizing how certain differences are
constructed as relations of subordination and should therefore be challenged
by a radical democratic politics. There is only a multiplicity of identities
without any common denominator, and it is impossible to distinguish between
differences that exist but should not exist and differences that do not exist but
should exist. (TDP, 20)

Mouffe needs such a distinction between differences because “extreme
pluralism” which refuses any construction of collective identity “remains
blind to the relations of power,” and “ignores the limits imposed on the
extension of the sphere of rights by the fact that some existing rights have
been constructed on the very exclusion or subordination of others” (TDP,
20). Yet, how does one distinguish between differences that “should not
exist” and those that “should exist”? The distinction Mouffe makes is a
typical Kantian opposition between the empirical and moral. For Mouffe, the
answer is liberalism; therefore even though she does engage with Schmitt it
is because “shortcomings, Schmitt’s questioning of liberalism is a very pow-
erful one . . . Schmitt is an adversary from whom we can learn, because we
can draw on his insights. Turning them against him, we should use them to
formulate a better understanding of liberal democracy, one that acknowl-
edges its paradoxical nature” (TDP, 57). Therefore, even if we take Schmitt’s
work seriously, and some do more than others, he is ultimately the enemy
that needs to be defeated. The irony of this attitude, namely “let’s take him
seriously as much as possible, but not identify too much with him, because
we might be contaminated by his potentially perverse thoughts,” is that it
affirms Schmitt’s thought in its essential form. In other words, if we ap-
proach his work by a preestablished determination of rejection, we identify
with him in a profound manner.
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Mouffe’s relation to Schmitt is defined by the two main parameters of the
European political philosophy, namely the tradition that starts with the
French Revolution and obsession with the Holocaust that needs to be ex-
cluded. In Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, Laclau and Mouffe claim that
“the key moment in the beginnings of the democratic revolution can be found
in the French Revolution” (HSS, 155). For Mouffe and Laclau,

The French Revolution is not a transition, it is an origin, and the phantom of an
origin. What is unique about it is what constitutes its historical interest, and,
what is more, it is this “unique” element that has become universal: the first
experience of democracy.9 If, as Hannah Arendt has said, “it was the French
and not the American Revolution that set the world on fire,”10 it is because it
was the first to found itself on no other legitimacy than the people. It thus
initiated what Claude Lefort has shown to be a new mode of institution of the
social. This break with the ancien régime, symbolized by the Declaration of
the Rights of Man, would provide the discursive conditions, which made it
possible to propose the different forms of inequality as illegitimate and anti-
natural, and thus make them equivalent as forms of oppression. Here lay the
profound subversive power of the democratic discourse, which would allow
the spread of equality and liberty into increasingly wider domains and there-
fore act as a fermenting agent upon the different forms of struggle against
subordination. (HSS, 155)

It is clear that for Mouffe and Laclau, the French Revolution marks the
beginning of the democratic revolution of ever-increasing equality. On the
other hand, for Mouffe the differences that should not exist within a pluralis-
tic, agonistic democracy are the ghosts of National Socialism, which did
emerge as a result of democratic paradox, and now Islamic-oriented politics
is framed in terms of the same possibility of undermining democracy demo-
cratically. In the next chapter I will discuss this relationship between the
Western European political philosophy and its relationship to Islamic orient-
ed politics in the case of Turkey.

In order to conclude this chapter and prepare the conceptual ground for
the next one, I now turn to Mouffe and Laclau’s idea of identity in Hegemony
and Socialist Strategy. In a sense, this work shapes Mouffe’s subsequent
engagement with Schmitt even though there is not one mention of Schmitt in
Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. For Mouffe and Laclau, left-wing politics
should turn into pluralistic democracy in order to address the question of
recognition as well as redistribution as it was traditionally done in Marxist
theory. The possibility and the necessity of engaging with recognition are
based on their idea of identity of several groups with the political sphere. The
left does not need to abandon identity politics for Mouffe and Laclau, but “to
create a chain of equivalence among the various democratic struggles against
different forms of subordination” (HSS, xviii). Such an intervention is pos-
sible because identity is not a fixed identity of a class as imagined by Marxist
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theory, but “all identity is relational—even if the system of relations does not
reach the point of being fixed as a stable system of differences” (HSS, 113).
Since for Mouffe and Laclau identity is never fully constituted, the use of the
term of the identity of the subject becomes crucial. They write: “whenever
we use the category of ‘subject’ in this text, we will do so in the sense of
‘subject positions’ within a discursive structure. Subjects cannot, therefore,
be the origin of social relations—not even in the limited sense of being
endowed with powers that render an experience possible—as all ‘experience’
depends on precise discursive conditions of possibility” (HSS, 115).

In many ways their conception of identity, and consequently their under-
standing of the subject in terms of subject positions, constitute the crucial
argument of Laclau and Mouffe’s book. Since there is no static subject, the
foundation of society cannot be fixed; subject positions that emerge through
discursive practices are always relational and never fixed. The subject posi-
tion of an individual in a society is never fully constituted but rather it is
always negotiated in relation to other positions. This relational structure im-
plies there is no positive identity. My question with respect to Mouffe and
Laclau’s analysis concerns the status of the discourse (or the system of dif-
ferences) that provides the subject positions for social actors.

In one of the questions at the beginning of Contingency, Hegemony,
Universality, Slovaj Zizek raises an interesting point that might help to illus-
trate the conceptual problem of subjectivity in Mouffe and Laclau. Zizek
asks: “is the ‘subject’ simply the result of the process of subjectivization, of
interpellation, of performatively assuming some ‘fixed subject-position,’ or
does the Lacanian notion of the ‘barred subject’ (and the German Idealist
notion of subject as self-relating negativity) also pose an alternative to tradi-
tional identitarian-substantialist metaphysics?”11 Mouffe and Laclau reject
the traditional conception of the subject as a rational transparent agent via
Nietzsche, Freud, and Heidegger (HSS, 115). Yet they still rely on a subject
as self-relating negativity, especially when they refer to subject positions
constituted relationally. Now the question is not simply whether the system
of differences that generate positions is closed or fixed. The question con-
cerns the shape of the movement of the political. More precisely for my
purposes the question is as to how democratic discourse moves as a self-
relating negativity. The shape of this movement, as Zizek observes, is self-
relating negativity, that is, it is dialectical. While this formulation is an alter-
native to traditional metaphysical subjectivity, it still is a very problematic
metaphysical and political gesture. Democracy as the identity of a discourse
and as a discursive identity moves in a dialectical fashion. Thereby, it gener-
ates its other, the nondemocratic, it defines its otherness as such and excludes
it. However, it also tries to negate this negation and tries to incorporate the
other once it is tamed. The problem of course is that the other of democracy
is always defined as a negation and opposite of it. Thereby, democracy



The Genealogy of Democracy 41

assimilates all the disruptive elements of the other and domesticates the other
into itself and performs the most conservative strategy possible: it does not
perform this by simply preserving the status quo, it does not exclude change,
but rather colonizes the future of any possible change and dictates the shape
of the movement of the change. In order to move in this dialectical fashion,
however, democracy requires a highly disciplinary set of mechanisms and
rules and has to produce a “demos” to incorporate into its movement. There-
fore, the answer to Zizek’s question should be both yes and no: It is true that
the subject as self-relating negativity is different from an atomistic subject
conceptualized as constant as simple self-identity throughout the movement.
And no, the concept of the subject as self-relating negativity is also equally
subject to the metaphysical and political problems associated with the issues
of subjectivity.
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Chapter Two

Foucault, Bio-disciplinary Power, and
“Cogitological Power”

What kinds of education, enlightenment, training or experience are required to
engender forms of economy based on agents who act according to their ration-
al self-interest rather than corruption or cronyism? What produces forms of
politics based on mutual trust and respect for opponents rather than suspicion
and repression? In short, these debates ask, how can people learn to recognize
themselves and respond as subjects of new forms of power? What forms of
power, conversely, can engineer the liberal or democratic political subject?
Democracy is an engineering project, concerned with the manufacture of new
political subjects and with subjecting people to new ways of being governed.

—Timothy Mitchell, Carbon Democracy: Political Power in the Age of Oil1

The current ruling party (AKP) in Turkey is a reincarnation of a previously
banned political party named Refah (Welfare). On July 31, 2001, the Euro-
pean Court of Human Rights upheld, by four votes to three, the judgment of
the Turkish Constitutional Court to close the Islamic-oriented Welfare Party.
The European court ruled that the Turkish court’s decision did not violate
Article 11 (freedom of assembly and association) of the European Conven-
tion on Human Rights and ruled unanimously that no separate issues arose
under Articles 9 (freedom of thought), 10 (freedom of expression), 14 (prohi-
bition of discrimination), 17 (prohibition of abuse of rights), and 18 (limita-
tions on use of restrictions on rights) of the Convention and Articles 1 (pro-
tection of property) and 3 (right to free elections) of Protocol No. 1.

The European court declared that “political parties whose leaders incited
others to use violence and/or supported political aims that were inconsistent
with one or more rules of democracy or sought the destruction of democracy
and the suppression of the rights and freedoms it recognized could not rely
on the Convention to protect them from sanctions imposed as a result.” The
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court held that the sanctions imposed on the applicants could reasonably be
considered to meet a pressing social need for the protection of democratic
society, since, on the pretext of giving a different meaning to the principle of
secularism, the leaders of the Welfare Party had declared their intention to
establish a plurality of legal systems based on differences in religious belief,
to institute Islamic law (the Sharia), a system of law that was in marked
contrast to the values embodied in the convention. They had also left in doubt
their position regarding recourse to force in order to come to power and,
more particularly, to retain power. The decision is particularly interesting
because three years before, in 1998, Turkey was condemned for closing the
pro-Islamic Welfare Party. Critics claimed that no action “highlighted the
deep gulf that separates Turkey from its allies more than the Turkish Consti-
tutional Court’s January decision to ban the pro-Islamic Welfare party, the
country’s largest political movement.”2 Apparently, the decision was wel-
come in Turkey or did not get much attention, “but abroad, the move drew
tough rebukes from the United States and the European Union, which fired
off separate statements warning that the decision cast doubts on Turkey’s
commitment to democracy and the freedom of expression. Americans have
difficulty reconciling this with America’s concept of democracy,” one senior
U.S. official in Washington said shortly before the U.S. statement was made
public.3

It is too tempting to conclude from these two conflicting positions three
years apart that the European Union and European Court are not committed
to the true spirit of democracy. It is too easy to accuse the European Union of
being hypocritical (which it no doubt is) and to limit our cynicism to the
inevitable space between the inadequate practices of democracy that are
contaminated by opportunist politicians and uncommitted intellectuals, and
the ideal of democracy, which is never accessible to imperfect humans. De-
mocracy is an ideal form of government and imperfect political agents are
obviously incapable of living up to the true meaning of democracy. Howev-
er, such conclusions would end up affirming what is precisely to be put into
question. Is there such a spirit of democracy? Is there a problem of thinking
of democracy as an ideal state, or a promise? When one restricts one’s
criticism to the currently existing forms of democracy one ends up affirming
“the promise” of an ideal (or better) democracy in the very act of lamenting
its absence. Yet, neither the lamenting for its absence nor criticizing its
current presence, which in the last analysis are one and the same strategy,
explain how the “ideal of democracy” functions within the discursive prac-
tices of democracy.

I contend that Foucault’s conception of power that he develops in Disci-
pline and Punish (disciplinary power) and The History of Sexuality (bio-
power) provide an adequate starting point for understanding the functioning
of the ideal of democracy. Such an argument aims to demystify our unreflec-
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tive fascination with democracy today and sets the concept of democracy into
a critical context. My argument has two dimensions: first, democratic dis-
course produces citizens through bio-disciplinary claims and these citizens
themselves further produce claims concerning other political systems. Sec-
ond, the power relations that exist within democratic structures and institu-
tions are bio-disciplinary and cannot be reduced to claims of emancipation or
freedom. This obviously does not mean that there are no claims for freedom
and resistance to oppression within democratic discourse. However, these
claims do not function outside of bio-disciplinary logic; indeed these claims
are the concrete manifestations of bio-disciplinary power. Hence, my claim is
not that democracy functions in a totalitarian or oppressive way. For the most
part, it does not have to, though occasionally it seems that it is necessary.
However, the functioning of democracy cannot be explained in terms of the
discourses of emancipation and freedom either. In fact, both of these argu-
ments are trapped within the problem of sovereignty and the sovereign sub-
ject. A good example of this is Noam Chomsky, who in his Manufacturing
Consent4 is trapped within a conception of a possible autonomous and free
subject. His critique of the functioning of democracy attributes the same kind
of sovereign subjectivity to multinational corporations and media. Conse-
quently, his analysis, while empirically very useful and interesting, theoreti-
cally suffers from a commitment to the very same structures that he criti-
cizes, which is exploited by his critics. My analysis of democracy relies
neither on some kind of conspiratorial “thought control” strategy nor on a
liberal commitment to the sovereign subject, who cuts through the darkness
associated with evil forces in society and reaches the light through struggle. I
do not say that this discursive subject does not exist, but I claim that it
functions in an entirely different way within democratic discourse.

Foucault’s notion of bio-disciplinary power also explains the difference
between modern democracy and the ancient Greek conception of democracy
without appealing to the classical conception of sovereignty. This conception
of sovereignty presupposes a unity. Consequently, a critique of democratic
structures, such as Chomsky’s, presumes the same kind of unity when he
criticizes the “power elite,” “agenda-setting media,” etc. What is manufac-
tured within democracy is not consent, but a unity of a political subject.
Therefore, we cannot simply criticize this system by appealing to the same
unity without being trapped in it. The bio-disciplinary power does not func-
tion as a unified system, in a comprehensive and exhaustive fashion. It,
therefore, does not rely on a unified theory of sovereignty. The distinction
between ancient and contemporary democracy is not that the former is partic-
ipatory and the latter is representative, but rather that the latter manufactures
obedient, disciplined, and what I will call cogitological subjects. Democracy
is impossible to conceptualize without this modern notion of subjectivity.
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DISCIPLINARY POWER

In Discipline and Punish,5 Foucault distinguishes between two distinct con-
ceptions of the subject, the juridical and the obedient. Each of these is based
on a different technology of power: the former on juridical power and the
latter on disciplinary power. Although Foucault develops these concepts in
the context of transformations within the penal system, he also claims that
the disciplinary power spread throughout the whole social body, and formed
what might be called a disciplinary society (DP, 209). Both of these concep-
tions of power are developed as a reaction to what Foucault calls “monarchi-
cal power.” Monarchical power consists of the law of the king. Punishment
under monarchical power is understood as the revenge of the king, as the
crimes are considered to be committed against his body. Foucault makes it
clear that the attempt to transform the penile system from the arbitrariness of
the power of the king to the juridical system had little to do with a concern
for humaneness or justice, but was rather aimed at the optimum utilization of
the penal apparatus. The reformers criticized the lack of efficiency rather
than the unfairness of the old system. Unlike authoritative power that dis-
plays (makes visible) the power of the king and considers crimes to be
committed against the sovereign, juridical power regards crimes as commit-
ted against society. The juridical subject corresponds to the Enlightenment
ideal of the human being who is rational, generates and is in control of its
desires, inclinations, and thoughts, has a more or less transparent relationship
to itself, and functions in terms of representations. This conception of the
juridical subject has a special status within the transformation of penal proce-
dures. The subject is considered to be a rational citizen of the social contract
into which he or she freely enters. Society consists of a contractual relation-
ship of individuals. If one commits a crime, one is breaking one’s own
promise to society and to oneself, thereby becoming a contradiction, a mon-
ster. In other words, the criminal is a “juridically paradoxical being,” (DP,
90) because he has broken the pact, and thus becomes the enemy of society.
The purported aim of juridical power is to reintegrate the individual into
society. According to Foucault, juridical power relies on similarity and corre-
spondence between the crime and the punishment. That is, the punishment
fits the crime as a representation. While this model necessitates several dif-
ferent means of punishment (corresponding to different crimes), Foucault
observes that starting in the eighteenth century, imprisonment becomes the
predominant way of punishing criminals. The predominance of imprison-
ment indicates the presence of a different technology of power, which does
not simply punish and attempt to rehabilitate the individual soul, but which
disciplines the body. Disciplinary power produces individuals. Unlike au-
thoritative power, where the subject as the source and the force of power is
visible, in disciplinary power those who are subjected to power are visible,
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but the power itself is not. Those subjected to power are individualized,
normalized, and rendered visible.

The transition from monarchical to juridical power involves a shift in the
focus of visibility. Under monarchical power the king demonstrates his pow-
er through punishment. This ritual is important, as the crime is committed
against the king and the punishment is his revenge. The vivid description of
torture in the first chapter of Discipline and Punish demonstrates this visible
nature of punishment. However, with juridical reform power becomes invis-
ible. The punishment is carried out without being made into a spectacle.
Foucault’s point is that thereby power becomes both more efficient and more
insidious.

The juridical model requires a kind of punishment where the punishment
fits the crime, not in terms of justice and scale, but in terms of its representa-
tion. Similar crimes require similar punishments. Foucault calls this art of
punishing “a whole technology of representation” (DP 104). The idea of
representation is consistent with the interpretation of the human being as a
juridical subject. In other words, juridical power takes the human being to be
the rational subject of the Enlightenment. Foucault quotes from Vermeil to
demonstrate the representative correspondence between crimes and punish-
ments: “Those who abuse public liberty will be deprived of their own; those
who abuse the benefits of law and the privileges of public office will be
deprived of their civil rights; speculation and usury will be punished by fines;
theft will be punished by confiscation; ‘vainglory’ by humiliation; murder by
death; fire-raising by the stake” (DP, 105).

However, and this is the crucial point of Foucault’s argument, the punish-
ment does not take these forms based on resemblance, analogy, and proxim-
ity. Despite these prescriptions of the juridical conception of power, paradox-
ically, prison, which was not even considered to be a proper punishment
according to the juridical model, became the predominant mode of punish-
ment in modernity. With this, Foucault intervenes into the transition from
monarchical power to juridical power. His argument is that the juridical
subject presupposed by juridical power is produced by a different kind of
power, namely, by disciplinary power. The predominance of imprisonment
indicates the presence of a different technology of power, which does not
simply punish and attempt to rehabilitate the individual soul, but disciplines
the body. Disciplinary power produces “individuals.”

Foucault discusses disciplinary power in the figure of the soldier. The
movements, gestures, and attitudes of the soldier are regulated in such a way
that the body of the soldier produces the maximum efficiency. Disciplinary
power manifests itself in terms of its management of the body. Foucault
claims that the body becomes the object and the target of disciplinary power,
which produces a docile, subjected body. This disciplinary power is at the
basis of the juridical understanding of the subject. As Foucault puts it, “disci-
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pline makes individuals” (DP, 170). The nature of this power is such that it is
not owned like a property, but always exercised. It produces subject positions
that can be occupied by anybody. Hence, one can be both the subject and the
object of discipline. This self-disciplining nature of power complicates any
simplistic notion of oppression. “At the heart of the procedures of discipline,
it manifests the subjection of those who are perceived as objects and the
objectification of those who are subjected” (DP, 185). The individual, ac-
cordingly, is a reality fabricated by the specific technology of power that is
called disciplinary.

Disciplinary power is exercised through its invisibility. This aspect of
power leads to Foucault’s use of the idea of Panopticon, which is a system of
prisons where prisoners are constantly observed without the observer being
visible. The one-sided gaze of the disciplinary power within the Panopticon
allows the observer to produce knowledge, but it also makes power omni-
present without its source being present at all. That is, the prisoners are
disciplined without necessarily anybody observing them. In a sense, they
discipline themselves. In this self-disciplining paradigm the prisoner “be-
comes the principle of his own subjection” (DP, 203). For Foucault, the
Panopticon is not simply a literal means of punishment, but also a metaphor
for a new figure of political technology. Panopticon becomes a metaphor for
society, not interpreted existentially as a trap, but as a structure where partici-
pants become their own guards. “The panoptic schema, without disappearing
as such or losing any of its properties, was destined to spread throughout the
social body” (DP, 207). The founder of the Panopticon, Jeremy Bentham,
being the democrat that he was, did not see that “the increase of power
created by the panoptic machine may degenerate into tyranny; the discipli-
nary mechanism will be democratically controlled, since it will be constantly
accessible ‘to the great tribunal committee of the world’” (DP, 207). Howev-
er, the problem is not that tyranny emerges through disciplinary mechanisms
because of the lack of democracy, but precisely that tyranny, as the increase
of disciplinary power, is a democratic process.

BIO-POWER

Disciplinary power applies to one aspect of modern power. The power at
work in disciplinary structures creates individuals, docile bodies, and disci-
plined subjects. The other aspect of modern power, bio-power, works on the
population as a whole. In The History of Sexuality Foucault describes bio-
power:

The second focused on the species body, the body imbued with mechanics of
life and serving as the basis of the biological processes: propagation, births and
mortality, the level of health, life expectancy and longevity, with all the condi-
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tions that can cause these to vary. Their supervision was effected through an
entire series of interventions and regulatory controls: a bio-politics of the
population. The disciplines of the body and the regulations of the population
constituted the two poles around which the organization of power over life was
deployed.6

Like disciplinary power, bio-power has a different relationship to life and
death than sovereign power. Whereas the power of the king is to decide
whether someone will live or die, bio-power fosters life or disallows it. The
significance of this transformation is that bio-power administers life and
creates human population.

In his 1976 lecture course published as “Society Must Be Defended,”
Foucault explains the relationship between the disciplinary and bio-power.

Now I think we see something new emerging in the second half of the eight-
eenth century: a new technology of power, but this time it is not disciplinary.
This technology of power does not exclude the former, does not exclude
disciplinary technology, but it does dovetail into it, integrate it, modify it to
some extent, and above all, use it by sort if infiltrating it, modify it to some
extent, and above all, use it by sort of infiltrating it, embedding itself in
existing disciplinary techniques.7

It is important to underline the implications of this two-tiered notion of
power for contemporary dilemmas of political action. For Foucault, modern
power has a number of differences from the conception of power associated
with classical sovereignty. In order to understand the functioning of democ-
racy we need to disentangle democratic power from these classical concep-
tions of sovereignty and associate them with the bio-disciplinary power. It is
power, according to Foucault, that produces individuals. In Discipline and
Punish, Foucault writes:

The individual is no doubt the fictitious atom of an “ideological” representa-
tion of society; but he is also a reality fabricated by this specific technology of
power that I have called “discipline.” We must cease once and for all to
describe the effects of power in negative terms: it “excludes,” it “represses,” it
“censors,” it “abstracts,” it “masks,” it “conceals.” In fact, power produces; it
produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth. The indi-
vidual and the knowledge that may be gained of him belong to this production.
(DP, 194)

I would extend Foucault’s designation of individual to include the politi-
cal agent of democracy, or the democratic subject. Hence, the democratic
subject is not the one who translates her desires, thoughts, and needs into
political action and demands, but rather the one who is manufactured in the
public domain, or the political sphere through bio-disciplinary structures.
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Modern power, both in its individualizing effects (disciplinary) as well as its
effects on population (bio-power) is “not something that is acquired, seized
or shared” (HoS, 94). It cannot be understood as a substance that can belong
to a subject. Power relations are both intentional and nonsubjective (HoS,
94). This is an important dimension of Foucault’s conception of power and
how it explains the functioning of democracy. Power is always exercised
with a series of aims and objectives. However, Foucault does not attribute
this to the choice or decision of an individual subject. Such an explanation
would have implied that power emanates from a unified origin, a sovereign.
Once the origin of sovereign power is disseminated, (“power is everywhere,
not because it embraces everything, but because it comes from everywhere”
[HoS, 93]) it is important not to reinstate this sovereignty in terms of individ-
ual subjects. Such a move characterizes the classical formulations of democ-
racy where the same unified sovereignty moves from the king to the individ-
ual subject. In this sense the historical justification of democracy, regarding
it as a movement of power from the king to the people, reinstates the homo-
geneous space of subjectivity into history. Instead, Foucault implies that “the
disciplined subject” “construes” “her” intentions from a nonsubjective dis-
cursive relationship rather than generating them from within. Another aspect
of Foucault’s conception of power that differentiates it from sovereign power
is that it comes “from below” (HoS, 94). Foucault claims that in the function-
ing of modern power, “there is no binary and all-encompassing opposition
between rulers and ruled at the root of power relations, and serving as general
matrix—no such duality extending from the top down and reacting in more
and more limited groups to the very depths of social body” (HoS, 94). This
general matrix sheds light to the possibility of how the ruler and the ruled
become one in democracy. The overlap of the governed and governing as the
fundamental trait of democracy, according to Schmitt, implies a kind of
circularity, the self-identity of the political unit. Such a unity is only possible
on the basis of bio-disciplinary power and cogitological subjects. Moreover,
such an identity does not need to be already established or prior to the
production cogitological subjects. Indeed, the necessity of resistance to the
already established unity contributes to the movement of circularity and iden-
tity of the democratic space. As Foucault suggests, power cannot be separat-
ed from resistance; resistance is not exterior to relations of power.

Therefore, Foucault’s conception of power provides the conceptual
framework for understanding modern democracy. Fundamentally, Foucault’s
analysis depends on a distinction between sovereign and bio-disciplinary
power. However, Giorgio Agamben argues that such a distinction might not
be adequate to understand the political in contemporary society. Starting off
from Foucault’s conception of bio-power, Agamben articulates not a rupture
from the traditional conception of sovereignty, but a transformation of it to a
state of exception. Agamben demonstrates that it is the function of modern
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sovereignty to administer zoe, bare life, rather than acting as a political
subject. Consequently, the modern state is a state of exception and Agamben
claims that this state of exception is in danger of becoming “the normal state
of affairs.” He takes the idea of a state of exception from Carl Schmitt’s
claim that the sovereign is that which decides the state of exception. Agam-
ben tries to dissociate this violence from the law and thereby leaves the
possibility of nonexception open. Agamben’s idea of sovereignty still relies
on a space between bio-power and bare life (homo sacer) even though he
demonstrates that modern sovereignty conceives something like bare life for
the first time. What Agamben acknowledges is that a regime like democracy
protects itself antidemocratically. However, he wants to contain such actions
to exceptions, even though it is true that one understands the rule best
through the exception. One can accept that antidemocracy is an exception of
democracy, yet this does not mean that they are ever separable.

Yet, for Foucault, it is important to distinguish sovereign power from bio-
disciplinary power, because otherwise we associate the working of bio-disci-
plinary power with a source or an origin (the state). Democratizing power is
not one that emanates from one group to the other; it is not held by the state
mechanisms, but exercised through the state mechanisms as well as through
the institutions of civil society. In a democratic critique of state there is a
presupposition that society consists of a plurality that has to be reflected in
the structure of the state. The assumption here is that democracy as a demand
comes from the society and that is the proper path toward democratization.
The paradox of democratic power as it is understood from this classical
perspective is that it undermines rather than constitutes itself. The “discipli-
nary” effects of democratic power function in multiple locations in society. It
does not create oppression, as there is no unitary group that holds this power,
yet in these multiple locations we normalize, discipline, educate, and hence,
democratize each other.

In order to understand how bio-disciplinary power explains democratic
subjects and democracy as a discourse we need to concentrate on what I call
the “cogitological” effects of bio-disciplinary power. One could call these
effects “cogitological” power, recognizing that Foucault’s analysis of power
has to be supplemented when it is utilized to explain modern democracy. By
cogitological power, I mean neither the power of the cogito, nor the power of
logic. This power emanates neither from the thinking subject (cogito), not
from the rules of logic, or reason, but rather it is a discursive power that
manufactures the rational, thinking subjects of democracy. Cogitological
power functions as a third dimension of the bio-disciplinary axis. It creates
not obedient subjects or populations, but political, thinking subjects imagin-
ing themselves at the center of the problem of unity. Every political problem
is couched in terms of the difficulty of forging the unity that is necessary for
its implementation. Political ideas themselves are limited in advanced, de-
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fined not in terms of their content, but with respect to their relative position
within the spectrum of radicality. Nonmainstream ideas can be entertained,
communicated, however, one must be responsible enough not to believe in
their truth. Cogitological power manufactures rational subjects who think
and act in a politically responsible fashion.

What guarantees this kind of ideational discipline? What are the struc-
tures of cogitological power? We can designate these structures as the media
(commercials, advertisements, movies, and all the theatricality associated
with them), as surveys, workshops, opinion polls, psychological profiling,
the structure of “training sessions,” skill building, leadership formation, etc.
One of the most insidious interventions of modern capitalism into democra-
cy, in addition to direct intervention of capital into campaign, is the domina-
tion of corporate culture into the public sphere. The training and disciplining
developed in terms of corporate loyalty is extended to the political space
where through civic education, society creates responsible political cogito-
logical subjects who are responsible citizens. In fact, corporations are not
only persons who financially contribute to political campaigns because of
free speech, but also citizens who engage in responsible civic actions. The
problem is not only that corporations act like individuals but also individuals
act like corporations. The result of this intervention is not the depoliticization
of, but rather privatization of the political space. And democratic civic educa-
tion (as a bio-disciplinary cogitological process) makes this privatization
possible. Individuals pursue private interests in the public sphere as respon-
sible, well-organized “citizens.”8

However, it would be wrong to designate these structures as at the dispo-
sal of certain authorities. It is not that our thoughts are controlled, that we are
deceived, that we are manipulated. Such an interpretation would presuppose
that which is precisely to be explained by cogitological power, namely the
rational, transparent political subject. If we postulate that these cogitological
structures are tools in the service of some powerful group, the government,
or multinational corporations, etc., we assume that there is a subject behind
these actions that exert power over us (which also implies that there is an
aspect of us, our subjectivity, that can possibly escape such manipulations).
Such an interpretation might be empirically true in certain instances; howev-
er, conceptually it never explains how democracy functions in modern soci-
ety. In fact, it would end up recommending more democracy to remedy these
problems. Also, such critiques of democracy are easily dismissed as conspir-
atorial and by denying that there is a unified group behind these structures,
which is mostly true. It is equally important to distinguish this application of
Foucault’s conception of power from a “social conditioning” model or any
kind of construction of subject positions. The main implication of Foucault’s
conception of power is not simply that subjects are discursively constituted
subjects positions. This would be a reductive reading of Foucault. The issue
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here is to interpret how democratic discourse moves. If we assume that se
creates subject positions, we reproduce the same problem of the subject at the
level of the discourse that Foucault criticizes at the level of individual. In
other words, we need to be careful that we do not attribute to the category of
discourse all the problems characteristic of the subject, problems that con-
tribute to the formation of the concept of discourse in the first place. By
being concerned how political subjects are disciplined we do not attribute an
agency to the discourse that enables it. The relationship between the dis-
course and the subject is much more complicated than a kind of “social
control” or “social constructionism.”

Cogitological power cannot be explained in terms of the actions of sub-
jects, precisely because it is proposed to explain the emergence of political
agents. These mechanisms finally fulfilled Descartes’ desire to be a “thinking
thing.”9 No doubt, this took place in a very different way than Descartes
could have imagined. Nevertheless, we are now, more than any other time,
thinking beings. The problem of the relationship between the individual and
society has been solved. We are all “cogitos,” society is a thinking being
consisting of thinking beings. Yet this society is neither organic nor mechan-
istic as it was imagined by modern philosophy, but if anything it is dialecti-
cal. It is organized around a number of practices that do not constitute a
unity, an overall sovereign body, but a dispersed set of practices and dis-
courses that produce rational subjects. The subjects have the uncompromis-
ing belief in the absolute uniqueness of their ideas, even though these ideas
are organized in terms of patterns of iterability. Ultimately, truth is not de-
cided in terms of the content of the belief, but in terms of the power that
connects the subject to his or her own ideas. This tie, which was once certain-
ty in the classical period of Descartes, is now democratic transparency; the
mere presence of the belief is its own truth. This does not mean in the
classical sense that whatever the subject believes is true, as if one is advocat-
ing a subjectivity of truth. The question of truth is now not in the content of
the belief, but in its democratic presence. It is not that it is true because the
demos think it, but truth is the certainty about what the demos thinks. In other
words, whether what the demos think is true or not is not the question of truth
anymore.

The question of subjectivity in the production of the community of cogit-
ological subjects can be addressed in two registers: first, there can be a
Cartesian path, namely that the community is forged around the idea that we
are all thinking beings. While this assumption is true, it also has the problem
of assuming the simultaneity of the individual (or even the singular) and the
universal (common). This is a simple model that liberalism injects into dem-
ocratic discourse (i.e., an abstract equality). Both Hegel and Schmitt demon-
strate the shortcomings of this model. As I have noted in the previous chapter,
Zizek introduces a different model of subjectivity in Contingency, Hegemony
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and Solidarity when he raises the question “does the Lacanian notion of the
‘barred subject’ (and the German Idealist notion of the subject as self-relating
negativity) . . . pose an alternative to traditional identitarian-substantialist
metaphysics?”10 Traditional critiques of subjectivity concentrate on the iden-
titarian-substantialist model, but they do not sufficiently demonstrate the
problematic nature of subjectivity based on the model of self-relating nega-
tivity. The second model that Zizek describes seems to provide a more effec-
tive path towards creating a community around cogitological subjects. This
solution belongs to Hegel’s philosophy and he accomplishes this by shifting
the locus of subjectivity from the individual within the community to the
shape of movement of the universal in its unity.

Consequently, there is neither a human subject, nor a subject-like society
that would provide the unity that is necessary to solve the problem of politi-
cal community. The unity of the political community is to be found in the
shape of the movement of the universal, that is, in the dialectic. As opposed
to liberal democracy Hegelian dialectic provides a much more subtle model
for political subjectivity. Within this model, democracy can be regarded as
the shape of the movement comprising (creating, as well as sublating) vari-
ous political perspectives. The very idea of negation that is necessary for the
dialectic is provided by their presence within democracy. Even if they might
negate the very structure that they depend on, or even if they undermine it
through negation, the dialectical outcome of this negation would be an inevi-
table affirmation of democracy. However, this conception of subjectivity as
an account of the unity of democratic-political movement is also problematic
because of the inevitable tendency to designate the other of democracy as
undemocratic and render difference as opposition. Therefore, the conceptual
problem of the individual subjects manufactured by the cogitological power
is the same as the unity that is constituted at the level of the movement of
democratic political space.

Through the progression of the political unity produced by institutions
and practices, the cogitological subject is "empowered" to think from the
center of unity. For every member of this political the question is to think the
question of unity of a society. The subject thinks not only from within the
existing structures of domination, but even if she desires to undermine these
structures, she has to think from within a unity. There is always the desire
and demand to take on the position of the sovereign actor. What would one
do? How would one act? Yet, most importantly, how can one think and act in
such a way that it has a unifying perspective? This does not mean that a
democratic subject has to think of the well-being of all people, but rather that
she needs to think from within the fantasized center of a unified power.
Obviously, not everybody does or can engage in this thinking, yet if one is
ready to do it, the structural elements of democratic discourse are there to
ensure its possibility and trajectory.
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Ironically, contemporary democratic society is the realization of the non-
democratic dystopia of Plato’s Republic, with the exception that in contem-
porary society, everybody is disciplined as a “philosopher-ruler.” Yet Plato
realized that philosophers are not to be conceptualized as Cartesian subjects
that generate their own ideas, but they need to be educated into the positions
of rulers. In modern society, there is no need to separate the individual
philosophers from their families, but the structure of the family as well as
other “private” institutions in the society contribute to the formation of the
cogitological subjects, not in the name of a Platonic truth (as if it ever
existed, even for Plato), but in the name of democracy. The content of this
democratic promise may be empty; in fact, its claim of emptiness is the way
in which democracy escapes from any accusations of empirical and historical
wrongdoing. We might have done wrong, but despite that, or in fact precisely
because of that fact, we are all the more advanced in our march towards the
possibility of democracy, a truly foolproof superiority of democratic dis-
course.

While democracy is traditionally associated either with the presence or
the production of rational individuals who are capable of representing their
interests as well as convictions, namely, the juridical subjects, the function-
ing of democracy today relies on the presence of obedient subjects. To the
extent that one remains within the bounds of political theory, which relies on
the idea of juridical subject, one cannot explain the discursive functioning of
the ideal of democracy. Foucault’s conception of disciplinary power allows
us to approach the question of democracy from the perspective of its concrete
practices, and explains the functioning of democracy within a society that
requires obedient subjects who are disciplined and normalized in order to
participate in the “democratic process,” and to learn to be responsible. De-
mocracy transforms citizens into visible individuals who are monitored
through opinion polls and various scientific techniques, and whose thoughts
are instantaneously translated into “opinions.” This is a significant point at
the intersection of the privatization of politics and production of obedient
democratic subjects. Social movements and forces have to be reduced to
political opinion. Here, my criticism is not simply that opinions are unjus-
tified as opposed to the truth in a Platonist sense. In fact, opinions can still be
true or a path to attain truth. My criticism here is that truth itself is conceptu-
alized as the property of an opinion rather than events or forces in society. A
democratic political space has to reduce political events, movements, and
forces into opinions in order to deal with them ontologically. To the extent,
they become simply ideas and opinions in the heads of democratic individu-
als; they can be suppressed, managed, or politely disciplined. The effect of
democratic discourse on individuals, therefore, is an existential one. Democ-
racy, to the extent that it is a discourse on/of human rights, defines what it
means to be a proper human being with rights, to become a powerful human
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subject while also being subjected to power. Bio-disciplinary power also
makes it possible to understand the role of democracy among cultures. De-
mocracy empowers developing countries, yet it also leads to the production
of obedient individuals who have the power and the right to participate in the
“world community.”

In light of this general idea one can say that the European Union’s con-
demnation of the Turkish Court was made from the theoretical stance of
juridical power, yet it functions as disciplinary. The European Union justifies
democracy as the rule of juridical subjects with desires, wants, reason, and
ultimately, rights. It demands that the institutions of the Turkish government
confirm this subject. Yet the European Court also recognizes that democracy
requires the disciplinary ordering of individuals. In order to participate in the
democratic structure one needs to be obedient to the organizing principles of
democracy. Evidently, democracy has its own rules; it is not the rule of
majority, but the rule of individuals disciplined in certain ways. The func-
tioning of democracy today reflects several other aspects of disciplinary
power. What are perceived to be “insignificant,” and merely pragmatic insti-
tutions and practices from public opinion polls to surveys, lobbies, reveal the
functioning of democracy. The public is seen as an aggregate of individual
opinions and the individual is regarded as the owner of his or her opinions as
well as interests and rights. Since democracy is considered to be a regulative
idea, these institutions and practices have no attainable object but rather exist
for the sake of the processes themselves.

In relation to Foucault’s distinction between the juridical and the obedient
subject, one can argue that democracy delivers exactly what it promises. It
promises free, independent, rational citizens capable of self-transparency. It
delivers these citizens as disciplined bodies and minds. Our unfreedom con-
sists precisely in our belief in freedom.11 It is not a restriction placed from
outside, but rather our being constituted as democratic subjects. Once democ-
racy sets out to constitute a political system that would create such existence,
it results in disciplined subjects who monitor themselves and others, who are
normalized and normalize, who are docile. These subjects are admittedly free
and independent, characteristics that turn out to be conditions of governabil-
ity rather than independent human values. In fact, this transformation is not
an insidious trick or an unintended consequence. The transformation of hu-
man beings into docile bodies is an explicitly stated goal of the process of
democratization and the proud achievement of the democratic culture in
terms of human freedom. As Foucault puts it, “Power is exercised only over
free subjects, and only insofar as they are free.”12

The ostensibly juridical conception of the subject works precisely in order
to constitute a disciplinary body, just as ideal democracy as a discourse
functions in order to make democracy work in practice, albeit in a completely
different way than it is formulated in theory. It is this gap between discourse
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and practice that renders most people of the so-called nondemocratic coun-
tries suspicious of democracy both as an ideal and as practice. This gap
emerges not because of hypocrisy on the part of so called democratic coun-
tries, not because of the ill will of people, not because democracy is a prize
that is denied to poor people, but because there is an unbridgeable gap, an
unsublatable contradiction at the heart of democracy, which manifests itself
also in a discord between the self-congratulatory discourse on democracy and
its practical possibility.

As it is clear in the example, for the European Union, democracy is a
game and one has to play the game by the rules. Those who do not play the
game by the rules need to be disciplined. In light of the proliferation of
democracy in the international context, one can raise several questions with
respect to its prospects. Would a universal democracy create chaos in the
sense that certain nations might elect governments that might be in conflict
with the “original” Western democracies? This is certainly a possibility. Yet
such an outcome is likely to be avoided by a distinction between democracy
and populism. For Western democracies, democracy is a game, but the more
important aspect of it is not that it might produce different results, but that the
rules of the game remain the same. So, it seems that the more likely result of
the democratization of the world is that non-Western countries will be disci-
plined into rational democratic subjects; only then, once they accept that the
only possibility of the political is democracy, will they be named “democrat-
ic.” Indeed, the process of democratic disciplining is the most recent mani-
festation of colonizing power.
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Chapter Three

Democracy and Post/Neo-colonialism
Specters of Colonialism

One can find repeated examples in the history of democratic struggles in the
West of tolerant, educated, liberal political classes who were opponents of
democratization, fighting to prevent the extension of effective political rights
to those who did not own property, to religious and racial minorities, to wom-
en, and to colonial subjects. In many cases, the civic virtues that dominant
political classes possessed provided the grounds on which to oppose democrat-
ization. Their own civility and reasonableness, they often claimed, qualified
them to act as spokespersons for the interests of those who were not yet ready
to speak for themselves.

—Timothy Mitchell, Carbon Democracy: Political Power in the Age of Oil1

Imagine a military compound in a country where all the male citizens are
required to serve on a temporary basis. As more than five thousand men,
wearing the same green uniforms, green caps, and black boots gather into a
stadium, the commander and the chief officer of the military base is to
“welcome” everybody for their service and explain what they should expect
in the coming weeks. For readers of Foucault, this occasion might appear to
be an interesting one; they would probably expect some disciplinary rhetoric,
some exemplary lecture on obedience, etc. However, what if the first words
of the commander after welcoming the soldiers was a question: “What is
democracy?” During a slight pause one would expect that he would explain
the merits of the army in protecting democracy against the enemies of the
state. Yet after receiving various answers from the crowd, he states, “Democ-
racy is a self-governance of a group in accordance with rules and regula-
tions.” This definition sounds reasonable, except it implies that the army
itself is governed through democracy. Yet, in the army those who issue

59
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orders are not elected. Hence, it seems misleading to compare the army with
the rule of democracy. Yet there is an important premise in the functioning of
the army: high-ranking officers do not consider themselves as governing, but
rather they follow and enact the inner rules and regulations of the army.
Moreover, if one considers how certain public officials in the democratic
political arena have to climb the ranks in a well-regulated structure in order
to be elected, the analogy seems to be more appropriate than one might first
imagine. After all, Foucault recognized that the disciplinary power expanded
from the inner structure of the army to the entire surface of society. Indeed,
if one considers the role of the army in the decolonization of formerly colo-
nized nations, one can easily observe a desire for the continuity between
armies and well-organized, well-governed, postcolonial democratic societies.
This chapter builds on the argument of the previous one. If democracy is to
be understood as a bio-disciplinary power with a cogitological supplement,
then it also functions as such in the context of neo-colonization. If coloniza-
tion is understood in terms of bio-disciplinary power rather than a sovereign
concept of oppressive power, then democratization of formerly colonized
nations is a continuation of this colonization, or more precisely its reenact-
ment as neo-colonization rather than a path to emancipation or self-determi-
nation.

In the chapter entitled “Docile Bodies” of Discipline and Punish, Fou-
cault states that he chooses his examples from military, medical, educational,
and industrial institutions. Other examples might be taken from colonization,
slavery, and child rearing (DP, 314 fn1). Yet what Foucault does not explicit-
ly say is that colonization is not just one example among others. Colonization
does not refer to a set of distinct institutions within a society, but rather to its
entirety. Therefore, the connection between the disciplinary power and the
process and colonization is not simply a matter of instantiation, but rather
colonization encompasses various unexplained dimensions of bio-discipli-
nary power over an entire society. Certainly, as Foucault warns us, one
should be cautious not to “totalize” bio-disciplinary power. Power for Fou-
cault operates from multiple and even perhaps disconnected sites, rather than
forming a totality. But perhaps colonization is a more coherent process than
Foucault’s concept of (“dispersed”) power can explain. This does not mean
that the bio-disciplinary power is the only mode of power in modern society,
but rather that it integrates itself and acts as an intermediary in various forms
of political power. Even though Foucault brings up the connection of coloni-
zation and disciplinary power in the context of his discussion of delinquency
and raises the issue of penal colony and argues that undisciplined soldiers,
prostitutes, and orphans took part in the colonization of Algiers (DP, 279), he
does not engage in a systematic analysis of colonization as a form of discipli-
nary power in Discipline and Punish. In his 1976 lecture course published as
Society Must Be Defended, Foucault raises the issue of colonization:
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At the end of the sixteenth century, we have, then, if not the first, at least an
early example of the sort of boomerang effect colonial practice can have on the
juridico-political structures of the West. It should never be forgotten that while
colonization, with its techniques and its political and juridical weapons, obvi-
ously transported European models to other continents, it also had a consider-
able boomerang effect in the mechanisms of power in the West, and on the
apparatuses, institutions and techniques of power. A whole series of colonial
models was brought back to the West, and the result was that the West could
practice something, resembling colonization, or an internal colonialism, on
itself. (p.103)

I contend that even though this observation seems to be a side remark, it has
important implications for the relationship between Foucault’s conception of
power and insights of postcolonial studies. Postcolonial studies have demon-
strated that the relationship between European modernization and colonial-
ism is not simply a historical accident, but rather there is a mutual constitu-
tion between the colonization of South America, Asia, and Africa, and Eu-
rope’s social, political, and economic development. Fanon observes this rela-
tionship in the Wretched of the Earth when he writes: “Europe is literally the
creation of the Third World” (p.102). Fanon’s point here is fundamentally
economic as he continues, “The wealth which smothers her is that which was
stolen from the underdeveloped peoples” (p.102). However, there is also a
political and intellectual dimension to this relationship. The relationship be-
tween European political thought and colonialism demonstrates the proble-
matic intellectual heritage of Europe. While European political thought is not
only haunted but also explicitly disciplined by the specter of the Holocaust,
mainly because it happened within its borders, its colonial history is safely
relegated into the past. While Europe tries to recognize the other (or “evil”)
within its own boundaries, it does not consider the “evil” it perpetuated on
the other. However, my argument is not a moral one claiming that European
colonization is also evil. The problem is a conceptual one. European political
thinking regards the possibility of the Holocaust as its defining conceptual
border. Yet the desire to avoid the possibility of repeating the Holocaust
enables European thought to conceptualize its political limits by avoiding its
colonial genocidal lineage. Consequently, by defining the Holocaust as the
conceptual political limit, European political consensus avoids the burden of
recognizing the idea that the same set of values and practices that produced
democratic structures in Europe also produced racism and colonial holo-
causts. My argument here is that there is not only a historical coincidence
between the political development of Europe and colonial holocausts, but
also that there is a conceptual relationship between the two. The thrust of this
argument is not simply to seek historical justice for the past, but to demon-
strate how the way in which European thinking relates to its past and enables
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and justifies the expansion of contemporary neocolonial structures in the
name of democracy.

Foucault connects the development of racism in modern societies to the
emergence of bio-power.

And we can also understand why racism should have developed in modern
societies that function in the bio-power mode; we can understand why racism
broke out at a number of privileged moments, and why they were precisely the
moments when the right to take life was imperative. Racism first develops
with colonization, or in other words, with colonizing genocide. If you are
functioning in the bio-power mode, how can you justify the need to kill peo-
ple, to kill populations, and to kill civilizations? By using the themes of evolu-
tionism, by appealing to racism. (p.257)

The emergence of racism and colonialism has been mostly regarded as a
counter-process of the march of European thought toward democracy. More-
over, racism and colonialism in European history are considered as alibis for
the development of European political maturity. Because Europe has over-
come such historical anomalies, it reached a complex political thinking: The
possible bad “historical accidents” by being sublated into its intellectual
history dialectically justify the subsequent superiority of European thinking.
Ironically, this attempt to dialectically overcome its racist and colonial histo-
ry is precisely the shape of European racism and neo-colonial thinking.

If the same structures that enabled democracy also enable racism and
colonialism, we cannot avoid the former by inventing the necessity of human
agency. One can see that the philosophical justifications of subjectivity in
general and European subjectivity in particular provide the foundation of
human agency in the political realm. However, a human agent cannot choose
democracy and eliminate the possibility of racism, colonialism, and self-
colonialism. This is not to blame the European culture or deny that there are
redeeming aspects of it. It is to claim that there are no pure democratic
principles that can protect us from racism and colonialism. In fact, we need
to recognize that modern democracy may not be an antidote to racism and
colonialism, but rather their enabling condition. Hence, the crucial question
concerns the relationship between the contemporary discourse of democracy
and its colonial dimension.

The demand for democracy functions as a bio-disciplinary strategy within
the neocolonial framework.2 We can observe the neo-colonial strategy in the
relationship between the so-called free, democratic, capitalist countries and
the nondemocratic developing world. Democracy is recommended to the
people of the colonies with the promise of rendering them juridical subjects.
Democracy promises to the oppressed people the chance to express their
interests, exercise their rights. However, democratic discourses and practices
do not produce juridical subjects but disciplined cogitological citizens. To
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put it more accurately, in order to participate in the democratic practices and
institutions juridical subjects have to be created by disciplinary and cogito-
logical mechanism. Democratic discourse accomplishes this by two strate-
gies: the first one is the promise of emancipation and self-determination.
Democracy is proposed for the good of people, and in order to emancipate
them from their oppressive rulers. Yet emancipation does not mean self-
determination. Self-determination requires responsibility, accountability, and
recognition of the other. Therefore, emancipation does not oppose to, but
rather requires, the disciplining project. Secondly, any inconsistency between
the call for democracy and the desire to actually enact it is considered to be
an insufficient commitment to democracy on the part of specific rulers of
“democratic” societies. Hence, if there is an alternative to democracy it is
more democracy, a renewed commitment to an ideal. For example, the Euro-
pean Union demands the installation of democratic structures in Turkey. It is
a quid pro quo: if Turkey is successful in implementing democratic reforms
and in creating the necessary framework for an economic (capitalist) struc-
ture, then Turkey can become a member of the European Union. In this
negotiation, the European Union quite frequently condemns the Turkish
State for human rights violations and undemocratic practices. Yet these com-
plaints seem to dwindle when a European nation wins an economic advan-
tage on Turkey (e.g., a contract from the Turkish State). We can regard this
hypocrisy as an insufficient commitment to democratic principles on the part
of European nations. However, this is not a simple case of hypocrisy, but
explains precisely the functioning of discourse of democracy today. The
European Union recognizes that democracy cannot institute itself democrati-
cally, because of a fundamental paradox in the idea of the rule of people.
People of a formerly colonized or currently dependent nation can rule them-
selves only to the extent that their rule is consistent with the universal struc-
tures of democracy, which ironically contribute to further colonization and
dependency of their nation. Hence, we need to explain how colonization is a
process of disciplining and how democracy is a stage within the continuation
of this process of disciplining.

In Colonizing Egypt,3 Timothy Mitchell demonstrates how Foucault’s
conception of bio-disciplinary power explains the process of colonization.
He makes it clear that the aim of his analysis is “not a history of the British
colonization of Egypt but a study of the power to colonize” (CE, ix). Mitchell
not only expands Foucault’s conception of power to colonization but also
refines it because “forms of power based on the re-ordering of space and the
surveillance and control of its occupants were by nature colonizing in meth-
od.” Therefore, Mitchell’s analysis is not simply an application of discipli-
nary power but he develops the argument that disciplinary power should be
understood in terms of colonization.
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Mitchell's analysis of the power to colonize is novel also because he
demonstrates how the modern distinction between subject and object estab-
lishes the conceptual basis for the process of colonization. The starting point
of this explanation is the idea of World Exhibitions. Mitchell takes World
Exhibitions at the end of the nineteenth and at the beginning of the twentieth
century as the site of his theoretical reflection. The general purpose of these
exhibitions was to bring an accurate and comprehensive representation of the
exotic, bizarre, and erotic East to the Western eye.4 For Mitchell, these
exhibitions are the theoretical and theatrical starting point of the relationship
between the colonizer and the colonized. First of all, the exhibitions set up a
distinction between representation and external reality and the aim of the
representation was to reflect the external reality accurately. Therefore, the
first feature of these exhibitions was their apparent realism. Mitchell iden-
tifies two more features of these exhibitions, which constitute his original
contribution to the explanation of the process of colonization: the organiza-
tion of the exhibits around a common center and that the position of the
visitor occupying the central position (CE, 7). With these two additional
observations concerning the world exhibits, Mitchell establishes the link be-
tween colonization and European subjectivity. Modern philosophy under-
stands human existence as a knowing subject over and against a field of
objects. This field of objectivity presents itself as a structure and consisting
of an order organized by rules. The knowledge of the inner structure and
rules governing objects leads to the power of the subject over the objects.
However, the relation between knowledge and power is not that the former
leads to the latter, but for the production of knowledge to be possible the
world has to be made into an object through organizing power. The world has
to be transformed to become a picture for the knowledge of it to be possible.
Ontologically, Mitchell relies on Heidegger’s idea of the age of the world
picture where he describes mutual constitution of modern subjectivity and
objectivity of the world.

Once the European colonial subject leaves the exhibition and encounters
what it considers to be the “real” Orient, the so-called “Orient refused to
present itself like an exhibit, and so appeared simply orderless and without
meaning. The colonizing process was to introduce the kind of order now
found lacking—the effect of structure that was to provide not only a new
disciplinary power but also the novel ontology of representation” (CE, xv).
The colonization of Egypt required both a physical and a mental transforma-
tion of chaotic nature of Egypt into a representable picture, and into a man-
ageable order. There is, therefore, a conceptual connection between the pos-
sibility and effects of colonialism and modern European thinking. The latter
made the former possible. Mitchell argues that colonialism is an extension,
or laboratory of modern philosophical thinking, which, among other things,
is characterized by a distinction between subject and objects, or rather the
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transformation of all beings in terms of the distinction between objectivity
and subjectivity.

However, to explain this further we need to observe that the relationship
between the representation and reality is much more complicated than it first
appears. The representations of the Orient project an orderly field of objec-
tivity for the observing subject. Once the subject encounters the Orient, and
fails to see this order, the colonial project becomes the imposition of the
order on the Oriental society. Actually, the colonial project is the production
of the “real object” of society as an orderly structure, because there is no
“society” prior to colonial intervention. Mitchell explains this relationship as
follows:

In claiming that the “East itself” is not a place, am I saying simply that
Western representations created a distorted image of the real Orient; or am I
saying that the “real Orient” does not exist, and that there are no realities but
only images and representations? My answer is that the question is a bad one,
and that the question itself is what needs examining. We need to understand
how the West had come to live as though the world were divided in this way
into two: into a realm of mere representations and a realm of “the real”; into
exhibitions and an external reality; into an order of mere models, descriptions
or copies, and an order of the original. We need to understand, in other words,
how these notions of a realm of “the real,” “the outside,” “the original,” were
in this sense effects of the world’s seeming division into two. We need to
understand, moreover, how this distinction corresponded to another division of
the world, into the West and the non-West; and thus how Orientalism was not
just a particular instance of the general historical problem of how one culture
portrays another, but something essential to the peculiar nature of the modern
world. Finally we need to understand the political nature of these kinds of
division, by understanding them as techniques both of order and of truth. (C.E.
32)

Therefore, colonization is a disciplinary process that requires an order of
representation, namely a representation of the Orient to the Western eye, and
the transformation (or even the production) of its object as an orderly object
of knowledge. The function of representation is that it renders the Orient an
“object” of study. The relationship between power and knowledge manifests
itself most concretely and vividly in the interaction between the East and the
West: The East becomes the object of knowledge, and this knowledge (a
special kind of knowledge in terms of objectivity) yields power. However,
more significantly (and this is parallel to Foucault’s argument), for knowl-
edge to be possible, there has to be a prior power relationship already estab-
lished, a power that reduces its “object” to the object of scientific
(re)discovery, and of scientific gaze.

After establishing the connection between modern philosophy and coloni-
zation as a process of setting up the subject-object distinction, Mitchell con-
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tinues to explain how these disciplinary processes and institutions such as
army, school, and factories set up by the British colonial power in Egypt aim
to create an orderly society, and object of representation, and an enframed
population of productive forces.

First of all, the body is controlled through surveillance from birth. More-
over, this supervision and control is required because “private ownership of
large estates and the investment of European capital were creating a class of
landless workers, whose bodies needed to be taught the disciplined habits of
wage-labor” (CE, 96). Capitalist production also required a restructuring of
the infrastructure to build and maintain roads, railways, canals, bridges, tele-
graphs, and ports. Parallel to these physical reconstructions for the function-
ing of capitalism, colonial power also established a morality where the sys-
tem rests upon private property and the priority of the capitalist mode of
production. All laws are formalized and introduced as rules to be followed.
The constant rhetoric of devaluing the morality of Eastern cultures is an
attempt to introduce laws that are based on the capitalist mode of production.

The crucial aspect of this colonization as an activity on the ground is the
attempt to reshape every aspect of Egyptian society and its physical spaces so
that they are organized and reoriented around a common observer. This
observer perceives herself at the center of the city, which Mitchell identifies
as the position of modern subjectivity. It is true that this position is mainly
occupied by the colonizing subject. However, once this position is created
and its object is organized around this position, the colonization becomes a
process that is detached from the identity of the subject. In other words,
paralleling Foucault’s discussion of the Panopticon, the position of the ob-
serving subject can be occupied by anybody (colonizer or colonized). Hence,
the process of colonization becomes a “self-colonization” both for the Egyp-
tians as well as for the Europeans as described by Foucault’s notion of the
“boomerang effect” mentioned above. And it is in this exact sense the cogito-
logical subject of democratic discourse is situated at the center of political
unity.

By detaching the colonizing power from the identity of the actual subject
and connecting it to a subject position we can also understand why colonial-
ism is not simply an oppressive power that simply exploits its objects, but
rather it is a bio-disciplinary power that “produces the organized power of
armies, schools, and factories, and other distinctive institutions of modern
nation states. They also produce, within such institutions, the modern indi-
vidual, constructed as an isolated, disciplined, receptive, and industrious po-
litical subject” (CE, xi). At the same time, this understanding of colonialism
makes it conceptually problematic to resist by simply negating its processes
“in abandoning the image of colonial power as simply a coercive central
authority, one should also question the traditional figure of resistance as a
subject who stands outside this power and refuses its demands. Colonial
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subjects and their modes of resistance are formed within the organizational
terrain of the colonial state, rather than some wholly exterior social space”
(CE, xi). A significant implication of the role of subjectivity in the process of
colonization is that the colonized was not simply the object of colonization
but the subject of his own self-colonization. Indeed the bio-disciplinary pow-
er functions most effectively when people are taught to exercise it upon
themselves. In the same way in which criminals, the sick, and schoolboys are
subjected to various disciplinary processes, the people of the Orient are trans-
formed, disciplined, and subjected to power. Yet this kind of self-coloniza-
tion is a process that Egyptians desire to take onto themselves. The reason for
this self-colonization is both conceptual and economic, because “the second
consequence of disciplinary power, the one that Michel Foucault does not
discuss, yet more important for understanding the peculiarity of capitalist
modernity, is that at the same time as power relations become internal in this
way, and by the same methods, they now appear to take the form of external
structures” (CE, xii). One of the ways in which the colonization functioned
was to give an order and form to the colony so that it could be represented, be
known, and ultimately be ruled, and successful rule of colonies meant that
they could be incorporated into the capitalist mode of production.

Therefore, the process of colonization is a disciplinary mechanism of
capitalism. The connection between colonization and capitalism is also ob-
served in the conceptual relationship between representation and reality, or
more precisely in the disappearance of a rigid distinction between the two.
“In commercial exhibits it was not always easy to determine where the exhi-
bition ended and the world itself began" (CE, 9). The world beyond the gates
of the exhibition turned out to be an extension of the exhibition, the rise of
commercialism led to the rise of the world as an exhibition . . . the real world,
as at the exhibition, was something created in the representation of its com-
modities (CE, 11). In addition to transformation of economy and infrastruc-
ture, the demand for order, clarity, and transparency extended from the vis-
ible aspects of society to the structure of language, not only as a medium of
thinking, but as a means of communication. Europeans believed that there
was supposed to be no ambiguity within the nature of language. Just like the
streets and cities of Egypt, its language was also ambiguous. The simpler the
language, the more universal it can be, and the immensely complicated Ara-
bic language had no power within the universal medium of communication
required for the world economic system to function. Orderless Arabic texts,
which give no map into the structure of the book, appeared to be “whimsical
arrangements” and even willful disorder for the European Orientalists. The
simple nature of language increased the possibility of communication for the
colonial countries. Just as there is an order demanded from the cities archi-
tecturally, there is a demand for order linguistically. Simplicity, order, struc-
ture are the main powers of colonial authority.
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The material success of capitalism reinforced the morality that accompa-
nied the process of colonization. The success of Western life exhibited in the
very effectiveness of the exploitation of the Orient became the alibi of the
superiority of Western morality, which had to be instilled in the Orient as
well. The institution of this morality was accompanied by the rhetoric of
devaluing the Egyptian mind, or the character of the Egyptian people. For
example, the Egyptian mind was represented as “timid and yet defiant . . .
susceptible to enthusiasm yet lacking in all initiative; his character is one of
indifference and immobility, engendered by a lack of security about the
future and an instability of property, which has killed the spirit of industry
and the need to acquire” (CE, 105). Another writes that “indolence pervades
all classes of the Egyptians, except those who are obliged to earn their liveli-
hood by severe manual labor and how even the mechanics [manual laborers]
who are extremely greedy of gain, will generally spend two days in a work
which they might easily accomplish in one” (CE, 106). These representa-
tions, however racist and problematic, became established through colonial
power. Ultimately, Egyptians themselves believed these descriptions, mainly
because they were not economically advanced and subject to power. They
translated several works describing them as inferior into Arabic in order “to
make people consider the causes of this inferiority, by comparing the Egyp-
tian ‘character’ to the character of the English who had occupied their coun-
try” (CE, 111). They believed that “the foreigners could not be blamed for
[the colonialism], because they benefited by their own efforts, and by their
social-scientific knowledge” (CE, 111). Consequently, the colonial structure
justified itself in terms of a prior inferiority of the Egyptian mind. In other
words, colonial rule justified its existence in terms of its racial superiority. It
was believed that:

The backwardness of the Egyptians . . . was due to certain mental traits that no
administrative reforms by the British could ever noticeably alter. These in-
cluded a submissive character, an insensibility to pain, a habit of dishonesty,
and above all an intellectual lethargy that had rendered all Oriental societies
immobile, unable to undergo any real historical or political transformation.
The ideas, customs, and laws of the Arabs today were just as they had been
one thousand years before. This sterility, said Harcourt, was due partly to the
stifling effects of climate, but more to the element most uniform throughout
the region, Islam. Islamic teachings created a profoundly altered moral sense,
which destroyed all intellectual curiosity. (CE, 112)

An Egyptian commentator, Qasim Amin, reading the above description, did
not question the essential distinction between vitality as the characteristic of
the West and the thousand-year immobility of his own country, or the ascrip-
tion of its causes to certain mental traits. He differed with the criticism only
by attributing this disorder not to Islam, but to the abandoning of Islam (CE,
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112–113). Thus, both agreed that there was something wrong with the Egyp-
tian people, and that they were inferior. The irony of this colonial attitude
was precisely its effectiveness in the minds of those who were the object of
this criticism. They accepted and adopted these criticisms, precisely because
they believed in the universal nature of the claims of the colonial powers.
Science, economic prosperity, and most other Western values become uni-
versal values.

The successful rule of the colony was possible if it could be easily ac-
cessed and understood in every aspect. While it was one thing to conquer
Eastern nations, “to understand them is quite another. . . . Greater under-
standing of the Orient . . . would secure the commercial supremacy of Eng-
land, and enable the young rulers and administrators who are sent every year
to the East to establish intimate relations with the people they are meant to
rule” (CE, 166). The Orient was backward, irrational, and disordered, and
therefore was in need of European order and authority. The domination of the
West over the non-Western world depended on this manner of creating a
“West,” a singular “Western” self-identity, alongside or rather in opposition
to “Oriental” or “Arab” identity. Like the “Arab town,” the Orient was creat-
ed as an apparent exterior of the West; as with the colonial city, what is
outside is paradoxically what makes the West what it is, the excluded yet
integral part of its identity and power.

It is important to isolate three moments of capitalism in the process of
colonization. First, the Orient was considered to be a source for raw material.
Secondly, the colony had to be transformed into a market. Fanon explains:

Capitalism, in its early days, saw in the colonies a source of raw materials
which, once turned into manufactured goods, could be distributed on the Euro-
pean market. After a phase of accumulation of capital, capitalism has today
come to modify its conception of the profit-earning capacity of a commercial
enterprise. The colonies have become a market. The colonial population is a
customer who is ready to buy goods.5

However, within this process the definition of customer needs is further
modified because “to submit and become a citizen of such an exhibitional
world was to become a consumer, of commodities and of meanings” (CE,
162). Finally we have to recognize another stage in the process of coloniza-
tion and capitalism, namely that the colonized subject is situated in the posi-
tion of the common center of her “own” imagined and “represented” political
unity. Only such a subject can have political rights, because “[r]ights could
only be enjoyed within a society of obedient and industrious individuals”
(CE, 116).

In order to characterize the attitude of the Western powers towards the
people of the colonies, Mitchell quotes from a French military officer in
Algeria: “When we have them in our hands, we will then be able to do many
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things which are quite impossible for us today and which will perhaps allow
us to capture their minds after we have captured their bodies” (CE, 95). It is
precisely this capturing of the minds that defines the latest stage of colonial-
ism. The colonized body is now situated into the position of the subject.
Now, the colonized relates to her own political unity as if she is at the center
of it. Yet this is neither an ideological indoctrination nor a false conscious-
ness, but rather it is the latest phase of neo-colonialism where cogitological
subjects are produced both in the former colonies and in Europe.

Democratic discourse produces the same colonial order from individual
minds and demand that they function as responsible citizens of democratic
societies. Therefore, discourse on democracy is a continuation of the infa-
mous “mission to civilize” of colonization. It is imposed upon the dependent
nation as a necessity for its own well-being, yet at the same it time serves as a
tool to bring that nation into an order controlled by the colonial power.

The logic of democracy is an extension of the colonial superiority that
justified the ruling of colonies. The same assumptions of inferiority are asso-
ciated with the absence of democracy. The absence of democracy is both the
cause of backwardness as well as its result. It captures the so-called nondem-
ocratic third world countries in a double bind. The latest phase of neo-
colonialism in the form of globalization that incorporates the lessons learned
from the previous phases of colonialism.

The US-led neocolonial globalization has always been accused by critics
of being hypocritical with respect to the issue of democracy. These critics
claim that the Western countries in general and the United States in particular
do not desire “real democracy” in developing or underdeveloped nations,
because such a democratic control would produce policies that are against the
interest of Western powers. Even though this argument has proved to be
empirically valid (i.e., the election of Hamas in Palestine, the rise of Islamic
control on politics in Iraq and various governments that are not friendly to
the current US administration in Latin America), it misses the real effect of
democracy in global politics. To the extent that one can conceptualize coloni-
alism only as an oppressive power exerted on people, and democracy as the
free expression of people’s voices against oppression, one cannot understand
the role democracy plays in neocolonial globalization. Democracy does not
simply represents people’s voices, but manufactures orderly politics in for-
mer colonies or current dependent nations. Democracy disciplines the politi-
cal culture of an otherwise “archaic” society; it brings clarity, rationality, and
order. In this way, the nation can become part of the global, rational order. It
would be a mistake to dismiss the purported aim of the US administration to
“bring democracy” to other countries, as arrogant, hypocritical, and paterna-
listic. It is all that, but it is much more insidious than that; it is sincere. The
aim is to “emancipate” these nations, because the US administration knows
that democracy produces emancipation and freedom to be a part of the global
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world order. Democracy distributes power throughout the nation, which
makes it easier to shape through global order. Since most European theorists
conceptualize democracy in terms of internal political order of a society, and
expand from there to the globalization of democracy, they do not recognize
how democracy functions as a disciplining force within neo-colonialism.

There are several examples of how democratization leads to “training of
individuals” “educating” the prominent members of nondemocratic nations.
In the cases of democratic training, the power at work is not a classical or
oppressive one, but it is bio-disciplinary power with cogitological effects.
Hence, sometimes the “colonized” itself desires to be democratized and
thereby demands the neo-colonial intervention, which is impossible to under-
stand under an oppressive notion of colonialism but makes perfect sense in
terms of bio-disciplinary cogitological power. The relationship between
Switzerland and Kyrgyzstan is such an example. It is worthwhile to discuss
this relationship briefly because it provides an excellent illustration of the
idea of disciplining democratic training. In the late 1990s, at the request of
the Kyrgyz government, the UNESCO international social science program
MOST (Management of Social Transformation) established a democracy-
training project for selected individuals from Kyrgyzstan (policymakers, leg-
islators, judiciary officials, and representatives from public and nongovern-
mental organizations).6 The report for the project first briefly describes the
history of Kyrgyzstan’s democracy after it declared its independence from
the Soviet Union. Since then, Kyrgyzstan held two elections, adopted a dem-
ocratic constitution, and adhered to the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights. The report observes,

But obviously, a successful transition to democracy requires much more than
free elections and formal declarations, which are necessary but not sufficient
initials steps. Developing democratic institutions and a political culture based
on democratic modes of interaction and participation constitutes a complex
and lengthy process, especially in Central Asia, where the current political
changes are intricately tied up with increasing ethnic tensions as well as radi-
cal economic transformations.

The project identifies the Kyrgyz society as multi-ethnic and multi-cultural
and recognizes the need to manage this diversity. The Kyrgyz government
can “benefit from studying the procedural and institutional mechanisms that
a consolidated multi-ethnic democracy like Switzerland has developed over a
long period of time.”7 The nature of the proposed relationship between Swit-
zerland and Kyrgyzstan is pretty obvious. Switzerland can “train” Kyrgyz
intellectuals in their “need of democratic management of ethnic diversity.”
To this end the project proposes several activities including “training ses-
sions . . . to teach participants basic procedures of democratic interaction.”
The language employed in this document and in the project in general is
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exactly the language of bio-disciplinary and cogitological power. This is not
simply a linguistic resemblance; the project itself, its very practice and activ-
ities are “colonizing” in the sense that I have been describing. “The project is
designed to not only help the Kyrgyz people to cope with the ongoing histori-
cal changes that affect the entire Central Asian region, but to actively turn
them into full transition to democracy”8 Of course, the language of the docu-
ment tries to coach the relationship in terms of cooperation, but the aim of the
project is clear, namely to create an orderly, disciplined, democratic society
that can become a part of the global political system. Most of the relation-
ships between the democratic and third world nations are not as formalized
and explicit as the one between Switzerland and Kyrgyzstan. The focus of
the project is the education of the elite or perhaps the production of a certain
political elite. However, there is no reason why the entire population cannot
be disciplined through the mechanisms of media, surveys/surveillance, pub-
lic education, etc. The principle here is to apply the same mechanisms that
produced democracy in Western countries to “colonized” nations. This ob-
servation is warranted when we consider the sponsors of the democracy-
training project between Switzerland and Kyrgyzstan. First of all, this project
is established by MOST. MOST is a social science program whose “primary
purpose is to transfer relevant Social Sciences research findings and data to
decision-makers and other stakeholders.”9 MOST clearly continues the colo-
nial tradition of employing social science in the creation of a disciplined
political society as it is explained by Mitchell. In addition to MOST, the
democracy project relied on a report prepared by AFEMOTI (Association
française pour l’étude de la Méditerranée orientale et du monde turco-irani-
en).10 These organizations indicate a larger institutional and structural rela-
tionship between the Western democratic organizations and the so-called
developing or third world ones in creating a democratic and disciplined polit-
ical structure.

It would be a mistake to believe that the colonial use of democracy is
simply an abuse, and that it is not in accordance with the spirit of democracy,
which gives freedom and self-determination to the people. Such a belief
would implicitly appeal to a “pure spirit” of democracy as if such a thing
were to exist. There is no such pure spirit of democracy in the way such a
claim would assume. In fact, the very reiteration of the idea of “pure spirit of
democracy” is precisely how the disciplining aspect of democratic discourse
functions.

Democracy may not appear to be a tool for colonization or neo-coloniza-
tion. However, when we consider colonization not as simply the conse-
quences of the rational and calculated decisions of colonizers with power
against those who are passive objects and target of this power, but rather as a
disciplinary process of creating certain kinds of subjects, the claim that de-
mocratization is a process of colonization becomes clear. Democracy is a
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complex discourse, which has to be dissociated from any positive or negative
Platonic essence. The question is not as to whether there is an ideality or a
promise of democracy. There is no doubt that there is such a construction; the
question remains as to how this ideality determines the functioning of de-
mocracy today. This is to say that the ideal of democracy is not a permanent
reality in itself, but a discursive formation, which demands discipline from
the participants in democratic structures. Democracy as a discourse contains
within itself a fundamental contradiction, which makes its functioning in its
ideally articulated form impossible. Hence, democracy is not to be under-
stood in the first instance in terms of structures of power and subjectivity
justified by modern metaphysical thinking, but rather in terms of disciplinary
power and the obedient subject. Such an understanding explains how democ-
racy today operates as a neo-colonial discourse which spreads throughout the
world with a certain dogmatism and unreflective attitude. The discourse on
democracy appears to be unassailable. Yet the task of thinking is precisely to
question what appears to be an unassailable dogma of its time rather than
legitimizing commonly accepted beliefs.

Timothy Mitchell’s contribution to Foucault’s conception of the discipli-
nary power in analyzing colonization process is his discussion of representa-
tion. The question of representation in the colonial discourse has been ana-
lyzed by Said in Orientalism. The European countries of France and England
re-present the “Orient” in regulated and particular ways, which contributes to
the material, political, and cultural domination of Europe over its colonies.
Timothy Mitchell expands this discussion to explain how the question of
representation presupposes a number of philosophical axioms on the part of
Europe, and why it supplements the bio-disciplinary power emerging in and
through the interaction of the West with the Orient. However, neither West
nor the Orient are substantial identities; they are not even identities over time
as if there is a particular unity to the movement of these categories through
time. Within the most recent manifestation of neo-colonial structures, the so-
called third world country can be “democratic” yet still be dependent. In fact,
precisely by being democratic a nation can become dependent and integrated
into the world political system. The question of representation plays a crucial
role in explaining how the global political system works while at the same
time accounting for its colonial genealogy.

In “Can the Subaltern Speak?”11 Gayatri Spivak makes a distinction be-
tween representation as standing in and representation as standing for; the
former is to present an image of an external reality as in art or philosophy,
whereas the latter means to speak for someone in his/her absence as in the
political representation. Spivak notes the difference between German words
for these two types of representations: Darstellen pertains to representation
in philosophy or art, where a mental image or a painting represents an object,
whereas Vertreten concerns the political realm where the members of a dem-
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ocratic parliament represent their constituencies. In both cases that which is
represented is absent. The nature of this absence, however, is extremely
important. The European colonial representation of the Orient has almost
always been in terms of Darstellen. Yet the difference between these two
senses of representation becomes difficult to delineate especially when repre-
sentation becomes a self-representation. In other words, when one sets out to
represent oneself (in terms of Darstellen), such representation is almost al-
ways a de facto political representation (Vertreten). Yet in both senses of the
term what is represented is not metaphysically prior to the act of representa-
tion. That is to say, while representation attempts to stand for something
other than itself, there is nothing that precedes the act of representation; that
which is to be represented is absent in a radical way.

In “Signature Event Context,”12 Derrida concentrates on the traditional
distinction between speech and writing. Writing has the ability to communi-
cate ideas to persons that are not present, whereas speech is privileged be-
cause of its immediacy. Derrida inquires into the nature of this notion of
absence. Is absence a modification of presence (i.e., a distant presence) or an
absolute absence? Derrida claims that for writing to have substantial differ-
ence from speech the absence should be understood as an absolute absence.
Derrida establishes the nature of writing, as well as the functioning of a sign,
on the basis of absolute absence. Writing continues to be writing (i.e., legible
even in the absolute disappearance of any empirically determinable address-
ee). What is valid for addressee is also valid for addressor and what is valid
for writing is also valid for speech. Therefore, any linguistic sign remains
structurally legible in the absolute disappearance of the subject.

With respect to the question of representation we need to concentrate on
this kind of absence. As I quoted above, Mitchell’s analysis implies that the
representations of the Orient are not simply inaccurate, false, or that there is a
better, more accurate, realistic representation of the Orient, but the Orient as
the object of Western representations is absolutely absent. That is not to say
that there is no Orient, but through representations the Orient is both pro-
duced as an object, yet at the same time rendered absent. For Derrida and
Mitchell, this is a philosophical problem of how we understand the world in
terms of subject-object distinction.

We can now understand the paradox of democracy in terms of representa-
tion. Here it is important to note that this is not simply a question of the
problem of representative democracy, but rather the question of representa-
tion in democracy. The distinction Darstellen and Vertreten introduced by
Spivak is useful here. The problem of representative democracy is in the first
instance a problem standing in (Vertreten). How can a political body, a
parliament represent the will of the people which is the locus of sovereignty?
As Rancière notes:
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The self-evidence which assimilates democracy to a representative form of
government resulting from an election is quite recent in history. Originally
representation was the exact contrary of democracy. None ignored this at the
time of the French and American revolutions. The Founding Fathers and a
number of their French emulators saw in it precisely the means for the elite to
exercise power de facto, and to do so in the name or the people that representa-
tion is obliged to recognize but that could not exercise power without ruining
the very principle of government. Rousseau’s disciples, for their part, only
admitted representation by repudiating the meaning of the word, that is, the
representation of particular interests. The general will cannot be divided and
the deputies only represent the nation in general. Representative democracy
might appear today as a pleonasm. But it was initially an oxymoron.13

However, the problem of democracy is not only how to represent the general
will or the locus of sovereignty, but as to whether such a thing exists to be
represented in the first place. Lefort’s response to this problem is to claim
that in democracy:

The locus of power is an empty place, it cannot be occupied—it is such that no
individual and no group can be consubstantial with it—and it cannot be repre-
sented. Only the mechanisms of the exercise of power are visible, or only the
men, the mere mortals, who hold political authority. We would be wrong to
conclude that power now resides in society on the grounds that it emanates
from popular suffrage; it remains the agency by virtue of which society appre-
hends itself in its unity and relates to itself in time and space. 14

What Lefort seems to imply is that sovereignty does not belong to society.
The sovereignty of people in the form of providing legitimacy to those who
rule is not a substantial identity and cannot be represented. Sovereignty in
democracy is not like the sovereignty of the absolute monarch. It is not even
an indivisible unity that exists prior to being “executed.” However, this does
not mean that there is no representation of the society to itself. Lefort contin-
ues that power “remains the agency by virtue of which society apprehends
itself in its unity and relates to itself,” which implies that society represents
itself in a circular way and relates itself to itself. Therefore, whereas the
sovereignty of society cannot be represented as a locus of power, the society
constantly represents itself to itself. This is the aspect of representation in
democracy that we can understand in a neo-colonial context. Demos always
represents itself to itself, not because there is a demos to be represented prior
to being represented, but the agency of the demos is produced in and through
this self-representation. The very notion of “society” is unthinkable without
representation. Mitchell explains the emergence of concept of society: in
Europe “one finds the same attempt underway to envision ‘society’ as both a
political and conceptual structure existing apart from people themselves, the
same connection with the process of schooling and the same fears of the
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crowd. Durkheim’s importance to social science was that he established soci-
ety as something with an ‘objective’ existence, as a mental order independent
of the individual mentality, and showed how this imaginary object might be
studied” (CD, 121).

Society, therefore, has to be invented as a category that is crucial in the
deployment of democracy as a disciplining mechanism. In the name of our
responsibility to the fellow citizens, the collective has to be imagined as
existing apart from the individual, as an objective presence. But it also has to
incorporate the individual into this objective presence called society. Mitch-
ell explains:

If society was an object existing apart from the individual, as a conscience
collective, it required a mechanism for recreating its collective morality in the
individual. This morality was a system of discipline, based on “regularity and
authority,” and it was such discipline that schooling in the modern state was to
inculcate. “The child must learn to coordinate his acts and regulate them. He
must acquire self-mastery, self-restraint, self-domination, self-determination,
the taste for discipline and order in behavior.” (CD, 121)

According to Mitchell, with Durkheim society emerges as an objectively
existing thing to be represented. Yet such a metaphysical assumption needs
to be produced (manufactured) in a bio-disciplinary cogitological fashion,
because such a thing does not exist in and of itself. The emergence of “soci-
ety.” “The independent reality or objectness of the social, in other words, was
a reality constituted by the ability of this ideal object always to present itself
in a non-ideal, material body. Another example of such embodiment was the
representation of shared ideas in statistics: ‘currents of opinion,’ Durkheim
wrote, ‘are, in fact, represented with considerable exactness’ in such figures,
whose average provides a material representation of ‘a certain state of the
group mind’” (CD, 126).

Therefore, the significance of representation is directly related to the idea
of an objective existence of society, “Society, thus, was a thing—that is,
something that occurs representationally . . . the processes of representation
were taken to be the process of order itself. In the modern state, they were the
method by which the apparent existence of a conceptual realm, the separate
realm of meaning or order, was to be achieved” (CD, 126).

It is in this metaphysical framework that democracy becomes the repre-
sentation of society in the way Mitchell describes. Moreover, democracy
transforms the society into a political order with a unity. In other words,
democratic discourse is a form of bio-disciplinary process that renders a
society politically representable by disciplining their subjects into rational
political figures who imagine themselves at the center of unity.

Such a description of modern society might appear to be overly deter-
mined and totalizing. It is certainly true that not all subjects are disciplined
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by a totalitarian agency into the political unity. Yet resisting these dispersed,
at times contradictory and scattered processes that have multiple origins
proves to be notoriously difficult. This difficulty is the problem of decoloni-
zation, which is an interminable struggle, precisely because processes that
are decolonizing tend also turn into their opposites. At times resistance to the
colonizing tendencies of modern political globalization requires questioning
the limits of what is considered to be rational political act.
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Chapter Four

Hunger Strikers, Suicide Bombers, and
All the other Evil Terrorists

Wer mit Ungeheuern kämpft, mag zusehn, dass er nicht dabei zum Ungeheuer
wird. Und wenn du lange in einen Abgrund blickst, blickt der Abgrund auch in
dich hinein.
(Whoever fights with monsters should see to it that he does not become one
himself. And when you stare for a long time into an abyss, the abyss stares
back into you.)

—Friedrich Nietzsche, Jenseits Von Gut und Böse, Band 51

Even though the metaphysical and philosophical problems of subjectivity
have been exposed in the twentieth century, these criticisms have not been
extended to the concept of democracy. This is not to say that there is not a
tradition of the critique of democracy. However, this critique has been short-
circuited by a post-metaphysical commitment to ethics and politics. That is to
say that even though philosophical discourse today mainly understands the
critique of subjectivity by Heidegger, Foucault, Derrida, and others, it still
attempts to recuperate a minimal conception of “subject” in order to ground
the possibility of ethics and politics. This attempt to recuperate the subject is
based on the conviction that a radical critique of subjectivity (i.e., the modern
configuration of Western metaphysics) undermines the possibility of ethics
and politics by making agency impossible.2 While the attempt to recuperate a
kind of subject has a mainly ethical focus, it also justifies the commitment to
democracy. In this chapter, I will try to show why the response to the critique
of subjectivity, which tries to recuperate an “agent” for action, is impossible.
It is philosophically naïve and politically conservative to renew one’s com-
mitment to a subject, however minimalist this conception of the subject may be.

79
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Some post-metaphysical attempts to reformulate a conception of the sub-
ject, which is considered to be necessary for politics, find this possibility in
the notion of the body. These post-metaphysical attempts claim that the
concept of the body has been neglected by philosophy in general and by
modern philosophy in particular. Consequently, the argument goes, the cri-
tique of (modern) philosophy does not necessarily affect the notion of the
body, and therefore, one can base a new conception of the subject on what
modern subjectivity neglected.

For these recent post-metaphysical attempts to retrieve the significance of
the body for philosophical reflection, the possibility of the body as a weapon
presents special difficulties. I will investigate two cases in which the use of
the body as a weapon undermines the theoretical framework of subjectivity
even in its most minimalist formulations. In general, I will question two
assumptions made by critics who try to recuperate a conception of agency:
first, the assumption that a new conception of the subject is necessary for any
political action and that such a conception of the subject is possible. Second-
ly, that this new conception of the subject can be based on the body (or
“embodied subject,” as it is sometimes called). I will start with the second
assumption: my argument is that it is not possible to consider the embodied
subject as an agent, and in addition purport to go beyond the Enlightenment
rationality unless one admits that the only meaningful action this body can
engage in is self-destruction. I will argue this point by investigating two
instances of political action: hunger strikers and suicide bombers. 3 The hun-
ger strike is a political act to the extent that it undermines what Foucault calls
disciplinary power that constitutes the subject. By interpreting the logic of
hunger strikes, I will also show that they not only undermine the possibility
of politics based on agency, but also complicate the assumption that politics
can and should be grounded at the level of the individual. Hence, I will also
question the first assumption above, namely, that a conception of the subject,
however minimal, is necessary for the possibility of political action. The
desire to recuperate a minimal conception of subjectivity is based on the
assumption that politics can only be thought at the level of the individual.
Whatever the reasons for making it, I think this assumption is incorrect. One
fundamental flaw of this desire to seek a kind of subjectivity or agency after
the death of the subject is that most of these formulations do not acknowl-
edge or do not do justice to the potential metamorphoses of the modern
subject (hence, they do not depict a sufficient or completely accurate account
of the modern subject).

Turkish prisoners have used hunger strikes as somewhat effective politi-
cal tools.4 Indeed, there is a long tradition of using the hunger strike as a
political tool in prisons in Turkey. However, recently this act has taken on a
different tone. The political prisoners started hunger strikes in order to
protest the administration’s attempt to institute so-called F-type prisons. In F-
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type prisons, inmates are forced to live in small, private cells, replacing the
traditional dormitory style cells. Yet the act of a hunger strike seems to be a
peculiar political action. The hunger striker uses his or her own body not
against another, but against him- or herself. The body becomes one’s weapon
against oneself. At first sight, the action seems to have an identifiable aim.
Yet one cannot simply rationalize hunger strikes as attempts to attract public
attention. This rationalization does not explain the distinct character of the
act, not only because there are various ways of drawing the public’s aware-
ness, but also the success of the act does not depend on public attention.
What is this distinct dimension of hunger strikes? It is an act where the
“oppressed” assumes the role of the “oppressor” against his or her own body
in order to undermine the oppressor. The transformation of the oppressor
from the other to oneself marks the symbolic nature of this act. Yet the power
of the oppressed is not exercised on the oppressor, or at least not directly, but
rather on the oppressed herself. The body as the possible ground of the agent
undermines itself by using itself against itself. This act renders the formation
of an agent, however minimal, impossible. Indeed, the possibility of the act
does not depend on the formation or the presence of the agent, but rather on
its very disappearance, its absence, and death.

It is true that a hunger strike is possible on the basis of a number of
modern institutions. The hunger striker counts on the dissemination of infor-
mation and others knowing about the act. For the act to be successful the
formation of public opinion is important. Yet the particular way in which
hunger strikers engage in this action demonstrates that their aim is for the
prison administrators to be shamed, to be rendered powerless, and incapable
of imposing their power onto the prisoners. In most cases, the authorities
respond to hunger strikers by forcing them to eat, for the authorities impose
their power to the extent that the integrity (both physical and mental) of the
prisoners is intact. The prisoners undermine the very object of the discipli-
nary power of the prison authorities, which is the subject of their actions,
namely their bodies.

In order to understand how the prisoners undermine the logic of discipli-
nary power, we need to recall Foucault’s analysis of power in Discipline and
Punish and The History of Sexuality, Foucault’s analysis of the prison’s
function in the constitution of the subject through the exercise of disciplinary
power is especially illuminating in the case of hunger strikes or “fasts to the
death,” as the Turkish supporters call them. In the first instance it is pretty
obvious that the context in both cases is the prison. However, the deeper
reason for a Foucauldian analysis is the fact that the act of hunger striking
seems to undermine what Foucault designates as the main target of discipli-
nary power, namely the body of the subject.

The starting point of my argument is again Foucault’s claim that “Power
is exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are free.”5
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Foucault explains the nature of this kind of power in Discipline and Punish.
As we discussed in the second chapter, Foucault’s main argument is that
even though the transition to a new system of punishment is conceptually
justified in terms of the juridical subject, the birth of prison as a generalized
punishment undermines this justification. The power at work is not the juridi-
cal power of the subject, but the disciplinary power over the body. Unlike the
monarchical power, the juridical conception of power is justified on the basis
of a conception of a human being considered to be a rational subject. Yet
what produces this discursive juridical subject is the disciplinary practices on
the body.

Foucault’s interpretation of the disciplinary power at the root of the jurid-
ical subject of the ideal contract complicates any attempt to define the body
as the site of agency of a possible politics. In fact, one could say that this very
desire for a renewed conception of agency in post-metaphysical philosophy
is a reinstitution of disciplinary power. In order to justify this claim, we need
to emphasize another aspect of modern power. In History of Sexuality, Fou-
cault discusses the notion of bio-power, which in many ways is a continua-
tion of his notion of disciplinary power. Bio-power has a different relation-
ship to life-death than the sovereign power. Whereas the power of the king is
to decide whether someone will live or die, bio-power fosters life or disal-
lows it. The significance of this transformation is that bio-power administers
life, creates human subjects, and is only possible to the extent that it can be
exercised on the body. Hence, modern power not only creates subjects, but
also operates on the body. Consequently, any attempt to institute the body as
the site of agency and ethics has to come to terms with these aspects of
Foucault’s critique.

Having reiterated these Foucauldian concepts, we can return to our analy-
sis of hunger strikes. First of all, the setting of the prison reveals the discipli-
nary nature of the power. The prisoners’ unwillingness to accept prison cells
can be interpreted as a resistance to the gaze of the Panopticon. Yet the
specific manner of resistance, namely, the slow, persistent diminishing of the
body also implies that the target and the aim of this power are undermined. It
would be a mistake to interpret these acts as the acts of sovereign subjects as
they interrupt the very notion of sovereignty. They also undermine life as the
primary element that bio-power administers. Therefore, it makes perfect
sense that the prison authorities periodically try to force-feed the hunger
strikers, not because of their fear of public outcry, but because the prisoners
undermine the target of their power.

As I indicated above, the main issue of the confrontation between the
hunger strikers and the government officials concerns the shape of prisons:
the government wants to abandon the traditional dormitory style prisons,
because the prisoners not only become less visible and controllable in such a
setting, but because they also recruit new members to their political organiza-
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tion. By isolating the prisoners from each other the prison officials desire to
transform them into individuated subjects. The resistance of the prisoners, on
the other hand, is not in the name of better prisons. The new prisons proposed
by the government are far superior to traditional ones in terms of their com-
fort and general “humaneness”: “the individual cells were pleasant enough;
each three-man unit had a kitchen and a small enclosed patio” (The Hunger
Warriors,” 46). The prisoners refuse to be subjects of disciplinary power, yet
they do not resist within the framework of subjectivity or agency, but through
the very abandonment and even slow destruction of that agency.

To assess these acts on the basis of their success is still to remain within
the framework of subjectivity and agency. Therefore, the New York Times
correspondent is at a loss in “explaining” the logic of the fasts to the death.
The prisoners as well as the family members who support them do not even
hope that their demand will be met. When the correspondent brings back the
news that the government officials are not willing to negotiate, they are not
surprised at all. The question of “why” can never be answered satisfactorily
especially since this issue (the shape of prisons) appears to most as sadly
insignificant, compared, for example, to Gandhi’s use of the same strategy
during decolonization. As the New York Times correspondent puts it, “what
is remarkable about the Turkish hunger strike, by contrast, is the smallness of
the issue that sparked it and that it continues despite all evidence that it is and
will remain a failure” (“The Hunger Warriors,” 44). It seems that the failure
of the act is its very success. Any rational, political, self-interested, and
calculative framework is undermined by the act. Yet it is not an irrational,
fanatic, altruistic, and meaningless act either. It is slow, methodic, painful,
destructive, and ultimately a political act.

Hunger strikes undermine the position that insists on predicating the pos-
sibility of politics on agency. These “acts” not only demonstrate the priority
of the act over agency, but also undermine the attempt of grounding the
possibility of politics and ethics on the body. To the extent that one can call
resistance to disciplinary power a political act, the act of a hunger strike, fast
to the death, is a purely political act. It is outside the logic of calculation,
outside the bounds of instrumental, pragmatic, politics, as well as of deonto-
logical ethics. It is political precisely in undermining the agency presumed
behind it. It resists disciplinary power and in that sense it is the only possible
political act. It might seem to start out as the act of an agent. However, this
act undermines such an interpretation, by being perverted in and through the
act itself. It undermines the structure not by being effective against it, but by
erasing the condition for the possibility of the success of the system, namely
the body of the subject to be acted upon. It is therefore also ethical yet
undermines the possibility of grounding the ethical.

It is obviously difficult to engage in a reflective analysis of suicide bomb-
ers. Any discussion is not only overdetermined by various political and
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psychological arguments, but also invokes a certain amount of passion. My
argument concerning suicide bombing is that it is a pure act that not only
undermines the primacy of subjectivity and agency, but also the possibility of
evaluating these actions from the perspective of political understood as a
kind of economy. Therefore, I do not develop an argument to condemn the
act of suicide bombing nor to glorify or justify it. Mostly even the designa-
tion of “suicide bomber” already delineates one’s position with respect to the
act. Suicide bombers do not call themselves as such, but as martyrs. From a
philosophical point of view, both the desire to condemn or justify the act has
already presupposes that which remains to be understood in this act. For
example, certain studies that try to understand suicide bombing in terms of
psychology, psychiatry, and/or socialization all presuppose, whether they
condemn or defend the act, the presence of an integrated subject behind the
act. Suicide bombers are stated to be either psychologically troubled or mo-
rally deficient, acting out dealings of helplessness, weakness, oppression, and
shame depending on one’s political position.

Yet all of these explanations operate with the assumption that they are
acts of rational political subjects, hence either good or evil. The act is either
absolutely evil or is a reaction to this sentiment, absolutely good again de-
pending on one’s political and ideological position. There is almost a fear of
understanding these acts, as if the mere thoughtfulness about the act would
contaminate us as individuals. The moral indignation takes the form of a
conscious unwillingness to understand. A refusal to understand (or even
attempt to understand) undermines the integrity of a rational subject: human
beings are for the most part rational beings; how can one wake up one day
and decide to kill oneself along with other innocent people? Evidently, unless
one clarifies one’s fundamental assumptions about human beings, this is an
impossible question to answer. This impossibility presents us precisely a
domain to radically question our political, moral, and metaphysical assump-
tions, however unwilling we may be to do it.

Suicide bombing cannot and should not be understood as the act of an
agent. If we do so, we cannot go beyond our moralist and ethnocentric
perspective. We need to ask: What kind of act is a suicide bombing? First of
all, even if it is initially considered to be the act of an agent, it destroys the
agent. It is subsuming one’s self, one’s life, to a goal. Yet it is different from
the traditional conceptions of martyrdom. It is a purely “modern” act where
one’s body, with the help of technology, becomes one’s weapon. The body
does not stand for an oppressed aspect of an oppressed person, but under-
mines the very logic that seeks a victim, as well as an oppositional structure
where one can tell right from wrong. The traditional martyr is absolutely,
divinely right. There is no doubt that in the mind of suicide bombers that they
are such absolute martyrs. Yet the act itself does not easily lend itself to such
an interpretation. In other words, it would be wrong to derive the meaning of
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suicide bombing from the thoughts, intentions, and aims of its executors. The
target of the suicide bomber is not necessarily the oppressor. In this act the
victim is not easily distinguishable. Actually, in this act there is no clear
separation of the oppressor from the victim. There is simply an act without a
subject and without an object. It is an action, but not the action of a subject.
Suicide bombing, not its actuality, but its very possibility, therefore, under-
mines the pragmatic search for a subject that would legitimize its political
action.

The act undermines the distinction between the murderer and the mur-
dered. It can still be said that the actor in this case is the suicide bomber.
However, even if one grants this initially, the suicide bombing still remains
an enigmatic act. One could after all kill others without necessarily being
killed in the act. If one gives purely pragmatic objections to this claim, such
as the suicide bomber would have otherwise been captured, cannot carry out
the act, etc., the fact still remains that one could at least attempt to kill
without being killed. Suicide bombing defies our notion of agency in such a
fundamental way that we cannot even think about this action without un-
equivocally and unambiguously condemning the act. It is as if merely speak-
ing about the act will implicate us. If we utter anything about it, we would be
making it acceptable, or worse, endorsing it. Yet these discursive traps
should not deter us from thinking about the act, in fact they should indicate
that there is something absolutely necessary to be thought in these moments.

Suicide bombings and hunger strikes, despite their very significant differ-
ences, are political acts that undermine the sense of politics based on the
economic model. They are neither rational nor simply irrational (they are
generally quite well organized), they are neither simply the result of religious
fanaticism (increasingly nonreligious people are involved in it) nor simply
free of religious convictions. They are acts that undermine their supposed
agent. They represent a kind of absolute alterity with our ethical, political,
and metaphysical assumptions. Yet I argue that they also present the most
significant challenge to our ethical and political and metaphysical convic-
tions. They demand response in the most radical sense of the word, precisely
because none of our traditional responses would be sufficient. They require
an ethical response; in fact they require the only ethical response precisely
because our traditional conception of ethics is no help other than condemning
them thoughtlessly, indignantly, and moralistically as evil or absolute mar-
tyrdoms.

The difficulty of the suicide bombing partially originates from the fact
that it undermines the fundamental conception of a political act. The “actor”
that engages in the political act is required to preserve its unity through the
act and confront its consequences. The suicide bombing undermines the in-
tegrity required for the actor of a political action. The culprit is not there to
suffer the punishment or the reward for his or her actions. The rationality of
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an act is constituted by the presence of the subject that externalizes and
separates the act from itself. In the case of the suicide bombing the act is not
rational, not because the subject behind it is psychologically irrational, but
the unity required for rationality and secured by the subject is undermined.
The absence of the subject leads to fundamentally opposed judgments of the
act: it is either absolutely evil or it is pure martyrdom. The fact is, however,
both of these judgments demand the presence of the unity that is undermined
by the act. Hence, the responsibility that is to be attributed to suicide bomb-
ers is either shifted to the survivors and they are condemned, or the survivors
absolutely embrace and approve the act.

The difficulty surrounding the act of suicide bombing is constituted by
the absence of the subject (i.e., the death of its executor). What is to be
condemned or glorified by the act is not only the actor but the death itself. In
order to understand the simultaneous constitutive and destructive nature of
suicide bombing (again depending on political position, because regardless
of what one thinks of suicide bombing, martyrdom—death for the sake of
one’s perceived community—is not an act any community can absolutely
condemn) we need to reflect on the relationship between the political and
death. Death is the constitutive element of the political; yet at the same time
it is the destruction of the unity.

In the first chapter I tried to articulate the relationship between death and
the political and derive the consequences of this relationship for the demo-
cratic constitution of the political space. Democracy is a system that is based
on our most fundamental metaphysical conceptions of a human being. Yet,
suicide bombers and hunger strikers do not demand democracy, because they
undermine the very logic of democracy namely the demos, the human being.
To argue that the lack of democracy is the source of all political evil is based
on an oppositional thinking that undermines its own premise. This is one of
the fundamental problems of democratic theory that has always been a major
contradiction. Is it possible to democratically choose nondemocracy or does
democracy always inevitably choose itself? This may appear to be a concep-
tual problem. However, in certain countries, like Turkey, democratically-
elected religious parties present a dilemma both for themselves and for de-
mocracy. Their worldview is fundamentally at odds with democracy. Yet
nobody wants to leave them simply outside of democracy (underground so to
speak), because thereby they become more dangerous. Yet they can partici-
pate in democracy by partially becoming other than themselves. Hence, the
myth of diversity in democracy becomes unveiled. Democracy appears to
allow a certain kind of diversity, while in its logic it also undermines the very
idea of difference and diversity. Democratic structures can only deal with
alternatives to the extent that they consider the latter only as “nondemocrat-
ic.” The logic of democracy therefore is one of the affirmation and produc-
tion of the sameness over difference. This brief reflection on suicide bombers
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and hunger strikes demonstrates how the question of terrorism is conceptual-
ly related to bio-disciplinary structures. We might dismiss some of these
“terrorists” as religious fanatics (in the case of suicide bombers, even though
not all suicide bombers act out of religious faith but rather out of political
conviction). However, we have to recognize that the peculiar nature of such
political acts (especially hunger strikers) need to be understood in terms of
bio-disciplinary processes that sustain our political systems rather than dis-
missing them as the acts of “sworn enemies of democracy,” as Derrida seems
to do.
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Chapter Five

Derrida and Democracy-to-Come

In his paper entitled “The Crisis in the Teaching of Philosophy,” originally
given at Cotonou (Benin) at the opening of an international conference gath-
ering francophone and anglophone African philosophers in December 1978,
Derrida writes:

Every monolingualism and monologism restores mastery or magistrality. It is
by treating each language differently, by grafting languages onto one another,
by playing on the multiplicity of languages and on the multiplicity of codes
within every linguistic corpus that we can struggle at once against colonization
in general, against the colonizing principle in general (and you know that it
exerts itself well beyond the zones said to be subjected to colonization),
against the domination of language or domination by language. The underly-
ing hypothesis of this statement is that the unity of language is always a vested
and manipulated simulacrum.1

The context of this conference helps us to understand the meaning of the
preceding words. In a continent 95 percent of which was colonized, philoso-
phy taught and practiced in French and English language is situated in an
undeniable complicity with history. Derrida recognizes all the problems of an
unmistakably European philosopher delivering a lecture in Africa on the
crisis of teaching philosophy. Moreover, Derrida also recognizes the role of
philosophy within the colonial project. This complicity of Occidental philos-
ophy is not external to the content of philosophy. In fact, it is connected to
the perpetual crisis of philosophy, of its self-critique. Derrida attributes the
“imperialist self-confidence of philosophy” to its ability to reproduce and
reiterate itself by questioning its own foundations and limits. Yet if the very
virtue of philosophy as the paideia of self-critique in general is responsible
for its imperialist nature, how can one be critical to this gesture without
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repeating it? Here Derrida articulates an important conceptual overlap be-
tween deconstruction and decolonization.

This new relation to the philosophical, in order to be neither colonized nor
neo-colonized, should not import either the self-repetition of Occidental phi-
losophy or even its crisis or its “models” of crisis, not even its values of
property and reappropriation, which have sometimes imposed strategic neces-
sity on liberation and decolonization movements. The very idea of importation
or the opposed motif of nonimportation belongs to the same logic. Hence the
extraordinary- theoretical and practico-political difficulty: how to do some-
thing more and other than overturn and (thus) reappropriate? This—more than
critical—difficulty is common to the movements of both deconstruction and
decolonization. If, like philosophy and the deconstruction of the philosophical,
decolonization is interminable, it is because it cannot be effective either as
simple mode of reappropriation or as a simple mode of opposition or overturn-
ing.2

This is one aspect of deconstruction that is promising for decolonization and
postcolonial theory. It seems that deconstruction promises the possibility of
thinking that displaces the hegemony of the Western world (philosophy,
politics, and culture). Derrida’s thinking contains the possibility of advancing
a radical critique of colonialism that displaces the developmentalist paradigm
of culture and politics within a Hegelian framework. This possibility comes
from Derrida’s idea(s) of heterogeneous future and hospitality. However, as I
will try to argue in this chapter there is a scission within Derrida’s thinking
between the idea of democracy-to-come, on the one hand, and a certain
thought of alterity that Derrida describes in terms of hospitality, or foreign-
ness, on the other. Even though Derrida himself thinks of these two notions
as complementary, if not the same, I will argue that the notion of democracy-
to-come is fundamentally incompatible with the most radical and promising
thrust of Derrida’s thinking. Derrida’s thinking allows a conception of pos-
sibility, and of political future, that promises to go beyond the traditional
liberal conceptions of democracy, as well as his own conception of democra-
cy-to-come. Therefore, this chapter tries to read Derrida against himself and
question his ethnocentric adherence to democracy as it is expressed in his
recent work. My conviction is that Derrida’s notion of hospitality is a prom-
ising notion that addresses important problems of postcolonial theory, where-
as democracy-to-come in a sense undermines these promises, and ties Derri-
da to a problematic political tradition.

In Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness, Derrida proposes an original con-
cept of hospitality as well as a right to hospitality. He discusses this notion in
relation to Kant’s essay “Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Essay.” Even
though Derrida recognizes the limits of such liberal conceptions of cosmo-
politanism and right to immigration, he claims that there is an absolute sense
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of hospitality that goes beyond Kant. Kant’s conception of cosmopolitanism
seems to be based on the idea of the rational subject, which, according to
Derrida, undermines the “absolute” dimension of hospitality by reducing it to
a present and presentable right. When Derrida speaks of democracy-to-come
in his recent work Rogues and tries to interpret this conception in terms of
absolute hospitality towards the future, he distinguishes it from a conception
of democracy that is based on the subject:

I should perhaps confess that what tortures me, the question that has been
putting me to the question, might just be related to what structures a particular
axiomatic of a certain democracy, namely, the turn, the return to self of the
circle and the sphere, and thus the ipseity of the One, the autos of the autono-
my, symmetry, homogeneity, the same, the like, the semblable of the similar,
and even, finally, God, in other words everything that remains incompatible
with, even clashes with, heterogeneity, the heteronomic and the dissymmetric,
disseminal multiplicity, the anonymous anyone,” the “no matter who,” the
indeterminate “each one.”3

The difference between the two conceptions of democracy, namely, the liber-
al, subjectivist democracy and democracy-to-come, according to Derrida,
explains the paradox that “at a time when we claim to be lifting internal
borders, we proceed to bolt the external borders of the European Union
tightly.”4 Here, one should argue against Derrida that far from being a para-
dox, tightening the external borders of any union (conceptual as well as
political, like the European Union) is a necessary condition of lifting the
internal borders of that union. In this sentence, Derrida seems to imply, even
though he does not explicitly state it, that the lifting of borders should be at
least in principle possible beyond the (European) union. It is his belief in this
possibility that ultimately leads Derrida to regard the future of politics almost
exclusively in Europe and this is the Euroethnocentric aspect of his thinking
that must be displaced. The distinction that Derrida invokes between democ-
racy-to-come and existing (empirical) democracies as well as the “ideal” of
democracy can only be instituted, maintained, and defended from the per-
spective of the subject and the liberal democratic space. In other words,
Derrida looks at the problem of border “from within.” Indeed, by invoking
“old democracy” in its Greek origin demos and kratos, Derrida reinstitutes
and delimits the borders of Europe. His perspective from within Europe leads
him to assimilate the promise of the future to the concept of democracy.
Thereby, Derrida colonizes the future in a way that is both insidious and
contrary to his own way of thinking. The problem is that democracy is either
a European, Western subjectivist, and exclusionary concept, which Derrida
admits (but also distinguishes from democracy-to-come), or it is a concept
that colonizes the space of hospitality, foreignness, and possibility. Derrida
opens up the space of the foreign with one hand by appealing to irreducible
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alterity in the political, but closes off this possibility with the other hand by
insisting that space is the space of democracy.

“Democracy-to-come” as an expression preoccupied Derrida for more
than a decade at the end of his life. Yet the thought behind this expression
can be said to extend over Derrida’s entire career. Therefore, rather than
arguing when deconstruction became political or whether it was always polit-
ical, we should understand how democracy-to-come relates to other Derrid-
ian themes. The very notion of iterability, which in a sense organizes Derri-
da’s early writings, already contains a promise of an impossible future, a
thought of absence, which is completely heterogeneous to the presence. Der-
rida builds his later notion of “to-come” on the basis of this critique of
presence. L’avenir (to-come, the to-come) is not a future that is determined
by the configuration of the past and the present. To-come is a kind of future
but unlike the present future, it is not calculable, not foreseeable, not pro-
grammable, totally unexpected, it is what Derrida calls the “real” future, the
coming of the Other which is not homogeneous with the order of the present.
This thought of the “to-come” organizes Derrida’s thoughts more than any
other idea, and I believe it is this thought of the Other, the to-come that
organizes his resistance to the Hegelian notion of negativity in the sense that
the latter organizes the future, and renders it calculable, foreseeable, and
predictable. Consequently, Derrida’s political thinking, or rather deconstruc-
tion’s approach to the political has to be understood in terms of this idea of
“to-come.” All the ethico-political concepts Derrida utilizes are accompanied
by this notion of the to-come: hospitality, forgiveness, cosmopolitanism, and
democracy.

Within a dialectical movement from the past to the future, the future is
homogeneous with the presence. The dialectical moves through the negation
of negation of “what has been” (Gewesen). In that sense, while the future
seems to be completely different than the past, and the present, it is in fact
within the same order, the order of the possible, the order of presence. Derri-
da proposes the idea of l’avenir precisely as an attempt to resist this way of
construing difference (between the presence and the future), which while
appearing to be radically different (opposition) still regulates the radicality of
the “to-come." Derrida does not simply import this notion of the to-come to
the political, but rather the concept of l’avenir is inextricably political. It
promises radical politics to come that is not regulated by the present configu-
ration of power. It also enables a critique of present political ideas, as well as
institutions, without appealing to a universal common ground. Yet in Derri-
da’s political thinking “to-come” does not remain nameless, but it is desig-
nated as “democracy-to-come.” “The expression “democracy-to-come” does
indeed translate or call for a militant and interminable political critique.”
Derrida designates it as a weapon aimed at the “enemies of democracy” yet
claiming that every de facto democracy remains inadequate to the democratic
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demand. The “to-come” not only points to the promise but suggests that
democracy will never exist, in the sense of a present existence: not because it
will be deferred but because it will always remain aporetic in its structure.
This aporetic structure can be formulated in various ways including the para-
dox between equality and freedom, the suicidal autoimmunity of democracy,
that it protects itself by killing itself, or what Derrida calls autoimmunity, a
process that is an nondialectizable antinomy, an internal contradiction and
indecidability. Therefore, democracy-to-come inevitable remains as “an
empty name, a despairing messianicity or a messianicity in despair” (Rogues,
86).

What leads Derrida to assign the notion of democracy to the idea of "to-
come"? How is the heterogeneity of the “to-come” compatible with the polit-
ical regime of democracy? To elucidate Derrida’s answer to this question
requires multiple qualifications: first for Derrida, democracy does not simply
designate a political regime.5 Although it is not clear what exactly Derrida
means here, it is safe to assume that democracy-to-come exceeds every
(present) political configuration. Secondly, for Derrida “the inherited concept
of democracy” is different from any other political regime in that it is:

The only system that welcomes in itself, in its very concept, that expression of
autoimmunity called the right to self-critique and perfectibility. Democracy is
the only system, the only constitutional paradigm, in principle, one has or
assumes the right to criticize everything publicly, including the idea of democ-
racy, its concept, its history, its name. Including the idea of the constitutional
paradigm and the absolute authority of law. It is thus the only paradigm that is
universalizable, whence its chance and its fragility. (Rogues, pp. 86–87)

I want to emphasize the term perfectibility here. I believe it undermines the
idea of heterogeneity that Derrida is defending in terms of the “to-come.” It
is for this reason of perfectibility that democracy occupies the entire space of
the political, of “politics-to-come.” Derrida says that it opens up the public
space (Rogues, 92). Yet how is this perfectibility to be thought? Before going
any further, we need elucidate how Derrida distinguishes democracy-to-
come from a regulative idea. This distinction is crucial because the historicity
of democracy (i.e., the fact that it is unique among all political systems) must
be completed, and it can only be completed if it is freed not only from the
idea in the Kantian sense but from all teleology, all onto-theo-teleology
(Rogues, 87).

Even though Derrida’s immediate polemic is against Kant’s regulative
idea, there is another layer to his discussion. A Kantian regulative idea also
dictates the shape of the movement from the present to the future. The shape
of this movement also takes a Hegelian form, in that the present determines
the future in the sense that the regulative idea that is attributed to the future is
conceptualized in the present. Therefore, while Derrida’s critique of the Kan-
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tian regulative idea is conspicuous, there is also an inconspicuous confronta-
tion with Hegel that needs to be articulated.

There are three reasons why Derrida distinguishes democracy-to-come
from a Kantian regulative idea. The way in which the regulative idea com-
monly used (not necessarily in its Kantian determination) “remains in the
order of the possible, an ideal possible that is infinitely deferred” (Rogues,
84). To this idea of the possible Derrida opposes the impossible, the foreign.
Derrida claims that the impossible needs to be understood in a nonnegative
fashion. Here we observe Derrida’s resistance to the Hegelian dialectic, be-
cause if the impossible is understood in a negative way, it would still remain
within the (dialectical) order of the possible; it would remain as a distant
presence determined dialectically by the negation of the present. Derrida
designates the impossible as the real, not as an empirically verifiable pres-
ence, but rather in a Lacanian sense, as the irreducible and non-appropriable
difference of the other. The impossible is heterogeneous to the presence
whereas the regulative idea is not.

Derrida’s second objection to the regulative idea concerns the fact that in
terms of a regulative idea, one always knows where one is going. There is no
decision; the path to the ideal remains determined and unified. Once again,
one can observe Derrida’s desire to resist Hegel even though the regulative
idea is associated with Kant. The regulative idea determines the shape of the
movement towards itself in advance. Therefore, there is no room for decision
in the sense that Derrida understands decision.

Finally, according to Derrida, the use of the regulative idea would neces-
sitate subscribing to the entire Kantian architectonic and critique (Rogues,
84–85). The regulative idea justifies not only the present configurations in
terms of their proximity to the postulated ideal, but it also undermines the
urgency of democracy-to-come, the fact that it cannot be postponed in the
name of some perfect state in the future.

Derrida’s argument against the regulative idea is similar in structure to
the one he developed in Specters of Marx.6 In this text, Derrida demonstrates
that the distinction between the ideal of democracy and its empirical mani-
festation functions as the legitimating ground of the tyranny of liberal de-
mocracy. The political implication of Derrida’s argument against the distinc-
tion between the ideal and empirical in Specters of Marx are much more
damning than he recognizes, in the sense that they also complicate his dis-
tinction between present democracies and democracy-to-come.

Politically, as well as conceptually, the distinction between democracy-
to-come and regulative idea is not enough to rescue “democracy-to-come”
from eurocentrism. Why does one name the event that is “unique, unforesee-
able, without horizon, and unmasterable”? Is this naming not a desire of
mastery? Derrida could have said that democracy is just another name for the
to-come, not the only, not the exceptional one. Yet the privileging of democ-
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racy over other political terms does not come from a heterogeneous l’avenir.
This privileging is justified on the basis of a history, or rather a historicity
that renders democracy the only system that welcomes perfectibility. How do
we know this perfectibility? Is this knowledge of perfectibility different from
the knowledge of regulative idea where it dictates the law, where one knows
the path? And if so, (i.e., if they are different), how can one distinguish
democracy-to-come from communism-to-come or better (or worse) fascism-
to-come? How does one even conceptualize the idea of perfectibility without
establishing the relationship between what is now and what has been? What
is it that always remains to be perfected, other than a form of democracy that
already exists?

It is clear that Derrida attributes a kind of unique characteristic of open-
ness to the future that he denies to “sworn enemies of democracy.” The so-
called terrorist strategies do not have the same openness to the future. Derri-
da writes: “Such actions and such discourse open onto no future and, in my
view, have no future. If we are to put any faith in the perfectibility of public
space and of the world juridico-political scene, of the world itself, then there
is, it seems to me, nothing good to be hoped for from that quarter” (Autoim-
munity, 113). It is not clear how the so-called terrorist strategies can have no
future. It is true that these words of Derrida’s are uttered/written around the
time of 9/11, thus the obligatory renouncement of anything that appears to be
terrorism. Yet Derrida’s notion of democracy-to-come is closed off to the
sworn enemies of democracy. It is not clear how one can be a sworn enemy
of democracy if democracy-to-come is heterogeneous to the present. How is
it possible to distinguish sworn enemies of democracy without treating de-
mocracy-to-come as a regulative idea? It seems Derrida is operating with a
Schmittian distinction between friend and enemy that he problematized in
Politics of Friendship. Do not the enemies of democracy turn out to be its
most faithful defenders? Derrida claims that terrorists are not absolute others.
They are recruited, trained, and armed in Western ways (Autoimmunity, 115).
By denying alterity to so-called terrorists, Derrida equates the terrorist with
sworn enemies of democracy. Who then is going to contribute to the future of
international law? Here, Derrida’s answer is predictable: it is Europe, as
opposed to the United States. Yet this Europe is of course not the presently
configured Europe, but Europe of the future. The future that is denied to the
enemies of democracy is open to Europe. Derrida states that he is saying that
“without any Eurocentrism” (Autoimmunity, 116). Yet is Eurocentrism a be-
lief that one can so simply denounce, or is it an attitude that colonizes the
future?

The strategies that Derrida recommends are indeed profoundly Eurocen-
tric: “We (as always, it is not clear who this “we” is) must help what is called
Islam and what is called ‘Arab’ to free themselves (even though they do not
belong to the “we,” they nevertheless are not the absolute other, they are like
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us) from . . . violent dogmatism. We must help those who are fighting
heroically in this direction on the inside, whether we are talking about poli-
tics in the narrow sense of the term or else about an interpretation of the
Koran” (Autoimmunity, 113). Here, Derrida opens up a interesting space for
the interaction between the cultural capital of democracy and non-Western
cultures. Yet, here a potentially interesting political confrontation is some-
how displaced by a familiar attempt to explain critical attitudes toward de-
mocracy in terms of a religious text. It is not clear how an interpretation of
the Koran can help us to understand contemporary political questions. Derri-
da further ponders the implications of the fact that Aristotle’s Politics is not
translated into Arabic. He does not take direct responsibility for this line of
questioning. He attributes it to historians and interpreters of Islam:

From what I have been able to understand, certain historians and interpreters
of Islam today regard the absence of Aristotle’s Politics in the Arab philosoph-
ical corpus having a symptomatic, if not determining, significance, just like the
privilege granted by Muslim theologico-political philosophy to the Platonic
theme of the philosopher-king or absolute monarch, a privilege that goes hand
in hand with the severe judgment brought against democracy. (Rogues, 32)

Such an analysis perhaps expected from a media pundit is highly problematic
for the philosopher of deconstruction. How can one assume that the lack of
Aristotle’s Politics can explain anything about the judgment against democ-
racy in the Muslim world today? How can one assume that any factor have a
(i.e., one) symptomatic or determining factor to explain for Muslim theologi-
co-political philosophy? If there were such a factor, certainly preferring Plato
over Aristotle would be much less of an explanation than, for example,
colonialism. Yet, while Derrida does recognize colonialism as state terror-
ism, he is unwilling to pursue the continuing factors of colonialism in under-
standing critical approaches to democracy. In other words, Derrida does
allude to history colonization and Western civilizing mission, yet he is un-
willing or incapable of explaining how these processes contribute to the idea
of democracy-to-come and the role of being European in this. He writes:

We have here not one but a whole series of examples of autoimmune pervert-
ibility of democracy: colonization and decolonization were both autoimmune
experiences wherein the violent imposition of a culture and political language
that were supposed to be in line with a Greco-European political ideal (a
postrevolutionary, constitutional monarchy at the time of colonization, then a
French—later an Algerian—republic and democracy) ended up producing ex-
actly the opposite of democracy (French Algeria), which then helped fuel a so-
called one that was really a war for independence waged in the name of the
political ideals extolled by the colonial power. The new power itself then had
to interrupt the democratization under way; it had to interrupt a normal electo-
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ral process in order to save a democracy threatened by the sworn enemies of
democracy. (Rogues, 35)

This passage invites a number of questions that complicate not only Derri-
da’s outlook on contemporary politics, but also his idea of democracy-to-
come. What is, if any, the difference between the pervertibility and perfect-
ibility of democracy? On what basis do we distinguish the sworn enemies of
democracy from its friends? If we cannot make these distinctions adequately,
purely, on what basis do we colonize the future in the name of democracy?
On what basis do we deny the future to the sworn enemies of democracy?
Ultimately, the answers to these questions lie in the fact that Derrida falls
short on the promise of his own thinking. Ironically, the father of deconstruc-
tion, the master who displaces all binary oppositions, falls prey to a simple-
minded binary opposition between the camp of democracy and terrorists.
Moreover, Derrida not only buys into a fairly simplistic opposition, but also
decides to take sides.

Despite my very strong reservations about the American, indeed European,
political posture, about the “international antiterrorists” coalition, despite all
the de facto betrayals, all the failures to live up to democracy, international
law, and the very international institutions that the states of this “coalition”
themselves founded and supported up to a certain point, I would take the side
of the camp that, in principle, by right of law, leaves a perspective open to
perfectibility in the name of the “political,” democracy, international law,
international institutions, and so on. (Autoimmunity, 114)

One could regard this declaration as a gesture necessitated by the times, an
obligatory pronouncement of solidarity. However, Derrida’s claim is not
merely the result of an empirical reality, but rather a necessary consequence
of his conceptual commitment. Even though the “ontotheological” founda-
tions of democratic sovereignty must be deconstructed, democracy itself can-
not be. In this sense, democracy-to-come performs the same political func-
tion as the ideal of democracy: it asserts, and reasserts, the cultural and
political capital of the “American and European” posture.

In the context of postcolonial theory, democracy seems to promise a kind
of equality, an equality between the citizens of the Western countries and
colonized, and neo-colonized nations. Yet the paradox of democracy is that it
is the cultural capital of the West. Therefore, the equality promised in de-
mocracy has to take place through a kind of deconstructive grafting, taking
democracy from its cultural context, not by making it absolute and universal,
but by recognizing that the insertion of democracy in a different cultural
context is not an application of an already established, present rule, but the
constitution of the very meaning of it. However, even such a deconstructive
gesture cannot provide the equality it promises. It still remains within the
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economy of European cultural capital, to the extent that we do not speak of
independent contexts within a pure linguistico-deconstructive space, but of
the context of globalization. Therefore, the Derridian gesture of democracy-
to-come has to be deconstructed, displaced. Democracy, as cultural capital,
undermines the possibility of political equality, ironically the very equality
that democracy keeps promising. Hence, the paradox of democracy should
not be formulated in terms of equality and freedom. Such a formulation is
internal to the logic of democracy because both equality and freedom are
incorporated into the discourse of democracy. The paradox of democracy is
between democracy itself and the concept of equality, namely democracy
undermines the equality it promises. Such a formulation forces democracy to
confront itself as the other, namely that there is not simply an internal divi-
sion within the overarching concept of democracy, but rather a scission of the
concept of democracy with itself as the other. The aim of such a confronta-
tion is not to purify the idea of democracy or the idea of democracy-to-come,
but rather to emphasize the significance of equality-to-come and justice-to-
come, which do not have the same cultural bias as democracy.

SPECTERS

Derrida’s conception of “democracy-to-come” operates against the back-
ground of the Hegelian model. On the one hand, Derrida tries to resist Hege-
lian logic that determines the future in terms of “has been” (i.e., the future is
the dialectical negation of the present), hence ultimately shaped and deter-
mined by the present. This is a promising aspect of Derrida’s thinking; in
fact, this is the very definition of promise (i.e., something that is totally
unexpected). On the other hand, politically Derrida insists on designating the
“to-come” as “democracy-to-come.” Derrida’s thinking like every political
thought that emerges in Europe today is predicated on the necessity that the
political evil (imagined in terms of the Holocaust) is to be avoided. There-
fore, Derrida cannot help but colonize the “to-come” by democracy, because
even though the “to-come” is supposed to be radically different and totally
unexpected, it still cannot be something that opens up the possibility of an
event like the Holocaust.

One of the main themes of twentieth-century philosophy can be charac-
terized in terms of a critique (or rather deconstruction) of presence. The
deconstruction of metaphysics is launched not from a positivistic perspec-
tive, as it was in analytic philosophy, but rather from an intense engagement
with that tradition mainly culminating in Hegel. With Hegel, the question of
metaphysics is transformed from a simple presence (presence of forms, pres-
ence of categories, transcendental apperception, and finally the subject) to
shape the movement of thinking. With Hegel, thinking is not the activity of a
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subject anymore, but a movement through which the subject (the individual
as well as the collective) finds its meaning. Yet with Hegel, the question of
presence is not entirely answered but transformed into the shape of the move-
ment of thinking. For Hegel, thinking is not always present, in fact it is a
relationship between presence and absence. Hence, one cannot claim that
Hegel is a metaphysician in a straightforward fashion. With Hegel, the ques-
tion of presence becomes much more complicated. The question of presence
and subjectivity arise in Hegel’s thinking in terms of the shape of the move-
ment of thinking, namely dialectic thinking. Dialectic is characterized by the
movement of negativity. The present configuration of thinking and being is a
determinate configuration, and as such, as this is Hegel’s contribution, it will
inevitably be negated. Hence, Hegel does not adhere to a simple idea of
constant presence. Hegel’s entanglement with subjectivity and presence is
based on the idea that negation is always a determinate negation. This means
that negation is determined by what it negates. Therefore, what is to come,
the future, is always and always will be the negation of the presence. What
has been will always determine what is to come. The shape of the dialectic is
a negation of negation. This shape is Hegel’s original contribution to the
notion of subjectivity. Subjectivity does not mean that there is a subject
behind thinking, not a subject constantly present throughout the movement of
thinking. The subject is the shape of the movement; it is the movement. Yet
to the extent that it is constituted through a determinate shape, it both re-
quires and produces a unity. That which is negated will always come back to
itself (not a self in the sense of simple presence), but presence means the
ability to constitute oneself through this movement to and from its other, or
negation. Hegel’s dialectic is presencing, but this presencing is already deter-
mined in advance not by a teleological principle in the classical sense, but
through its shape, where the past always determines the future.

The question of presence is not only a conceptual question; it is also
inextricably political: Is it possible to think the question of the political
without being trapped in the configuration of presence and allow a radical
future, without even determining the shape of the movement that will take us
to the future? It seems that it is impossible to even raise this question from
the perspective of the political determined by the Western European philoso-
phy. The question of the political, ever since its inception in Greek philoso-
phy, always asks the question of unity. How is it possible to conceptualize
the unity of a group of people? It was Plato’s question in the Republic: What
is the best way to rule a community as a whole? Therefore, Western philoso-
phy is fundamentally political as it raises the question of the possibility of
unity. If the question is posed in this way, (and it has always been, and
perhaps will be to the extent that it remains the question of the political, that
is, the question of polis, a unified city, an interiority) there is no possibility of
resisting the form of Hegelian dialectic. Perhaps the question is not to be
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raised from within the unity, that is to say, one will not raise the question of
how we can constitute a unity among political subjects. This is precisely the
question that democracy requires the political subjects to raise. The subject is
placed at the center that desires a unity. One is empowered by being situated
in this space. Indeed, this is what it means to be a political subject. However,
if a unity conceptualized in terms of presence is to be problematized, this
space of subject needs to be rendered void. Perhaps the problem of politics is
not that we don’t know what to do, but that we can only raise questions that
have always already been answered.

The reason why Western European thinking is incapable of thinking
about the future of the political is that it is entrapped in a conception of a past
that is “completed.” To the extent that we think of the past as already ac-
counted for, completed, we cannot think of the future in a substantially
different way. The narcissistic self-image of European society is that it is in a
constant progress. The very idea of progress requires a comparison between
the past and the present. This in turn requires that the past must be complete.
Consequently, without abandoning the idea of progress we cannot think of
the past otherwise than complete. The Kantian regulative idea is based on
this interplay of the past and the future. It regulates the future in terms of an
idea that emerges from accomplishments of the present. It privileges the
present with respect to the past; we are closer to the ideal than before, but
also shapes the movement to the future by claiming that the ideal is never
achievable, will never be achieved, certainly not achieved yet. However, our
progress from the past to the future determines the truth of our path. We
know where we are going; we might never go there. In fact, we should never
say that we are there, because that contaminates the ideal. However, we can
never admit that the ideal is always already contaminated by being formulat-
ed, imagined, and fantasized in the presence. This is the conceptual difficulty
of European thinking.

In contemporary European political thinking the ghost of the Holocaust is
the more pronounced obstacle to political thinking. European commitment to
democracy is singularly shaped by the specter of the Holocaust. Yet democ-
racy thinks, can only think of the Holocaust in the past, as the perversion of
itself. This allows the rendering of the Holocaust safely in the past and
determines the future of the political in terms of “never again.” The singular-
ity of the past, its inevitable completeness manifests itself. To claim that the
Holocaust should never happen again is not to think the past differently; it is
allowing the past to determine the future. Yet the way in which we think of
the past, as complete, finished, makes it possible to never raise the question
of the relationship between democracy and the Holocaust. By fetishizing the
Holocaust that happened within Europe, European political thinking can con-
tinue with the same democratic principle that rendered the Holocaust pos-
sible. By not allowing the Holocaust to be written without the capital letter,
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the European philosophy takes the Hegelian step: the past is in the past, it is
complete, finished, it is the other, yet democracy having gone through the
determinate negation of its previous shape is now stronger. In fact, precisely
having gone through this absolute evil renders the European experience and
thinking powerful. Yet since the movement of thinking is unified and moves
toward the future, the whole outside of Europe will be part of this movement.
The political legacy of Europe is democracy and that in itself enables the
colonization of the future as well as the rest of the world. In fact, this is a
generalizable structure of democracy: democracy can render its opposition
powerless not by simple oppression, repression, and violence (which it cer-
tainly does), but through a dialectical play of inclusion. That which at one
time threatens the integrity of a democracy does not need to be permanently
repressed. In fact, once such an opposition emerges, the strategy is to violent-
ly repress the elements that are currently impossible to incorporate and as-
similate the elements that are possible to do so. However, an effective de-
mocracy should not leave any residue, any remainder so to speak. If the
elements that were not possible to assimilate in the past become possible to
incorporate (which they almost always do), then they should be integrated,
because it is precisely this integration that renders democracy distinctive.
Hence, it is possible, in fact necessary, for democracy to both allow the
Holocaust to emerge and at the same time present itself as the only possible
resistance to it.

DEMOCRACY IS (NOT) YET TO COME:
SPECTERS OF THE CAMPS

Jacques Derrida’s thinking is a response to these political and philosophical
problems. His entire thinking is in one sense the desire to think the political.
In his essay entitled “The Ends of Man,” Derrida writes: “every philosophi-
cal colloquium has a political significance.”7 It is dubious whether this pro-
nouncement was particularly enlightening in the context of 1968. It signifies
that Derrida’s entire thinking is political. In Specters of Marx Derrida puts
Marx on a stage, perhaps a world stage that has already been prepared in
advance. Derrida’s book is not exclusively about Marx or Marxism, but also
touches upon other authors including Francis Fukuyama, who I will discuss
in a moment. Yet the book is mainly staged in terms of a play, Hamlet. It is
paraphrased, and structured in terms of Shakespeare’s line in Hamlet: “The
time is out of joint.” Therefore, the question of spectrality is always a ques-
tion about spectators as well, that is, the questions of communism or Marx-
ism or democracy and justice depend on who is on the stage, who is watching
the actors, and who cannot even enter the theater.
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Derrida stages Marx as someone, parallel to Hamlet, who is trying to
conjure away ghosts. Yet it also seems that Derrida himself is trying to
conjure away a ghost, perhaps that of Marx whose analysis of capitalism
would complicate, if not undermine, Derrida’s notion of democracy-to-come.
Hence, my aim is to present a critical reading of selected passages of Derri-
da’s Specters of Marx. Even though I believe Derrida’s reading of Marx is
intriguing and useful, it undermines a potential critique of democracy in
Marx’s philosophy. Derrida mentions his notion of democracy in the same
breath as he does justice and communism. I believe this conflation under-
mines a critical aspect of Marx’s thinking, which in turn complicates Derri-
da’s problematic adherence to democracy (-to-come).

In the second chapter of Specters of Marx entitled “Conjuring Marxism,”
Derrida criticizes Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man.
The main thrust of Derrida’s criticism of Fukuyama concentrates on Fukuya-
ma’s distinction between the ideal of democracy and its empirical manifesta-
tions. For Derrida, Fukuyama invokes the ideal of democracy against the
possible criticisms of its empirical manifestations. The ills of democracy
might continue to accumulate, however, their accumulation would in no way
refute the ideal orientation of the greater part of humanity toward liberal
democracy. As such, as telos of progress, this orientation would have the
form of an ideal finality. Everything that appears to contradict it would
belong to historical empiricity, however massive and catastrophic and global
and multiple and recurrent it might be (SM, 57).

Derrida rightly attacks this distinction between empirical reality and ideal
finality of democracy, which ultimately proposes democracy as the only
alternative for all political systems. Hence, as soon as we open our mouths,
we defend democracy without even thinking about it anymore. I will come
back to this issue.

Yet, according to Derrida, Fukuyama somehow undermines this distinc-
tion when he claims Kojeve has “identified an important truth when he
asserted that postwar America or the members of the European Community
constituted the embodiment of Hegel’s state of universal recognition” (SM,
62). Hence, somewhat naively Fukuyama relies on a messianic event, namely
the French Revolution, which would have been “the event that took Christian
vision of a free and equal society, and implanted it here on earth” (SM, 60).
This messianic vision undermines the distinction between the ideal and the
historical, but Fukuyama does not consider this implication. More important-
ly, Fukuyama criticizes Marxism on the basis of its failures in empirical
reality and hence denies communism the same ideal finality that he preserves
for liberal democracy. In Derrida’s words, Fukuyama’s discourse “performs
a sleight-of-hand trick: with one hand, it accredits a logic of the empirical
event which it needs whenever it is a question of certifying the finally final
defeat of the so-called Marxist States . . . but with the other hand . . . it



Derrida and Democracy-to-Come 103

discredits the same logic of the so-called empirical event” (SM, 72). Fukuya-
ma has to discredit “all the evil” and everything that is “not going well” in
the capitalist states and in liberalism as empirical and thereby preserves the
purity of the ideal of liberal democracy.

In the next chapter Derrida lists the problems of liberal democracy: unem-
ployment; homelessness; ruthless economic wars among the countries of the
European Community; the inability to master the contradictions in the con-
cepts, norms, and reality of the free market; the aggravation of foreign debt;
the arms industry and trade; the spread (dissemination) of nuclear weapons;
the proliferation of interethnic wars; the growing and undelimitable power of
the mafia and drug cartels; the present state of international law and of its
institutions, specifically the European origin of philosophical concepts gov-
erning international law, and the fact that the application of the international
law remains dominated by nation states. One can address these problems in
two ways according to Derrida: either by relegating them to the domain of
historical empiricity and invoke the inevitable ideal of liberal democracy, in
which case, that which is said to be the cause of these problems would be
their solution, or one can question the very ideality of liberal democracy,
including equality, liberty, human rights, dignity of citizens, etc., Derrida
believes that the notion of spectrality manages this critique of the ideal,
because the ghost exceeds the binary or dialectical logic that opposes actual-
ity to ideality.

Indeed for Derrida, both communism and democracy share the same
structure of spectrality. He writes “communism has always been and will
remain spectral: it is always still to come and is distinguished, like democra-
cy itself, from every living present understood as plenitude of a presence-to-
itself, as totality of a presence effectively identical to itself” (SM, 99). The
logic of spectrality escapes the binary, oppositional logic that is at work in
Fukuyama’s understanding of democracy. The ghost is neither present nor
absent, neither dead nor alive, it escapes metaphysics that is inevitably traced
back to presence as an origin. Derrida assigns deconstruction the task of
thinking democracy “without renouncing and ideal of democracy and eman-
cipation, but rather by trying to think it and put it to work otherwise” (SM,
90). In this sense, Derrida detects both in Marxism as well as in democracy
such a promise of an always yet to come. Yet it is precisely at this point
things become complicated for Derrida’s own analysis. Several times in
Specters of Marx, Derrida invokes a structural affinity between communism,
justice, and democracy. He claims that spectrality obliges us “to think an-
other space for democracy. For democracy-to-come and thus for justice”
(SM, 169). How does Derrida move from communism to democracy-to-
come and to justice? Are these straightforward transitions? Are these terms
signifiers with the same promise? Or are they not the same in terms of the
content of their promises, but in terms of the structure of promise, which is
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inevitable, yet impossible to fulfill? Here, Derrida invokes a structure that he
has called iterability, supplementarity, etc., throughout his career. Now the
same structure is called spectrality or ghost. However, the invocation of
spectrality is problematic in the context of democracy. It is problematic to
assume that there always remains an undeconstructible element in democra-
cy. Why is this privilege attributed to democracy (“let us not say,” Derrida
writes, “all democracy, or precisely [justement], of democracy-to-come”)? In
this regard Derrida’s democracy-to-come fulfills the same political function
as Fukuyama’s ideal of liberal democracy. It is true that Derrida’s concep-
tion of democracy-to-come questions the most fundamental presuppositions
of liberal democracy or of Fukuyama’s ideal of democracy and perhaps even
undermines the metaphysical presuppositions of this ideal. Yet, what is it in
the signifier of democracy that allows it to be equated with justice? Perhaps,
Derrida’s deconstruction is incapable of overcoming the problems of Fu-
kuyama’s ideal of liberal democracy. This is because Derrida does not have a
critique of democracy; or rather his critique only applies to the ideal of
democracy but not to the signifier of democracy itself. The reason why
Derrida concentrates on Fukuyama is not to discuss the operation of conjur-
ing away Marxism that Fukuyama exemplifies and defend Marx against it,
but rather because of Derrida’s own desire to conjure away the ghost of
Fukuyama. By trying to distinguish democracy-to-come from the ideal of
liberal democracy, Derrida repeats the same gesture that protects the inevita-
bility of democracy. There is no alternative to democracy, but democracy-to-
come. It is true that this yet-to-come never actually comes, but it is also
always to come. Derrida himself calls this structure messianism, a kind of
messianism that cannot be deconstructed.

Democracy, therefore, in advance structures is that which is to come.
Whatever is to come will come as democracy. Therefore, whenever we open
our mouths we promise democracy. Derrida never quite escapes this totaliz-
ing inevitability of democracy. This dimension of democracy, which I call
the tyranny of democracy, is to be deconstructed. Yet for Derrida, this is
precisely that which cannot be deconstructed.

Well, what remains irreducible to any deconstruction, what remains as unde-
constructible as the possibility itself of deconstruction is, perhaps, a certain
experience of the emancipatory promise; it is perhaps even the formality of a
structural messianism, a messianism without religion, even a messianic with-
out messianism, an idea of justices—which we distinguish from law or right
and even from human rights—and an idea of democracy which we distinguish
from its current concept and from its determined predicates today. (SM, 74)

It might well be the case that deconstruction itself is possible on the basis
of something that cannot be deconstructed, but it is not certain that this
undeconstructible can be understood in terms of the signifier “democracy.”



Derrida and Democracy-to-Come 105

Conceptually, democracy shares the same structure of promise as other sig-
nifiers: justice, communism, and even fascism. Yet the political deployment
of democracy functions exactly in the opposite way that Derrida phantasizes,
namely it colonizes the future in advance and obfuscates the to-come. By
adhering to the democracy-to-come Derrida essentially repeats the very inev-
itability that the ideal of democracy commands. Perhaps what obliges us to
think today is not the yet-to-come of democracy but the necessity of decon-
structing the tyranny of democracy, which issues from its ostensible inevita-
bility.

Marx attempts to undermine this inevitable structure of democracy. Derri-
da does not discern (or focus on) the critique of democracy in Marx’s analy-
sis, as he makes clear in his reading of the last chapter of Specters of Marx.
The final chapter of Specters of Marx addresses the first part of the first
volume of Marx’s Capital. Derrida analyzes the way in which the use-value
and exchange-value function in Marx’s text. Marx, according to Derrida,
claims that the mystical character of the commodity does not come from its
value. The exchange value, on the other hand, is through which the commod-
ity is staged on a market, where it seems to gain supersensible qualities. It is
true that for Marx the commodity already haunts the thing, its specter is at
work in use-value. However, for Derrida, Marx tries to conjure this ghost by
thinking that “he can speak of a pure and simple use-value (SM, 150). The
commodities do not go to the market and exchange themselves; hence, there
must be a human intervention which would trace back the commodity to its
origin. Commodities cannot speak unless human beings provide spirits for
them. Hence, for Derrida, Marx tries to indicate the precise moment where
the ghost emerges. The ghost of the exchange emerges when the thing comes
on stage as a commodity. According to Derrida, “to say that the same thing,
the wooden table for example, comes on the stage as commodity after having
been but an ordinary thing in its use-value is to grant an origin to the ghostly
moment” (SM, 159). However, for Derrida, this ghostly moment cannot be
isolated without the risk of reducing it to pure presence. The things are in
advance already haunted by the exchange value, not as an empirical occur-
rence, but as a structural necessity. “The form that informs its hulē must
indeed have at least promised it to iterability, to substitution, to exchange, to
value, it must have made a start, however minimal it may have been, on an
idealization that permits one to identify it as the same throughout the possible
repetitions and so forth (SM, 160). It is clear that Derrida interprets the
exchange value in terms of the structure of iterability that informs decon-
struction since its inception. “In its originary iterability, a use-value is in
advance promised, promised to exchange and beyond exchange” (SM, 162).
Derrida indicates that exchange value has the same structure as that of the
iterability. They are even mentioned in the same breath “exchangeability,
iterability, the loss of singularity” (SM, 161). This is, to emphasize again, not
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an empirical necessity that everything in advance must be a commodity, but
everything in advance has the structural necessity of possibly being staged in
the market of exchange.

Derrida points out that Marx attempts to circumvent this structure of
iterability, and to conjure away ghosts by appealing to the use-value of the
thing. “Without disappearing, use-value becomes then a sort of limit, the
correlative of a limit concept, of a pure beginning to which no object can or
should correspond, and which therefore must be complicated in a general
theory of capital” (SM, 160). Therefore, ultimately Marx is an ontologist,
rather than a hauntologist. He tries to conjure away ghosts. He continues to
ground his critique or his exorcism of the spectral simulacrum in ontology. It
is a critical but predeconstructive ontology of presence as actual reality and
as objectivity (SM, 170).

Yet Derrida’s deconstruction of Marx points to a problematic character of
deconstruction itself. First, Derrida’s desire to equate the structure exchange
of commodities in a capitalist market with the structure of iterability under-
mines their difference. Secondly, in this whole theater Derrida seems to cast
himself as the friend of all the ghosts, or at least the structure of spectrality.
Yet, can one be friends with ghosts? Can one let them speak? Does Derrida
himself not reserve an original position to deconstruction?

Derrida’s interpretation of exchange value is in line with his notion of
democracy-to-come and that these notions are problematic for Marx. For
Marx the use-value does not refer to an originary presence, but to an interrup-
tion within the structure of seamless exchange, an interruption, which resists
the totalizing repetition of the exchange value. It is no surprise that capital-
ism belongs to the same system as liberal democracy. This togetherness has
to be construed not in terms of freedom, entrepreneurial liberty, etc., but in
terms of a Derridian structure of exchangeability. Democracy, just like the
stage of exchange of commodities on a market, refers to a stage where actors
repeat their lines. Within democracy human beings are reduced to exchange-
able commodities with particular properties. My point is not that humanity is
objectified or its dignity has been taken away. In fact, democracy does not
objectify people like commodities, but rather confers rights upon them as
subjects. However, this distinction between subjects and objects does not
capture the underlying unity between democracy and exchange value. They
both seem to function like a Derridian structure of iterability. However,
invoking democracy is never like invoking justice or communism. Democra-
cy functions by its very logic not opening itself to a structure of iterability,
but circumvents this in advance by invoking the same human subjectivity.
Democracy by its very definition does not have a structure of iterability,
because democracy only appears to lend a voice to the forces that attempt to
undermine it. Yet democracy cannot and does not lend a voice to alterity,
unless this alterity is transformed into a voice within democracy. Therefore,



Derrida and Democracy-to-Come 107

democracy stages human beings not through freedom but through discipline.
Democracy speaks through subject; reduces them to actors who repeat their
lines without iterability. Indeed, within democracy the seemingly seamless
movement of the system precludes the structure of iterability through repeti-
tion of the same. Hence, when Marx proposes the use-value, not as an origin,
but an interruption of the seamless movement of capitalism, he is invoking
the same necessity of interrupting the tyranny of democracy. Within such a
system of democracy, it appears that Marx’s ghost can be exchanged with
that of justice as well as democracy as commodities on a stage. Yet the role
of the friend of ghosts is not without its own ghosts. It so happens that this
actor repeats the same line as the others: democracy-to-come.

Derrida recognizes that democracy by definition implies an openness to
the other, even if this other is the “sworn enemy” of democracy. Derrida
wants to preserve this openness by insisting that “democracy protects itself
and maintains itself precisely by limiting and threatening itself” (Rogues,
36). Yet Derrida does not take this claim to what I would call a “neo-
colonial” reading of democracy, which would claim that democracy insti-
tutes and protects itself undemocratically. This is not simply an empirical
claim, but concerns the very idea of democracy as well as democracy-to-
come. What Derrida considers to be a “positive” aspect of democracy-to-
come manifests itself as the colonial force of democracy. Democracy mani-
fests itself not only as an openness to the other, but also, and because of this
openness to the other, as a force of colonization. Derrida’s conception of
democracy-to-come, consequently colonizes the future, the foreign, and hos-
pitality. If this is correct, we must separate the Derrida of hospitality and
alterity from the Derrida of democracy-to-come, because the latter closes off the
possibility of imagining the political in a radically different way.
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Conclusion

On Sunday, January 11, 2015, some forty leaders from all over the world
gathered in Paris for a march as a demonstration against the terrorist attack
on the editorial offices of the magazine Charlie Hebdo. It was a picture-
perfect example of what Kundera called the “Grand March”: “Europe was
the Grand March. The march from revolution to revolution, from struggle to
struggle, ever onward.”1 While the image of the solemn leaders gave the
impression that they were marching in front of a large group of people, an
aerial shot later revealed that there were less than a couple of hundred people
behind them, probably most of them security agents. The emptiness of the
photo was as iconic as the initial photo opportunity was meant to be. It was
merely a show; it was the familiar European kitsch:

The fantasy of the Grand March . . . is the political kitsch joining leftists of all
times and tendencies. The Grand March is the splendid march on the road to
brotherhood, equality, justice, happiness; it goes on and on, obstacles notwith-
standing, for obstacles there must be if the march is to be the Grand March. 2

While the Grand March is a European kitsch, according to Kundera, there
were leaders from all over the world in Paris. This gathering speaks to the
conviction that:

The Modern Era has nurtured a dream in which mankind, divided into its
separate civilizations, would someday come together in unity and everlasting
peace. Today, the history of the planet has finally become one indivisible
whole, but it is war, ambulant and everlasting war, that embodies and guaran-
tees this long-desired unity of mankind. Unity of mankind means: No escape
for anyone anywhere.3

109
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It is this universalist kitsch of Europe that sustains the idea of democracy
today.

Throughout this work I argue that democracy operates as a bio-discipli-
nary process of colonization. I try to explain the specific mechanisms and
metaphysical presuppositions of this process. In the theoretical sense, democ-
racy operates as a movement of self-relating negativity. This negativity as a
pure movement takes a particular shape, its shape is dialectic as negation of
negation. I argue that this movement in this shape colonizes both the political
and intellectual space. I argue that it is necessary to clear an intellectual space
for the critique of and resistance to the tyranny of democracy.

In today’s global discourse of politics, democracy organizes and advo-
cates itself against religious fundamentalism. It is certainly true that not all
religious fundamentalisms are the same and it seems that today’s main threat
to democracy is Islamist politics. Today’s confrontation between the Western
democratic worldview and Islamism is to a large extent the continuation of
the adversity between the colonizer and the colonized. Admittedly, such a
binary opposition is very simplistic because neither “the West” nor “Islam”
has any kind of consistent unity. Yet we seem to be experiencing a crisis of
global capitalism and democracy, which is discursively crystalized in the
confrontation of Western democracies and formerly colonized and currently
dependent nations (or more precisely economies of subaltern peoples). Yet
perhaps the confrontation is not between secular humanistic liberal democra-
cies and theological worldviews but rather between different political theolo-
gies. As Carl Schmitt argues in Political Theology: “All significant concepts
of the modern theory of the state are secularized theological concepts” (PT,
36). One could rephrase this statement today in terms of democracy and
claim that all the concepts of contemporary European political thought are
theological.

Perhaps this aspect of European political thinking might be the starting
point of why the future of the political cannot be in Western European
thinking anymore. Western democracies often boast a secular political heri-
tage. They usually glorify their history in terms of a rejection or reformation
of religious beliefs. However, as Schmitt observed, democracy, far from
allowing a real confrontation with the theological, transforms the theological
thinking into the political. Therefore, Western democracies still operate
under the forces of religion and the European Union can still be a fundamen-
tally Christian institution. This theological heritage of the European Union
cannot be eradicated by accepting non-Christian nations as members either.
Under democracy, theological thinking still continues to dominate the intel-
lectual scene. Democracy cannot separate the political from the theological.
Democracy, or more precisely the concept of “the people” in democratic
discourse, functions as the (big) Other in a Lacanian sense. It structures the
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political culture as a master signifier. It is time to recognize that the (big)
Other of democracy does not exist, and has never existed.

The future of the political lies in the so-called Islamic nations where the
political cannot exist alongside the theological. This does not mean, howev-
er, that the theological should be accepted into the political. Quite the oppo-
site: the theological should be radically separated from the political in a way
European politics failed to do. Such a possibility does not lie in Europe. It is
also not clear that it lies in postcolonial nations either. It seems more and
more that these nations become copies of European nations in terms of their
disciplining of their citizens into democracy. Religious practices in Europe
always contributed to democratic disciplining. Thus, it is likely that the same
will happen in neo-colonial nations. Therefore, the political does not need a
dialectical sublation of the religious into its practice, but rather a radical
rejection and eradication of the religious from the domain of the political.

It might appear to be paradoxical to argue that genuine secularism and
openness to the future will come from postcolonial thinking. First of all, I
need to separate such a possibility from identity politics. This is not to say
that genuine openness to the future can only be thought by the non-Western
identities. It is to say, however, such an openness cannot be thought with the
concepts of Western European political philosophy, because they are funda-
mentally colonizing. So what is the future of the political, and how can
democracy be thought of in a way that is not colonizing? How is it possible
to decolonize democracy? Of course, the first step is to decontextualize de-
mocracy (or more generally the political itself) from its cultural, geographi-
cal context of Europe, and do so not in an imperialist fashion by universaliz-
ing the concept to the other cultural and geographical context, but by treating
democracy as a finite spatio-temporal event that has no substantial identity.
In other words, democracy happens, it can happen, it always happens as a
resistance to the present configuration of political power. It cannot and
should not be institutionalized as a form of government, as a cultural heritage
or capital, as a way of life, as a philosophical idea, not even as an undecon-
structible “to-come.” Democracy needs to be perpetually deconstructed, de-
colonized, and recognized when it happens, lingers for a while and that it
subsequently disappears. It is significant that recent events in Egypt and
Turkey over the last few years are not to be described as “in the name of
democracy” but rather as events of the political. There are manifestations of
something for which European political philosophy has no concepts to de-
scribe. They can only be understood with respect to their postcolonial disrup-
tive elements rather than continuously perpetuated Western concepts such as
democracy, freedom, good government, etc. They are acts of resistance to
neo-colonial global order of democracy. They happen and they are done. We
cannot formalize them, we cannot learn from them, we cannot repeat them.
We need to engage in such events of resistance again in a way that does not
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affirm precisely what we resist. Political actions need to be separated from
disciplined subjects with intentions and aims because such actions are always
already defined in terms of disciplinary discourses. We do not know what the
future of the political will be, and that is precisely what we need to embrace,
that is the genuine sense of openness that even Derrida’s deconstruction
cannot embrace. Ultimately, the theological impetus within the political is
the desire to determine the future and produce a unity, which makes the
future predictable. The idea of messianism without religion, even without
messiah, participates within this desire. The name of radical difference and
diversity is not democracy and has not been democracy for a long time. It is
time to decolonize the political by recognizing democracy as the new phase
of colonial domination, and to reckon with the tyranny of democracy.

NOTES

1. Milan Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of Being, trans. Michael Henry Heim (New
York: Harper Collins, 1984), p. 50.

2. Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of Being, p.135.
3. Milan Kundera, The Art of the Novel, trans. Linda Asher (New York: Harper Collins,

2000), p. 11.
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